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The journey of Humanae Vitae since its composition can be best understood in light

al
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of two main focal points around which much of the life of the Church turned following
the Second Vatican Council and the period of its initial reception.
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The Council gave central place to the need to reformulate the relationship between
the Church and the world through a renewed attention to ‘the signs of the times’. In
light of this, it was necessary to consider how the ‘good news’ could enter into enter
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into and share “the joys and the hopes, the griefs and the anxieties of the men of this
age.” (GS 1). The Council identified the method required for such an encounter as

M

pastoral.
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This new orientation inevitably led to a critical dialogue with some of those structures
that had guided the Church in her complicated relationship with modernity since the
end of the 19th century.1

With this in mind, it is difficult to underestimate the influence of the cultural project
launched with Leo XIII’s encyclical Aeterni Patris2, which he dedicated to Christian
1
2

Cfr. Gaudium et spes
Cfr. Leo XIII, Aeterni Patris. Encyclical Letter On the Restoration of Christian Philosophy (4 th August 1879)
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philosophy. This encyclical sought to address a double challenge: to expose the errors
of those who used reason against the faith and, above all, to make clear the ‘reasons
for the faith’ in such a manner that all could recognise them as true.3

On the foundation of the universality of reason, emerged the principles that grounded
a presentation of the universal nature of the Christian proclamation of the ‘good news’.
This departed from two postulates: the unique competence of the pope with regard to

te

‘truth’ (infallibility) and the duty of human reason – capable of betraying itself – to give

assent to all that derives directly or indirectly from a knowledge of reality and human
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nature; according to the path laid down by the Church’s magisterium. From the
combination of these two postulates was born a structure that has profoundly marked

the life of the Church for a long time. It is not without significance that one of the
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clearest formulations of this paradigm was the encyclical, Humanae Vitae.4

The resulting orientation of the Church produced a particular way of understanding the
relationship between doctrine and pastoral life. The care of souls (cura animarum)

al
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called for pastors, above all, to ensure that the faithful adhered docilely to the doctrinal
principles expressed by the magisterium and would conform their actions in total
adhesion to these principles, with particular care for aspects of life greatly influenced
by the progressive secularization of Christian societies. The whole area of sexuality
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and conjugal life was one area where this influence appeared particularly disquieting

Ibid. “[…] whereas the Christian faith, reposing on the authority of God, is the unfailing mistress of truth, whom
whosoever followeth he will be neither enmeshed in the snares of error nor tossed hither and thither on the waves
of fluctuating opinion. Those, therefore, who to the study of philosophy unite obedience to the Christian faith, are
philosophizing in the best possible way; for the splendour of the divine truths, received into the mind, helps the
understanding, and not only detracts in nowise from its dignity, but adds greatly to its nobility, keenness, and
stability. For surely that is a worthy and most useful exercise of reason when men give their minds to disproving
those things which are repugnant to faith and proving the things which conform to faith. In the first case they cut
the ground from under the feet of error and expose the viciousness of the arguments on which error rests; while
in the second case they make themselves masters of weighty reasons for the sound demonstration of truth and the
satisfactory instruction of any reasonable person.” (9)
4
Paul VI, Encyclical Letter Humanae Vitae (25th July 1968:) “No member of the faithful could possibly deny that
the Church is competent in her magisterium to interpret the natural moral law. It is in fact indisputable, as Our
predecessors have many times declared, that Jesus Christ, when He communicated His divine power to Peter and
the other Apostles and sent them to teach all nations His commandments, constituted them as the authentic
guardians and interpreters of the whole moral law, not only, that is, of the law of the Gospel but also of the natural
law. For the natural law, too, declares the will of God, and its faithful observance is necessary for men's eternal
salvation.” (4) This was already formulated by Leo XIII, Encyclical Letter, Libertas praestantissimum (20th June
1888). See also International Theological Commission, In Search of a Universal Ethic: A New Look at the Natural
Law (2009)
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and pervasive. Both the content and the language of Casti connubi expresses this
form of pastoral approach.
This same approach can be identified in the Church’s social teaching wherein themes
and problems pertinent to wider aspects of society are addressed, such as
fundamental principles of public morality and the participation of Christians in the

te

common good.

The Second Vatican Council did not deal directly with these traditional ecclesial
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paradigms, but instead fostered a different sensibility, one proper to Paul VI, that of
dialogue.5 This sensibility reflected a development of some of the more original
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emphases linked to the very decision of John XXIII to call the Council.
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After a century in which the Church had multiplied its appeal to the world ‘to return’ to
the right path, it dropped an insistence on a condemnation of the evils of the world in

al
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favour of a movement towards an ‘encounter’ with modern man.6

To this end, there matured a judgment that the ways of expressing doctrine also
needed in some way to be ‘updated’: while remaining firm in the irrevocable content
of the Christian faith, it was necessary to know how to communicate this in a language
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and style in accord with the Council’s expressed will for encounter and dialogue.
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Moving in this direction meant not only a greater attention to one or another section of
Church teaching but in some cases it favoured a profound rethinking. Such was the
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case with marriage and the family. Vatican II, for the first time in the history of the
Church, was able to adopt many instances of renewal in this area already within the
Church’s own reflection, and in doing so trace a new approach that led to a positive
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affirmation of the value of responsible parenthood.

Exactly this was the point at which Humanae vitae was in seamless continuity with the
outcomes of the Council. Beginning here, we are able to understand the fundamental
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Ecclesiam sua and Paul VI, Address during the last general meeting of the Second Vatican Council (7th
December 1965)
6
Cfr. Final speech by Paul VI at the end of the Council (7th December 1965)
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core of the problematic surrounding the study of the problem of birth control and the
successive preparation of a pontifical document on this theme.

From 1963-1966, new approaches to the theological reflection on marriage and the
family, authoritatively received by Gaudium et spes, were able to open deliberation on
the doctrinal premises on which the magisterium of Pius XI and Pius XII had based

te

the ethical principles that ought to regulate the exercise of responsible parenthood.

For this reason, many were convinced that to remain in harmony with the Council
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would demand the introduction of radical changes in this area of Church teaching. The
basic argument was the following: while recognizing the value of the responsible
exercise of parenthood in itself, it was not reasonable that this judgment should mean
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that couples were obliged to use only natural methods. This argument assumed an
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understanding of the pill as a means through which the prevention of a new conception
was achieved while respecting the demands of conjugal love and the dignity of the
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couple.

Once Paul VI judged this argument unacceptable, one that stood at the basis of the
‘majority report’ approved at the end of June 1966, the search for another solution to
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the problem was undertaken, in a way that would introduce a unique polarity.

The thesis of the majority report emphasized the need to go beyond the teaching of
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previous popes. According to its interpretation of the Council, this movement was in
some way supported by developments in the Council itself. For those who opposed
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the majority report, the consequence was an ambiguous position that, while purporting
to take its lead from the teaching of the Council, sought to harmonize the recognition
of the value of love and the responsibility of couples in deciding the number of children
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and the licit use of the anti-contraception pill.

Opposition to the proposal of the majority report finds justification in the decision of
Paul VI to introduce the famous note 119 into the final text of Gaudium et spes; a note
in which he reaffirmed the validity of the teaching of Pius XI and Pius XII.
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For these reasons, all the work undertaken by the Congregation for the Doctrine of the
Faith – from autumn 1966 to the beginning of 1968 – prioritised the reaffirmation of the
teaching of that period of the magisterium, based as it was on the universal paradigm
of the natural law and re-proposed according to the best tradition of moral casuistry.

At the same time, Paul VI was very conscious of the new features of the problem
before him. It was necessary to take account of the important changes in those years
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within the Church, in the experience of couples, and within the socio-political context.
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For these reasons, it was necessary to bring into focus a judgment that, while

remaining faithful to the tradition, would be able to engage in a positive dialogue as

st

the Council intended.
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Therefore, it was not a case of an alternative between doctrine and pastoral care. It
was above all the search for a clarity regarding the illicitness or licitness of methods of
birth control; one that would take account of the difficulties present in couples and the
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socio-political panorama of the time, notably in those countries dealing with the grave
problems due to underdevelopment.

It was about gaining a satisfactory description of the doctrine that also brought together
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an indispensable pastoral orientation. Bringing these two elements together was not
easy, in particular because many of the pope’s collaborators, above all those linked to
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the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith, remained faithful to a style of theology
that found it difficult to respond to the originality of the Council and the epoch in which
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the Church and the world were living.

Not intending to further delay the publication of his intervention, Paul VI probably did
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not consider it appropriate to ask for still more changes. Instead, he gave his attention,
above all, to a wide-ranging recasting of the pastoral section of the text and highlighting
this aspect in his comments on the encyclical following its promulgation.

Situated in the years following the first reception of Vatican II, perhaps in spite of itself,
Humane vitae was seen as a verification of the journey the Church had made in the
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progressive assimilation of the teaching of the Council as well as the originality of its
style and language.

At the same time, the composition of the encyclical was influenced by the tensions
and polemics within the Church that characterized those years. Significant concerns
regarding an impending ‘doctrinal crisis’, one shared by Paul VI,7 probably created the
conditions which did not allow for a more expansive foundation of his text on an
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anthropology of human love, as Karol Wojtyła had suggested many times. Instead, the
main focus remained on the universality of human nature and the consequent ethical

itu

norms.

Such a formulation was justified not only on account of a certain effort to realise an
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effective aggiornamento of Church teaching. The decision to remain in that traditional
structure also depended on one of the great concerns that occupied Paul VI when he
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considered the problem of birth control. This was the diffusion of apparently ‘safe’ and
accessible contraceptive methods such as the pill. This was one of the factors that

al
e

opened the way to a disturbing anti-natalist political agenda in many countries,
especially the poorest and most underdeveloped.

The Holy See was in constant receipt of information and requests from bishops and
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nunciatures for some intervention. Before these facts, the pope considered it
indispensable that the Church should make a pronouncement. At stake were
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tendencies and decisions capable of generating dramatic consequences that would
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have weighed heavily on the future of humanity.

The search for convincing arguments in response to these questions could nothing
other than return to the traditional paradigm established by the Church’s magisterium
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at least two centuries earlier. This strongly emphasized the truth concerning man and
society (guaranteed by doctrine), in order to demonstrate its universal relevance and,
therefore, intrinsic goodness and reasonableness. The claim of the magisterium’s
prerogative to authoritatively interpret the natural moral law was the indispensable

7

Shortly before the promulgation of the encyclical, Humanae vitae (25th July 1968), Paul VI wrote the Apostolic
Letter, Credo of the People of God (30th June 1968).
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premise underpinning the desire that everything the encyclical said could be
universally received.
It was probably considered a somewhat fragile position – doctrinally speaking – not to
base the encyclical’s reflection on these principles. To not do so, also ran the risk of
depriving the pope’s teaching of the possibility of addressing not only the faithful but
the whole of humanity, conscious that, “In preserving intact the whole moral law of
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marriage, the Church is convinced that she is contributing to the creation of a truly

human civilization.”8 The six appeals Paul VI addressed in the pastoral section of the
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encyclical were divided equally between the Church (spouses, priests, bishops) and
civil society (governments, scientists, doctors and help professionals).
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In this way, the pope directly drew on some of the more novel emphases in Gaudium
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et spes: an understanding of the relationship between the church and the world as one
of reciprocal help, identifying marriage and family as one of the areas in which it was
necessary to develop this collaboration. However, it must be remembered that the
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Council remained substantially in harmony with an anthropological position that
continued to identify the universal natural law as the locus in which the Church would
be able to dialogue with all peoples.
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In the debates that followed the publication of the encyclical, many critical voices were
raised against the centrality it attributed to natural moral law. This is not the place to
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give account of the different positions, nor to arrive at a convincing resolution of the
question. However, in light of the findings of historical research, we need to exclude
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the idea that Paul VI had more or less intended to move himself in a direction that was
not in full harmony with the fundamental directions of Vatican II.
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In light of the sources, the accusation that Humanae vitae was in some measure ‘preconciliar’ appears ungenerous and unsustainable. There is no documented evidence
of any distance from Vatican II whether in term of content or language and this
confirmed by an examination of how the encyclical was prepared. Paul VI did not
proceed on his own, ignoring the collegial profile of the exercise of petrine primacy.
There are many significant proofs of his concern to consult authoritative and
8

HV, 18.
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competent academics and in first place the episcopate. For this reason, the slogan
that he ‘decided alone’ belongs purely to myth. Rather he experienced a certain
isolation due to the fact that the judgment of the encyclical on the regulation of birth
was not shared by the majority.

In the light of these considerations, one can better understand why, ten years after its
publication, Paul VI remembered Humanae vitae as the “document which caused the
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greatest suffering during our pontificate.”9 The reasons for this suffering were surely
the effort to develop a convincing judgement on grave and delicate questions but
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above all the distance that this created between the pope and public opinion, both
within and outside the Church. It has long been speculated that during those years,
Paul VI displayed the attitude of a faltering, ‘hamlet’ type figure. However, the manner
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in which he personally followed the entire preparation and redaction of the encyclical
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does not support this.

He found himself living a difficult situation. Having reached a judgment and feeling

al
e

obliged in conscience to express it due to his unique apostolic ministry, he knew well
that to proceed in that direction would have placed him in an inevitable and painful
distance from important sections of the ecclesial community. Pau VI did not ‘decide
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alone’ but he was aware that many had left him ‘alone’.

Re-reading Humanae vitae fifty years after its publication should favour a definitive
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farewell to the polemical tensions in which it has always been embroiled. Many of
these, in fact, were fed by conjecture surrounding its composition that we now know
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to be unfounded.

At the same time, one must take into account the particular nature of the historical and
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ecclesial context in which Humanae vitae was composed. This favoured two extreme
attitudes: a prejudiced rejection of its teaching or a defence – without ifs and buts –
that has consigned it as a bulwark at the onset of every crisis that arises in the Church
and the world.
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Paul VI, Discourse to the College of Cardinals (23rd June 1978)
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The roots of these two key interpretations can be found discretely present in certain
expressions from those involved in the composition of the encyclical. Nevertheless, it
is certain that these were never shared by he who himself assumed the responsibility
to sign it and direct it to the Christian people and men of his time with a trustful hope
of being understood.

For these reasons, the value and fruitfulness of the teaching of Humanae vitae can be
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recognised and received only through a fair and careful sharing of the intentions that
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guided Paul VI to promulgate it.
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