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The Prophetic Witness of Humanae Vitae  
In this article Mr Whitehead is speaking of the American scene.

I

On July 29, 1968, the Vatican released to the world the Encyclical of Pope Paul VI on "birth control", 
Humanae Vitae. It soon proved that this papal encyclical was not exactly what the world had been 
waiting for. Perhaps no papal document of this or any other time ever occasioned a more immediate, 
public and negative, response, from both inside and outside the Catholic Church. Yet insofar as the 
encyclical dealt with "birth control"—and it dealt, of course, with a great deal more than that—the 
Holy Father was merely restating the position, which the Catholic Church had always held.

In the encyclical Paul VI reaffirmed the Church's teaching that "each and every marriage act (quilibet 
matrimonii usus) must remain open to the transmission of life" (Humanae Vitae, 11). This teaching thus 
excluded the use of the various artificial contraceptives developed by modern technology. For good 
reasons married couples might limit or regulate their offspring, but only by "renouncing the use of 
marriage in the fecund periods" (Humanae Vitae, 16), that is, by adapting themselves to what the Pope 
called the "natural laws and rhythms of fecundity" (Humanae Vitae, 11).

The Pope also declared that this teaching about the use of marriage, "often set forth by the 
Magisterium, is founded upon the inseparable connection, willed by God and unable to be broken by 
man on his own initiative, between the two meanings of the conjugal act: the unitive meaning and the 
procreative meaning" (Humane Vitae, 12).

In other words, although the Church teaches that physical love between spouses has a meaning and 
purpose beyond the mere begetting of children, she also affirms that physical expression of this spousal 
love can never, morally, be deliberately separated from the possibility of procreation.

However, this teaching, reaffirmed in the encyclical, truly fell upon the ears of a "faithless generation" 
(Mk 9:19). How could married couples express their love for one another, it was protested, with the 
possibility of another baby always hanging over them? How could they raise many children in today's 
social and economic conditions hardly geared for large families? How could they educate them 
properly according to exacting and expensive modern standards? How could a mother work to 
supplement the family income once the youngest was packed off to nursery school, or a newlywed put 
her husband through college or graduate school, if reliable contraceptives could not be used? Indeed 
how could any woman find the fulfillment as a modern woman which Women's Lib' and countless 
others proclaim is hers if she could not effectively escape from "the slavery of biology"? And, what 
about the "population explosion"? And what about the poor who, as the rich were getting richer, kept 
getting children?

In retrospect, it seems that a papal encyclical which undercut in such drastic fashion so many of today's 
economic and social assumptions and arrangements was bound to have the controversial repercussions 
which the encyclical Humanae Vitae in fact had.

II 



Yet we should remind ourselves that, prior to 1930, all Christian denominations, not just the Catholic 
Church, condemned the use of artificial contraception as morally wrong. In America, "Federal law 
classified contraceptives among 'obscene or pornographic materials,' and until a few years ago the laws 
of many States restricted not only their sale but also the dissemination of information about them." (1) . 
Today, of course, contraceptives are openly advertised and displayed on drugstore counters—but then 
"obscene and pornographic materials" are also available on drugstore paperback book and magazine 
racks!

The Church of England at its Lambeth Conference in 1930 was the first Christian denomination to 
suggest that the use of artificial contraception by married couples might be morally licit in certain 
difficult circumstances; yet the Lambeth Conference still assumed that the non-use of contraception 
would be the norm for believing Christians and that its use would only be resorted to in extreme cases 
(2). But as Mr. Justice Holmes is said to have remarked, hard cases make bad law. In the three decades 
following the 1930 Lambeth Conference, many churches not only dropped their moral condemnation of 
artificial contraception; some gave endorsement to its use as a positive good (3). Whatever reasons 
Christians might formerly have had for condemning it became almost universally blurred in the public 
mind. Contraception became respectable where it had formerly been shameful and unmentionable—in 
the churches, in the medical profession, in "good" society, and in the social welfare and service 
agencies.

It would not be an exaggeration to say that, by the late 1960's, society at large not only saw "nothing 
wrong" with contraception; it saw the new artificial methods of birth control as among the most 
important benefits of modern technology. Recent studies have indicated that more than 90 per cent of 
non-Catholic married couples now use some method of artificial contraception (4). A few years back, 
6.7 million American women were estimated to use some variety of the "the pill", while about 1.8 
million were said to employ so-called intrauterine devices (IUDs) (5).

Even though the widely publicized deleterious side-effects of "the pill" and the IUD have motivated 
some women to abandon these methods, very recent studies still indicate that there has not been that 
great an absolute decline in the use of these methods, (6) and, meanwhile, surgical sterilizations, 
especially among older couples, have increased dramatically: nearly seven million married couples 
now include at least one sterilized partner (7). There are now around one million male sterilizations 
(vasectomies), each year; and about 750,000 female hysterectomies last year: about 685,000! It seems 
clear today that most people see nothing wrong with separating the "unitive" and "procreative" 
meanings of sexual activity! Another poll has indicated that more than 90 per cent of its respondents 
firmly believed that "children should be planned" (9).

We now begin to understand why so many people got upset when Pope Paul VI delivered Humanae 
Vitae to the world! Even though the Pontiff was restating nothing more on birth control than what the 
Church had taught with, as the Pope himself said, "constant firmness" (Humanae Vitae, 6), he was 
restating it to a world which had long since accommodated its moral views to take advantage of the 
new benefits supposedly conferred by the use of contraception.

This accommodation of moral views has been increasingly true also of Catholics. A widely publicized 
sociological study early in this decade found that. the percentage of Catholic women using methods of 
birth regulation other than "rhythm" increased from 30 per cent in 1955 to 51 per cent in 1965 to 68 per 
cent in 1970; 78 per cent of Catholic women under 25 were said to be using methods not approved by 
the teaching authority of the Church! (10) Then Fr. Andrew Greeley and his colleagues came along 



with their recent widely publicized study which indicated that a whopping 83 per cent of all Roman 
Catholics now agreed with the world on artificial contraception and disagreed with the Church! (11)

The encyclical's "credibility gap" among the American Catholic clergy proved, if anything, even greater 
than among the laity. Many of us will remember that at the time the encyclical was issued some 600 
"theologians, canon lawyers, philosophers, biblical scholars and teachers in related specialties" 
eventually signed the famous statement prepared by a group of Catholic University theologians which 
rejected it! (12) These dissenting theologians held that "spouses may responsibly decide according to 
their conscience that artificial contraception in some circumstances is permissible and indeed necessary 
to preserve and foster the values and sacredness of marriage" (13). Then, as far as the average priest in 
the US was concerned, according to an earlier Greeley survey, The Catholic Priest in the United States, 
only 40 per cent of America's priests agreed with the Church's position on birth control before the 
encyclical; after the issuance of Humanae Vitae, the number of priests holding to the Church's strict 
teaching dropped to 29 per cent (14). Obviously not many priests who harboured doubts were 
persuaded by Pope Paul VI!

III

Considering how little today the teaching of Humanae Vitae seems to be heeded and followed, then, 
even by Catholics, many people have now concluded that the Church will eventually have to bow to the 
inevitable, and change her teaching. But why should this be considered to be the case? Everyone now 
alive commits, or has committed sin; yet the teachings of the Church against sin remain no less 
adamant and no less unalterable, for all that people go on committing it.

If the "actual practice" of humanity under the sway of Original Sin cannot be taken as a standard of 
right and wrong, as it surely cannot, what, then, can? Catholics have always held: the moral law of 
God, authoritatively interpreted by the Magisterium of the Church. When the Church does interpret the 
moral law, as in the encyclical Humanae Vitae, the proper course for Catholics would seem to be first 
to obey and then to make a greater effort to understand why the Church teaches as she does, if this is 
not apparent at first sight, as seems to be the case for so many with regard to her teaching on artificial 
contraception. Any such effort by Catholics to understand the "why" of Humanae Vitae, remains, I am 
afraid still largely to be made. Catholics seem content to conclude that, well, the Pope was just wrong 
about condemning artificial birth control. After all, who can be right all the time, even if he is the Pope?

So the difficulty of making an effort to understand the "why" of Humanae Vitae should not be 
underestimated when we consider how all-pervasive the contraceptive mentality has become today; its 
assumptions are accepted, all too often, without thought and sometimes without an awareness that they 
are questionable assumptions which very likely would have been rejected on their face by earlier 
generations of Christians which had not undergone the gradual and general conditioning process in 
favor of contraception which our generation has undergone.

Yet the consequences of not making an effort to understand that the teaching of Humanae Vitae is vital 
to any Christian future will be a further erosion of the Church's authority and credibility in areas far 
removed from birth control. It is unimaginable that, God would place an authoritative doctrinal and 
moral Teacher in the world and then allow that Teacher to mislead the faithful for twenty centuries on a 
matter as fundamental to the Christian life as the moral laws governing the manner in which human 
beings must cooperate with their Creator in bringing new life into the world. If the Church could be 
wrong on this, she could be wrong on just about anything (this, indeed, seems to be the practical 
conclusion that some have reached).



I am convinced that a purely rational case can be made for the teaching of Humanae Vitae. Obviously, 
however, to make the complete case, far more space would be needed than is allotted here. So on this 
occasion I propose to show the encyclical's credibility from only one standpoint, from that of some of 
the consequences which result when the moral teachings of the Church on contraception are not 
followed, as is clearly the case in America today. What, then, occurs when the unitive and procreative 
functions of human sexuality—inseparably connected and "willed by God", according to the encyclical
—nevertheless are separated by man on "his own initiative"? What happens when a society simply 
ignores what the Pope has tried to teach on this topic?

In treating of this subject, I must begin with apologies to St. Paul who taught that "immorality and all 
impurity... must not even be named among you, as is fitting among saints" (Eph 5:3): for, as we shall 
see, the consequences of the contraceptive mentality in society at large amount to the virtual 
institutionalization of the very things which St. Paul warned Christians against even mentioning among 
themselves.

IV  

The Holy Father spoke of some of the consequences of the contraceptive mentality in the encyclical 
when he warned that "upright men... [should] reflect upon the consequences of artificial birth control. 
Let them consider, first of all, how wide and easy a road would thus be opened up towards conjugal 
infidelity and the general lowering of morality... men—especially the young, who are so vulnerable on 
this point—have need of encouragement to be faithful to the moral law, so that they must not be offered 
some easy means of eluding its observance. It is also to be feared that man, growing used to the 
employment of anti-conceptive practices, may finally lose respect for the woman... may come to the 
point of considering her as a mere instrument of selfish enjoyment..." (Humanae Vitae, 17).

These were some of the consequences Paul VI warned about, if the teaching of the Church were not 
heeded. Have the years since Humanae Vitae was issued proved him to be a prophet in what he 
predicted, or not?

What about "conjugal infidelity and the general lowering of morality"? Well, I believe we have all 
heard about today's so-called "sexual revolution". It is not necessary to prove that there is a statistically 
verifiable absolute increase in sexual misdeeds today. The revolution is real enough. It is the case, for 
example, that even with today's wonder drugs venereal disease has nevertheless reached epidemic 
proportions. According to the chief of the VD Branch of the U.S. Federal Center for Disease Control, 
"Gonorrhoea in the United States is out of control" (15). An article in the Journal of the American 
Medical Association concluded a few years back that venereal disease could no longer be medically 
treated out of existence "unless a new element is introduced such as immunization or a change in the 
prevailing life styles of the population segments most affected" (Emphasis added) (16). In other words, 
what is chiefly needed, as medicine throws up its hands, is a little more "encouragement to be faithful 
to the moral law", in the words of the Holy Father.

But more than to the evidence of vastly increased promiscuity which the epidemic of venereal disease 
indicates, I wish to point simply to the obvious public acquiescence, so evident in the press, media, 
books, and public discourse, in phenomena which, if they occurred in the past, were not only 
considered shameful and scandalous but, were indeed, mostly illegal—some of today's public 
manifestations of sexual conduct are still illegal, though the laws which made them so are not being 
enforced while massive efforts to repeal them are carried on by groups such as the American Civil 



Liberties Union.

It is impossible to open the morning newspaper or turn on the news without being bombarded with talk 
of companionate marriage, trial marriage, homosexual marriage, group marriage, or, most especially, 
with languid indifference to the question of whether any "marriage" at all needs to be connected with 
sexual "expression" or "fulfillment". Newsweek magazine recently reported that couples living together 
without marriage have doubled in the past few years, and Psychology Today, remarking on the same 
phenomenon reports, significantly, that "nearly all the women were taking the pill and most couples 
saw their life styles as viable only as long as there were no children" (17).

So it is plain most of these new modes of sexual conduct could not even be considered, much less acted 
upon, if modern contraceptives (and legalized abortion in case of slip-ups) were not available to 
prevent the consequences which by nature are connected with the physical union of man and woman—
the possible conception of a child! Without contraception, how could couples live together with the 
idea of deliberately not having children?

V

One of the more egregious manifestations of "the sexual revolution" is the way it has been foisted on 
the young—whom the Holy Father singled out as especially needing encouragement "to be faithful to 
the moral law".

Nearly 30 per cent of all unmarried girls, aged 15-19 in the United States are now said to have had full 
sexual experience (18). Between 1971 and 1976 the number of fifteen-year olds who had thus initiated 
sexual activity nearly doubled, according to a recent poll, and no less than 4 out of 10 American high 
school seniors now admit to engaging in pre-marital intercourse (19). An entire industry of "clinics", 
many of them financed by tax dollars, has sprung into being to "serve" these girls, mostly by providing 
them with contraceptives (abortion referrals are also included among their regular services). What 
formerly, would have been considered "contributing to the delinquency of a minor" is now considered a 
positive medical "service" for teen-agers. Public health agencies, welfare organizations, the medical 
profession, and the non-profit family-planning organizations, funded by the foundations and the 
government, are all cooperating in the massive effort to "reach" "sexually active" teen-agers, as they 
are called in the new professional jargon.

In 1975, for example, Planned Parenthood provided more than 300,000 such teen-agers with 
contraceptives, and the organization's "five-year plan" calls for contraceptive "services" to a half 
million teenagers by 1980. (Planned Parenthood also performed 35,000 abortions in 1975, and this 
figure will also rise steeply under the organization's "five year plan") (20).  As late as 1963, the PP 
organization was counseling against abortion because "abortion kills the life of a baby after it has 
begun" (21). This no longer seems to be a consideration now that abortion is a legal means—of "birth 
control".

Many of the popular "hot line" telephone services for teen-agers, incidentally; which community-
minded persons often support as a help for troubled young people, are specifically designed to include 
contraceptive (and abortion) information or to tell inquiring teen-agers where they can get information 
on these subjects (22). "Moral" judgments are "out"; "support" in what the teen-agers want to do—
whatever it is—is "in".

Nor is all this frank indoctrination and assistance in the practice of sex outside of marriage limited to 



clinics or "hot lines" for those young people who seek out their services. The same sort of contraceptive 
indoctrination is now being systematically introduced into many school classrooms, mostly through 
courses in so-called "sex education", but also in social science courses, and in the new "population 
education. The very term "sex education", as an examination of the typical course in sex education will 
reveal, means "indoctrination in the use of modern contraceptive devices". Planned Parenthood 
personnel themselves have been brought into the schools to explain and demonstrate to captive 
audiences of schoolchildren in mixed classrooms the same contraceptive wares available in their 
clinics; and there are other instances where school personnel have referred schoolgirls for abortions 
without parental knowledge or consent (23).

This by-passing of the parents in the matter of abortions performed on their teen-agers, by the way, has 
the specific endorsement of the highest court in the land; on July 1, 1976, the Supreme Court of the 
U.S. ruled unconstitutional state laws requiring parental consent for abortions on minors (24). In 1977, 
the same Supreme Court ruled it unconstitutional to restrict the sale of contraceptives to minors under 
sixteen (25). The principle on which such Supreme Court decisions are based seems to be that if 
contraception, like abortion, is indeed a positive good, and a boon to civilization, why should it be 
denied to schoolchildren?

VI

What can be said of a view of sex which ignores morality and does not hesitate to debase and corrupt 
the young? Sex is now seen primarily as a matter of "self expression" or "self-fulfillment". The themes 
of responsibility, morality and sacredness which necessarily belong to any Christian view of sex are 
absent, certainly; and where these themes are forgotten or left out, the acceptance of the contraceptive 
mentality is probably inevitable.

Just as the concept of "planned parenthood" really means planned non-parenthood, so the aim and 
result of encouraging sex just for fun and games can only be the destruction of any sound idea of 
family life, for human sexuality is exempted from the necessity of the self-denial necessary, for 
example, in any marriage. Sexuality is thus divorced not only from possible procreation but indeed, 
logically, from marriage itself. For once it is admitted that human sexuality is concerned primarily with 
"self-expression" or "self-fulfillment"—and not always in a profound and fundamental way with 
possible procreation—then sexual "self-expression", "self-fulfillment" and even what is understood 
today by "love" become quite thinkable and possible outside of marriage; and again, contraception is 
what makes them thinkable and possible in practice.

The institution of the family is inseparable from its function of first bringing offspring into the world 
and then bringing them up and forming them; but if no children are wanted... then "marriage" is 
artificially and willfully wrenched out of the natural order instituted by God. The logical consequence 
is to go a step further and ask: why is marriage even necessary for the use of sex?

For a long time Americans have been disturbed that one out of every three marriages in this country 
have been ending in divorce. Now the figure is becoming more like one out of every two marriages 
breaking up. And it seems clear that the modern divorce of sex from possible procreation, which 
contraception makes possible, is additionally an accelerating factor in actual marriage break-ups 
because marriage is no longer seen as necessary before the sexual faculty can be used. The fundamental 
assumption of the contraceptive mentality is that we need not be responsible for the possible 
consequences of our sexual acts; but in a broader sense, as Professor Charles E. Rice has observed, 
"contraception is the symbolic irresponsibility of our times", and the adoption of this irresponsibility 



can only contribute to further irresponsibility with regard to the fulfillment of marriage vows generally.

It is unfortunate, therefore, that the debate over contraception within the Catholic Church has revolved 
almost entirely around the question of whether spouses might morally use it; the fact that contraception, 
once admitted as morally licit in itself, makes possible and encourages consequenceless sex outside of 
marriage has been very largely ignored. And so while some of our Catholic theologians were drawing 
out the limits of what they called "responsible dissent" from authoritative papal teachings, American 
society was moving to institutionalize premarital and extra-marital sex; and to secure the viability of its 
new social and sexual arrangements by the establishment of universal contraceptive use and legalized 
abortion. Who would have imagined at the time Humanae Vitae was issued and "responsible dissent" 
became fashionable among theologians, that before a decade had passed a book would be published 
under the auspices of no less than the Catholic Theological Society of America itself not only 
condoning contraception but virtually abandoning the traditional Christian ethic limiting the use of sex 
to marriage? Yet that was the position of the CTSA sponsored study Human Sexuality: New Directions 
in American Catholic Thought, published by the Paulist Press in 1977. Not only did this CTSA Study 
prepared by five theologians abandon the traditional ethics regulating the use of sex between members 
of the opposite sex; it condoned, under certain conditions, homosexuality and other perversions.

VII

For, if we can indeed morally separate sexual love from possible procreation, if we tear apart the God-
given natural order, we will no longer clearly understand that homosexuality and sexual perversions, 
for example, are still further abominations and offenses against that order. Surely we cannot say that 
these things are a "misuse" of sex if sex has no natural use and is nothing but self-expression, not 
necessarily related to any other end such as possible procreation! Homosexuals claim, for example, 
simply to be carrying out their own way of "expressing love". It is therefore not surprising that society, 
having accepted the premise that there is no natural use of human sexuality, today tends to accept the 
homosexual claim, as espoused by so-called Gay Lib'. Even when homosexuality is still perceived as 
repugnant, society can still think of no reason to condemn it—if there is no necessary connection 
between procreation and sex. Society has forgotten, in other words, the nature and end of sex instituted 
by God, in which spousal love and its end, procreation, are indissolubly linked.

Thus we have the strange phenomenon of moral theologians today justifying conduct considered an 
"abomination" in the Scriptures, and thus, too, a commission on homosexuality appointed by another 
Christian church has drawn the strictly logical consequences of the new sexual morality which the 
acceptance of contraception has helped to usher in. "It is wrong and presumptuous", this statement by a 
Christian Church says, "to deny Christian value to any human relationship which involves attachment 
to another person in the spirit of sacrificial or self-giving love... Homosexuals seriously seeking to 
build such relationships with one another are surely as deserving as heterosexuals of encouragement 
and help from the Church and its ministry" (26).

Such theologizing obviously goes back logically to a prior acceptance of the possibility of separating 
the unitive and procreative meanings of sex: it goes back to the acceptance of the moral licitness of 
artificial contraception.

Today's obvious public tolerance, not only for explicit sex outside of marriage but, for perversions of 
sex, is similarly the result, whether it is realized or not of a prior public tolerance of the view that there 
is no particular natural or moral use of sex; rather, everybody may use it according to his bent; no 
particular morality attaches to it; that would be a denial of "love" through narrow "legalisms". 



VIII

Such, then, are some of the direct consequences—which we can see all around us in our society today
—of artificially separating the use of human sexuality from marriage and from the possibility of 
procreation. But if we can morally separate sex from procreation, we can also separate procreation 
from sex. Modern society is taking that step too, and some even worse horrors are following from it 
than those we have already reviewed. We need not dwell on them at length, because they are being 
widely discussed, often with Frankenstein-monster sensationalism. What is not often noticed, however, 
is that experimentation of the types which we shall now enumerate involves the same original 
separation of sex from procreation of which contraception is the prototype:

—"Test-tube babies"—The fertilization of a human ovum outside a woman's body, followed by the 
implantation of the resulting human embryo in a woman's uterus; this technique, of course, requires 
legal abortion, both to test the implantation techniques and to get rid of the defective "experiments".

—Artificial placentas—The development of artificial gestation chambers where embryos can be 
experimentally observed as they grow.

—Surrogate mothers—The implantation of a fertilized ovum from one woman in the uterus of another. 

—"Cloning"—The production of genetically identical beings by substituting the nucleus of a body cell 
of the adult organism in a mature but unfertilized ovum so that the latter will develop into an identical 
copy of the original adult. (Though cloning is theoretically possible with humans, experiments so far 
have involved only plants and animals).

—Artificial insemination—The fertilisation of an ovum of a woman artificially with the sperm of a 
man (who need not; of course, be the woman's husband). 

IX

Commenting on the degree to which these procedures and experiments necessarily involve "playing 
God", Dr. Leon R. Kass, of the National Academy of Sciences, was moved to reflect that "procreation 
is not simply an activity of the rational will. It is a more complete human activity precisely because it 
engages us bodily and spiritually, as well as rationally. Is there perhaps some wisdom in that mystery of 
nature which joins the pleasure of sex, the communication of love, and the desire for children in the 
very activity by which we continue the chain of human existence? Is not biological parenthood a built-
in 'mechanism', selected because it fosters and supports in parents an adequate concern for and 
commitment to their children? Would not the laboratory production of human beings no longer be 
human procreation? Could it keep human parenthood human?" (27).

Dr. Kass presumably has no allegiance to Humanae Vitae, yet how prophetic the encyclical appears in 
the light of his conclusions about the inhuman new experiments now being conducted. In the article 
quoted, Dr. Kass went on to comment pertinently on some of the other themes we have been concerned 
with: "Sex is now comfortably at home outside of marriage; child-rearing is progressively being given 
over to the state, the schools, the mass media, and the child-care centres. Some have argued that the 
family, long the nursery of humanity, has outlived its usefulness. To be sure, laboratory and 
governmental alternatives might be designed for procreation and child-rearing, but at what cost?"



One thing that has not been sufficiently reflected upon is how we reached the state of affairs Dr. Kass 
describes. Considering the intimate connection between all the anti-family and anti-life phenomena we 
have been discussing, can we not say that society took one of its longest and most decisive steps 
towards the kind of world that has come into being when it discarded the moral prohibition against 
artificial contraception, once accepted without question by all Christians but now scarcely ever 
affirmed outside of Pope Paul VI's encyclical Humanae Vitae?

X

Yet there is one more consequence of the contraceptive mentality in our society today which must now 
be treated —abortion. The legalization of abortion in the United States, by the Supreme Court's 
decision of January 22, 1973, has quite rightly evoked a wave of protest everywhere—and not only 
among Catholics. Abortion—the killing of a living though unborn child—may yet serve to turn our 
society back from the road down which we have been traveling. People do stop and ask: how is it that 
we are now permitting the legalized killing of around a million of our children each year? How is it that 
in supposedly civilized and Christian America we have killed more since the Supreme Court abortion 
decision of 1973 than in all the wars of American history?

Nevertheless, even among those most horrified by legalized killing, there has been a great reluctance to 
accept the plain fact that we have social acceptance of legalized abortion today because we had social 
acceptance of contraception first.

I am acquainted, I think, with all of the arguments that will be levelled at this statement. After all, it is 
argued, abortion is not the same thing as contraception. Abortion is killing; killing is wrong. 
Contraception, however, is something else; it merely prevents conception; it doesn't kill a child already 
alive and growing. So it is urged.

I am quite aware of these distinctions. But, as we shall see, some methods of so-called "contraception" 
are actually abortifacient, i.e., they do involve the killing of a living child already conceived inside the 
mother's body. Granted, however, that methods which truly prevent conception are not the same thing 
as abortion, we still have to consider whether these methods are not also morally wrong—even though 
they are not a violation of the Fifth Commandment "Thou Shalt Not Kill". The Fifth Commandment, 
after all, is not the only Commandment. There are other things that are wrong besides killing.

Now if we agree that there are other things wrong besides killing, and if we can agree for a moment 
with the Catholic Church that contraception is perhaps one of them, then we can see that to accept the 
violation of the moral law in one instance (contraception) leaves us little ground on which to stand in 
attempting to invoke the moral law against another even though different practice (abortion). If the 
moral law may be violated in one instance, why may it not be violated in another instance?

If we admit that some may violate the (objective) moral law because their conscience sees nothing 
wrong with doing it, e.g., they see "nothing wrong" with contraception, we have merely admitted the 
premise incessantly trumpeted by the abortionists themselves that everyone should decide about 
contraception, abortion and presumably euthanasia according to his own "conscience".

Most people see the evil of abortion and they see that its acceptance is already opening the way towards 
acceptance of positive euthanasia, or "mercy killing", of the sick, aged, and "unfit". Much fewer people 
see how the evil of contraception and its new ethic of untrammelled sex apart from possible procreation 
have in fact led to legalized abortion. For even if contraception as such is not as bad as murder, it is an 



evil; and Our Lord. himself teaches that "the bad tree bears evil fruit": (Mt 7:17). It is in this sense that 
abortion—the idea that we may even go so far as to kill in order to make effective the "control" man 
has assumed over his own, "reproduction"—is one of the evil fruits of the contraceptive mentality.

Even as they recoil from abortion few people ask how it came about that so many others today do not 
recoil from it; obviously people are performing and undergoing abortions on a literally massive scale 
today so some must not recoil from it; and the answer to the question of why they do not is that they 
have first accepted today's conventional wisdom that man not only has sole control over his 
reproduction; he also has the right to employ indiscriminately his sexual powers while deliberately 
excluding the supreme end for which these powers were obviously designed by God.

XI

The pro-abortionists and the votaries of universal contraception—who are verifiably the same people 
for all practical purposes—understand the link between contraception and abortion perfectly. There is 
no group or organization, public or private, engaged in so-called "family planning" today which draws 
the line against the acceptance of abortion as a method of "post-conceptive" family planning once it has 
accepted artificial contraception as a valid means of family planning. Nor, really, do any of the existing, 
courses in so-called "sex education" draw any such line either. The anti-lifers know exactly what sort of 
world they want, and it bears ...no resemblance to a Christian world.

Doctors at our new Malthusian seminars speak of making "abortion a common-sense extension of 
contraceptive care" (29) as if that were the most obvious thing in the world. Women's Lib' 
demonstrators stage lie-ins as far afield as Japan and France demanding both contraception and 
abortion "to give them full control of their own bodies" (30). A Harvard biologist notes that "even our 
most effective contraceptives have about a 1 per cent failure rate... 1 per cent would mean one-quarter 
million compulsory pregnancies, terminating in the births of one-quarter million unwanted children... 
We must have free and safe birth control and free and safe abortion" (31).

The Rockfeller Commission on Population Growth and the American Future, of course, "got it all 
together" a few years ago by recommending as the public policy of this country not only legal abortion-
on-demand and government subsidized abortions, but sterilization; "elimination of existing legal 
inhibitions and restrictions on access to contraceptive information procedures and supplies"; provision 
of contraceptives to minors; sex education to "be available to all... especially in the schools..." (32).

More recently, the American Public Health Association, in one of its promotional flyers, has similarly 
shown how the whole "anti-life package" is a package: "The Association was one of the first, in 1968, 
to recommend repeal of restrictive abortion laws and, in 1971, to call for establishment of a national 
goal of replacement reproduction. It has been in the vanguard of efforts to make sex education available 
in the schools and to make family planning services available for minors" (33).

For those still inclined to doubt the necessary link between contraception and abortion, however, there 
is the undeniable fact, very little commented upon since the Supreme Court decision legalizing 
abortion, that in reaching this decision the court applied to the case of abortion a constitutional "right to 
privacy" which the court had earlier formulated and established in a case involving—contraception! 
That's right! It was in a 1965 case, Griswold v. Connecticut, that the court first delivered to the world 
the news that the Constitution itself guaranteed to married couples the right to use contraception 
(though the justices could not agree, in this decision, precisely which article of the Constitution 
guaranteed this right). 



A subsequent decision of the same Supreme Court, Baird v. Eisenstadt, granted to single people 
constitutional underpinnings in the use of contraception under the same "right of privacy". The logic of 
this latter decision would seemingly deny to the state the right to legislate against fornication as a civil 
crime, but as we have already seen earlier, the court certainly declared its intention to stick with this 
logic by going on to deny the states the right to restrict the sale of contraceptives to minors under 
sixteen. When the issue of abortion was finally brought before it, the Supreme Court ruled, following 
the same logic, that "the right of privacy... is broad enough to encompass whether or not to terminate 
[a] pregnancy" (34). This is exactly the route by which legalized abortion arrived in America.

It is simply not possible to grasp how the court could arrive at such an extraordinary dictum, 
completely ignoring the rights and life of the child, unless it is first grasped that the court was 
depending upon an ethical (not a legal) premise grounded in the contraceptive mentality, a premise 
which assumes man's right to "control" life as fundamental, and therefore accepts abortion, without 
anguish or afterthought, as, a logical means to make effective that control of life to which Americans 
are now believed to have a "constitutional right".

The reason the Supreme Court was logically able to make a constitutional "right to privacy", decreed 
by itself, outweigh in importance the life of living though unborn children, was that the Supreme Court 
had first accepted, along with a majority of Americans, that one may violate with impunity the laws of 
God which pertain to sex.

XII

Moreover, even before the Supreme Court ruled on abortion , modern technology was in any case in the 
process of making "contraception" synonymous with abortion. Let us consider only these facts (they 
are now so well-known by everybody as to be virtually beyond dispute);

—One of the most publicized current developments in "contraceptive" technology today has been the 
development of a so-called "once-a-month" or "morning-after" pill for the female. This kind of pill 
would cause any embryo who might have been conceived to be evacuated from his mother's body. In 
other words, this, kind of pill would be a method of very early chemically-induced abortion. The 
chemicals being developed for this purpose are already in use as abortion-inducing agents, although 
their full development in pill form seems to be for sometime in the future. (Incidentally, legalized 
abortion is considered a. necessity for the proper development of these abortifacient drugs since any 
embryos damaged but not successfully aborted through their use must then be aborted surgically).

—As is well-known, the Intrauterine Device (IUD), long in use as a "contraceptive" is almost certainly 
an abortifacient (abortion-inducing agent) in its action (35).

—Some of the current contraceptive pills already in wide use are also known to have abortifacient as 
well as ovulation-preventing properties; in other words, like the "morning after" type pill, they actually 
cause a very early abortion of a fertilized ovum rather then merely "preventing" conception; this is 
especially true of the newer combination-type pills (36). It is not true, therefore, that so-called 
"contraception" necessarily only prevents conception; some forms of so-called "contraception" kill the 
embryo after conception instead.

—And, finally, there is the new medical procedure known as menstrual extraction or regulation, which 
is now being performed on women within five days after a missed menstrual period; this procedure 



uses a suction device to remove the uterine lining in which a fertilized ovum may or may not have 
become implanted. If one has become implanted, of course, the procedure amounts to abortion. 
(Legally, however, it would be impossible to prove that an abortion had taken place—and hence to 
prosecute anybody under the strictest possible antiabortion law—since there would be no way to prove 
that the woman had even been pregnant).

All of these new "birth control' or "contraceptive" procedures and methods are either possibly or 
certainly abortion-inducing agents. If we are against abortion, we logically have to be against these 
forms of "contraception" as well.

If we are against abortion at eight months, we should be against it at eight days or eight minutes. Yet it 
seems that few doctors or women have declined to make use of these desired methods of 
"contraception" because they were actually methods of early abortion. Once artificial contraception has 
become morally acceptable, in other words, the evidence seems to show that the transition from the 
prevention to the destruction of human life becomes easily, if not automatically, acceptable as well.

One of the ultimate consequences of the contraceptive mentality, then, is abortion—legalized killing. I 
know this will be a "hard saying" for many, but I do not see how the facts can admit of any other 
interpretation; those who disagree with the conclusion should show us then how we did arrive at 
legalized abortion if not via the prior acceptance of the contraceptive mentality, as I have shown here. 
We now do have legalized abortion in America; and the fact that we had it only five years after 
Humanae Vitae, shows what a prophet Paul VI was. In the encyclical itself, as few care to recall, the 
Pope actually condemned abortion first: "..above all, directly willed and procured abortion, even if for 
therapeutic reasons, [is] to be absolutely excluded as [a] licit means of regulating birth", he said. Only 
after condemning abortion did the Holy Father go on to forbid direct sterilization and artificial 
contraception. (Pope Pius XI also condemned abortion in his 1930 encyclical against birth control, 
Casti Connubii, long before anybody ever dreamed abortion could ever be legalized).

How many of us were worrying about abortion in 1968 when Paul VI issued Humanae Vitae? Only 
four or five States had tentatively modified their abortion statutes at that time (37). Or in 1930? The 
deluge has come in the past several years. But the encyclical Humanae Vitae, like the earlier encyclical 
of Pope Pius XI, was already on the record as a truly prophetic witness of the plague of abortions that 
has since been visited upon the human race.

Actually, the American experience of seeing the acceptance of contraception lead to the acceptance of 
abortion was not the first time that the integral and consistent anti-life logic we have been examining 
here has worked itself out in human history. Consider this statement of St. Epiphanius, who was Bishop 
of Salamis, and who lived between 315 and 403 A.D. Writing of the contraceptive practices of the 
pagan society of his day, St. Epiphanius wrote against the idea that conjugal relations might be 
indulged in without any reference to their natural purpose: "There are those", he wrote, "who when they 
have intercourse deliberately prevent having children... Moreover if a man should by mistake deposit 
some of his emitted seed and his wife becomes pregnant, listen to what further crime they descend. 
They remove the unformed fetus from the womb anytime they please and actually grind the aborted 
child (infantem) with mortar and pestle. Then to avoid nausea they use pepper and other spices or 
ointments" (Emphasis added) (38).

Thus the testimony of the ancient world too confirms our own experience: once man arrogates to 
himself the right to limit or control the consequences of sex without regard to the moral law or the 
natural use of sex—once, in other words, the contraceptive mentality prevails—moving on to what St. 



Epiphanius calls "the further crime" of abortion becomes both logical and perhaps inevitable.

XIII

So there we have it. With all the weight of the evidence now in favour of the encyclical Humanae 
Vitae's credibility let us begin to take the encyclical more seriously and begin to try to bear witness to 
its prophetic truth in our own lives. God did not place an authoritative Moral Teacher in the world for 
nothing. For Catholics who reflect upon the matter it can be no surprise at all that practically the whole 
world fell into the modern birth control trap except that Moral Teacher, the Vicar of Christ on earth.

It was often said during the original controversy over Humanae Vitae that its teaching could nowhere 
be grounded in Holy Scripture. I think it can be grounded, for example, in St. Paul's admonition to the 
Thessalonians, since it is fundamentally a plea to respect the moral law through self control: "Each of 
you must learn to control his own body" St. Paul says, "as something holy and held in honour, not 
yielding to the promptings of passion as the heathen do in their ignorance of God" (I Thes 4:4-5).

The key word in this passage is the last one—God. After all, we were created and brought into this 
world for a purpose, as the catechism used to say, "to know, love and serve God in this world, and to be 
happy with him forever in the next". If this is so, it follows that sex and marriage and procreation also 
constitute ways of knowing, loving, and serving God, as indeed we know from the fact that Christ 
elevated marriage to the dignity of a Sacrament. And God creates our children for the same purpose 
that he created us. We cannot therefore speak of love between spouses without always and without 
exception relating this spousal love to the love and purposes of the Creator. As Archbishop Fulton J. 
Sheen put it a few years ago, there are "three to get married"; and it is no accident that married love is 
thus realized after the same triune pattern of love... God-husband-wife in one dimension, and husband-
wife-child in the other dimension. Artificial contraception destroys this triune unity not only by cutting 
the couple off from the possible child, but by cutting the couple off from God.

In this connection, another scriptural passage comes to mind: "What... God has joined together, let no 
man put asunder" (Mt 19:6). This passage has traditionally been applied to the marriage bond; but 
faced with the consequences of the contraceptive mentality—which, inter alia, we have seen to be one 
of the corrosive agents helping to dissolve marriage itself as well as corrupting the healthy and moral 
use of the God-given faculty of sex—can we not say that the passage applies equally to the unitive and 
procreative meanings of the marriage act? We have now abundantly seen some of the consequences of 
separating these two meanings by artificial contraception. Pope Paul VI authoritatively taught in 
Humanae Vitae that the two meanings were indeed "willed by God and unable to be broken by man". 
And in what we have covered we have now caught a glimpse at least of how that is so.

Let us therefore echo our assent to this teaching of Humanae Vitae in the words of Christ himself: 
"What... God has joined together, let no man put asunder".

______________________

K.D. Whitehead, author of Respectable Killing: The New Abortion Imperative, is Executive Vice 
President of Catholics United for the Faith, Inc. in New Rochelle, New York.

________________________________________________________________________
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