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Abstract
2018 marks the fiftieth anniversary of 1968 and Humanae Vitae as well as the 
centenary of the 1918 Armistice ending the Great War. The negative reception of 
Humanae Vitae is frequently viewed within the narrow causal lens of “the sixties” 
and in particular the tumultuous year 1968. However, the factors shaping the laity’s 
reception were 50 years in the making, including internalized authority and agency 
via the postwar currents of both “mysticism” and Catholic Action. Additionally, birth 
control was a discourse spanning 1918 to 1968.
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My interest here is to call your attention to the role of Theodosius’ horse in the story [of 
the Council of Chalcedon, 451]. He literally stumbled into it, an intruder into the 
natural flow of a plausible narrative. His unwitting agency in removing Theodosius 
from the scene might well make us wonder, at least in passing, about this baffling 
business of the trifles that turn history out of its channels …

Historical truth is stranger than fiction and more difficult to make sense of. The plot  
of a novel gets its “intelligibility” from the coherence of the author’s imagination. 
Historical accidents have no such logos. If the incident of Theodosius’ horse turned up 
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  1. Albert C. Outler, “Theodosius’ Horse: Reflections on the Predicament of the Church 
Historian,” Church History 34 (1965): 251–61; reprinted in supplement, Church History 
57, centennial issue (1988), 9–19 at 11, https://doi.org/10.2307/3165647.

  2. The accelerated unraveling of old paradigms had been foreshadowed in the headline of 
Look magazine’s cover issue for January 23, 1968: “WILL THE DUTCH CHANGE 
AMERICAN CATHOLICISM? They wrote a new catechism, created new liturgies, shat-
tered the silence of rigid obedience. Is this tomorrow’s Church today?”

  3. As John T. McGreevy wrote in 2004 of the late John T. Noonan Jr., “Few, if any, of the 
other major scholars of his generation have so obsessively ruminated on a single prob-
lem, so endlessly circled what Noonan as early as 1957 termed the relationship between 
‘development’ and ‘dogma’ or, as he once explained it, using history, which is not theol-
ogy, to illumine the ‘authentic tradition of the church.’” McGreevy, “A Case for Doctrinal 
Development,” Commonweal Magazine, June 23, 2004, https://www.commonwealmaga-
zine.org/case-doctrinal-development.

  4. I owe my first reading of Outler’s essay to Professor Francine Cardman of the Weston 
Jesuit School of Theology who assigned it as a conclusion to her semester’s survey 
of ancient and medieval church history. For reflections on the problem of religious 

as the climax in a historical novel, it would be rejected by critical readers as far too 
artless. Actually, of course, it is only a single sample from a thousand others, all from 
“real life.” Historical existence is a tissue of laws and choices and chance.

—Albert C. Outler, “Theodosius’ Horse: Reflections on  
the Predicament of the Church Historian” (1965)1

Fall 2018 marks two important turning points for the twentieth century in general 
and the practice of Catholicism in particular. A hundred years ago, on November 
11, 1918, the Armistice concluding the carnage of the First World War took 

effect at the eleventh hour of that eleventh day of the eleventh month. Fifty years later, 
on November 5, 1968, Richard M. Nixon was elected president of the United States 
following a tumultuous and violent election year. The following month, on December 
10, Look magazine’s cover featured a close-up photo of Pope Paul VI’s anguished 
face. The headline read, “In their agony over birth control, Catholics are asking 
SHOULD THE POPE RETIRE?” The encyclical Humanae Vitae had been promul-
gated earlier that hot summer, on July 25, the feast of James the Apostle.2

Events in 1918 and 1968 triggered what would become paradigm shifts in 
Catholic practice and theology and, as a result, in the ever-evolving meaning of 
“religion.” The significant changes would become long-lasting. However, what 
most strikes the historian of religion about these profound shifts is not their longev-
ity but rather the contingent and arbitrary nature of their causation. The question this 
poses for any sense of “providence” in the history of the “development of doctrine” 
is, at best, unsettling.3 And yet that is precisely the question Albert C. Outler dared 
to investigate in his reflections on “Theodosius’ Horse” in 1965, arguably the first 
year of “the sixties.”4
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rationality and history after 1945, see Stephen Schloesser, review of Passion of Israel: 
Jacques Maritain, Catholic Conscience and the Holocaust, by Richard Francis Crane, 
Shofar: An Interdisciplinary Journal of Jewish Studies 29 (2011): 193–96, https://doi.
org/10.1353/sho.2011.0165.

  5. Outler, “Theodosius’ Horse,” 10.
  6. Outler, “Theodosius’ Horse,” 10–11.

After summing up the dim prospects for Alexandrine Christology so long as the 
emperor was alive, Outler interrupts his theological account with an apparent “trifle.” 
In the year 450, recounts Outler, on July 25—curiously, the same date on which 
Humanae Vitae would be promulgated some 1500 years later—“Theodosius was 
pitched from his horse while riding beside the river Lycus and three days later was 
dead. It was an odd and unlikely accident, for the emperor was an experienced horse-
man, was well-mounted, and the fatality rate for such spills is low. But its conse-
quences were epochmaking.”5 Outler then summarizes the effects radically 
disproportionate to the triggering cause:

This should be enough of a familiar story to remind you of what happened thereafter: the 
elevation of a home synod of Constantinople to the status of an ecumenical council, and the 
confirmation of “the creed commonly called Nicene”; the formulation of the “Definition” of 
Chalcedon with its balanced coaptation of Antiochene and Alexandrine Christologies; the 
restoration of the Roman papacy to a new level of universal prestige; the ensuing revolts 
against the imperial government in Egypt and Syria, and the tragic confusion of the 
monophysite, monothelite, and iconoclastic controversies. It is not a pretty story and I know 
of no fully plausible narration of it. But, any way you take it, Chalcedon marks an epoch in 
church history, the anchor point for the church’s Christological doctrine.6

The shifts in religious practice and thought catalyzed by the events of 1918 and 1968 
may not have been as epochal as the doctrinal inheritance of Chalcedon. They were, 
however, radical changes in what has sometimes been imagined as ahistorical tradition, 
having neither beginning nor ending. Moreover, their causes were contingent to a dis-
turbing degree. The events of 1918 and 1968 make explicit the frequently forgotten (or 
purposely suppressed) gap between authoritative tradition and historical contingency.

In the following, I begin with 1918. An initial brief overview of French Catholicism 
on the eve of the Great War sets the stage for the changes that will follow. In particular, 
I lay out two shifts in Catholicism that take place during the postwar period. First, an 
increasing interest in “mysticism” marked a strong turn of religion away from institu-
tions and doctrines and toward individual subjectivity. This subjective turn had been 
perhaps the central feature of religion’s evolution in modernity, arguably beginning in 
the Renaissance and Reformation, but most certainly dominant in the aftermath of the 
French Revolution and Friedrich Schleiermacher’s turn to experience and emotion. 
Individual internalization, whether titled “mysticism” or “spirituality,” increasingly 
marked religion during the 1920s and 1930s.

Second, and somewhat paradoxically, an increasing engagement with communal 
identity and action—embodied in the postwar “Catholic Action” movement—also 
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proliferated during the postwar period. In spite of the seemingly contradictory con-
trast between the individualism of “mysticism” and the communal thrust of Catholic 
Action, an underlying similarity is perhaps the stronger aspect. For in both contem-
plation and action, postwar Catholics internalized senses of authority and agency. 
By the time Humanae Vitae arrived in July 1968, three generations of Catholics had 
experienced a half-century of this appropriating interiorized authority.

Following an overview of these two cultural shifts in religious mentalités, I turn to 
a third discourse: birth control. Population control had also been a key anxiety in 
nineteenth-century modernity, territory staked out as early as the first edition of 
Thomas Malthus’ Essay on the Principle of Population (1798). However, the Great 
War had catalyzed significant shifts in both gender and sexuality as well as hygienics 
and eugenics. The pressure of contraceptive discourse intensified throughout the 
1920s, reaching a momentary Catholic plateau in the papal encyclical Casti Connubii, 
promulgated on New Year’s Eve, 1930. Nevertheless, the issue would continue to 
grow throughout the 1930s and into the Second World War—especially (and horrify-
ingly) in the guise of racial eugenics—and resurface in the post-Fascist 1950s within 
the context of Western liberal democracy. In short: birth control discourse traveled a 
long trek between 1918 and 1968.

Finally, I conclude with 1968. By that year, birth control had moved to center stage 
in Catholicism for several reasons including the technological invention of the oral 
contraceptive pill, Pope John XXIII’s papal birth control commission, and the Second 
Vatican Council. However, as in 1918, utterly contingent and seemingly external fac-
tors also played key roles in Humanae Vitae’s reception—most notably, again, war, 
now raging in Vietnam, an unlikely local theater in which world-historical forces of 
decolonization and Cold War rivalries intersected. These are material factors fairly 
easy to identify and interconnect.

Beyond the material, the evolution of more obscure cultural attitudes is also 
worth underscoring. These include 50 years of increasingly interiorized authority 
and agency, made possible by both individually appropriated “mysticism” (includ-
ing the liturgical movement) as well as communal action. These preconditions in 
shifting mentalités paved the way for the Look magazine cover story of December 
1968: “SHOULD THE POPE RETIRE?” Such a headline would have been unthink-
able just ten years earlier as Pope Pius XII lay dying in early October 1958. It 
would have been even more inconceivable in late 1928 during the negotiations of 
the Lateran Accords with Benito Mussolini that radically changed the nature of the 
papacy (not long before the appearance of Casti Connubii). However, five decades 
of internalization had prepared Roman Catholic mentalités and made the unthink-
able now thinkable.

The seeds of December 1968 had been planted in November 1918. The war horse 
had stumbled, as Outler writes, “an intruder into the natural flow of a plausible narra-
tive.” Tradition would confront contingency as two kinds of authority met face to face: 
institutional and individual. The outcome would set the stage for the twenty-first- 
century world of autumn 2018.
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 7. The term “long nineteenth century” as used here derives from Eric Hobsbawm’s tril-
ogy: The Age of Revolution: Europe, 1789–1848 (New York: Vintage, 1962); The Age 
of Capital: 1848–1875 (New York: Vintage, 1975); and The Age of Empire: 1875–1914 
(London: Weidenfeld & Nicolson, 1987).

  8. Leo XIII, Aeterni Patris (August 4, 1879), http://w2.vatican.va/content/leo-xiii/en/
encyclicals/documents/hf_l-xiii_enc_04081879_aeterni-patris.html.

  9. Eric Hobsbawm and Terence Ranger, eds., The Invention of Tradition (New York: Cambridge 
University Press, 1983); Stephen Schloesser, Jazz Age Catholicism: Mystic Modernism in 
Postwar Paris, 1919–1933 (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2005), 27–35.

 10. David F. Ford specifies three main issues of nineteenth-century challenges posed by 
modernity to Christianity: (1) rethinking knowledge and rationality and, as a result, 
reconceiving theology; (2) new historical consciousness and application of critical his-
torical methods to religion; (2) the challenge of alternative explanations of religion. See 
Ford, “Introduction to Modern Christian Theology,” in The Modern Theologians: An 
Introduction to Christian Theology since 1918, ed. David F. Ford and Rachel Muers, 3rd 
ed. (New York: Blackwell), 1–15 at 7.

 11. Schloesser, Jazz Age Catholicism, 33–35. For neo-Scholasticism as an “epistemologized” 
Thomism, see Schloesser, “Recent Works in Jesuit Philosophy: Vicissitudes of Rhetorical 
Accommodation,” Journal of Jesuit Studies 1 (2014): 105–26 at 125–26, https://doi.
org/10.1163/22141332-00101007; citing Alasdair MacIntyre, Three Rival Versions of 
Moral Enquiry: Encyclopaedia, Genealogy, and Tradition (Notre Dame, IN: University 
of Notre Dame Press, 1990).

 12. Stephen Schloesser, “Reproach vs. Rapprochement: Historical Preconditions of a 
Paradigm Shift in the Reform of Vatican II,” in 50 Years On: Probing the Riches of 
Vatican II, ed. David G. Schultenover (Collegeville, MN: Michael Glazier, 2015), xi–l at 
xxviii–xxxvi.

1879–1914: End of the Long Nineteenth Century

In order to recover some of the cultural chasm that lay between the guns of August 
1914 and the concluding November 1918 armistice, a brief return to the state of Roman 
Catholicism at the very end of the long nineteenth century (1789–1914) is useful.7 In 
1879, just one year after assuming the papal throne following Pius IX (r. 1846–1878), 
Pope Leo XIII (r. 1878–1903) issued his third encyclical letter entitled Aeterni Patris: 
“On the Restoration of Christian Philosophy in Catholic Schools in the Spirit of the 
Angelic Doctor, St. Thomas Aquinas.”8 (The specification of “the spirit of [ad 
mentem]” suggests even Leo realized he was engaging in an invented tradition.9)

The neo-scholastic agenda had two primary objectives.10 In the epistemological 
sphere, it aimed at countering the subjective turn of Immanuel Kant, insisting instead 
on the mind’s ability to know the essences of things as they are in themselves and not 
only as they are ordered by knowing subjects.11 In the political sphere, restored con-
ceptual order was intended to lead to restored political order, especially in countering 
nationalist liberalism—less than a decade after September 1871 when Italian national-
ists had conquered Rome, finished off the centuries-old Papal States, and unified the 
peninsula as the Kingdom of Italy.12 Although this “Spirit of the Angelic Doctor” 
would branch out into a plurality of differing and competing streams—perhaps “too 
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 13. For brief sketch see Jürgen Mettepenningen, Nouvelle Théologie—New Theology: 
Inheritor of Modernism, Precursor of Vatican II (New York: T & T Clark, 2010), 25–27. 
See also Gerald A. McCool, Neo-Thomists (Milwaukee: Marquette University Press, 
1994); McCool, From Unity to Pluralism: The Internal Evolution of Thomism (New 
York: Fordham University Press, 1992); McCool, Nineteenth-Century Scholasticism: 
The Search for a Unitary Method (1977; New York: Fordham University Press, 1989); 
and MacIntyre, “Too Many Thomisms?” in Three Rival Versions of Moral Enquiry, 
58–81.

 14. For a brief sketch see Mark Schoof, A Survey of Catholic Theology, 1800–1970, 
trans. N. D. Smith (Paramus, NJ: Paulist, 1970), 45–72. See also Gabriel Daly, 
Transcendence and Immanence: A Study in Catholic Modernism and Integralism 
(New York: Oxford University Press, 1980); and C. J. T. Talar, (Re)reading, 
Reception, and Rhetoric: Approaches to Roman Catholic Modernism (New York: 
P. Lang, 1999). For opponents, see William H. Marshner, Defending the Faith: An 
Anti-Modernist Anthology (Washington, DC: Catholic University of America Press, 
2017).

 15. For origins see Claude Welch, “The Claim of History,” in Protestant Thought in the 
Nineteenth Century, vol. 1, 1799–1870 (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1972), 
147–69.

 16. Stephen Schloesser, “Vivo ergo cogito: Modernism as Temporalization and its Discontents: 
A Propaedeutic to This Collection,” in The Reception of Pragmatism in France and the 
Rise of Catholic Modernism, 1890–1914, ed. David G. Schultenover (Washington, DC: 
Catholic University of America Press, 2009), 21–58.

many Thomisms”—Aeterni Patris effectively consolidated Roman Catholic philoso-
phy and theology as an official stance opposing nineteenth-century positivism, liberal-
ism, and “modernity.”13

Partly in response to this “restoration” of neo-Scholasticism and manualist theol-
ogy, as well as to the demythologizing agenda of liberal Protestantism, theologians 
arose who—whatever their individual differences and agendas—would later be cate-
gorized (and condemned) as “Roman Catholic Modernists.”14 Influenced by both his-
toricism and pragmatism, these thinkers took seriously temporality and 
particularity—that is, “history”—as fundamental determinants of meaning. Whether 
as Scripture scholars, ecclesiologists, or historical theologians, all used the nineteenth 
century’s historical methods to trace developments in the Bible, the Church, and doc-
trines back to their beginnings.15 This embrace of history and affirmation of change 
over time challenged the Church’s struggle with development, especially as embodied 
in neo-scholastic and manualist theology.16

In 1902, as the new century dawned, the Lutheran theologian and church histo-
rian Adolf von Harnack published his Essence of Christianity. For Harnack, the 
question “What is Christianity?” was “to be answered ‘solely in its historical sense,’ 
by employing ‘the methods of historical science, and the experience of life gained 
by studying the actual course of history.’” In response to the question of whether 
“the real Jesus could be discovered through scientific history,” Alfred Loisy imme-
diately published The Gospel and the Church. He concluded affirmatively “but in 
such a way that the Catholic church was the natural development out of the historical 
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 17. Claude Welch, Protestant Thought in the Nineteenth Century, vol. 2, 1870–1914 (New 
Haven: Yale University Press, 1986), 147, 148. Adolf von Harnack, Das Wesen des 
Christentums (Leipzig: J. C. Hinrichs, 1902); Alfred Loisy, L’Évangile et l’église (Paris: 
Picard, 1902).

 18. C. J. T. Talar, Metaphor and Modernist: The Polarization of Alfred Loisy and His Neo-
Thomist Critics (Lanham, MD: University Press of America, 1987).

 19. For “integralism,” see Schloesser, Jazz Age Catholicism, 54–56.
 20. For the legacy of the Modernist Crisis, see Phillip M. Thompson, Between Science and 

Religion: The Engagement of Catholic Intellectuals with Science and Technology in the 
Twentieth Century (Lanham, MD: Lexington Books, 2009), 1–30. For recent studies of 
prewar general culture, see: Florian Illies, 1913: The Year Before the Storm, trans. Shaun 
Whiteside and Jamie Lee Searle (Brooklyn and London: Melville House, 2014); Charles 
Emmerson, 1913: In Search of the World Before the Great War (New York: Public Affairs, 
2013); Jean-Michael Rabate, 1913: The Cradle of Modernism (Chichester: John Wiley 
& Sons, 2008); Philipp Blom, The Vertigo Years: Europe, 1900–1914 (New York: Basic 
Books, 2008). For rare classic film footage, see Nicole Védrès, dir., Paris 1900 (1947).

 21. This and following taken from Schloesser, “Reproach vs. Rapprochement,” xxxix–xli; 
see also Schloesser, Jazz Age Catholicism, 54–56; Schloesser, “Vivo ergo cogito,” 46–47, 

Jesus.”17 The following July, the sickly 93-year-old Pope Leo XIII finally died after 
a quarter-century on the throne. He was succeeded on August 4, 1903 by the vigor-
ous and relatively young 68-year-old Cardinal Giuseppe Melchiorre Sarto who took 
the name Pope Pius X (r. 1903–1914).

A mere four months later, Pius X published a decree condemning five of Loisy’s 
books.18 More systematic condemnations followed, culminating in Lamentabili Sane 
Exitu (July 3, 1907) and Pascendi Dominici Gregis (September 8, 1907). Like the 
Syllabus of Errors (1864) issued 40 years earlier by Pius X’s namesake, Lamentabili 
condemned 65 propositions expressing “dangerous errors concerning the natural sci-
ences, the interpretation of Holy Scripture, and the principal mysteries of the faith.” 
The condemned proposition 22 exemplified the antihistorical stance: “The dogmas the 
Church holds out as revealed are not truths which have fallen from heaven. They are 
an interpretation of religious facts which the human mind has acquired by laborious 
effort.” In other words: revealed Church dogmas had in fact fallen from heaven, fully 
formed and independently of human thought. This proposition summarized the inte-
gralist stance.19

In 1909, a secret international antimodernist network was set up. Its Latin title, the 
Sodalitium Pianum (S.P., i.e., “Solidarity of St. Pius V”), was known in France by its 
code name Sapinière. Pius X both encouraged and subsidized the activities of this 
“secret police.” In 1910, the Holy See required all priests having pastoral charge to 
sign the “Oath against Modernism.” This oath included affirming an antihistorical 
agenda: dogmas were immutable. Although the Great War was not yet on the horizon, 
the integralist reaction peaked on its eve during the years 1912–1913.20

Meanwhile, as if to verify the now deceased Leo XIII’s earlier suspicions about the 
linkage between false ideas and political aberrations, France passed its anti-clerical 
laws beginning in 1903 and culminating in the Act of Separation of Church and State 
in 1905—long-term consequences of the Dreyfus Affair.21 The Republic confiscated 
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49–51; and Schloesser, “Jesuit Hybrids, Catholic Moderns, Futural Pasts,” in For the 
City & the World: Conversations in Catholic Studies and Social Thought (Lane Center 
Lectures 2005–2010), ed. Julia Dowd (San Francisco: University of San Francisco / 
Association of Jesuit University Presses, 2010), 114–41, at 122–23. See also Frederick 
Brown, For the Soul of France: Culture Wars in the Age of Dreyfus (New York: Alfred A. 
Knopf, 2010), 175–230.

 22. Nicholas Atkin, “The Politics of Legality: The Religious Orders in France, 1901–45,” in 
Religion, Society, and Politics in France since 1789, ed. Frank Tallett and Nicholas Atkin 
(London: Hambledon, 1991), 149–65.

 23. Both Pierre Teilhard de Chardin (1881–1955) and Henri de Lubac (1896–1991) spent 
part of their Jesuit formation in political exile at Jersey.

 24. Pius IX, Syllabus of Errors (1864), 55, https://www.ewtn.com/library/papaldoc/p9syll.
htm, from Pius IX, Acerbissimum (Sept. 27, 1852).

 25. Schloesser, “Reproach vs. Rapprochement,” xxxlx; Schloesser, Jazz Age Catholicism, 
53–54.

 26. Pope Benedict XV, Ad Beatissimi Apostolorum (November 1, 1914), http://w2.vatican.va/
content/benedict-xv/en/encyclicals/documents/hf_ben-xv_enc_01111914_ad-beatissimi-
apostolorum.html (hereafter cited as ABA). For the Italian context, see Vanda Wilcox, 
ed., Italy in the Era of the Great War (Boston: Brill, 2018).

all Church properties, and members of religious orders were exiled from metropolitan 
France.22 Dominicans founded their house of studies (Le Saulchoir) in Belgium while 
Jesuits continued their ongoing exile (begun in the 1880s) at their formation house on 
the British island of Jersey.23

Pius X excommunicated all Catholic deputies who had voted for the separation. 
This action accorded with his namesake’s condemned proposition #55 in the 1864 
Syllabus of Errors: “The Church should be separated from the state, and the state from 
the Church.”24 Pius also forbade Catholics to participate in the new lay committees 
that would oversee parishes. One catastrophic long-term effect of the Dreyfus Affair: 
many Catholics chose state over church. Perhaps it is just as well that Leo XIII had 
died two years earlier. He was spared seeing the utter failure of his dreams of ral-
liement, Catholics “rallying” to the Republic. French Catholics had snatched defeat 
from the jaws of victory.25

This was the state of affairs on the eve of the Great War in July 1914: an unforgiv-
ing binary drawn between two opposing “civilizations,” Catholicism versus moder-
nity. On July 28, 1914, the Great War broke out. On August 20, less than a month into 
the war, Pius X died. Although his relatively short reign of eleven years had minimized 
the importance of temporality, history was now heading full speed toward global 
catastrophe. In these radically changed geopolitical circumstances, Pius’ successor, 
Benedict XV (r. 1914–1922), immediately charted a new course in his encyclical Ad 
Beatissimi Apostolorum (November 1, 1914).26 Benedict urged a heart-wrenching 
appeal for peace—peace throughout Europe, and peace in the church as well. Without 
specifically naming the integralists, Benedict ordered “that no one should consider 
himself to affix on those who merely do not agree with his ideas the stigma of disloy-
alty to faith or to discipline.” Moreover, he expressed “Our will that Catholics should 
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 27. ABA 23 and 24. See also John F. Pollard, The Unknown Pope: Benedict XV (1914–1922) 
and the Pursuit of Peace (London: Geoffrey Chapman, 1999), 69.

 28. Pollard, Unknown Pope, 69; Schloesser, Jazz Age Catholicism, 102–4.
 29. Schloesser, “Reproach vs. Rapprochement,” xli–xlvii.
 30. For the impact of the Great War on theology, see “La Première Guerre Mondiale: 

Impact sur la Théologie,” ed. Christoph Theobald, special issue, Recherches de Science 
Religieuse, 105, no. 4 (October–December 2017).

 31. Pat Barker, Regeneration (1991; repr., New York: Penguin, 1992), 82–83; in Schloesser, 
Jazz Age Catholicism, 116.

abstain from certain appellations which have recently been brought into use to distin-
guish one group of Catholics from another.”27

Elected at age 59 in 1914, Benedict XV had been intended to have a long papacy 
insuring continuity and tradition. However, as rupture dominated that epoch, it was 
perhaps fitting that a bout of pneumonia unexpectedly cut short the pope’s life in 1922. 
Tragically, Benedict had been unsuccessful in his great dream of persuading Europe to 
peace. He did, however, accomplish three important immediate postwar tasks before 
his untimely death: he closed down La Sapinière in 1919 after German intelligence 
revealed its existence; he reestablished Vatican relations with the French Republic; 
and he permitted Italians to participate in the government.28 Both of these last two acts 
ended the Magisterium’s long-standing opposition to the separation of church and 
state. In doing so, Benedict XV radically altered the very nature of the “church” in 
Catholicism.

However, a radically changed political epoch was about to emerge, one transcend-
ing the old monarchy vs. democracy binary and infused with a new kind of violence. 
Only nine months after Benedict died on January 22, 1922, the October 28–29 March 
on Rome brought Benito Mussolini and the Fascist Party to power. Fascism would 
now compete for dominance with Soviet Communism, established five years earlier in 
the October 1917 Revolution. The “Unknown Pope” Benedict had brought Catholicism 
to terms with an earlier modernity. In this brave new postwar world, precariously situ-
ated between liberalism, communism, and fascism, his successor, Pope Pius XI (r. 
1922–1939), would need to address entirely new circumstances.29

1918: Making Peace with Time

What was the effect of the Great War on Roman Catholicism?30 In a word: time. The 
global upheaval made the reality of temporality and historical change impossible to 
deny. If the primary conceptual opposition in the Roman Catholic Modernist crisis had 
been that of immanence versus transcendence, the flight into transcendence was no 
longer seen as an acceptable option. Indeed, immanence might be a possibility, espe-
cially for a sacramental religion—but if so, one wouldn’t want (in the words of one 
shell-shocked fictional character) “a f-faith that couldn’t face the facts.”31

What were the changed circumstances that brought Catholicism, however unwill-
ingly or unwittingly, to this turning point of conversion? They had been numerous:
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In material terms, the sheer volume of destruction had been overwhelming. The 
question for those who had survived was: how could the overwhelming sacrifice be 
made worthwhile? They needed to build a world worthy of such a bloodletting.32

In psychological and ideological terms, what had died in the trenches was the 
underlying nineteenth-century ideologies of science, progress, and “civilization”—the 
positivist and colonizing foundations upon which liberal societies had been built.33 
The quantum leap in firepower and the ability to commit mass murder had brought 
technological advances: chemical weapons, machine guns, trains, submarines, tanks, 
and finally—in a foreshadowing of the civilian saturation bombing soon to come—air-
planes. “The simple truth of 1914–18 trench warfare,” writes historian John Keegan, 
“is that the massing of large numbers of soldiers unprotected by anything but cloth 
uniforms, however they were trained, however equipped, against large masses of other 
soldiers, protected by earthworks and barbed wire and provided with rapid-fire weap-
ons, was bound to result in very heavy casualties among the attackers.”34 Appropriately 
enough, the monstrous figure of Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein celebrated his hundredth 
birthday in 1918: throughout the industrial age, creatures had turned against their crea-
tors.35 In the Great War, many opined that the celebrated technology had transformed 
“civilization” into “barbarism.”36

In societal terms, wartime conditions had altered human relationships.37 On the 
domestic front, women provided for both the national war effort as well as their own 
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families by working in factories. At the war front, nurses and ambulance drivers 
acquired new levels of agency and independence in attending to the wounded.38 In the 
trenches, soldiers’ prejudices about social class were challenged as aristocrats, busi-
nessmen, urban laborers, and rural peasants shared close quarters.39 The nineteenth-
century vision of forming citizens through required military service had been largely 
realized.40 The first inklings of new understandings of sexuality also seem to have 
emerged as a result of mass conscription and close quarters.41 Racial differences were 
simultaneously lessened and heightened. Discovering a level of acceptance that they 
had never known back in the United States, many African Americans stayed behind in 
Europe even as lynching, the Ku Klux Klan, and draconian immigration measures 
gained momentum.42 While colonial soldiers were treated with contempt, they never-
theless evolved a greater sense of identity and agency during their time at the war 
front. The French, increasingly aware that boundaries separating colonizers and colo-
nized were more porous than previously imagined, tightened restrictions for citizen-
ship and pursued policies frustrating mixed-race reproduction.43 The stage had been 
set for colonial revolts during the next world war.
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On the religious front, there seems to have been an “ecumenism of the 
trenches.”44 Clergy sent to the front as chaplains and medical assistants encoun-
tered lay persons of various faiths (or no faith at all) in ways they had never expe-
rienced before.45 For aristocrats like the Jesuits Pierre Teilhard de Chardin (on the 
front lines at Verdun) and Henri de Lubac (wounded in the war), heightened ecu-
menical awareness came in both religious and socio-economic forms.46 Casualties 
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suffered by the clergy would be successfully deployed to argue for Catholic cohab-
itation in the republican state. Jesuit war veteran Paul Doncoeur defied the 
Republic: “We are not leaving!”47

Contrary to earlier modernist stereotypes of an avant-garde severing itself from 
all past tradition, the 1920s can now be seen as a decade marked by the mourning of 
a traumatized culture.48 Monument building and prosthetics became big business.49 
Like so many mutilated bodies, shattered narratives needed to be repaired or replaced 
with new elements that accommodated unaccountable horrors. One small but telling 
detail: belief in Purgatory seems to have waned, quietly undermining a cornerstone 
of Catholicism’s sacramental system since the early Middle Ages.50 As scholarship 
of the last quarter-century has demonstrated, the necessity to come to grips with 
trauma produced a culture that was neither cleanly “modernist” (deleting the past) 
nor naively “nostalgic.” Rather, the 1920s were an unstable combination of both 
modernity and tradition—perhaps an “off-modern.”51 The Ressourcement move-
ment—“back to the sources”—was a thoroughly off-modern exercise in keeping 
with the broader postwar culture.52

In this radically changed twentieth-century postwar context, the old binary of 
immanence versus transcendence could be reconfigured in new clothing. The theo-
logical and cultural tasks would be undertaken by laity as well as clergy, many of them 
(to the chagrin of stalwarts like Réginald Garrigou-Lagrange) recent converts. Three 
years before “Catholic Action” became Pius XI’s signature agenda, Raïssa Maritain 
(née Oumançoff), a Russian Jewish refugee and Catholic convert, issued her mani-
festo: “No timidity. No pharisaism. No ignorance. No prudishness. No Manicheanism. 
But rather Catholic doctrine luminous and total.”53
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Interiorized Authority: Individual Mysticism

In the postwar epoch, a surge in discourse of the “mystical” can be seen as an interiori-
zation of authority and a democratization of religiosity.54 From the perspective of the 
individual, the 1920s witnessed an upsurge of interest in the “mystic,” the populariza-
tion of a nineteenth-century movement emphasizing the possibility of direct and 
immediate contact with forces (including romantic nature) outside the self.55 In the 
prewar world of nineteenth-century positivism and secularization, “mysticism” had 
negatively connoted an irrational relic needing to be routed: “the progress of truth 
consisted in the light of science invading dark chambers inhabited by mysticism, until 
at last no darkness should be left.”56

However, by the end of the nineteenth century, as liberal “religion” had been trans-
formed largely into rational moral or ethical systems, appeal of the “mystic” (as opposed 
to the “religious”) lay precisely in its “primitive” turn to mysteries beyond rational and 
ethical boundaries.57 Since this movement emphasized experience over concepts, it also 
contained within itself the potential for ecumenical boundary crossings, not only 
between Christian denominations divided by doctrines, but between religious practi-
tioners of every kind as well as the nonreligious (as conventionally defined).58 The 
“mystic” played a key role in what became known as Roman Catholic Modernism, 
especially in works pioneered by George Tyrrell (who had died prior to the war in 1909) 
and Henri Bremond. Both Jesuits, at first from within and later from outside the Society 
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of Jesus, worked at making the laity conscious of religious—mystic—experience in 
everyday life.59 The postwar epoch validated those earlier experiments.

The finite limitations of human action would be revealed in the trenches of the 
killing fields, and the Great War’s collective encounter with chaos and incompre-
hensibility gave new value to the language of la mystique.60 On March 12, 1915, 
as battles of attrition were fought in order to break through the trenches, Pierre-
Dominique Dupouey wrote a letter in which he called the war-front la grande 
ligne mystique—the “great mystical line all along which flows so much blood.” 
This use of la mystique endured through the end of the war and continued into the 
next decade.61 Two years later, now following the unimaginable casualties of 
1916 battles like Somme and Verdun, a Catholic revivalist named Pierre de 
Lescure wrote an essay entitled “Mysticism and Realism” about the dialectical 
character of his own “mystic generation”: “The mystic generation is realist in 
religion … It will be realist in the action determined by its religious vision.”62 In 
1920, Jules Sageret published The Mystical Wave, a long investigation of “mysti-
cal” currents in philosophy and science, including Bergsonism, neo-Thomism, 
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and “Energetisme.”63 The journal Revue d’ascétique et de mystique was launched 
in 1920 and its German counterpart soon followed in 1926: the Zeitschrift für 
Aszese und Mystik.

During the war, Bloud et Gay, a firm heavily involved in the Catholic wartime pub-
lishing effort, had begun a projected eleven-volume work by the former Jesuit Abbé 
Henri Bremond entitled A Literary History of Religious Sentiment in France from the 
End of the Wars of Religion to Our Own Time (1916).64 After the war they continued 
to publish those volumes as they emerged, including Devout Humanism, The Mystical 
Invasion, 1590–1620, and The Mystical Conquest (vols. 3–6). Bloud et Gay’s 1922 
French Catholic Almanac devoted a full-page advertisement publicizing Bremond’s 
history of the “mystical,” boldly declaring, “The reawakening of Mystical Studies is 
one of the most significant facts of the postwar.”65 The work had received one of the 
Académie Française’s most coveted prizes.

Bloud et Gay also published Paul Archambault’s series entitled “Notes for the New 
Day,” a journal produced by a brilliant group of friends gathered around the philosopher 
Maurice Blondel. The title of an early issue, appearing directly after one entitled The 
Testimony of a Generation (1924), asked, What is the Mystical? (1925). Later volumes 
pointed to the other half of the mystic–realist dialectic: Where to Look for the Real? (1927) 
and Toward an Integral Realism: The Philosophical Work of Maurice Blondel (1928).66

Even a brief sketch of individual works published in the 1920s offers a sense of the 
promise of “mystic” discourse in the postwar epoch. Of particular note is the ecumeni-
cal expansion of interest to Islam, Hinduism, and Buddhism, all intimately connected 
to the colonial expansion (and immigration surge) resulting from the 1919 Treaty of 
Versailles.67
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Untersuchung (München: Reinhardt, 1922); Lucien Lévy-Bruhl, La mentalité primitive 
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1920–22 Henri Bremond, Literary History of Religious Sentiment (vols. 3–6)69
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1919 Georges Dandoy, SJ, Essay on the Doctrine of the Unreality of the World
 Friedrich Heiler, The Meaning of Mysticism for World Religions
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Mysticism71
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 75. Émile Baumann, L’anneau d’or des grands mystiques de saint Augustin à Catherine 
Emmerich (Paris: B. Grasset, 1924); Jean Baruzi, Saint Jean de la Croix et le problème de 
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Champion, 1925).
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(Gotha: L. Klotz, 1926); Nikolaĭ Sergeevich Arsen’ev, Mysticism and the Eastern 
Church, trans. A. Chambers, with a preface by Friedrich Heiler and introduction by 
Evelyn Underhill (London: Student Christian Movement, 1926).
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Les mystiques flamands et le renouveau catholique français (Lille: Mercure de Flandre, 
1928); Jacques Maritain and Raïssa Maritain, Prayer and Intelligence: Being La vie 
d’oraison of Jacques and Raïssa Maritain, trans. Algar Thorold (London: Sheed & 
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By the time of the October 1929 stock market collapse, as the postwar 1920s passed 
into the interwar 1930s and Great Depression, “mystic” interest had migrated signifi-
cantly to non-Western arenas.
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Church and the Catholic; and the Spirit of the Liturgy, trans. Ada Lane (New York: Sheed 
& Ward, 1935).
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(Chicago: Hillenbrand, 2007), 230–31. Three decades later, after a second world war, 
scholar Theodor Schnitzler would criticize Parsch’s approach: “Along with his era, 
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The interiorization of the “mystic” also influenced liturgical studies and move-
ments. Already in The Liturgical Year (1889–1907), Dom Prosper Guéranger had dis-
tinguished three liturgical levels: the historical, the practical, and the mystical.80 
Beginning during the Great War and continuing afterward, Dom Columba Marmion 
brought the same message of the liturgical year’s “mysteries” to a broader lay audi-
ence in a much shorter and more accessible venue.81

In 1918, the year of the Armistice, Romano Guardini published Spirit of the Liturgy.82 
In 1921, two Benedictines, the Belgian Dom Lambert Beauduin and the German Dom 
Odo Casel founded the Jahrbuch für Liturgiewissenschaft. In 1922, after several post-
war years of holding Bible studies and courses explaining the Mass, the Austrian 
Augustinian Pius Parsch celebrated a Chormesse (“liturgical Mass”). Liturgical histo-
rian Anthony Ruff writes, “As a chaplain during World War I, Parsch observed that the 
soldiers understood nothing of the Mass they attended. In comparison he recalled 
Eastern Orthodox liturgies where the laity play a more active role. He became con-
vinced that the active participation of the faithful was of central importance.”83

Unexpectedly, the year 1926 turned out to be a watershed.84 Parsch founded the 
periodical Bibel und Liturgie; American Benedictine Virgil Michel founded the 
Liturgical Press and Orate Fratres; and the first edition of the ecumenical periodical 



506 Theological Studies 79(3)

 85. Ruff, Sacred Music and Liturgical Reform, 231; Mettepenningen, Nouvelle théologie–
New Theology, 28.

 86. Jaroslav Pelikan, The Christian Tradition: A History of the Development of Doctrine, vol. 
5, Christian Doctrine and Modern Culture (since 1700) (Chicago: University of Chicago 
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Irénikon appeared. It followed five years of the Malines Conversations (Mechelse 
gesprekken), ecumenical dialogues between Anglicans and Catholics taking place 
between 1921 and 1926.85 The dialogues followed the “Appeal to All Christian People” 
issued by the Lambeth Conference in 1920.86 In sum: a positive turn to the “mystical,” 
emphasizing individual experience and emotion, began an interiorization of authority 
that prepared the groundwork for lay reception in 1968.

Interiorized Agency: Communal Catholic Action

The interiorization of authority also had a communal and societal aspect. In addi-
tion to “mysticism,” the 1920s witnessed an upsurge of interest in “Catholic 
Action,” a phenomenon leading one church historian to christen this epoch in the 
United States the “Church of Catholic Action.”87 Here too there had been prece-
dents before the war. In 1903, shortly after ascending the papal throne, Pius X had 
spoken of “Catholic Action,” first in a motu proprio and then in his first encycli-
cal.88 French Catholics responded immediately with the foundation in 1904 of the 
“Semaines Sociales de France” (Social Weeks of France).89 The following year, 
Pius X promulgated his encyclical Il Fermo Proposito (June 11, 1905), calling for 
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disease, so taken possession of the popular mind that We have grave fears that even some 
among the best of our laity and of the clergy, seduced by the false appearance of truth 
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 “Many believe in or claim that they believe in and hold fast to Catholic doctrine on 
such questions as social authority, the right of owning private property, on the relations 
between capital and labor, on the rights of the laboring man, on the relations between 
Church and State, religion and country, on the relations between the different social 
classes, on international relations, on the rights of the Holy See and the prerogatives 
of the Roman Pontiff and the Episcopate, on the social rights of Jesus Christ, Who is 
the Creator, Redeemer, and Lord not only of individuals but of nations.” Pius XI, Ubi 
Arcano, 54, 59–60.

“Catholic Action … throughout the world as well as in Our Italy.” The field of 
Catholic Action was “extremely vast” and included the laity’s cooperation “for 
the extension and increase of the Kingdom of God” in both spiritual goods as well 
as the “many goods of the Natural order over which the Church has not  
direct mission, although they flow as a natural consequence from her divine 
mission.”90

However, “Catholic Action” as a consolidated movement was more properly a 
post-Great War invention first outlined in detail by Pope Pius XI.91 Ten months after 
following Benedict XV on the papal throne (February 6, 1922) and two months after 
the Fascist March on Rome, Pius promulgated his encyclical Ubi Arcano Dei Consilio 
(In the Scrutable Designs of God).92 “Finally,” declared the pontiff, “We include 
among these fruits of piety that whole group of movements, organizations, and works 
so dear to Our fatherly heart which passes under the name of ‘Catholic Action,’ and in 
which We have been so intensely interested.”93 Pius XI’s highly unexpected ascent to 
the papacy after the untimely death of Benedict XV had brought him face to face with 
the new world: Soviet Communism and the Communist International (Comintern, 
founded March 1919) and other effects of the 1917 October Revolution; and now too 
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 99. Frédéric Le Moigne, Les évêques français de Verdun à Vatican II: Une génération en mal 
d’héroïsme (Rennes: Presses universitaires de Rennes, 2017), 29–34, 39–45.

100. In the United States, numerous publications appeared as Catholics responded to the 
social demands of the Great Depression. Examples include Daniel A. Lord’s The Call 
to Catholic Action (St. Louis: Queen’s Work, 1933), a series of conferences published as 

the triumph of Mussolini and the Fascists two months before Ubi Arcano. These new 
historical realities were direct (if utterly contingent) consequences of the Great War.

The 1922 encyclical gave new energy to the Semaines Sociales movement.94 In 1923, 
Bloud et Gay, the publishing firm marketing the “mystic,” published The Social Weeks as 
the third volume in their series “The French Catholic Effort.”95 In 1924, Economic Life 
and Catholicism surveyed the themes of the Social Weeks between 1919 and 1924: 
“Sources, Principles, and Method”; “The Problem of Production”; “Injustice in Economic 
Life”; “How to Adapt the State to its Economic Functions?”; “The Problem of Population”; 
“The Agrarian Problem.”96 The decade’s remaining themes give a sense of the topics as 
the postwar changed to the interwar after 1929 inaugurated the Great Depression:

1925 The Crisis of Authority (17th session, Lyon)
1926 The Problem of the Intellectual Life (18th session, Le Havre)
1927 The Woman in Society (19th session, Nancy)
1928 The Law of Charity, Principle of Social Life (20th session, Paris)
1929 The New Conditions of Industrial Life (21st session, Besançon)
1930 The Social Problem in the Colonies (22nd session, Marseille)
1931 Christian Morality and Business (23rd session, Mulhouse)
1932  The Disorder of the International Economy and Christian Thought (24th session, 

Lille)97

Lenten pastoral letters from French bishops during the 1920s and 1930s emphasized 
the necessity of Catholic Action in every life. One bishop’s slogan exclaimed: “No 
Catholic life without Catholic Action!”98 These “bishops of Catholic Action” emerg-
ing about 1927 were largely veterans of the Great War a decade earlier.99 Their Lenten 
letters demonstrate a definitive turning point away from French Catholicism’s tradi-
tional embrace of resignation and toward taking action, that is, interiorized agency.100

https://doi.org/10.4000/chretienssocietes.3907
https://doi.org/10.4000/chretienssocietes.3907
http://www.ssf-fr.org/archives_56_session-0.html


1918—1968—2018: A Tissue of Laws and Choices and Chance 509

Charles J. Callan, ed., A Call to Catholic Action: A Series of Conferences on the Principles 
Which Should Guide Catholics in the Social-Economic Crisis of Today (2 vols., 1935); 
Luigi Civardi, A Manual of Catholic Action, trans. from the Italian by the popular English 
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Action,” America, February 13, 1937, 438–39. For bibliography see Brooks-Delphin, 
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Morality and the Mystical Body, trans. Daniel Francis Ryan (New York: P. J. Kenedy 
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European Liberation Theology, 69–76.

102. Henri de Lubac, Catholicisme: les aspects sociaux du dogme (Paris: Editions du Cerf, 1938).
103. Henri de Lubac, Catholicism: Christ and the Common Destiny of Man, trans. Lancelot C. 

Sheppard and Elizabeth Englund (San Francisco: Ignatius, 1988), 18n10.
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106. Stephen Schloesser, “Against Forgetting: Memory, History, Vatican II,” Theological 

Studies 67 (2006): 275–319, https://doi.org/10.1177/004056390606700203; repr. in 

The year 1936 was a tumultuous moment throughout Europe as the Spanish Civil 
War became a local theater for clashing Communist and Fascist forces. That same year, 
following years of economic frustration and despair in the Great Depression, the French 
voted in their first socialist government in May. The 1937 publication of Emile Mersch’s 
Morality and the Mystical Body (1937) has been interpreted in this context as a morality 
grafted on to a spirituality of the (Mystical) Body of Christ.101 A similar melding of the 
individual and social might also be seen in the sometimes-overlooked subtitle of Henri 
de Lubac’s foundational work: Catholicism: The Social Aspects of Dogma (1938).102

The first draft of Catholicism had appeared just before the May 1936 elections in 
the Chronique Sociale de la France.103 In the book’s introduction, after acknowledg-
ing that he had not directly “dealt with Catholic Action” and recommending his read-
ers to several references, de Lubac laid out his plan.104

The first part shows in a general conspectus how our whole religion, in the principal articles 
of its Credo (chapter 1), in its living constitution (chapter 2), in its sacramental system 
(chapter 3), in the end that it offers to our hope (chapter 4), exhibits an eminently social 
character, which it would be impossible without distortion of our religion to disregard. From 
this character the second part draws certain conclusions which concern the part assigned by 
Christianity to history.105 

De Lubac’s sociopolitical overtones should be read within the overall crisis of 
1936. But they also foreshadow the horrors about to follow the 1938 publication. Nazi 
Germany would quickly conquer and then occupy France. De Lubac, the wounded 
veteran of the Great War, would join his fellow Jesuits at the Fourvière theologate in 
their resistance activity for Témoignage Chrétien (Christian Witness).106
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Vatican II: Did Anything Happen?, ed. David Schultenover (New York: Continuum, 
2007), 92–152 at 127–28. As John Milbank notes, “it is vital to grasp that de Lubac and 
de Montcheuil’s Catholic Rightist opponents supporting the Vichy regime and collaborat-
ing with the occupying Germans were also their theological opponents—reporting their 
dubious theological opinions as well as their dubious secular involvements back up the 
chains of Jesuit and Dominican command to Rome itself.” Milbank, “Henri de Lubac,” 
in Ford and Muers, Modern Theologians, 76–91 at 78.
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in the Long Sixties (New York: Oxford University Press, 2015).

108. Marie Carmichael Stopes, Married Love: A New Contribution to the Solution of Sex 
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109. Mary Louise Roberts, Civilization without Sexes: Reconstructing Gender in Postwar 
France, 1917–1927 (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1994). For a general over-
view, see Dagmar Herzog, “State Interventions 1914–1945,” in Sexuality in Europe: A 
Twentieth-Century History (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2011), 45–95.

In sum: an engagement with Catholic Action and an emphasis on social aspects 
catalyzed a turn away from religious resignation toward a deepening internalization of 
authority and agency. Taken together with the parallel interest in “mysticism,” a half-
century of Catholic social engagement had laid the groundwork for lay reception of 
Humanae Vitae in 1968.107

Biopolitics, 1918–1968: State Control and  
Individual Rights

The road to Humanae Vitae in 1968 had begun at least a half-century earlier. The post-
Great War era saw an upsurge in anxieties over sexual reproduction that included ele-
ments both individual and social. Along with women’s suffrage, birth control was at 
the center of First Wave Feminism in the new century. In 1916, a year prior to America’s 
entry into the world war, Margaret Sanger opened the first US birth control clinic. In 
1917, the state of New York granted women the right to vote. In 1918, British laws 
allowed women over 30 the right to vote and to stand as members of Parliament. That 
same year, Marie Stopes published her extraordinarily influential sex manual, Married 
Love, along with its “practical sequel,” Wise Parenthood.108 In 1919, Nancy Astor 
became the first woman seated in the House of Commons. In 1920, the Nineteenth 
Amendment was signed extending the vote to all American women. In 1923, Britain’s 
Matrimonial Causes Act gave women the right to petition for divorce.

This broad movement for individual rights paralleled and sometimes competed 
with various social anxieties about hygiene, race, and population.109 These fears coa-
lesced into an acutely postwar inflection of the science and practice of “eugenics” that 
had already been decades in the making. On the domestic front, prewar concerns about 
decline and degeneration (for example, increases in syphilis and tuberculosis) became 
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even more acute in the wake of the sheer loss of life (1.3 million French soldiers 
alone). The immediate concern was to reproduce and replace the war’s population 
loss—quantity, not quality. This aim of repopulation led to a surge in natalist discourse 
that imagined women’s postwar duty as motherhood, the “blood tax” that corresponded 
to the one that had been paid by men at the war front.110 In July 1920, the French 
passed legislation against birth control. However, “sexual chemistry” continued to 
evolve throughout the coming decades.111

Similar concerns were echoed in the colonies where anxieties surfaced about pre-
serving a French race without mixture of colonial blood. Before the war, the French 
had pursued a policy of intermarriage with indigenous peoples in hopes of planting 
long-lasting roots. However, after the war, the French reversed course, encouraging 
French women to emigrate from the metropole to the colonies so that reproduction 
would be racially unmixed.112 Concerns over sexual reproduction were collected under 
the overarching category of “negative” eugenics.

“Positive” eugenics, by contrast, was marked by a new emphasis on social hygiene and 
tended to be concerned not so much about race distinctions as about social class.113 At a 
1922 conference entitled “The Eugenic Effects of the War,” a speaker questioned “nega-
tive” measures in other countries and urged instead a positive eugenics approach: 
“National vices like alcoholism, lack of personal care which propagates contagion, and 
overindulgence of all kinds, must be unmercifully proscribed.” Noting the rise in inci-
dence of syphilis and tuberculosis during the war, another address on “Eugenics and 
National Health” concluded, “The population after the war is in such condition as to make 
more necessary than ever the health measures that had already been called for before the 
war.”114 However, race inevitably overlapped with social class in concerns over 1920s 
immigration waves. In the United States, successive acts of legislation attempted to con-
trol immigration: the Immigration Act of 1918; the Emergency Quota Act of 1921; and 
the Immigration Act of 1924 (which also established the National Origins Formula).

Initially, although opposed to negative measures, Catholics were able to find com-
mon ground with positive eugenicists. As late as April 1930, the French Jesuit René 
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Brouillard could write, “In principle, Catholic morality does not condemn all eugenic 
science.” A month later, the bishop of Marseille concluded, “If the goal of the new 
science is, as its name [eugenics] indicates, to assure good offspring, it can only 
inspire our sympathy and find in Christian morality an auxiliary, even a very precious 
guide, because we profess that if God commended man to multiply, He did not wish 
him to multiply poorly.”115 In the United States, former Jesuit E. Boyd Barrett lent his 
outspoken voice to defending contraception in the heated atmosphere of 1929–1930. 
He gave an address at the National Birth Control Conference in New York City in 
November 1929 and published two articles in the January and May issues of Margaret 
Sanger’s Birth Control Review. (The May issue, published in advance of the upcom-
ing Lambeth Conference, was dedicated to “The Churches and Birth Control: A 
Symposium.”) That same year, Boyd Barrett countered a pamphlet entitled 
“Contraception and Psychology” published by the prominent English Jesuit Cyril C. 
Martindale.116

However, following the October 1929 stock market crash, 1930 marked an inflec-
tion point as economic realities set in and headed toward the Great Depression. In a 
reversal underscoring the passage from the postwar (1918–1929) to the interwar 
(1929–1939), negative eugenics measures like birth control, immigration restriction, 
and sterilization became less about “the quality of the products” and more about con-
trolling the quantity of population growth.117 In the second week of July 1930, the 
Seventh Lambeth Conference of the Anglican Communion met at Fulham Palace, resi-
dence of the Bishop of London. Resolutions were presented to the whole conference 
from July 28 to August 9, including Resolution 15 which allowed the use of contracep-
tion in marriage.

Four months later, on that year’s New Year’s Eve, Pope Pius XI promulgated his 
encyclical Casti Connubii (On Christian Marriage).118 While the document was 
widely seen as a response to the Lambeth Conference resolution earlier that year, it 
was also the culmination of a decade’s worth of intersecting Catholic links between 
marriage, contraception, sterilization, and other issues.119 Seen from today’s perspec-
tive, while its prohibition against contraception appears “conservative,” its concerns 
over sterilization (in the wake of the 1927 Buck v. Bell ruling) and anti-miscegenation 
laws (anticipating the 1935 Nuremberg Laws) appear prophetic.120 Five months later, 
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on May 15, 1931, Pius issued Quadragesimo Anno (Forty Years), celebrating the for-
tieth anniversary of Leo XIII’s Rerum Novarum (Of New Things, May 15, 1891). 
These two 1931 encyclicals offer a useful case study in magisterial development dur-
ing the tumultuous postwar decade following 1918.121

The tapestry becomes even more complex when adding a third document from 
that same year: Pius XI’s encyclical Non Abbiamo Bisogno (We Do Not Need to 
Acquaint You, June 29, 1931). Here the Pope returned again to his beloved “Catholic 
Action” first laid out in 1922. But now, nearly a decade later, he also had to address 
the problem of Mussolini’s Fascists with whom he had an especially complicated 
relationship following the Lateran Treaty (February 1929) establishing the inde-
pendent Vatican City state.122 The good news for the papacy: the “Roman Question” 
had finally been settled. The bad news: the Vatican City state owed its existence to a 
fascist government. Pius XI’s death on February 10, 1939 would eventually spare 
him the ordeal of navigating a Second World War. When the conflict broke out later 
that year (on September 1), the burden of papal leadership fell to his successor, Pope 
Pius XII (r. 1939–1958).

A dozen years later, following total war, genocide, nuclear weaponry, and Europe’s 
liberation by the new superpowers, Pope Pius XII gave an address to participants in 
the Conference of the Italian Catholic Union of Obstetricians on Monday, October 29, 
1951—more commonly referred to as the “Allocution to Midwives.”123 In retrospect, 
this speech might be thought of within the context of “Sex after Fascism.”124 After the 
defeat of Italian Fascism, Pius XII had been forced to walk a tightrope in the binary 
struggle between the liberal democratic USA-led “West” and a Soviet communist 
“East.” The year 1948 had presented a decisive challenge. In February, Czechoslovakia’s 
communist coup had heightened Cold War tensions. On April 3, President Harry S. 
Truman signed into law the Marshall Plan, a massive financial plan to prevent the 
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spread of communism throughout Western Europe.125 Fifteen days later, with US 
assistance, Italy’s April 1948 elections brought the Christian Democrats to power.126 
Three months later, L’Osservatore Romano published a decree excommunicating 
those propagating Communism. In July 1949, membership in Communist parties was 
condemned. Pius XII and Roman Catholicism had arrived very late in their embrace of 
democracy. But as the alternative was now no longer monarchy but communism, the 
stakes had been utterly changed.127

Pius XII delivered his 1951 address to the Italian Catholic Union of Obstetricians 
within this overall post-Fascist and Cold War context. Marshall Plan assistance would 
catalyze an “economic miracle” in Italy and raise standards of living to levels approach-
ing those in other Western European nations.128 Whatever might have been his per-
sonal reservations, Pius XII seemed to intuit that the Church could not stand between 
Italians and their new economic possibilities. His allowance for the voluntarily limita-
tion of the number of offspring redefined, wittingly or unwittingly, the definition of 
marriage.129 Sex after fascism had been irrevocably changed in Italy—and by exten-
sion, in the Roman Catholic Church.

July 25, 1968: An Unpropitious Moment

Although thoroughly arbitrary and accidental, the date of July 25 nevertheless embod-
ies a fascinating coincidence. On that date in 450, Theodosius’ horse stumbled, threw 
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the emperor to his eventual death three days later, and altered the future trajectory of 
Christology. On the same date in 1968, Paul VI promulgated Humanae Vitae. Whether 
a stumble or providential, the encyclical altered the future trajectory of Roman 
Catholicism for nearly the next half-century. In both 450 and 1968, historical contin-
gency upended seemingly predictable paths.

Although in simple chronological terms a mere ten years separated 1951 and 1961, an 
unbridgeable cultural chasm had opened and separated the two. In 1960, on May 9, the 
world’s first commercially produced birth-control pill, Enovid-10, was approved by the 
USA’s Food and Drug Administration (FDA).130 This material production was soon fol-
lowed by a milestone in mentalités: Betty Friedan’s The Feminine Mystique (1963), 
following the path opened by Simone de Beauvoir’s landmark The Second Sex (1949). 
The two works are seen today as foundational moments of Second Wave feminism.131 
Friedan published her book at the very beginning (February 19) of 1963, a momentous 
year that included John XXIII’s establishment of the papal birth control commission 
shortly before his death (June 3); the elevation of his successor Paul VI (June 21); the 
March on Washington and Martin Luther King’s “Dream Speech” (August 28); the 
opening of the Vatican Council’s second year (September 29); the assassination of 
President John F. Kennedy (November 22); and, two weeks later, the promulgation of 
the Council’s first document, Sacrosanctum Concilium (Constitution on the Sacred 
Liturgy, December 7). Fifty years of liturgical reforms aimed at lay internalization and 
interior appropriation of the liturgy—from Guardini’s Spirit of the Liturgy (1918) to the 
English translation of Bernardo de Vasconcelos’ Your Mass (1960)—were coming to 
fruition.132 Priests would now face the people and dialogue with them in the vernacular.

In 1965—the same year that Outler published “Theodosius’ Horse”—the Second 
Vatican Council had closed on December 8, the ultramontanist feast of the Immaculate 
Conception. The closure had followed the preceding day’s publication of the last of the 
conciliar documents, the pastoral constitution Gaudium et Spes (The Church in the 
Modern World).133 The constitution embodied the radically new style that the council 
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had injected into Roman Catholicism, an “epideictic” rhetoric evoking the greatest 
possible horizons toward which the collective People of God might aspire.134 Pope 
Paul VI had just returned from a triumphant visit to the United States and address to 
the United Nations, the first pope to have crossed the Atlantic and visited the new 
world. The future looked bright in those heady days.

However, war clouds were gathering. President Lyndon B. Johnson’s 1965 escala-
tion of America’s involvement in Vietnam had catalyzed the synergy of racial and 
generational turmoil that would become known as “the sixties.” This geopolitical turn 
was paralleled by the religious crisis of the “long sixties” (1958–1975), characterized 
by one scholar as “the final crisis of Christendom.”135 On October 22, 1965, in the 
wake of Harvey Cox’s The Secular City, Time magazine had featured an article explor-
ing “The ‘God is Dead’ Movement.”136 The following April 8, 1966, Time published a 
cover without an image that has since become iconic. Against a solid black backdrop 
a simple question was posed in large red letters: “Is God Dead?”

Exactly one year later, in its April 7, 1967 issue, Time’s cover featured a photograph 
of the biological symbol for females—a circle with a cross at one end—filled in with 
and composed of multicolored birth-control pills. The image bore an uncanny resem-
blance to a finger rosary. Eight days later, after having been leaked to the press, the 
papal birth control commission documents were published in the National Catholic 
Reporter (April 15) and then, in installments, in the London Tablet (beginning April 
22). The effect of these leaked documents is that many Catholics on both sides of the 
Atlantic expected the majority opinion—that is, a change in Church teaching—to be 
imminent. The year 1967 also saw a number of decisions legislating sexual and repro-
ductive activity, including liberalized abortion laws in Colorado and California, the 
US Supreme Court decision Loving v. Virginia outlawing anti-miscegenation laws, 
and the British Parliament’s “Sexual Offenses Acts” (July 27) and “Abortion Act” 
(October 27).137 In late 1967, it had only been two years since the council’s seemingly 
triumphant December 1965 closure. However, the Vietnam War’s incremental escala-
tion had turned history’s tide.
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In 1968, “The Year that Rocked the World,” Humanae Vitae’s promulgation, 
whether wittingly or not, coincided with a global crisis of trust in authority.138 The 
Prague Spring inaugurated 1968 with the election of Alexander Dubček (January 5). 
On February 27, surveying the results of the Tet Offensive’s first month, news anchor 
Walter Cronkite delivered his stunning judgment on television that the war in Vietnam 
was unwinnable. A month later, now a casualty of the war, President Johnson 
announced very late in the election year cycle that he would not seek reelection (March 
31). Several days later, Martin Luther King, Jr. was assassinated (April 4) and American 
cities exploded in race riots. Meanwhile, partly in reaction to Vietnam as well as local 
and national concerns, riots erupted in London, Paris, Berlin, and Rome. On June 6, 
Senator Robert F. Kennedy died following an assassin’s attack.

These were the events—a global cultural crisis in authority—immediately preced-
ing the promulgation of Humanae Vitae on July 25, 1968.

The world kept turning. A month after the encyclical’s release came the brutal 
Warsaw Pact suppression of the Prague Spring in Czechoslovakia (August 21) and 
riots marring Chicago’s Democratic National Convention (August 26–29). Largely in 
reaction to a widespread perception of national societal collapse, Richard Nixon was 
elected on a law and order platform (November 5). The year concluded with Chairman 
Mao Zedong’s launch of his “Down to the Countryside Movement,” the forced reloca-
tion of “young intellectuals” from urban areas to remote rural ones.

In sum: it is difficult to imagine a less propitious day on which to attempt a reasser-
tion of papal authority over lay Catholic sexual practices than July 25, 1968.139 In the 
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year 450, the “unwitting agency” of Theodosius’ horse had removed the emperor from 
the scene. In a certain sense, the promulgation of Humanae Vitae also removed Paul 
VI from the scene. Although he had feverishly produced seven encyclicals in the first 
four years of his pontificate (1964–1967), Paul VI would not publish any more follow-
ing his eighth (Humanae Vitae, July 1968); he would die ten years later (August 
1978).140 Paul’s successors would not be so reticent, however, and the use of biopoli-
tics in the construction of postconciliar Catholicism would gain even more momentum 
during the papacies to follow.141

October 14, 2018: Reconciliation of Polarities?

Although laying out the short-term triggers and context of 1968 makes for a fascinat-
ing story, it should not blind us to the long-term development of mentalités. From the 
late 1940s into the 1960s, John Ford, the American Jesuit theologian intimately 
involved with Paul VI’s eventual decision on Humanae Vitae, had been an unbending 
defender of individual “conscience” when it came to conscientious objection in World 
War II, the Korean conflict, and the war in Vietnam. However, when it came to apply-
ing that same principle of the laity’s conscientious objection in cases of contraception, 
Ford reversed his defense. Individual conscience had its limits in the face of commu-
nal magisterium.142 However, Ford was too late. The conscience of the laity had 
already long been informed by his thought as well as that of others.

More profoundly, by 1968, the conscience of the laity had been informed by a half-
century of internalizing authority and agency, values inculcated by lay appropriation 
of “mysticism” and Catholic Action. In that hot year of 1968, this internalization was 
applied especially to the issue of sexual reproduction, a reality unsteadily located at 
the intersection of individual autonomy and collective control. This long-duration 
development of “mysticism,” Catholic Action, and reproduction extends the story of 
Humanae Vitae back at least as far as the Armistice of November 1918, the dawn of a 
new era. In retrospect, 1918 unwittingly ignited what has now become a century-old 
contest in Catholicism between two polarities, individual and collective. This provides 
one lens through which to read disagreements over Pope Francis’ apostolic exhortation 
Amoris Laetitia (March 19, 2016).143

As of this writing (April 2018), in the fortieth year since his death, Blessed Pope 
Paul VI is scheduled to be canonized this coming October 14. After a first miracle 
was attributed to him, Paul VI had been beatified in 2014, one year after Pope 

https://w2.vatican.va/content/dam/francesco/pdf/apost_exhortations/documents/papa-francesco_esortazione-ap_20160319_amoris-laetitia_en.pdf
https://w2.vatican.va/content/dam/francesco/pdf/apost_exhortations/documents/papa-francesco_esortazione-ap_20160319_amoris-laetitia_en.pdf
https://w2.vatican.va/content/dam/francesco/pdf/apost_exhortations/documents/papa-francesco_esortazione-ap_20160319_amoris-laetitia_en.pdf
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Francis’ accession to the throne. On February 6, 2018, the Vatican’s Congregation 
for the Causes of Saints approved the second miracle needed for canonization. The 
ceremony will be held during the 2018 Synod of Bishops, an institution launched by 
Paul in 1965.

It remains unclear what meaning Pope Francis, the Peronist populist, intends to 
bestow on his nearly forgotten predecessor and the encyclical ill-received by the popu-
lace. Perhaps Francis means to follow the method of his mentor, Romano Guardini, the 
post-Great War popular theologian of the 1920s. Paul VI might serve as a test case of 
Guardini’s theology of the dialectical reconciliation of polar opposites or “contrasts.” 
For, as Massimo Borghesi’s recent intellectual biography of Jorge Mario Bergoglio 
argues, Francis—both dialectician and mystic—is fundamentally about reconciling 
polarities like individual and collective.144

Whatever the pope’s intent, to those with a sense of history, the event will be poign-
ant and poetic. In December 1968, the cover of Look magazine posed the most shock-
ing and absurd question possible at that time: “SHOULD THE POPE RETIRE?” In 
late 2018, Francis, who assumed the papal throne following his immediate predeces-
sor’s retirement, will canonize yet another predecessor for whom retirement, even 
under the most agonizing pressure possible, was unthinkable. Theodosius’ horse rides 
on. Historical existence—even the history of seemingly unthinkable and unchangea-
ble existents—is indeed “a tissue of laws and choices and chance.”145
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