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Gerald Steinacher
Forgive and Forget? Vatican Responses to the Nuremberg Trials and Denazification

The leadership of the Catholic Church, Pope Pius XII
and his closest advisors, as well as many cardinals
and bishops, were critical of the Nuremberg war
crimes trials and denazification efforts after the
Second World War. Their interventions ultimately
culminated in demands for a general amnesty. The
Vatican tried to derail many initiatives by the Allies,
especially the Americans, to bring Nazi perpetrators
to justice. Catholic institutions were even involved in
channelling Nazi war criminals to safety overseas.
Why did the Catholic Church leadership so vigorously
oppose the punishment of war crimes through
The Austrian Catholic bishop Alois Hudal in his 1937-book The Foun- criminal justice? What alternatives did the Vatican
dations of National Socialism
and especially the Pope have in mind for dealing
with guilt and responsibility? In the immediate postwar period, many considered Pope Pius XII an
outstanding moral authority, and the Catholic Church maintained a powerful position in Southern and
Western Europe. Austria and Italy were predominantly Catholic, as was a substantial part of Germany.
The position of the Catholic Church on the ‘fair’ punishment of crimes under the previous regimes is
therefore particularly important for understanding these societies and the moral tenor of their time.
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