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Introduction: The Political Ambiguities of 
Pius XII

Abstract: This collection of essays evaluates the relations between Eugenio Pacelli 
and Germany from the beginning of his career as a papal nuncio in Munich in 1917 
until his pontificate during the wartime and post-war periods. The contributions to 
this volume do not provide a complete overview of this topic. Instead, they should be 
understood as case studies on certain aspects of Vatican-German history. At the core 
of this work are the complexities and ambiguities of papal politics between four po-
litical systems from the Kaiserreich to the West German Federal Republic. Ultimately, 
this volume thus touches upon very diverse subjects ranging from Pacelli’s ‚concordat 
diplomacy‘ in the Weimar Republic and the Third Reich to his silence during the Hol-
ocaust and the German occupation of Italy, the anti-communism of the Cold War, and 
the Vatican’s path towards reform in the post-war period.

In 2020, the Vatican has opened its archives for the pontificate of Pius  XII, which 
has been accompanied by strong media coverage. Long-awaited within the scholarly 
community, these new sources allow historians to address a whole range of topics that 
extend beyond Eugenio Pacelli’s individual biography and relate to greater questions 
of global politics as well as twentieth-century social and cultural history.

The two decade-long pontificate of Pius XII stands amidst an ‚Age of Extremes‘, 
which forced Catholics to situate themselves in relation to conflicting ideologies, total-
itarianism, democracy, and modernity. Although a period of accelerating seculariza-
tion, the pontificate also witnessed the re-emergence of the Catholic Church as an 
influential global force. In these conflict-laden, but also dynamic years, the Vatican 
occupied a central role in international politics. With about 80 Apostolic Nunciatures, 
the Holy See could demonstrate a global presence and presented itself as an actor 
that stood above national party interests. Yet, the Vatican simultaneously took strong 
positions in ideological conflicts and thus actively shaped the international political 
landscape.

Ultimately, historians face a multitude of questions: What were the major institu-
tional, social, and religious changes in the global Catholic community under Pius XII’s 
papacy? What was the Vatican’s attitude towards democracy and human rights as well 
as totalitarian and authoritarian regimes? How did Pius XII and the curia cope with 
the legacies of fascism, collaboration, and the Holocaust within the Catholic Church 
after 1945? In what ways did they influence the formation of the Western alliance and 
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the beginning of the Cold War with its nuclear arms race? How did the Holy See react 
to the foundation of Israel or to movements of de-colonization in Africa and Asia? 
To what extent did the Vatican support authoritarian regimes in order to prevent the 
spread of communism? In addition to these political questions, future scholarship 
will have to examine how Pius XII reacted as a theologian to challenges of seculariza-
tion, technological progress, and rapidly changing gender relations. These issues, of 
course, gained a particular importance in the Second Vatican Council that was started 
only four years after Pacelli’s death.

Naturally, this issue of „Quellen und Forschungen aus italienischen Archiven 
und Bibliotheken“ cannot answer all of these open research questions. Instead, this 
volume will focus on the relation and the policies of Pius XII towards Germany in this 
time of caesura. Ever since the publication of Rolf Hochhuth’s play „The Deputy“ in 
1963, the silence of the Vatican during the Shoah has been thematized by Western 
media and scholarship. This collection of essays will not merly re-address this issue, 
but will rather place classical historiographical debates in the wider context of Pius’ 
biography before 1939 and after 1945. Thus, it aims to avoid analysing the Church’s 
policies during World War II in an isolated manner, but rather seeks to draw connec-
tions and explanations for post-war developments. Methodologically, the volume aims 
to transcend classical thematic labels such as ‚Church history‘ or ‚religious  history‘. 
Instead, the goal is to re-introduce questions about religion into the historiography of 
the Second World War and the post-war period. The volume highlights that an ade-
quate understanding of the Vatican’s political and cultural role is crucial to explain 
the great transformative processes of these decades.

The contributions in this edition can only offer a first glimpse onto the new archi-
val sources that are available since last year. These essays represent case studies on 
a variety of topics and widely differ in terms of focus and methodology. Together, 
they formulate new research questions about the peculiar and deep relations between 
Eugenio Pacelli and Germany in both political and cultural terms. In this context, they 
will also explore topics beyond the classical problems of German historiography that 
mainly focused on National Socialism, the Second World War, and the Holocaust. 
Instead, this edition of essays will also engage with questions of Vatican diplomacy 
and international relations in the interwar period. Moreover, it will evaluate Pacelli’s 
diplomatic efforts against communism over a longer timeframe from the Russian Rev-
olution to the Cold War. Simultaneously it will be discussed how the Catholic Church 
reacted to trends of social change, to ‚modernity‘ and to the decline of Catholic cul-
tural authority. Ultimately, the volume aims to analyse continuities and caesuras from 
the 1920s to the 1950s not only with regard to German history, but also in a wider 
transnational context.
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Pacelli, the Nuncio and the Pope
Eugenio Pacelli had an unusually close connection to Germany since the First World 
War. In 1917, he was appointed as the Vatican’s new nuncio in Munich and since 
the Church had no official diplomatic representation in Prussia at the time, he thus 
became responsible for the entire territory of the Reich. As Giuliana Chamedes has 
shown, Benedict  XV undertook great efforts to attain a diplomatic solution of the 
world war, which, however, seemed to have favored the German monarchy over the 
supposedly ‚liberal‘ and ‚secular‘ alliance of the Entente.1 Against this background, 
scholars are confronted with the question whether Eugenio Pacelli might be char-
acterized as a ‚German-friendly‘ diplomat and, consequently, also as a pope with a 
generally pro-German outlook.2

In 1919, Eugenio Pacelli witnessed the Munich Revolution first-hand. Reports 
indicate that the fiercely atheist revolutionaries did not respect his diplomatic status 
and even impounded his car.3 Clearly, this personal experience and the events he 
witnessed in the city must have founded Pacelli’s strong opposition against com-
munism. Yet, it should also be noted that historians such as Michael Feldkamp have 
concluded that Pacelli did not share any affinities to the German radical right during 
the Weimar Republic. Although anti-Semitic propaganda became louder and louder 
during the 1920s, Feldkamp and other Catholic historians maintain that „the modesty, 
the patience, and the restraint that had already been admired by contemporaries are 
more credible than the attempt to cast off the later pope already in his first years in 
Munich as an anti-Semite“.4

A major challenge for this collection of essays is to retrace the ambiguities that 
marked Eugenio Pacelli’s relation to Germany. His time in Munich was clearly charac-
terized by distance to the parallel rise of the Nazi movement in the same city. Pacelli 
never met Hitler in person and only after the Beer Hall Putsch of 1923, he seems to 
have been aware of „un certo Hitler“.5 It could be argued, however, that this lack of 
information may also explain why Pacelli apparently underestimated the dangers of 
National Socialism despite the fact that some dioceses had clearly condemned Nazi 
ideology and would refuse party members to receive the sacraments or to be buried in 
sacred ground. Nonetheless, Pius XI and his advisor Pacelli would attempt to continue 
their traditional strategy of a ‚concordat diplomacy‘ in the Third Reich. In his capacity 

1 Giuliana Chamedes, A Twentieth-Century Crusade. The Vatican’s Battle to Remake Christian Eu-
rope, Cambridge, MA 2019.
2 A comprehensive overview on this topic can be found in: Stefan Samerski, Deutschland und der 
Heilige Stuhl. Diplomatische Beziehungen 1920–1945, Münster 2019.
3 Philippe Chenaux, La Nonciature d’Eugenio Pacelli à Munich (1917–1925): entre l’ordre et la révo-
lution, in: Revue d’Allemagne 38 (2006), pp. 339–350.
4 Michael F. Feldkamp, Pius XII. und Deutschland, Göttingen 2000, p. 35.
5 Hubert Wolf, Die Geheimnisse der Akten, ARD Dokumentarfilm, 18.5.2020.
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as Cardinal Secretary of State, it was Pacelli who negotiated and signed the Reichskon-
kordat that was to be Nazi Germany’s first international treaty in 1933.

Of course, the provisions of this concordat would soon be violated by the Nazi 
regime: Catholic schools were closed, Catholic publications censored, and pastoral 
care would be impaired in state institutions. More importantly, the euthanasia program 
and the racial ideology of the regime faced strong Catholic opposition. When Pius XI 
drafted an encyclical against Nazi ideology, it was Eugenio Pacelli who came up with 
the title „Mit brennender Sorge“, changing to the word ‚great‘ to ‚burning‘. The text of 
this encyclical was secretly distributed in all German dioceses and – to the surprise of 
the Nazi regime – publicly read from the pulpits on March 21, 1937.6 Despite this open 
act of defiance, however, it should also be noted that „Mit brennender Sorge“ would 
never be followed by any other encyclical condemning the Nazi regime.

At the same time, a large strand of research has emerged that showed in what 
ways German Catholics would participate in the political life of the Third Reich and 
how they were able to align their religious identities in a dictatorial society. Books 
such as Dagmar Pöpping’s „Abendland“, Hermann Beck’s „Fateful Alliance“, and 
Thomas Brodie’s „German Catholicism at War“ have shown that members of the Chris-
tian Churches rarely endorsed or rejected Nazism unconditionally, and yet were ulti-
mately willing to pledge their loyalty to the regime.7 They demonstrated how religious 
worldviews overlapped with certain aspects of the Nazi agenda and how common 
themes, such as anti-communism, ‚anti-materialism‘, and the ambition to ‚save the 
occident‘ could motivate even non-aligned Christians to endorse National Socialist 
policies.

6 The literature on the encyclical „Mit brennender Sorge“ is vast: Heinz-Albert Raem, Pius XI. und 
der Nationalsozialismus. Die Enzyklika „Mit brennender Sorge“ vom 14. März 1937, Paderborn 1979 
(Beiträge zur Katholizismusforschung. Reihe B: Abhandlungen); Rainer B endel  (Ed.), Die katholi-
sche Schuld? Katholizismus im Dritten Reich zwischen Arrangement und Widerstand, Berlin 2004 
(Wissenschaftliche Paperbacks 14); Markus Schmitt , Das „Schweigen“ Pius’  XII. zur Judenverfol-
gung im Spiegel von Selbstzeugnissen und Äußerungen seiner Mitarbeiter und Vertrauten, Aadorf 
2008; Fabrice B outhil lon/Marie Levant  (Eds.), Un pape contre le nazisme? L’encyclique „Mit 
brennender Sorge“ du pape Pie  XI. (14  mars 1937), Brest 2016 (Actes du colloque international de 
Brest, 4–6 juin 2015); Helmut Moll , Die Enzyklika Pius’ IX. „Mit brennender Sorge“ (14. März 1937) im 
Spiegel der Glaubenszeugen der NS-Zeit, in: RQ 113,1–2 (2018), pp. 131–150.
7 Dagmar Pöpping, Abendland. Christliche Akademiker und die Utopie der Antimoderne, 1900–
1945, Berlin 2002; Hermann B eck, The Fateful Alliance. German Conservatives and Nazis in 1933. 
The Machtergreifung in a New Light, London 2008; Philipp Thull  (Ed.), Christen im Dritten Reich, 
Darmstadt 2014; Kevin P. Spicer  (Ed.), Antisemitism, Christian Ambivalence, and the Holocaust, 
Indiana 2007; Thomas Brodie, Between ‚National Community‘ and ‚Milieu‘. German Catholics at 
War, in: Contemporary European History 26,3 (2017), pp. 421–440; id., German Catholicism at War, 
1939–1945, Oxford 2018.
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More importantly, however, Pius XII would remain deafeningly silent about the 
deportation and extermination of Jews during the Second World War.8 In the next years, 
historians will have to evaluate what kind of knowledge Eugenio Pacelli gained about 
the policies of the Nazi regime and what information he believed to be true or false. We 
already know, however, that he personally received numerous letters from both Jews 
and Catholics, such as the nun Edith Stein, who would be murdered in Auschwitz, and 
Andrey Sheptyzky, the Metropolitan Archbishop of Lemberg. Even during the German 
occupation of Rome, when hundreds of Jews had sought shelter in monasteries and 
Church institutions, Pius XII had advocated no clear policy in this regard and did not 
publicly condemn the deportation of the Roman Jews in October 1943.9

This silence gained public attention in the postwar period with the polemical 
works of André Schwarz-Bart „The Last of the Just“ (1959) and Rolf Hochhuth’s play 
„The Deputy“ (1963). In addition, historical research has since then uncovered the 
activities of Catholic circles around Bishop Alois Hudal, the head of the Austrian-Ger-
man congregation, who aided German and Italian war criminals to escape to countries 
such as Spain, Argentina, Syria, and Egypt.10 Against this background, historians in 
the Apostolic Archive will not only have to analyse the policies of the Vatican during 
the Second World War, but also how Pius XII faced the history of National Socialism, 
fascism, and the Shoah after 1945.

Democratization, Reconstruction, and Reform in the 
Cold War
In the post-war period, the Catholic Church increasingly opened up towards demo-
cratic ideas, but also towards the ‚Third World‘ that was home to the majority of Catho-

8 See: David Kertzer, The Pope against the Jews, New York 2001; Renato Moro, La Chiesa e lo 
sterminio degli ebrei, Bologna 2002; Hubert Wolf, Papst und Teufel. Die Archive des Vatikan und das 
Dritte Reich, München 2008; Nina Valbousquet , Catholique et antisémite. Le réseau de Mgr Benigni 
(1918–1934), Paris 2020; ead., Race and Faith. The Catholic Church, Clerical Fascism, and the Shap-
ing of Italian Anti-semitism and Racism, in: Modern Italy 23 (2018), pp. 355–371.
9 Matteo Napolitano, Pio XII e gli ebrei di Roma nel 1943, in: Nuova Storia Contemporanea 1 (2013), 
pp. 59–82; Stefan Samerski, Pancratius Pfeiffer, der verlängerte Arm von Pius XII. Der Salvatoria-
nergeneral und die deutsche Besetzung Roms 1943/44. Biografie, Paderborn 2013; Lutz Klinkham-
mer, Pius XII., Rom und der Holocaust, in: QFIAB 80 (2000), pp. 668–678.
10 Markus Langer, Alois Hudal. Bischof zwischen Kreuz und Hakenkreuz. Versuch einer Biogra-
phie, Wien 1995; Gerald Steinacher, Nazis on the Run – How Hitlerʼs Henchmen Fled Justice, Ox-
ford 2011; Johannes Sachslehner, Hitlers Mann im Vatikan. Ein dunkles Kapitel in der Geschichte 
der Kirche, Wien 2019; Rupert Kl ieber, Pius  XI. und Österreich. Konturen und Ergebnisse eines 
Forschungsprojekts, in: RHM 62 (2020), pp. 41–45. Also Santa Maria dell’Anima has organized a sym-
posium on Hudal in 2006.
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lics worldwide. Central figures such as Jules Isaac, Louis-Joseph Lebret, and Jacques 
Maritain paved the way for new theological and epistemological understandings of 
diversity which had long-lasting repercussions throughout the world. Isaac, perhaps 
most notably, is well-known for his tireless work after the Second World War in the 
field of Jewish-Christian relations that would culminate in his decisive role for the 
groundbreaking declaration „Nostra Aetate“ that would re-define the relation of the 
Church towards Non-Christian religions after the end of Pius XII’s papacy. In particu-
lar, his highly influential work „Jésus et Israel“ established that anti-Jewish theologi-
cal traditions were fundamentally out of tune with the Gospels themselves.11

Despite these developments, the Church still had to face a long-lasting historical 
legacy that was marked by traditional conservative perspectives and prejudices from 
which it would prove difficult to detach. Against this background, we have to analyze 
questions of historical memory and continuities of Eurocentric, apologetical, and 
right-wing ideas in papal policies after 1945. On the surface, it could be argued that the 
position of the Church during the war had been the same as in most other conflicts: 
neutrality, diplomacy, humanitarian action. A major difference, however, had been 
the Vatican’s close contacts to the fascist state apparatus in Italy, Nazi dictatorship 
in Germany, Falangism in Spain, and the Vichy-regime in France. More importantly, 
the Vatican would seek to maintain the validity of the 1929 Lateran Treaty with fascist 
Italy and the 1933 Concordat with Germany after the end of the war. Although many 
of these diplomatic provisions were concerned with religious schooling, ecclesiastical 
privileges, and Catholic holidays, they should also be seen in the context of powerful 
conservative networks within the Church. Thus, historians are now beginning to eval-
uate how the Church would publicly debate and defend its policies after 1945.

In the classical historiography of the post-war period, the Catholic Church largely 
appears as an actor of only secondary importance. While a plethora of studies exists 
on Pius XII and his role during the Second World War, those historians who did focus 
on the Cold War period are mainly concerned with the 1970s and 1980s, and with John 
Paul II in particular.12 By contrast, the opening of the Vatican Archives now allows 
for a systematic evaluation of the Vatican’s policies and its political intentions in the 
immediate post-war period. Such an analysis could also shed new light on the rela-
tions between the Catholic Church and the newly emerging ‚super powers‘ in both 

11 Jules Isaac, The Teaching of Contempt. The Christian Roots of Anti-Semitism, New York 1964; 
also see: Samuel Moyn, Christian Human Rights, Philadelpia 2015.
12 See, for example: Wolfgang Hammel, Die Ostpolitik Papst Johannes Pauls  II. Beziehungen 
zwischen Kurie und Ostblock, Bern 1984; Heinz-Joachim Fischer, Johannes Pauls II. Weltpolitik – 
Journalistisch beobachtet in Rom und auf den Reisen, 1978–2005, Berlin 2016; Karl-Joseph Hummel 
(Ed.), Vatikanische Ostpolitik unter Johannes XXIII. und Paul VI. 1958–1978, München 1999. There 
are of course notable exceptions: Philippe Chenaux, Une Europe vaticane? Entre le Plan Marshall 
et les Traités de Rome, Louvain-la-Neuve 1990; id., L’Église catholique et le communisme en Europe, 
1917–1989, Paris 2009.
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the East and the West. Due to its position at the frontline of the iron curtain, Germany 
would of course gain a special importance in this context.

On the one hand, the Vatican engaged in diplomatic relations as a sovereign state. 
On the other hand, however, the Church may also be considered as a ‚non-govern-
mental actor‘. Across the world, ecclesiastical structures offered localized modes of 
action and influence that reached down to the level of individual parishes. Through a 
network of educational institutions and welfare organizations the Church could main-
tain its role as a transnational power that transcended the borders between the great 
political blocs.13 At the same time, of course, the Vatican was anything but neutral 
and actively sought to contain and to fight communism in both Central Europe and 
the wider world. Therefore, we must understand the strategies and doctrines that were 
developed under Pius XII against the global communist advance and evaluate how 
they were employed at local levels. How did the Vatican react to the curtailment of 
clerical privileges, to the forceful secularization of monasteries and schools, and to 
the incarcerations of priests and bishops in the Soviet sphere of influence? How did it 
respond to communist propaganda material? How did it try to influence the general 
public in the Federal Republic and Austria?

Overall, historians now face the question whether the Cold War against com-
munism corresponded to a re-invention of the Church, which now began to strategi-
cally endorse the values of the Western alliance. While Pius XI and Pius XII had agi-
tated against capitalism, liberalism, and democracy in the pre-war period, the Church 
now seemed to embrace Truman’s and Eisenhower’s vision of ‚the West‘. However, 
historians will also need to acknowledge and to explain the Vatican’s simultaneous 
political failure to overcome its close association with anti-democratic and dictatorial 
regimes, such as Franco’s Spain or Salazar’s Portugal. Ultimately, the challenge is to 
examine the Church’s often ambivalent relation to right-wing dictatorships against a 
wider background of both European conservatism and internal Church reform.

Increasingly, historians are now beginning to question narratives of post-war 
historiography that traditionally revolved around contradictory categories of ‚fascist 
continuities‘ and ‚democratic rebeginnings‘. In the newly established Federal Repub-
lic, for example, we need to understand how former supporters of National Socialism 
cooperated with former critics in order to find common answers to shared questions 
of modernity, secularism, and an alleged cultural ‚decline‘ in Europe.14 While Konrad 
Adenauer combined democratization in West Germany with traditional Catholic ideals, 

13 Ralph Rotte, Die Außen- und Friedenspolitik des Heiligen Stuhls, Wiesbaden 2014; Andreas 
Som meregger, Soft Power und Religion. Der Heilige Stuhl in den internationalen Beziehungen, 
Wiesbaden 2011.
14 On this problem, see for example: Johannes Großmann, Die Internationale der Konservativen. 
Transnationale Elitenzirkel und private Außenpolitik in Westeuropa seit 1945, München 2014.
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his administration also routinely included former members of the Nazi party.15 Being 
„conceived in Rome and born in Washington“ (Martin Niemöller), the new Federal 
Republic thus seemed to be marked by a remarkable symbiosis of Western democracy, 
conservative Catholicism, and a characteristic continuity of structures dating back to 
Nazi Germany. Yet, the relation of the Catholic Church to Christian Democracy was 
certainly more complex than contemporary critics such as Niemöller have argued. Not 
least, the newly founded CDU was an inter-confessional party with weaker ties to the 
Vatican than its interwar predecessor, the Catholic Zentrum. For the ‚salvation of the 
Occident‘, however, the Vatican was able to ally with various branches of the German 
right and could also form new alliances with German Protestants.

German authors of the 1950s often propagated the ideal of a ‚third way‘ in order to 
save European culture from both the communism of the Eastern bloc and the ‚materi-
alism‘ of the Anglo-American sphere.16 Politically, this went alongside new concepts 
such as the ‚social market economy‘ of Ludwig Erhard and parallel ideas of ‚Catholic 
Corporatism‘.17 At the same time, both the Church and the Adenauer’s Christian Dem-
ocratic Union recurred to the notion of a West European ‚Occident‘, whose continuity 
to premodernity and the Christian Middle Ages should be re-established.18 On the one 
hand, a new Christian identity simplified the integration of the Federal Republic of 
Germany into the Western alliance. On the other hand, however, the intermediation 
of the Catholic Church also created close ties between democratic states and cleri-
cally backed dictatorships in Spain, Portugal, and Latin America (Franco, for that 
matter, once called Adenauer his „close and intimate friend“).19 Hence, we need to 
address the question to what extent post-war Catholicism allowed for an intellectual 
convergence of the European right, which had formerly been divided into supporters 
and opponents of fascist regimes. In this context, a key to understand the pontificate 
of Pius XII after 1945 might be to reconstruct mentalities for which the memory of 
National Socialism was not of primary political concern. Ultimately, therefore, this 

15 On Germany, see for example: Norbert Frei, Vergangenheitspolitik. Die Anfänge der Bundesre-
publik und die NS-Vergangenheit, München 1996; id.  (Ed.), Karrieren im Zwielicht – Hitlers Eliten 
nach 1945, Frankfurt a. M. 2001; Lutz Niethammer, Die Mitläuferfabrik. Die Entnazifizierung am 
Beispiel Bayerns, Bonn 1982; Eckart Conze et al. (Eds.), Das Amt und die Vergangenheit. Deutsche 
Diplomaten im Dritten Reich und in der Bundesrepublik, München 2010.
16 Philippe Chenaux, De la chrétienté à l’Europe. Les catholiques et l’idée européenne au XXe siè-
cle, Tours 2007.
17 Paul B etts, Ruins and Renewal. Civilizing Europe after World War II, London 2020; Martin Con-
way, Western Europe’s Democratic Age. 1945–1968, Princeton 2020.
18 This tension was no purely European phenomenon, but also marked Catholic identity in other 
parts of the world. See, for example: Kathleen Cummings, New Women of the Old Faith. Gender and 
American Catholic Identity in the Progressive Era, Chapel Hill 2009.
19 See: N.N., ‚Flug ins Ritz‘, Der Spiegel, Nr.  9 (1967), 20.2.1967 (https://www.spiegel.de/spiegel/
print/d-46453084.html; 4.6.2021).

https://www.spiegel.de/spiegel/print/d-46453084.html
https://www.spiegel.de/spiegel/print/d-46453084.html
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period must be approached through the ambiguities between new democratic ideals 
and a deeply rooted religious conservatism.

About this Volume
The historiographies of post-war Catholicism have typically been highly politicized 
and divided between modes of moral accusation and patterns of Christian apologet-
icism.20 By contrast, this volume seeks to retrace the political and cultural ambiv-
alences that marked the policies of the Vatican in its relation to Germany in the 
twentieth century. The difficulty, in this context, is to understand how conservative 
and reform-oriented elements could co-exist within the Church and how they could 
equally shape its development as an international actor. Accordingly, the complex-
ity and the ambivalences inherent to the Catholic Church need to be acknowledged. 
As historians, we must therefore retrace and comprehend a series of contradictions 
between authoritarianism and goals of reform, restauration and democracy, racism, 
anti-Semitism and reconciliation.

This volume aims to contribute to a nuanced picture of church history in this 
period. Ultimately, this history was not driven by a one-sided confrontation between 
progressive and reactionary forces. Instead, it must also be understood in terms of 
multi-layered patterns of societal transformation in which the fronts were not always 
as clear as commonly recognized. The Catholic Church, for that matter, was both a 
driver and a preventer of change; it clearly promoted peace and freedom after 1945, 
but also stood in partial continuity to ideologies which had brought about the great 
calamities of twentieth century.

This volume cannot give a comprehensive overview of the relations between 
various German state systems and the Catholic Church from Weimar to the Federal 
Republic. It can, however, offer some new outlooks on this key period through selected 
case studies on issues ranging from Pacelli’s Nunciature to Pius’ post-war policies. 
Thereby, this volume chronologically follows the biography of Eugenio Pacelli from 
his time in Munich through his pontificate in the Second World War and to the 1950s. 

20 Daniel Jonah Goldhagen, Die katholische Kirche und der Holocaust, Berlin 2004; Michael F. 
Feldkamp, Goldhagens unwillige Kirche. Alte und neue Fälschungen über Kirche und Papst während 
der NS-Herrschaft, München 2003; id. (Ed.), Die Beziehungen der Bundesrepublik Deutschland zum 
Heiligen Stuhl 1949–1966. Aus den Vatikanakten des Auswärtigen Amts. Eine Dokumentation, Köln 
2000; id., Mitläufer, Feiglinge, Antisemiten? Katholische Kirche und Nationalsozialismus, Augsburg 
2009; id., Pius XII. – Ein Papst für Deutschland, Europa und die Welt, Aachen 2018 (Propyläen des 
christlichen Abendlandes 2); John Cornwell , Hitler’s Pope, London 1999. For a more nuanced dis-
cussion, see for example: Gabriele Rigano, Jenseits von „schwarzer und weißer Legende“. Eine Dis-
kussion über Pius XII. und die Deportation der römischen Juden, in: QFIAB 94 (2014), S. 311–337.
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It is structured in six articles from German-, English-, and Italian-speaking authors 
representing a diversity of both Catholic and non-Catholic perspectives.

In the first contribution, Stefan Samerski will analyze the policies and attitudes 
of the Nuncio Eugenio Pacelli towards communism in the interwar period. In particu-
lar, the article explores the function of Pacelli’s office as an international platform or 
Drehscheibe in Central and Eastern Europe and its importance in diplomatic dialogues 
between Berlin, Warsaw, Riga, and Moscow. This innovative approach not only draws 
on Samerki’s books from the last decades, but also on previously unconsidered or 
unavailable Nuncial reports. While previous research has mainly focused on Pacelli’s 
importance in Germany’s interior ideological conflicts, this study will highlight his 
role in foreign affairs beyond the borders of the Weimar Republic.

In the second paper, Sascha Hinkel and Jörg Hörnschemeyer will present the 
first results of the DFG-project „The Critical Online Edition of the Nuncial Reports of 
Eugenio Pacelli (1917–1929)“, a cooperation initiative between Münster and Rome. In 
this digital database, approximately 5400 reports from his time as nuncio in Germany 
are made available through open access at www.pacelli-edition.de. Hinkel’s and 
Hörnschemeyer’s article focuses on the question of what can be learned about the 
man Pacelli from his nuncial reports. Can we identify patterns of action and decision 
making during Pacelli’s time as nuncio in Germany that can be used to explain later 
actions and decisions during his pontificate? By using methods of digital text mining, 
the article reveals linguistic and thematic patterns in the reports from Pacelli’s nun-
ciature.

In the third article, Camilla Tenaglia will analyse the attitudes of Pius XII towards 
Germany through his speeches and contributions in the Vatican radio. Thereby, she 
will also evaluate the role that modern media played in defining his public perception. 
Since the 1930s, the Vatican’s media system underwent considerable changes. Pacelli 
himself proved to be a protagonist of these transformations, both as Secretary of State 
and as pope, who widened the employment of the modern means of mass commu-
nication ranging from radio to cinema. At the same time, however, the use of those 
media redefined traditional papal paradigms and re-shaped the public image of the 
Catholic Church and its leader.

The fourth paper is authored by Laura Di Fabio and moves into the period of the 
Second World War. The article presents a review of the history of the Jesuits, the civil-
ian population, and the German occupation forces in Italy between 1943 and 1945. 
Hitherto unexplored sources that are accessible since 2020 now permit historians to 
explore an archival heritage produced by the Society of Jesus which carried out func-
tions of education, pastoral care, and assistance in local Italian communities. Di Fabio 
argues that an evaluation of religious orders as ‚observers of history‘ offer us a new 
perspective on the civilian population, the German occupation, and the deportation 
of Jews in the years of the Second World War.

With the fifth article, Marion Dotter moves on into the post-war period. This study 
examines the strategies employed by the Catholic Church in the German-speaking 

http://www.pacelli-edition.de
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world against communism in Central and Eastern Europe. With Sankt Pölten in the 
Eastern part of Austria and Munich-Freising in Bavaria, the text compares how two 
dioceses reacted to the rise of communist regimes directly behind their borders. The 
starting point of this research is Pius  XII’s „Decree against Communism“, which 
stands in a long tradition of ecclesiastical criticism directed against the great ideol-
ogies of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, and which gained wide recognition 
within the clergy. In order to understand the means and constraints of the Church in 
its attempt to influence the new East-West conflict, Dotter will address three research 
areas: refugee aid, the social question, and matters of schooling. In these areas, the 
Church used a variety of resources to reach its political goals – from its parishes and 
monasteries at the local level to its spheres of political influence at the level of nation-
states between which the Roman curia held its position as a global actor.

In the final article, Michael O’Sullivan will examine questions of social and 
cultural history in post-war Germany. In particular, his study focuses on matters of 
women’s rights and birth control. It argues that the early 1950s represented a moment 
of potential change regarding sexuality in Catholic milieus in West Germany. After 
the ‚sexual revolution‘ (Dagmar Herzog) that was sparked in the immediate aftermath 
of World War II, both laymen and theologians expressed a new focus on previously 
taboo subjects, such as family planning and contraception. Pius XII maintained the 
Vatican’s conservative opposition to birth control and abortion, but simultaneously 
argued that married couples could use periods of abstinence to prevent pregnancies 
with the so-called ‚Rhythm Method‘. Thus, the Church’s position was marked by a 
characteristic ambiguity between tradition and modernity.

Overall, this collection of essays aims to present selected case studies on the biog-
raphy of Eugenio Pacelli and the pontificate of Pius XII. While such a short volume 
cannot give a complete picture of the pre-war, wartime, and post-war decades, we 
hope that it offers new perspectives on some of the defining questions and issues that 
marked this period of crisis, violence, transformation, and reform.


