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Introduction
 This year has been quite exciting for the History Students’ 
Association. Alongside our first annual conference, “A War Sec-
ond to None: The Global Impact of World War Two,” we also 
were able to publish this special issue of The Future of History. 
After a thorough editing process, we believe the essays within 
this journal exemplify the scholarly caliber of the University of 
Toronto and its undergraduate students. In many respects, this 
issue is ‘second to none.’
 The four selections for this special edition feature a wide 
range of topics concerning the Second World War, beginning 
with a study of the Stanley Internment Camp during the Jap-
anese occupation of Hong Kong. Our second selection on the 
historiography of the Nazi-Soviet Pact importantly reflects on 
Soviet interwar fears of a German invasion, especially after un-
successful attempts to gain a military alliance with France and 
Britain. The next selection contextualizes the roles and reac-
tions of the Catholic Church under the Third Reich. Then our 
final selection investigates the role of historical architecture in 
Nazi Germany. Each of the undergraduate authors’ essays had a 
nuanced understanding of Second World War and all have been 
a true joy to read. 
 In turn, we would like to thank our entire editorial staff. In 
particular we extend our gratitude to Managing Editor Jacque-
line Allain, and Design Editors Guy Taylor and Helen Picard. We 
look forward to working with all of you for our upcoming annu-
al issue in the spring.
 In addition, we would like to provide a special thanks to all 
those who submitted their works for consideration, and in par-
ticular we would like to thank all of our financial contributors. 
Without you this journal would not have been possible. 
 

Haley O’Shaughnessy and India Grace McAlister, Directors
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After the Japanese conquest of Hong Kong, non-combatants of European de-
scent who remained in spite of the evacuation order were gathered together and 
sent to Stanley Internment Camp located on Hong Kong Island. Within this 
camp, these internees were left to govern autonomously. Although a brief peri-
od of uncertainty emerged, their desire for stability allowed order to return. This 
essay will attempt to discuss the internees’ responses to camp life, including pol-
itics, basic necessities, and the role of women in maintaining normality during 
their internment. As well, the conditions of the Stanley Internment Camp will 
be compared and contrasted to the inhumane conditions for both the soldiers 
in Shamshuipo POW Camp and the average Chinese living in Hong Kong under 
occupation. Upon evaluation, Stanley Internment Camp’s unique self-governing 
structure during the civilians’ three years and eight months in captivity contrib-
uted mightily to their higher survival rate and sense of normality. 
 As early as 1938, the British Chiefs of Staff understood that Hong 
Kong could not be held onto without significant reinforcement. The Command-
ing General of Hong Kong Major General A. W. Bartholomew stated that the 
building of defences was unnecessary.1 The garrison soldiers were instructed to 
defend themselves and their charges if attacked; this order would not apply to 
an organized, military force entering Hong Kong.2 This pragmatic attitude how-
ever, did not stop the British Chiefs of Staff from demanding that Hong Kong 
should be defended to the very end. The decision to hold out against the Japa-
nese instead of declaring Hong Kong an ‘open city’, can be attributed to Britain’s 
prestige.3 Britain had to demonstrate its determination in holding its Far East 
territories – if it had simply abandoned Hong Kong, it would have seriously dis-
couraged the continuation of armed resistance in Japanese-occupied China. 
 Another reason was Britain’s need to gain the United States as a mili-
tary partner. In response to the Japanese threat, in 1941, the United States had 
sent troops to reinforce its domain of the Philippines. Reinforcing Hong Kong 
would therefore be symbolically valuable; a show of solidarity and Britain’s de-
termination to the Americans.4 Therefore, when Bartholomew’s successor, Ma-
jor General A. E. Grasett believed and insisted that the Imperial Japanese army 
was “vastly inferior to Westerners in training, equipment and leadership,5” this 
information allowed Prime Minister Winston Churchill to authorize an addi-
tional two battalions, supplied by Canada, to strengthen the Hong Kong gar-
rison.6 When Major General C. M. Maltby succeeded Grasett, he believed the 
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assessment made by Grasett, and began to strengthen the Gin Drinker’s Line 
under the idea of halting the Japanese in the New Territories.7

  The overconfidence by the British soon was shattered when Japan in-
vaded Hong Kong on December 8, 1941. It came as a surprise when the Japanese 
were able to easily break through the Gin Drinker’s Line by December 11, and 
occupied the whole of the mainland and Kowloon by December 13. Between 
December 13 and 18, Hong Kong Island was isolated and under siege; on the 18, 
the Japanese began their assault on the island. By Christmas Eve, the situation 
had deteriorated to the point that “effective military resistance was no longer 
possible.”8 Thus, under pressure from both the military and civilians, Governor 
Mark Young was forced to accept the Japanese term of unconditional surrender.
 At the conclusion of the Battle of Hong Kong, there were approximately 
3 000 European allied civilians still in Hong Kong – the majority were British 
with a minority being American minority. These civilians were overwhelmingly 
businessmen.9 As such, unlike the soldiers who were subjected to a policy of 
racial humiliation and sent to prisoner-of-war camps, the lack of any real im-
mediate action by the Japanese indicates they did not anticipate the prospects 
of dealing with European civilians. As a result, civilians simply remained inside 
their house or shelter while outside, looting became rampant.10 Two and a half 
weeks later, on January 4, 1942, the expatriates were told to gather at the Pa-
rade Grounds in Victoria the next day; this abrupt summoning caused some con-
fusion.11 Many believed they would be returning back to their homes in Britain 
and the United States.12 Once gathered, the approximate 1 000 civilians were 
split into smaller groups and sent to overcrowded and unsanitary brothel-hotels 
along the waterfront. For the next fifteen days, as the Japanese rounded up the 
others who had not heard the call, civilians’ dreams of a trip home were lost to 
the impending reality of the Stanley Internment Camp. Altogether, 2 500 expa-
triates would be transferred to Stanley.13 
 Similar to the soldiers, this round up was another instance of the Jap-
anese enforcing the ethnic switch in power. Whereas in pre-war Hong Kong the 
Europeans looked down on the Chinese, now it has been reversed. One expatri-
ate recounted that the Japanese allowed the Chinese to “charge any price they 
wished for the things they sold [them].”14 The loss of European superiority was 
also emphasized by the location of the camp. Initially, it was suggested that the 
Peak should be the location of their permanent internment. However, the Jap-
anese refused, both for obvious military reasons, but also because they did not 
want to be looked down upon.15 Therefore, it was decided on December 21 that 
the location of their permanent internment was at the isolated south-end of 
Hong Kong Island – Stanley. 
 The first couple of days were hectic. The Japanese policy towards in-
ternees was apparently to let them govern and organize themselves. Stanley 
Internment Camp consisted of St. Stephen’s College, its residential quarters, 
and the grounds of Stanley prison. As the new internees arrived, they settled 
in whatever space was available, and grouped themselves with others of the 
same nationalities – British with British and Americans with Americans. These 
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nationalities formed committees to allocate supplies provided by the Japanese 
and to handle administrative issues. Out of the three main nationalities: British, 
American, and Dutch, focus will be placed solely on the British. This is because 
after the American repatriation on June 1942, both the Americans who decided 
to stay and the Dutch altogether numbered approximately 80 internees com-
pared to the 2 400 British internees.16 
 The Temporary Committee created by the British internees in response 
to their apparent self-governance broke from colonial habit – none of the mem-
bers voted onto the Committee were former government officials.  Such a rup-
ture of colonial governmental norms came from the intense anger the internees 
had against the government mainly due to the fact that Governor Young surren-
dered so quickly. Most internees believed the statement that Hong Kong should 
have taken the Japanese six months to occupy, and combined with the lessened 
public confidence after two commissions into government malpractice prior to 
the invasion, helped fuel anti-government sentiments. Therefore, most of its 
members were from the clergy, or business executives from companies like Jar-
dine Matheson, or Butterfield and Swire. By mid-February 1942, the camp was 
relatively organized and stable. The Temporary Committee felt their mandate 
was complete and elections were held for the first British Communal Council. L. 
R. Nielsen, a business executive was elected to chair the first council.17

 This was an obvious source of annoyance to Franklin Gimson, the for-
mer Colonial Secretary, when he arrived at Stanley on March 11 (although he 
was present for various Temporary Committee meetings.)18 In his view, even 
though Hong Kong had fallen, he was still an appointed representative of King 
George VI, and as the highest ranked British official in Stanley, demanded that 
the internees recognize his authority. This move resulted in greater friction be-
tween Gimson and the other internees, forcing him to reluctantly acknowledge 
the fact that his bid for power was not welcomed. On March 28, Gimson accept-
ed a compromise in which he would hold limited powers and be recognized as 
Nielson’s ‘partner’.19 This compromise demonstrated the political views of the 
internees. The failure of the colonial government to protect its citizens result-
ed in their loss of confidence. By creating the British Communal Council, it al-
lowed the internees to continue the democratic tradition, albeit adjusted to suit 
camp life. This break from formal British governance became the basis of the 
temporary government of post-war Hong Kong. Thus, with this initial conflict 
resolved, the British Communal Council was quick to establish various commit-
tees on different aspects of camp life. Most importantly, of course, was the issue 
of food.
 The internees established a subsistent food supply in three ways: the 
meager Japanese rations, the exorbitantly expensive Canteen, or the rare food 
parcels from the Red Cross or local Chinese. In each case, the quantity was less 
compared to pre-internment portions. Now interned, they had only three small 
meals a day, consisting of a small bowl of rice and a few spoonful of a watery 
soup made from whatever meat and/or vegetables provided by the Japanese. 
Worse, almost all the internees were used to a Western-based food diet and this 
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sudden forced change to an East Asian-based diet caused many instances of se-
vere stomach pains and diarrhea.20 Although initially the rice was generally of a 
good quality, throughout the duration of their internment, the rice was regular-
ly dirty, and often mixed with rat and insect excrement. At times, dead rats were 
even found within the supply.21 As a result of these problems, generally 25% of 
the rice’s weight would be lost after washing and cleaning.
 The rice was not the only cause of concern. The meat served was ini-
tially water buffalo and later changed to tinned corned beef. It was substituted 
sometimes with conger eel, a tough, bony fish; sometimes nothing at all. The 
vegetables provided were rarely fresh and always cooked to prevent disease.22 As 
food prices from Canteen continued to increase and the devaluation of the Hong 
Kong dollar decreased food shipments, tending to personal gardens became a 
means of survival.23 Later, a communal garden was built and food like sweet 
potatoes was grown in order to supplement their diets. Still, despite all of these 
efforts, food remained quite scare, especially when they were in-between Red 
Cross parcels. 
 To manage the distribution of food and Red Cross parcels, a Distribu-
tion Committee was created to deal with the arrangements. Its greatest contri-
bution was on October 1942, when news of 3,600 comfort parcels, each contain-
ing 12 tins with food, reached the Camp. The Committee decided against giving 
the internees each a bulk package; opting instead to ration the supplies. Their 
decision was unpopular and met with public outcry, but as time passed and the 
quality of food decreased, the internees were grateful for their decision. For the 
internees, their ability to adapt and make do with the food demonstrated their 
will to survive and helped contribute a sense of normality in the camp. 
 Alongside the food, a similar struggle was present in regards to cloth-
ing. As many did not bring additional clothing, the internees had to make do 
with what they had, or found within the camp. Due to their internment, the 
combinations of clothing they worn were often strange, but the fact that almost 
everyone had something to wear demonstrated the internee’s ingenuity. Shoe 
repair shops and sewing rooms were established to repeatedly patch things up, 
while summer garments were turned into winter garments and vice versa. Even 
flour sacks were transformed into underwear!24 Likewise, this display of crea-
tiveness was furthered with the desire for colour; embroideries of multiple col-
ours on women’s clothing were widely popular.25 Indeed, the women at Stanley 
played an important role, both in maintaining a level normality during their 
internment, and in contributing to the camp society.
 The presence of women and children at Stanley Internment camp had 
an almost immediate effect of normality amongst the male internees. In fact, 
even the children contributed to the sense of normality; both the men and wom-
en were forced to think of the children’s welfare over their own interests. This 
however, did not stop some men from believing that if the women and children 
were not at Stanley, then at least they would of have more food to eat.26 Whatev-
er their beliefs were, the women during their internment at Stanley contributed 
to the camp society – many were auxiliary nurses while some were administra-
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tive support staff for the British Communal Council. Those who worked as a part 
of the administrative staff were originally exempted from the evacuation order 
in 1940 given their importance to the institution’s continual function. As for the 
nurses, they volunteered in the camp’s medical facilities. The lack of medicine, 
bandages, and sanitary equipment posed a challenge to the medical staff, forcing 
them to use whatever they had to its absolute limit. The risk of contamination 
of was high; “we had very little soap, icy water in winter, and scrubbing brushes 
worn down to the wood.” Apart from these women who had qualifications, those 
who did not contributed in roles related to the household, especially sewing.27 
As stated before, their ability to adapt existing clothing to suit the demands of 
camp life helped alleviate stress and kept them busy. 
 Their contributions however, were not always to the benefit of camp 
life. Dorothy Jenner recounts how a group of women were voted onto the cook-
ing detail after complaining that the previous male cooks were stealing bits of 
food. “What d’ya know? Within a couple weeks these women were bigger thieves 
than the men.”28 Obviously, this was not the norm, but it does demonstrate that 
in times of hardship, self-preservation often triumphed over the interests of the 
group. The presence of women also reinforced the gender roles prevalent during 
that era. Gimson agreed that “the atmosphere was more normal. At least women 
are useful when men are ill.”29 Women hardly participated in politics, and when 
they did, it was mostly at the British Women’s Group meetings where advice 
and mutual support were offered. This group was formed as a way to group the 
women and allow them control over themselves and the welfare of the camp. 
Nonetheless, apart from their restricted role in camp politics, women and chil-
dren played a major role in Stanley.
 Thereby, in order to stave off boredom, a variety of activities acted as  
positive distractions to everyday camp life. Since many of the internees were 
educated, classes were held on courses ranging from literature to commerce and 
a school was established for the children. Even examinations for university de-
grees were written. Apart from schooling, the internees also performed plays, 
wrote poetry, and held concerts. But under this façade of normality, everyone’s 
attitude came under heavy self-scrutiny. Professor Sewell, one of the internees, 
stated that in Stanley, “we had [to] discover a middle path between an unpleas-
ant critical attitude to unsocial neighbours and being trodden under foot.”30 In-
deed, it is possible that the good behaviour of these internees, combined with 
their participation in committees or contributions to the camp, made co-exist-
ence possible. Indeed, in comparison to the rest of Hong Kong, Stanley was a 
bastion of civility and food. 
 At the conclusion of the Battle of Hong Kong, the more than 10 000 
allied soldiers that participated in the battle became prisoners of war. The Jap-
anese applied a process of public humiliation to those soldiers. Exhausted and 
fatigued from fighting, the soldiers were forced to bow to both Japanese soldiers 
and Hong Kong Chinese civilians, while others were ordered to clear the streets 
of debris caused by the fighting. To cement Japan’s victory and to emphasize 
Britain’s failure in defending Hong Kong, the Japanese marched the soldiers to 
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the barrack in Shamshuipo; a spectacle made public for the Chinese to watch.31 
The condition of the barracks, having been already looted of everything not bolt-
ed down, was less than subpar.32 Similar to the internees in Stanley, there was a 
growing contempt amongst the soldiers against the officers due to their defeat. 
A private recalls how at the time of surrender, “discipline had vanished… [the 
officers] had lost the respect and authority conferred by rank and uniform.”33 
This loss of respect, accompanied by their dire situation resulted in rock-bottom 
morale. 
 A couple days later, the POW’s were split into four groups: the officers 
went to Argyle Street,  the British Indians went to Ma Tau Chung, the Canadi-
ans and Royal Navy personnel went to North Point, and the British regulars, 
Hong Kong Volunteer Defense Corps, and Royal Air Force personnel remained 
in Shamshuipo.34 What the Japanese attempted to do was to isolate the various 
groups of soldiers from one another. For the British Indians, the Japanese tried 
and succeeded in convincing many to collaborate as guards in Hong Kong, oc-
cupied China, and some even at Stanley.35 For the British prisoners-of-war that 
remained in Shamshuipo, their huts lacked doors and windows, nor were beds 
or blankets provided; the prisoners would sleep on the concrete floors.36 As time 
went on, the soldiers would improvise mats or simple frames to receive some 
sleep. However, the lack of soap and hot water during laundry days meant bed-
bug infestations were normal; a full nights rest was rare. The food the soldiers 
received was always rice accompanied with poor quality vegetables. Such poor 
nutrition, combined with an outbreak of pellagra and beriberi resulted in high 
death tolls until the Japanese added supplements to the soldiers’ food.
 Although the Stanley internees received Red Cross parcels, albeit irreg-
ularly, the parcels intended POWs were almost always kept by the Japanese.37 
In addition to these conditions, throughout their imprisonment, the Japanese 
would sometimes ship a large number of soldiers back to Japan to work in mines 
and factories. The use of POWs in labour camps continued until 1944, with over 
2 500 being sent to Japan in 1942. Worse still was the brutality the soldiers 
received, which often involved a rifle butt; these beatings required some to be 
hospitalized.38 This stark contrast of treatment could be attributed to the ram-
pant militarism of the Japanese state. The dishonour that came with surrender 
could have led Japanese soldiers to mistreat those who, in their eyes, had given 
up. It could also be argued that the reason the internees received slightly better 
treatment was because they were non-combatants, and thus had no duty to de-
fend Hong Kong. Ultimately, the treatment of soldiers, both in Hong Kong and 
Japan, were often brutal as was the conditions of their camps. Of the 10 000 
that became POW’s, almost 2 000 would die while interned while approximately 
4 000 were transported to Japanese labour camps.39 
 For the Hong Kong Chinese, their sojourner ties to China became their 
drive to resist the Japanese passively at first; their methods to circumnavigate 
the instructions from their occupiers were ones perfected under British rule. The 
Chinese would frequently ignore deadlines for business and residency permits, 
humorously forcing the Japanese to extend deadlines numerous times. As well, 
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their stanch resistance to assimilate – neglecting Japanese language classes, 
meant that the lingua franca remained Cantonese.40 However, one of the clear 
consequences of the occupation was Hong Kong’s economy. Not only did they 
close Victoria Harbour, ending the entrepot trade, the Japanese also introduced 
and enforced a conversion system between the Hong Kong Dollar and the Mili-
tary Yen. Originally, the conversion was HK$2 = ¥1, but as the occupation pro-
gressed, inflation became rampant.
 In two letters, one in 1942 and the other in 1943, Lily Tam offers a 
glimpse of the effects that inflation had on the Hong Kong Chinese. In March 
1942, she wrote that the conversion had changed to HK$4 = ¥1; vegetables re-
mained the same in yen but doubled in HK dollars. By February 1943, inflation 
had increased the conversion to HK$8. The uncertainty of daily fluctuating pric-
es created more problems for Ms. Tam.41 Her letter also mentioned a request 
from another family about the purchase of socks. Ms. Tam’s reply implied that 
the clothing situation was similar to the food situation – everything became 
more expensive. Although not concrete, these letters demonstrate as the occu-
pation progressed, the situation also deteriorated. 
 By mid-April 1944, the Japanese abandoned their rice distribution 
plan; fuel became too expensive and scarce, causing the disappearance of bus-
es and trams, and the resurgence of rickshaws. Coal reserves were depleted by 
August, resulting in a loss of electricity that caused Hong Kong to succumb to 
darkness when night arrived. Likewise, the occupation government introduced 
more yen, causing prices to rise rapidly. Under all this pressure, the Governor of 
Hong Kong Rensuke Isogai tried to maintain a sense of Japanese control over 
Hong Kong and aimed to promote friendlier relations with the locals. Pro-Japa-
nese documents reported that the Japanese helped rid Hong Kong of the “Brit-
ish poison,” with the old “Western, slavery education” removed, and traditional 
Chinese-Japanese activities and festivals encouraged.42 
 Whatever attempts to foster better relations however, were haunted by 
the atrocities committed by both the Japanese army and the Kempeitai.43 In a 
gambling crackdown in May 1942, the Kempeitai on one occasion broke into a 
den while a game of mah-jong was playing and forced the players to swallow indi-
vidual tiles until they choked to death.44 In one instance of atrocities committed 
by the Japanese Army, Chief of Staff Seizo Arisue was stated to have executed 
a group of Chinese suspected of subversive activities on the spot. These acts of 
brutality upon the Hong Kong Chinese combined with the severe inflation and 
worsening conditions would ultimately dissuade them away from their Japanese 
occupiers and towards actively assisting British resistance in Hong Kong.
 When the British Armed Forces liberated Hong Kong on August 30, 
1945, the internees in Stanley, the POWs in Shamshuipo, and the Hong Kong 
Chinese were finally freed after three years and eight months of Japanese occupa-
tion. For the internees, their internment would scar them and many questioned 
their decision to stay; their treatment, although harsh, was heaven compared to 
the soldiers at Shamshuipo. Their surrender resulted in them enduring almost 
four years of gruelling conditions, a starvation diet, and some being shipped 
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away to support the Japanese war effort. Likewise, the Hong Kong Chinese that 
remained faced a similar situation to the soldiers. As inflation increased the 
cost of basic necessities, survival became harder; combined with the increased 
violence of the occupying force, the local populace grew more resentful of the 
Japanese. Ultimately, compared to both, the internees at Stanley enjoyed more 
stability and cooperation; altogether, the Stanley internees faced fewer deaths 
than those on the outside.
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“The conclusion of the German-Soviet Non-Aggression Treaty of 23 August 
1939,” historian Geoffrey C. Roberts writes, “constituted the most stunning 
volte-face in diplomatic history.”1 The agreement between Joseph Stalin’s com-
munist Soviet Union and Adolf Hitler’s fascist Nazi Germany—erstwhile fierce 
ideological enemies—was, on the surface, a standard non-aggression pact.2 
However, the pact contained a secret protocol delineating separate German and 
Soviet spheres of interest in Poland and the Baltic states should a war break 
out in that region. On September 1, 1939, one week following the agreement, 
Germany invaded Poland. The swift Polish defeat at the hands of the Germans 
prompted the Soviet Red Army to invade from the east and occupy the areas of 
Poland granted to the Soviet Union by the secret protocol of the pact. Historians 
have since debated the Soviet decision to sign the Nazi-Soviet Pact: was Stalin 
motivated by imperialist ambitions to expand the borders of the USSR at the 
expense of Poland and the Baltic states? Or had he been forced into making a 
deal with Hitler as a result of failed negotiations for a security agreement with 
Britain and France?
 This essay will argue that the failure to achieve a security guarantee 
from Britain and France, coupled with the increasing likelihood of a German 
military thrust eastwards, left the Soviet Union with no option in August 1939 
but to shake hands with the devil and sign a non-aggression pact with Nazi 
Germany. Such an outcome was not inevitable. Since their establishment of the 
Third Reich in 1933, Nazi Germany’s outwardly anti-Soviet policy prompted the 
USSR to look west under the framework of the League of Nations. However, 
the Soviet’s hopes of containing German expansionism quickly disintegrated 
following the British and French “appeasement” of Hitler’s demands in 1938 at 
Munich. As such, the Soviet leadership had growing apprehensions that Britain 
and France may even welcome the prospect of a war waged by Germany --- if, of 
course, their war was against communism in Eastern Europe. From the perspec-
tive of the USSR, therefore, the Nazi-Soviet pact was signed not to expand the 
territory of the Soviet Union, but instead to remove the threat, at least tempo-
rarily, of fighting Hitler’s war machine.
 Following a brief review of the historiography on the Nazi-Soviet pact, 
this essay will examine Soviet foreign policy in the period leading up to August 
1939, specifically the significance of Hitler’s rise to power in Germany and the 
subsequent shift in Soviet policy to a more conciliatory approach vis-à-vis the 
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Western powers. It will then examine the failure of this policy in guaranteeing 
an adequate measure of Soviet security, forcing Stalin to make a deal with Hitler.
 There are two main schools of historical interpretation regarding pre-
war Soviet foreign policy and the Nazi-Soviet Pact: the “German” or “Germanist” 
school and the Taylor school. The Germanist school, associated with historians 
Nikolai Tolstoy, Robert Tucker, and Mikhail Semiriaga, emphasizes the impor-
tance of Soviet-German links dating back to the Rapallo Treaty signed between 
the two nations in 1922.3 Contrary to the claims of some historians that the So-
viet Union sought an anti-German alliance with the Western powers, German-
ists assert that the Nazi-Soviet Pact was a logical continuation of the mutually 
beneficial relationship that the Soviet Union and Germany, the two “outsider” 
states following the First World War, had begun at Rapallo. On the other hand, 
the Taylor school rejects the assertion that the Nazi-Soviet Pact was somehow 
the culmination of a long process of Soviet-German cooperation. A.J.P. Taylor—
for whom the school is named—argued in The Origins of the Second World War 
that Moscow, fearful of the threat to Soviet security posed by German expan-
sionism, sought in earnest to establish an anti-German alliance with Britain and 
France in the 1930s. The failure of this endeavour, along with the fear of an 
Anglo-French design that might involve the USSR in a war with Germany, forced 
the Soviets to make a deal with Hitler.4 “However one spins the crystal and tries 
to look into the future from the point of view of 23 August 1939,” Taylor writes, 
“it is difficult to see what other course Soviet Russia could have followed.”5 Chris 
Ward, T.J. Uldricks, and Roberts, to name a few, share this view that the USSR 
signed the Nazi-Soviet Pact as a tactical response to an unfortunate internation-
al situation.6 The argument of this essay, as is likely already apparent, follows in 
the tradition of the Taylor interpretation.
 The ascent of the virulently anti-communist Adolf Hitler to the chan-
cellorship of Germany in January 1933 presented a problem for Soviet-German 
relations. Since 1922, Germany had been one the USSR’s few friends in interna-
tional politics, following the Treaty of Rapallo signed between the two countries 
in April.7 At Rapallo, the Soviet Union and Germany established diplomatic rela-
tions, renounced all outstanding financial obligations, pledged mutual economic 
cooperation. Moreover, in secret they signed military agreements in which the 
USSR allowed Germany to evade restrictions of the Versailles treaty by granting 
her the provision of munitions and production sites inside Russia in exchange 
for German training of the Red Army. A Soviet-German neutrality pact conclud-
ed in 1926 and affirmed the warm relations between the two countries.8 
 Hitler’s rise to power in 1933 threatened this Soviet-German friend-
ship. However, it was not the anti-communism itself of Germany’s new Führer 
that alarmed Moscow, but instead his perceived anti-Sovietism in the field of 
foreign policy. In a speech to the Seventeenth Party Congress in 1934, Stalin re-
marked that the USSR was “not enthusiastic” about the fascist regime in Germa-
ny, but nonetheless added, “fascism in Italy…has not prevented the USSR from 
establishing the best relations with that country.”9 The problem was not German 
fascism but the fact that, in Stalin’s words, “Germany’s policy has changed.”10 In 
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a similar vein, Molotov remarked to the Seventh Soviet Congress, “the obstacle 
to the development of Soviet-German relations is not the super-nationalist ra-
cial theories” on the part of the ruling classes of Germany, but instead “what lies 
at the basis of the foreign policy of present-day Germany.” Molotov then quot-
ed a passage from Mein Kampf, in which Hitler openly calls for the territorial 
conquest of Russia.11 In June 1933, the German economics minister Hugenberg 
issued a memorandum on international economic development that the USSR 
interpreted as a German demand for Lebensraum or “living space”, further exac-
erbating Soviet fears of German expansionism.12 In the twelve months following 
Hitler’s rise to power in 1933, Roberts writes, “a decade of political, military and 
economic co-operation between [Germany and the USSR] was liquidated.”13

 With the breakdown in the Rapallo relationship between Germany and 
the Soviet Union, the USSR in late 1933 and early 1934 reoriented their foreign 
policy away from Berlin towards Paris, London, and Geneva. Foreign minister 
Maksim Litvinov’s speech to the Central Executive Committee on December 29, 
1933 can be seen as a representation of this shift in policy. In the speech, Litvi-
nov departed from orthodox Marxist-Leninist theory on international relations, 
remarking, “…not all capitalist States want war at all times, or always with the 
same intensity. Any State, even the most imperialist, may at one time or an-
other become profoundly pacifist.”14 Furthermore, Litvinov asserted, “there are 
bourgeois states…which are for the time being interested in the maintenance of 
peace and are prepared so to conduct their policy as to defend peace.”15 Litvinov’s 
statement was a clear reference to Britain, France, and the United States, and 
the westward turn of Soviet foreign policy in the period following this speech 
vindicates this inference.
 From 1933 onwards, Soviet relations with the Western powers were 
greatly improved: in addition to joining the League of Nations in September 
1934,16 the USSR was finally able to establish diplomatic relations with the Unit-
ed States—the last of the powers to recognize the Soviet Union—in November 
1933, something Moscow had been attempting to achieve as early as 1923.17 
Molotov deemed this development, “The greatest success of Soviet foreign poli-
cy [in 1933]….”18 In addition, Molotov declared that conditions “favour a further 
development of Anglo-Soviet relations” following a visit to the Soviet Union 
by British foreign secretary Anthony Eden in 1935. The USSR was also able to 
sign a mutual assistance treaty with France in May of 1935 that was eventual-
ly extended to include Czechoslovakia.19 This new internationalism on the part 
of the Soviet Union even led them to attempt to conclude an “Eastern Locar-
no” agreement with France, Germany, Poland, Czechoslovakia, and the Baltic 
states.20 The agreement fell through, however, due to, in the words of Molotov, 
“the opposition of Germany, and then of Poland….”21 Roberts has characterized 
the Western thrust of Soviet policy in the 1930s as “one of the most creative 
and innovative periods in the history of Soviet foreign relations.”22 According to 
Roberts, it was a result of the USSR’s realization that “the Rapallo era was over,” 
inducing Moscow to “[abandon] hope of a continuing alliance with Germany and 
instead [seek] new partners in the capitalist world.”23 Though the shift in Soviet 
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foreign policy reaped some tangible benefits, such as improved relations with 
the Western powers and entry into the League of Nations, it did not prove to 
guarantee an adequate level of Soviet security, especially as the international 
situation worsened in the late 1930s.
 The failure of the League to check the aggression of Italy, Germany, and 
Japan in the 1930s, along with the1938 “appeasement” of Hitler on the part 
of Britain and France at Munich, undermined the Soviet Union’s policy of col-
lective security. Moreover, during this period, the Soviet Union became wary 
of the intentions of Britain and France, fearing that they might like to see a 
war in Eastern Europe between Germany and the USSR. The goal of Litvinov’s 
overtures to the Western democracies in the 1930s had been to construct an 
anti-German front that would defend the Versailles settlement against Hit-
ler’s expansionist ambitions.24 Hitler’s annexation of the predominantly Ger-
man-speaking Sudetenland area of Czechoslovakia in 1938, approved by Britain 
and France at the Munich conference (at which no Soviet or Czechoslovak del-
egations were present) in September of that year, represented one of the final 
blows to Litvinov’s collective security policy. In a speech published in Pravda 
after the infamous Munich agreement, Molotov criticized the collusion of Brit-
ain and France with fascist Germany and Italy to “defeat” Czechoslovakia, pre-
senting the danger of “the absence of a united front of the ‘democratic’ States 
against the fascist Powers….”25 Similarly, in a speech to the Eighteenth Party 
Congress, Stalin remarked that the Axis powers “have upset the entire system 
of [the] post-war peace regime,” asserting that the non-interventionist policy of 
the Western powers “means conniving at aggression, giving free rein to war, and, 
consequently, transforming war into a world war.”26 Moscow became worried 
that Western indifference towards Hitler’s actions in Eastern Europe would only 
whet the German dictator’s appetite for expansion. From the fall of 1938 on, 
therefore, the Soviet Union frantically sought a concrete agreement—with any 
interested party—that would ensure its security.
 While they were critical of Anglo-French appeasement of Germany in 
the late 1930s, the Soviet Union nevertheless attempted in the spring of 1939 
to reach a security agreement with Britain and France in order to check German 
aggression in Eastern Europe. On April 18, Moscow proposed to Britain and 
France a mutual assistance agreement that would oblige the contracting parties 
to aid each other in the event of foreign aggression.27 According to the official 
Soviet response, negotiations faltered over Anglo-French reluctance to guaran-
tee the independence of the Baltic states, fearing the Soviet Union would use 
this provision as a pretext for annexation.28 Nonetheless, some historians have 
argued Britain and France were not genuinely committed to securing any agree-
ment with Moscow. As Adam B. Ulam remarks: “The Western statesmen have 
been blamed, and justly, for the dilatory and half-hearted character of the nego-
tiations.”29 Indeed, Britain and France dispatched diplomats of a lower rank to 
Moscow and their delegation curiously travelled to Moscow by slow boat instead 
of a plane.30 Moreover, the British and French representatives frequently prevar-
icated throughout the negotiations. In the words of Taylor: “If British diplomacy 
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seriously aspired to an alliance with Soviet Russia in 1939, then the negotiations 
towards this end were the most incompetent transactions since Lord North lost 
the American colonies.”31

 Taylor also catalogues the swiftness of Soviet responses to British sug-
gestions, and, on the other hand, the protracted delays in British responses to 
Soviet proposals, concluding, “If dates mean anything, the British were spin-
ning things out, the Russians anxious to conclude.”32 It cannot be known for 
certain whether Britain and France were serious about reaching an agreement 
with Moscow in 1939, yet there is no doubt that certain figures in Soviet leader-
ship circles perceived that Anglo-French representatives were negotiating in bad 
faith. In a public article, Politburo member Andrei Zhdanov declared, “I believe…
that the English and French Governments have no wish for a treaty on terms of 
equality with the USSR….The intolerable delays and endless procrastination in 
negotiations with the USSR permit doubts of the sincerity of the real intentions 
of England and France….”33 In the end, Moscow was never able to reach an agree-
ment with Britain and France, which, as will be seen, had fateful implications for 
the future of Europe.
 The failure to reach an agreement with Britain and France forced the 
Soviet Union to enter into negotiations with Nazi Germany. Still, this search 
for a pact with Germany in the summer of 1939 was not a radical break from 
the policy pursued by Moscow since 1933. While the Soviet Union attempted to 
align itself with the Western democracies, it had always left open the possibility 
of reaching an agreement with Berlin. Following the German rejection of a Sovi-
et proposal for a joint guarantee of the Baltic states in 1934, Litvinov informed 
the German ambassador in Moscow that the USSR “shall always be prepared to 
give favourable consideration to any concrete proposals of the German Govern-
ment which would in fact lead to an improvement of relations and strengthen 
mutual confidence between our countries.”34 Throughout the 1930s, the Soviet 
leadership would frequently hint at their willingness to conduct “business deal-
ings” with all countries, regardless of their political relations. Molotov, for exam-
ple, remarked in 1936, “The development of commercial and economic relations 
with other States, irrespective of the political forces that are temporarily ruling 
those countries, is in conformity with the policy of the Soviet government. We 
think it is also in keeping with the interests of the German people, and it is the 
business of the Government of Germany, of course, to draw practical conclu-
sions from this.”35 In this context, the “practical conclusions” Molotov speaks 
of may be simply a Soviet desire to increase economic and commercial relations 
with Germany, but it is not entirely inconceivable that he was hinting at a Soviet 
desire for improved political relations between the two countries. Such a theory 
seems more credible when one examines Molotov’s speech following the signing 
of the Nazi-Soviet Pact on August 23. According to him, Stalin’s speech to the 
Eighteenth Party Congress in March 1939, in which he declared the USSR’s de-
sire for “the strengthening of business relations of all countries,”36 had “brought 
about the reversal in political relations [between Germany and the Soviet Un-
ion].”37
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 The fact that Moscow left open the possibility of a rapprochement with 
Nazi Germany while simultaneously attempting to construct an anti-German 
coalition with the Western democracies is not evidence of duplicity in Soviet 
diplomacy nor that their overtures to the Western powers were conducted in 
bad faith, as the Germanist school claims.38 The primary concern of Soviet for-
eign policy in the interwar period was the security of the Soviet Union and they 
were willing to entertain an arrangement with any state or group of states that 
served this interest. As Stalin remarked in 1934, “We never had any orientation 
towards Germany, nor have we any orientation between towards Poland and 
France. Our orientation in the past and our orientation at the present time is 
towards the USSR, and towards the USSR alone. And if the interests of the USSR 
demand rapprochement with one country or another which is not interested in 
disturbing peace, we take this step without hesitation.”39 
 Moreover, Moscow had legitimate reasons to be wary of the intentions 
of the Western powers. Stalin had not forgotten the Western powers’ inter-
vention in the Russian civil war on the side of the Whites. British and French 
appeasement at Munich in 1938 only proved to exacerbate Stalin’s mistrust of 
the Western powers. Stalin’s lack of trust was not entirely misguided: a British 
Foreign Office memorandum in May 1939 stated, “It was essential, if there must 
be a war, to try to involve the Soviet Union in it, otherwise at the end of the 
war the Soviet Union, with her army intact and England and Germany in ruins, 
would dominate Europe.”40 Moscow’s desire to leave open the possibility of a 
settlement with Germany should their diplomatic push to the Western powers 
fail should therefore be seen as an entirely reasonable course of action and not 
as evidence of duplicitous diplomacy.
 With negotiations with Britain and France having failed, and the in-
creasing likelihood of a German invasion of Poland, the German offer to re-
nounce all territorial aspirations in Ukraine, Bessarabia, and the Baltic states 
(with the exception of Lithuania) in exchange for a Russian pledge of disinter-
estedness in the fate of Danzig and the former “German Poland”, even if it was 
to be temporary, simply could not be passed up. Stalin’s purges of the military, 
coupled with the Red Army’s involvement in border skirmishes in Asia with the 
Japanese army, meant that the Soviet Union was ill prepared for war in Europe. 
Thus, a formal agreement was signed between the two states on August 23, 
1939, eliminating, at least for the time being, the possibility of a Soviet-Ger-
man war. In the words of Roberts, the Nazi-Soviet Pact can be seen as “on the 
one hand, providing the best shelter from the storm of war and, on the other, 
thwarting the anti-communist plans of the western powers who, as ever, were 
planning to precipitate a Soviet-German war that would destroy the hated Bol-
shevik regime.”41 As for the secret aspects of the agreement—the delineation of 
separate German and Soviet spheres of interest in eastern Europe—it is easy in 
hindsight to view the Soviet annexation of eastern Poland and the Baltic states 
in 1939-1940 as part of a pre-conceived plan resulting from the pact of August 
1939. However, as Roberts points out, nothing was certain on August 23: Poland 
might have successfully repulsed a German invasion; Britain and France might 
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not have responded to German aggression in Poland or, if they did, might have 
appeased Hitler’s demands once again in the form of a second ‘Munich’. This line 
of thinking led Taylor to declare the agreement to be “in the last resort anti-Ger-
man: it limited the German advance eastwards in case of war….”42 In the end, 
Stalin had no option in August 1939 but to put his signature on the Nazi-Soviet 
Pact.
 In conclusion, the Soviet Union’s decision to sign the Nazi-Soviet Pact 
was taken not out of a desire to return to the Rapallo understanding between 
Moscow and Berlin, but was instead taken out of necessity as a result of the fail-
ure to reach a security agreement with Britain and France—who, for their part, 
seem not have been entirely sincere in their attempts to reach such an agree-
ment—at a time when a German military thrust eastwards seemed more and 
more likely by the day. While keeping open the possibility of a rapprochement 
with Germany, the Soviet Union reoriented its foreign policy away from Berlin 
in the 1930s, due to the anti-Soviet foreign policy of Adolf Hitler, and towards 
the Western powers and the League of Nations. This shift in policy failed, how-
ever, to sufficiently serve Soviet security interests, and, feeling abandoned by 
Britain and France in the summer of 1939, the Soviets turned to Germany, their 
erstwhile enemy, to reach an agreement that would remove the possibility of war 
between the two countries. The result was the Nazi-Soviet Pact. Following the 
signing of the agreement, Stalin remarked to Ribbentrop, the German foreign 
minister, “The Soviet Government takes the new Pact very seriously. I can guar-
antee on my word of honour that the Soviet Union will not betray its partner.”43 
Less than two years later, however, Germany would betray its partner in the 
form of the largest invasion in the history of warfare, leading many to conclude 
that Stalin was “duped” by Hitler. Such a conclusion, however, is harsh: Stalin 
had no other option in August 1939 but to accept the German offer. Any other 
course would have seen German armies marching to the gates of Moscow not in 
the fall of 1941, but in the fall of 1939, facing off against a fatally ill prepared 
Red Army.
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Between 1930 and the outbreak of war in 1939, Germany underwent a series 
of steps that would lead to the rise of the National Socialist Party and the crea-
tion of the Third Reich. With such a creation came a newly formed “religion of 
the state” with an anti-Semitic racist ideology based on Volkisch concepts of 
blood-purity.1 The role of the Catholic Church within Germany during the rise of 
Nazism and the Third Reich during the interwar period and throughout World 
War II was ambiguous at best. This ambiguity resulted from the Vatican’s and its 
high-ranking clergy’s indecisiveness, in part due to a long established anti-Se-
mitic sentiment as a form of religious, cultural and moral self-defense within 
the Catholic Church. To certain extent this anti-Semitism and accusations of 
deicide immobilized the Church from taking affirmative action against Nazism 
during World War II. That being said, there were other hindrances to the Catho-
lic Church’s ability to reach out, namely limitations imposed by the concordat 
of 1933, the restrictions and surveillance of the state, Nazi supporters within 
the clergy and resistance, and conflict from parishioners within the German di-
oceses.
 The wake of devastation and unspeakable crimes left by the Nazi re-
gime in Germany after World War II left the world in shock. How did these atroc-
ities come to be, under whose supervision, and why was it not stopped earlier? 
All are questions that feed historical research. It is easy and tempting to look 
for a scapegoat for these atrocities. Who, if not the Christian church, arguably 
the center of western morality, should have had the authority to name and con-
demn? Historians seem to find themselves on either side of a fence; their argu-
ments tend to be either accusatory or laudatory in their representations of the 
role and influence that the Catholic Church played in Nazi Germany. Often they 
become polemic in nature; the lack of information and the Vatican’s silence are 
construed as a form of complicity that undermines the church’s moral authority. 
Disagreement lies predominantly on the Vatican’s reasoning for the withholding 
of information, the Vatican’s slow reaction process, the personal motives that 
can be read into the chosen silence of a Pope, bishop or cardinal and the Vatican’s 
avoidance of direct contact with the “Jewish Problem.” Many historians seem to 
struggle, negotiating between the Roman Catholic Church as an acting single 
body or a network of varying factions each with their own competing agenda.
        Anti-Semitism was an already long established issue within the Roman 
Catholic Church. The church maintained religious representations of the Jews as 

Every Man for Himself: The Role of the 
Catholic Church in Nazi Germany

By Alison Britt

24



the killers of Christ, and more modernly linked the Jewish, in particular the sec-
ular Jew, to liberalism and bolshevism, two movements the church saw as fun-
damentally destructive.2 In these ways the church worked to present anti-Sem-
itism as an act of “self-defense” against the Jews and their perceived negative 
influence, thus justifying anti-Semitic activism in Christian society.3 Pope Pius 
XI in 1938 spoke publicly to a Catholic audience: “Self-defense was justified to 
prevent the harmful characteristics and influences of the Jewish race.”4 None-
theless, not all Catholic held this ‘us versus them’ mentality. Attempts were 
made within the church to remove anti-Semitic language from the liturgy by 
a Catholic movement called Friends of Israel through a petition to the Vatican 
in 1928, but the movement was banned, as the group’s dissolution was ordered 
by the Holy Office: “no one in the future write or publish books that in any way 
favor erroneous initiatives.”5 This particular movement was backed by 3, 298 
internal Roman Catholic clerics whose sentiment was not ultimately represent-
ed by the governing voice of the Holy Office, suggesting a significant degree of 
variance in anti-Semitic belief.6  
 Indeed, the Catholic Church attempted to distinguish and define its an-
ti-Semitism on a religious and cultural level in opposition to the anti-Semitism 
put forward by Nazism’s racial definition, which in 1920, led to the concept of 
Positive Christianity, working to sever the ancient Judaic roots of Christianity. 
Still, the rejection of Aryan racism by the Church did not change the church’s tra-
ditional teachings of contempt towards Jewish people.7 The Catholic Church also 
denied the right to a Jewish return to their homeland. In 1943, the Church re-
fused to support the exit and rescue of one thousand Slovakian Jewish children 
from Auschwitz with the aid of British Visas to Palestine on the grounds that 
the land was more sacred to Catholics than to Jews.8 For the Roman Catholic 
Church, their faith relied on a diametrical opposition to Judaism, where parish-
ioners and potential converts became commodities, products of competition. 
 Such a deeply rooted conflict perhaps drove the church’s resistance to 
aid Jewish victims or publicly reject the German Third Reich. Yet this stance was 
not singular to the Roman Catholic perspective, but was seen also within the 
Protestant movements in Germany. Walter Grundman, a protestant theologian 
and a member of the Nazi Party and the Christian Germans, worked to remove 
the Judaic foundations of The Bible and rejected the Old Testament on grounds 
of its Jewish links.9 In Grundman’s Jesus of Nazareth and Jewry he argued that 
Jewish and Christians were naturally at odds, and that the acceptance of Jewish 
people by those of the Christian faith is a modern phenomenon that occurred 
as an offshoot of national humanism after the French Revolution: “Under the 
auspices of the ideas fueling the French Revolution, the Jews emerged from the 
ghetto and entered Western society.” Grundman speaks to ideas that depicted 
the Jew as imposters who only sought to cast a positive light on Jesus Christ to 
gain access to modern Western Society.10 Nonetheless, the failure of the Church 
of England does not negate the Catholic Church’s ultimate inability to act as a 
decisive and independent leader within Nazi Germany.  
 Through the establishment of a concordat between the Holy See and 
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the German Third Reich in July of 1933, the Vatican crippled its ability to stand 
out formally against Nazism. The Catholic Church’s focus on self-preservation 
and the desire to maintain their rights to freedom of religion and the freedom of 
confession meant a willingness to step away from the political stage even at the 
cost of others. Eugenio Pacelli, the Cardinal Secretary of State and future Pope 
Pius XII oversaw the concordat, which set the foundation for the relationship 
between the Catholic Church and the Third Reich.11 The concordat gave the state 
the right to veto politically incompatible bishops and to censor those who did 
not agree with Nazi ideologies, with the new nominations of clergy requiring 
the approval of the German government as to their “general political nature.”12 
This vague language, the insertion of state authority over church leaders, and 
the church’s explicit exclusion in Article 32 from membership and activity in 
political parties inevitably disabled the Vatican from public resistance.13 
 The concordat also placed a nuncio within Berlin and an ambassador of 
the German Reich at the Holy See. In turn, with newly ordained priests having to 
pledge an allegiance to the state, the Church became physically and symbolically 
connected to Nazi Germany.14 There was also pressure for the ratification of the 
concordat by Catholic hierarchy within the German state to protect the posi-
tion of the German episcopate, which perhaps rushed the signing even though 
it was greeted with mixed reviews from many in the Church.15 To some it was 
reprehensible as National Socialism was incompatible with Christian beliefs and 
effectually abandoning German Catholics by signing with “professional-treaty 
breakers,” while others saw it as a way to delineate the Nazi’s power if breach-
es to the concordat were made on the side of the state.16 The Roman Catholic 
Church’s ultimate decision was not unusual as the Holy See signed numerous 
concordats with state governments, including a concordat with Fascist Italy in 
1929.17

 If the Roman Catholic Church had failed to provide strong leadership 
from the Holy See with the signing of the concordat, it had also failed in its abil-
ity to maintain leadership within the rural communities of Germany leading up 
1933. Predominantly Catholic rural areas of Germany during the pre-concordat 
period saw a rise in support in the National Socialist party.18 The rural Catho-
lic Vereine and Zentrum, the social and political base of Catholic community 
mobilization, came into conflict with anti-clerical ideologies that were headed 
by peasants supporting the leftist peasant movement Badische Landbund and 
the Protestant bourgeois members of the community. Such a dynamic caused 
strained relationships between town officials who withheld funding crucial to 
the Catholic Church’s ability to provide for their parishioners.19  The lack of pub-
lic funding and payment in dues, direct competition with secular Vereines, and 
pressure caused by the poor economic conditions within rural areas of Germany 
during the mid 1920’s caused frequent turnover in community priests, many re-
questing leaves due to “feelings of fatigue, enervation and helplessness.”20 Rural 
areas that saw this frequent turnover also saw the greatest numbers of Nazi sup-
porters. Many Catholic Vereine activists argued that internal factionalism was 
the leading cause of the “rivalry, inactivity, and dwindling membership” which 
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remained on a steady decline through 1930.21

 Those who did want to resist the values imposed by National Socialism 
and Positive Christianity did so at a great cost. Surveillance by Gestapo and the 
states’ ability to appoint and remove bishops prevented many individuals from 
taking any action. Many Roman Catholic priests stood in direct opposition and 
attempted to resist the beginnings of the notorious euthanasia programmes of 
the mentally and physically disabled within Catholic institutions.22 Resistance 
took many forms. At first segregation of the sexes was attempted to prevent the 
need for sterilization and later, when the situation became more dire with the 
transfer of patients to T-4 run government facilities which became extermina-
tion points, tampering with patient records, forging of documents and attempts 
to send patients home were the many tactics employed.23 By the late 1930s re-
gional health and welfare authorities provided by the state began to take direct 
control over the internal offices of church run asylums. 
 Those who resisted were silenced or removed through accusations of 
physical and sexual abuse. The Benedictine priest Franziskus Deininger for one 
printed pamphlets severely critical of the sterilization programme. This placed 
him before the Nazi “Special Court.”24 It took over a year before Bishop August 
Clemens Graf von Galen went public against the Nazi euthanasia program, 
which resulted in the immediate “transfer of patients” out of his care. In turn, 
Münster Gestapo ejected Jesuits and Sisters of Immaculate Conception from 
their property owned in the city, an action directly against protections set out by 
the concordat. The control the state had over the individual clergyman’s ability 
to act against the Nazi regime is evident. This is compounded by the slow reac-
tion time of the Vatican, who took over a year to issue a condemnation for the 
killing of life “unworthy of life” on December 2, 1940; a year after priest Albert 
Haiull had demanded an official statement of the Roman Catholic position on 
euthanasia in 1939.25

 The presence of Brown Priests, called this because brown was the colour 
of the Nazi uniform, also had a direct impact on the Catholic Church’s ability 
to stand in opposition to the Third Reich. To the Brown Priests, Hitler was a 
“messianic figure sent by God to save Germany.” They and the Nazis often col-
laborated to promote state and party goals within their parishes and ministries 
in Berlin.26  More importantly, these priests worked on a a local church level and 
thus bishops seemed to be less concerned with the Brown Priests’ anti-Semitic 
actions and more so with their general refusal to remove themselves from politi-
cal participation and to obey episcopal directives.27 It is difficult to know for sure 
how many Brown Priests actually existed within the German diocese. It can be 
estimated that approximately 150 were actual members of the Nazi Party, plac-
ing an average of five Nazi leaning priests within any German diocese. A second 
estimation of upwards of 200 priests served as secret informants to the SS and 
Gestapo.28 Though these represented a small fraction of the total 21,461 dioc-
esan priests in Germany, they still present an obstacle to the Catholic Church’s 
stance against Nazism. Compounded with the restriction of Article 32 in the 
concordat, Church bishops used the prohibition of the clergy from politics in 
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order to curb Brown Priest participation in the Nazi Party.29 However a memo in 
May of 1940 from officials in the Reich Chancellery requested “a new interpreta-
tion of Article 32 that would not preclude membership in the NSDAP,” opening 
the door to active Nazi participation.30 
 When discussing the degree to which the Catholic Church supported 
Nazi ideology and the Third Reich it is also important to consider the degree to 
which the individual diocese parishioners participated and accepted this ideol-
ogy and state. After the police ordinance of September 1, 1941, which forced 
Jews to wear a visible Jewish star on the upper left hand corner of the outer-
most piece of clothing when in public,31 parishioners began filing complaints 
with their local clergy about no longer permitting Catholic converted Jews to 
religious services or to receive communion. Each individual church had to nego-
tiate the individual demands and complaints of the parishioners while attempt-
ing to reconcile elements of Christian charity and forgiveness with the German 
Reich’s anti-Semitic laws. The church had to react. In some cases reference to 
scripture that emphasized brotherly love was sufficient, such as the pamphlets 
released by the local vicar in Breslau warning against non-Christian behaviour: 
“ Inasmusch as ye have done unto one of the least of these my brethren, ye have 
done it unto me;” in others separate seating was provided for Jewish Christians, 
and in some more extreme cases separate services.32 Thus the degree to which 
the local priest enacted anti-Semitic ideologies and worked within the confines 
of the Third Reich was at times a direct response to the demands of the majority 
of the congregation.
 By 1933, the Catholic Church was already in a weakened state and its 
divergence resulted in varying degrees of a congregation’s connection to the 
Nazi ideology. Some like The Friends of Israel and Priest Albert Haiull called 
their leaders into question over anti-Semitism, while others such as the Nazi 
leaning Brown Priests worked in direct opposition. Ultimately it was the na-
ture of the concordat in 1933 that prevented the Vatican from taking affirm-
ative action. Vague language and the intrusiveness of the German state would 
prevent the Church from creating a German Roman Catholic community that 
could withstand Nazi ideology. It can also be said that due to the lack of strong 
leadership through the hesitance of both Pope Pius XI and Pius XII, priests and 
bishops were left to negotiate with Nazi officials and fracturing communities 
on their own. What the Catholic Church perhaps brought as its strongest form 
of resistance to the Third Reich was the individual priest’s ministerial role in 
the form of confession within their diocese. As an alternative outlet to Catholic 
Christians, confession provided a space for Catholics to challenge Nazism. 
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Adolf Hitler’s acute interest in the arts, especially in architecture translated into 
policy: the Nazis caught construction mania and by 1942, five “Führer Cities” 
were designated national showcases while another fifty cities underwent vari-
ous degrees of reconstruction.1 These projects spent untold sums of money on 
Hitler’s monuments and included rebuilding Berlin into “Welthauptstadt Ger-
mania” with the help of Nazi architect Albert Speer.2 Why did Hitler place so 
much undue emphasis on architecture that may disrupt the war effort itself? 
It is because architecture to the Nazis was of paramount importance to the 
strength and ideology of the regime. Nazi architecture, despite having stylistic 
inconsistencies, was united by an ideology permeating throughout every aspect 
of a structure; an ideology that structures must showcase Germany as a world 
power. In short, Nazi architecture served as nation-building propaganda. In and 
of themselves the building plans and designs fundamentally reveal Nazi ideolo-
gy. By studying Hitler’s artistic passion, it is possible to grasp the essence of the 
Nazi’s “utopian” planning.
 The merging of ideology and architecture can be seen long before the 
Nazis accelerated their construction programs in the mid-1930s. The Nazis con-
flated their criticisms of existing architecture with their criticisms of the status 
quo, and offered counter solutions to remedy the perceived ideological problems 
in architectural style, building function, and legitimacy. 
 Although Hitler had his personal preferences for certain types of state 
architecture since his youth, the Nazi Party as a whole never cohesively dealt 
with the issue of architecture until the late 1920s. Under the Nazi ideologue Al-
fred Rosenberg’ s influence, the party promoted certain art critics including Paul 
Schultze-Naumburg—who called for a re-rooting of architecture to its native, 
pastoral soil and heritage—and others, whose architectural beliefs ranged from 
“traditionally” German to opposing modernist uniformity as communistic.3 
Although the party newspaper Volkischer Beobachter occasionally supported 
some modernist architecture because it reinforced collectivism with functional 
simplicity and blandness, the increasing influence of Schultze-Naumburg and 
his like eventually gravitated the Beobachter towards all out anti-modernism.4 
Thus, in the pre-1933 period, the Nazi architectural critics regularly lambasted 
modern architecture as “internationalist,” Jewish-derived “cultural bolshevism” 
that is fundamentally foreign to German heritage. The critics lamented, rather 
hypocritically, that under modernism “the new man…is not an individual, not a 
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were designated national showcases while another fifty cities underwent vari-
ous degrees of reconstruction.1 These projects spent untold sums of money on 
Hitler’s monuments and included rebuilding Berlin into “Welthauptstadt Ger-
mania” with the help of Nazi architect Albert Speer.2 Why did Hitler place so 
much undue emphasis on architecture that may disrupt the war effort itself? 
It is because architecture to the Nazis was of paramount importance to the 
strength and ideology of the regime. Nazi architecture, despite having stylistic 
inconsistencies, was united by an ideology permeating throughout every aspect 
of a structure; an ideology that structures must showcase Germany as a world 
power. In short, Nazi architecture served as nation-building propaganda. In and 
of themselves the building plans and designs fundamentally reveal Nazi ideolo-
gy. By studying Hitler’s artistic passion, it is possible to grasp the essence of the 
Nazi’s “utopian” planning.
 The merging of ideology and architecture can be seen long before the 
Nazis accelerated their construction programs in the mid-1930s. The Nazis con-
flated their criticisms of existing architecture with their criticisms of the status 
quo, and offered counter solutions to remedy the perceived ideological problems 
in architectural style, building function, and legitimacy. 
 Although Hitler had his personal preferences for certain types of state 
architecture since his youth, the Nazi Party as a whole never cohesively dealt 
with the issue of architecture until the late 1920s. Under the Nazi ideologue Al-
fred Rosenberg’ s influence, the party promoted certain art critics including Paul 
Schultze-Naumburg—who called for a re-rooting of architecture to its native, 
pastoral soil and heritage—and others, whose architectural beliefs ranged from 
“traditionally” German to opposing modernist uniformity as communistic.3 
Although the party newspaper Volkischer Beobachter occasionally supported 
some modernist architecture because it reinforced collectivism with functional 
simplicity and blandness, the increasing influence of Schultze-Naumburg and 
his like eventually gravitated the Beobachter towards all out anti-modernism.4 
Thus, in the pre-1933 period, the Nazi architectural critics regularly lambasted 
modern architecture as “internationalist,” Jewish-derived “cultural bolshevism” 
that is fundamentally foreign to German heritage. The critics lamented, rather 
hypocritically, that under modernism “the new man…is not an individual, not a 
personality, but a collective entity, a piece of mass man.”5

 Upon seizing power, Nazi architectural ideology shifted. Rather than 
prescribing a particular school of thought as the official one, Hitler offered a 
“compromise” solution, where different types of building had “its own appro-
priate style and materials”, ranging from Neoclassical state buildings to mod-
ernist service stations. In fact, Hitler repudiated the conservative architects like 
Schultze-Naumburg as “stupid imitators of the past,” declaring that he would 
“have nothing to do with Romantic eccentricity or anachronistic buildings.”6 Al-
though the new construction regime would have little to do with the pre-1933 
critics’ solutions, the latter left behind an important legacy of building the foun-
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dations of the party’s modus operandi in encoding ideology into buildings.
 Although Hitler’s irreverent attitude towards the past is indicative of 
the revolutionary nature underlying Nazism, this does not negate the need for 
Nazism to claim continuity with the past. When rebuilding Berlin, Speer had 
to protect certain monuments including the Victory Column because of their 
military heritage.7 In turn, Nazi propaganda at the time appealed to conserva-
tives by portraying “Hitler as building on the accomplishments of the Prussian 
monarchs, even fulfilling their greatest dreams for Berlin.”8 
 This need for linking to the past is best seen in the Nazis’ architectural 
program in Nuremberg. In conjunction with the Nuremberg rally grounds’ con-
struction, local Nazi officials restored Nuremberg’s old town under the Nazis’ 
own terms, to bridge the glorious medieval past with the contemporary Nazi 
revolution.9 This restoration involved destroying ‘out of place’ buildings, artifi-
cially giving buildings a medieval makeover as “unbearable foreign body”10 and 
building new ones with a mix of functionalist or folk styles.11 The net effect was 
to “purify” Nuremberg to its medieval state, and make the Nazis the restorers 
of ‘true’ tradition. Thus, architectural rhetoric “helped reframe the past and 
present so that the Nazi Party under Hitler’s leadership appeared as an inevi-
table historical culmination that would reconcile the German nation’s cultural 
greatness with modernity and save the nation from racial and cultural degener-
ation.”12

 By symbiotically fusing ideology with conceptualizations of architec-
tural style and function, the Nazis were able to present visual metaphors to 
attack its enemies and strengthen its own legitimacy. The Nazis’ architectural 
ideology was meant to give Germany self-respect, be it by making Germans feel 
proud and coherent as a unified nation, or by putting others down. The upshot of 
both destructive and constructive architectural rhetoric and policy dictates that 
ideology can encode itself into the very fabric of buildings.
 This ideological rhetoric surrounding the use of architecture paves the 
way for, and is ultimately subsumed by, the ideology encoded into the Nazis’ 
own construction programs. Symbolism permeated throughout the buildings, 
guided by the principle of “Words in Stone,” where architecture would speak di-
rectly to the base emotions of its audience, “a form of abduction,”13 although 
some of the symbolism was reinforced by other propaganda. Despite the Nazis’ 
inconsistent architectural ideology, their constructions all shared the following 
features: monumentality, community, reinforcing the Party cult, militarism, sty-
listic compromise depending on function, and visionary futurism. 
 The most immediately noticeable trait of Nazi architecture is its sheer 
monumental proportions. The Nazis’ desire to outdo every other nation’s ar-
chitectural achievement may very well be flirting with an inferiority complex. 
In a February 1939 speech, Hitler said that he had made a conscious decision 
to disregard practicality when building monuments so that Germans could see 
other countries as insignificant compared to their own mighty Germany.14 In 
Hitler’s mind Munich’s new cityscape would go onto outpace Paris as the inter-
national fashion capital, and serve as an opera capital and railway hub, with a 



railway station six times the size of the entire St Peter’s complex in Rome.15 Hit-
ler planned for Hamburg to have a 180 meter-high suspension bridge16 whose 
main purpose was to “exceed the size of the Golden Gate Bridge,”17 while the 
Nazi Party headquarters skyscraper was slated to be taller than the Empire State 
Building, topped by a neon swastika.18 In addition, the autobahns were hyper-
bolically called “the sixth wonder of the world,” and compared favourably to the 
Great Wall, and the Acropolis.19

 This blitzkrieg in size and scale was intended to be a show of power, at-
tempting to make Germans envious of nothing outside their country. To justify 
Berlin’s reconstruction, Hitler announced: “I believe in the future of the Ger-
man People’s Republic, and I would like it to be a worthy representative of the 
German people. For this reason, I want to build a beautiful, proud German cap-
ital.”20 Hitler connected monumentality together with national pride, as a show 
of strength, since “a massive physical display might help convince others that 
one possessed superior power and was resolved to use it if necessary.”21 Finally, 
this pride can best be seen in that the Volkshalle was to be topped with a Reich 
eagle clutching not a swastika (as the Party and national emblems did), but a 
globe.22

 The most important domestic function of the monumental scale was 
to create a sense of community that overwhelmingly subsumed the individual. 
Together, monumentality and community experience worked toward elevating 
Hitler and his Nazi party to a religious-like status. Large rally grounds where 
tens, if not hundreds, of thousands of people would stand in rows “could, as Hit-
ler in part intended, magnify one’s own sense of dominion and self-possession,” 
while at the same time, “the viewer might conclude that any feeling of power 
flowing from the experience derived from the mass more than one’s individual 
being” ultimately this overwhelming experience was to root back to pride in the 
German nation.23 
 The Zeppelinfeld in Nuremberg is an example of this grandiose vision. 
The highly theatrical arena was created to gather the Aryan nation through the 
use of architectural tricks .The sharp red Nazi flag was highlighted by white lime-
stone couple with the massive scaled created a dramatic effect above and around 
the party leadership who sat on the elevated tribunes with all eyes are turned 
to Hitler’s podium.24 It was important for Hitler to cultivate a personal aura of 
power around himself. Even something as minor as installing a ‘Führer balcony’ 
in the Old Chancellery was crucial in making Hitler simultaneously visible to the 
people while remaining distant enough to maintain his powerful mystique as 
Führer.25

 To further emphasize his power and mystique Hitler made every effort 
to psychologically intimidate his visitors. To this end, Hitler wanted the New 
Chancellery to be larger and grander than anything else. His plans would force 
diplomats to wander through endless halls showcasing “the power and grandeur 
of the German Reich” before entering Hitler’s office.26 Upon entering the office 
the visitors would then have to walk another fifteen meters before meeting the 
Führer who would be seated behind a deliberately threatening-looking desk dec-
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orated with unsheathed swords.27 The result would make the diplomat psycho-
logically discombobulated by the time they see Hitler. 
 Every Nazified town, according the party leadership, was to have the 
same types of community buildings linked by an axis. In addition, to reinforce 
Hitler’s concepts of grandiosity and power each city and town would ideally con-
struct community halls topped by the tallest tower in the city. Nazi propaganda 
minister, Joseph Goebbels called these town halls “the churches of the future,”28 
supplanting religious iconography with the iconography of the Nazi party. Hitler 
emphasized tall towers because he was convinced that towers symbolized the 
“power within the party [which] was strictly vertical [with] the party tower[ing] 
over all.”29 By mandating uniformity no matter where anyone would go within 
the Third Reich Germany, they would be subjected to the same rituals, giving the 
entire country a common “Führer-centric” identity.30

 Stemming from the strengthening of community, the Nazis placed 
great emphasis on glorifying militarism. As Hitler tied the nation’s dignity to 
the robustness of foreign policy and military strength, his building concepts my-
thologized Germany’s military history with the goal of creating a militarized cul-
ture for the future. Mythologizing German military history involves two steps: 
redeeming past mistakes and promoting the successes. 
 To the first end, redeeming past mistakes, Hitler began with small 
moves like erecting monuments to the Great War’s army at the Berlin Olympic 
Stadium to establish “the connection between sport and militarism”.31 Hitler 
planned to build Speer’s 120 meter-high Triumphal Arch in Berlin as a mon-
ument to the entire Great War German army, it would feature all 1.8 million 
names of the fallen carved onto its walls.32 
 As for promoting the military’s future successes, tomorrow’s military 
leaders would be trained in leadership schools designed to invoke “the military 
architecture of the medieval fortress or rural and regional motifs”, “[represent-
ing] a conscious attempt to recall an era of crusade and military colonization.”33 
Their centre of power would be Berlin’s new military headquarters, which would 
showcase military artifacts, monuments, and the Soldier’s Hall, a mausoleum 
interring “military heroes, possibly including Frederick the Great.” The military 
headquarters was “to honour those who would in the future be killed, an earthly 
Valhalla,” and conceived of so early on in the regime’s history that it is certain 
Hitler had planned from the start to sacrifice untold numbers of soldiers in his 
wars.34 
 To complement this expansionist bloodlust, Nazi architecture glorified 
its ideological militancy. The Triumphal Arch was to be surrounded by rows of 
captured weapons from Hitler’s own wars to impress all foreign visitors with 
Nazi Germany’s might.35 Another noted example is Speer’s design for the Ger-
man pavilion at the 1937 Expo, where his monolithic tower gave the deliber-
ate impression of being a wall checking the adjacent Soviet pavilion’s dynamic 
statues from overrunning the West. Searchlights illuminated it “so that it stood 
as a monument of invincibility carved out of the blackness of the night.”36 The 
pavilion’s stoic strength suggested German military confidence in stopping com-
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munism’s intentions of world revolution.
 Just as the Expo pavilion performed its job representing the new Ger-
many as an anticommunist bulwark, Hitler expected his buildings to conform to 
standards determined by their location and/or function. This meant that local 
heritage styles were reserved for social and recreational buildings, functionalism 
for state buildings, and modernism for factories and transport related build-
ings.37

 To fully explore the Nazi balance between regional and functional 
styles, autobahns can be used as a case study. Autobahns were almost completely 
Modernist in style while preserving other important elements of Nazi pastoral 
ideology. In part, this was due to the autobahn’s functional nature as a tech-
nology facilitator; Hitler was a partisan for motorizing Germany as part of his 
modernization project. Despite being a monumental project, modern materi-
als were permissible because ideology itself, chief architect Fritz Todt believed, 
could breathe meaning into cold concrete and steel.38 
 Yet, as a trans-regional infrastructure, the autobahn’s primary environ-
mental allegiance was to the natural landscape. Given that autobahns were sup-
posed “to unleash the spirit of adventure that was a hereditary impulse of the 
Nordic race.”39 In Hitler’s vision the autobahn accentuated Germany’s natural 
beauty by strategically placing routes “through attractive areas without disturb-
ing the harmony of hills, valleys and forests” including creating scenic detours 
and lay-bys, and by designing the roads and bridges to naturally harmonize with 
the surrounding landscapes.40 This was to “[open] up new areas of the Father-
land for city dwellers,”41 thus reintegrating Germans with their German soil and 
delegating them nationalistic pride in their landscape. 
 The autobahn project provides the clearest example of the Nazis’ flexi-
ble, “regionally rooted” ideas. Bridges, ranging from a small wooden bridge in a 
village to a steel bridge in Cologne, were built in styles “appropriate to its own 
setting”. Hostels and gas stations designs ranged from pastoral to modernistic: 
since gas stations serve machines, they were to appear machinelike, whereas 
hotels and restaurants, which served humans, had to “have some human refer-
ence” in their design.42 Ultimately, as the embodiment of both German natural 
aesthetics and technological futurism, the Nazis used the supposed case-by-case 
appropriateness of local and functional styles to create a holistic “aesthetic ad-
venture” experience. 43

 Ultimately, the Nazis believed they shouldered a burden of building for 
posterity. One of Hitler’s many criticisms of metropolitan Berlin was that Jew-
ish and capitalist commercial buildings dominated the city in a haphazard man-
ner for the sole purpose of shortsighted commercialism.44 In the Thousand Year 
Reich buildings must take the long view. The Nazis used rhetoric such as “the 
timeless significance,” “eternal value” and “the millennial legacy” when describ-
ing their buildings to reinforce this sense of looking forward.45 Hitler himself 
summed up the long view perspective in an August 1938 speech to construction 
workers in Berlin: 
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When the work has been done, a monument remains. That endures. It is something 
different from a pair of boots, which also can be made, but which the wearer wears 
out in a year or two and then throws away. This remains, and through the centuries 

will bear witness to all those who helped create it.46

 As so-called bridges of tradition, Nazi state buildings were designed to 
decay in the most aesthetically pleasing manner. The endurance Hitler talked 
about was not meant to be merely formless rhetoric, but was supposed to match 
up with action through ideological codification. The “Theory of Ruin Value,” cod-
ified by Speer in 1934,47 “aimed to take into account the ways in which buildings 
would decay and to set out principles that would ensure that even as they did so 
they would remain capable of acting as ‘bridges of tradition.’”48 Hitler and Speer 
had a rather perverse enjoyment from envisioning their creations in ruins, like 
fantasizing the Nuremberg Zeppelinfeld in ivy-covered ruins far in the future.49 
 There were ideological implications for this distant foresight. Hitler 
pointed to how contemporary Italy was able to formulate their modern national 
heritage by “[recapturing] the spirit of past centuries thanks to the architectur-
al heritage of ancient Rome.”50  Hitler once stated that these buildings were to 
be so timeless that his immediate successors could not be compelled to make 
changes larger than cosmetic changes, thus psychologically, architecture be-
comes a method to confine people to a reactionary conservative stance on Nazi 
orthodoxy and perpetuate Hitler’s shadow over the government for generations 
to come.51 Thus, Hitler was trying to ensure that he would be responsible for 
community and nation building not only within his lifetime, but also for the de-
scendants of the near-future and those who would come long after himself and 
the Reich.
 In practical matters, the theory translated to a bias toward using nat-
ural stones like granite and marble in construction, so long as they were “Ger-
man,” “natural,” and hard for the sake of durability and visual intimidation.52 
Inspired by ancient Roman ruins, Hitler hoped that using natural stone like the 
Romans had would replicate the latter’s thousands of years of physical and cul-
tural survival.53 Yet, pointing out that the most aesthetically pleasing ruins are 
of public state buildings,54 Hitler rejected commercial applications of extending 
the ruin value theory to non-community buildings. 
 Although Speer tried avoiding using steel and concrete in his major 
buildings, in practice, they were often used and then covered over with a proper 
stone façade.55 This was practical, since the expense of carrying out the theo-
ry—just two major cities’ granite demands outstripped “the combined annual 
production of Denmark, France, Italy and Sweden” by fourfold56—meant that 
only certain buildings would have the full privilege.57 
 Nazi architecture, both in practice and in theory, took a paramount 
propagandistic role in Hitler’s idealized Nazi society. Not only were style and 
function used against the Nazi regime’s enemies, it was also used to boost Nazi 
party legitimacy. In Hitler’s vision architecture and design fostered community 
and Nazi value. Given its multiple functions, it is a small wonder that Hitler 
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placed great aesthetic and practical value in architecture. Ultimately, this archi-
tectural phase was to be a short one, for Hitler had set the deadline of 1950 for 
the completion of his European conquest, and of Berlin’s transformation into 
“Welthauptstadt Germania,” designated by Hitler as “the most important con-
tribution to the final securing of our victor.”58 The premature monuments to 
Hitler’s hope for victory, but ultimately to his defeat, now lay decaying, destined 
to testify for the dangers of fusing totalitarianism and architecture. 
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