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From Humanae Vitae to 
Donum Vitae: Symmetry and 

Consistency in Catholic 
Biomedical Teaching 

by 

The Rev. Paul F. deLadurantaye, S.T.D. 

The author is Diocesan Secretary for Religious Education and the Sacred 
Liturgy in the Diocese of Arlington, Virginia. He is also a member of the 
Board of Directors of the Natural Law Study Center which, on January 19, 
1998, sponsored a conference entitled "Natural Law, Medicine and 
Bioethics. " The following was presented to that conference. 

I. Introduction 

Thirty years ago, in July, 1968, Pope Paul VI issued his encyclical letter 
Humanae Vitae. The pope 's encyclical did not spring from a void; rather, 
it had been anticipated from the time of the Second Vatican Council. In a 
footnote to the chapter on the dignity of marriage and the family in 
Gaudium et Spes, the Fathers of the Council had observed that, "by order of 
the Holy Father, certain questions requiring further and more careful 
investigation have been given over to a commission for the study of 
popUlation, the family , and births, in order that the Holy Father may pass 
judgment when its task is completed") (emphasis added). The 
Commission's views had been made public in 1967 2; however, Paul VI 
himself noted: 

The conclusions at which the commission arrived could not, 
nevertheless, be considered by us as definitive, nor dispense us 
from a personal examination of this serious question; and this also 
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because, within the commission itself, no full concordance of 
judgments concerning the moral norms to be proposed had been 
reached, and above all because certain criteria of solutions had 
emerged which departed from the moral teaching on marriage 
proposed with constant firmness by the teaching authority of the 
Church.3 

Thus, Pope Paul ' s purpose in writing the encyclical was to examine in a 
fresh and deeper way the moral principles, rooted in natural law as 
illumined by divine revelation, central to the Church ' s teaching on 
marriage (cf. HV 4). 

These principles are taken up and proposed again by the Instruction 
on Respect for Human life in its Origin and on the Dignity of Procreation 
(Donum Vitae), issued by the Congregation for the Doctrine of the faith in 
February, 1987.4 Donum Vitae is a response to certain questions raised by 
Epi scopal Conferences, individual bishops, theologians, doctors, and 
scientists concerning biomedical techniques which make it possible to 
intervene in the initial phase of the life of a human being and in the very 
processes of procreation. The questions raised have to do with the 
conformity of such techniques with the principles of Catholic morality (DV, 
Forward). 

Between these two documents of the Church ' s Magisterium, there 
is a relationship of symmetry and continuity. I would like to explore this 
relationship by looking first at the anthropological presuppositions of both 
documents; secondly, offering some considerations on the moral difference 
between donation and domination; thirdly, examining the principle of 
inseparability as applied to both contraception and in vitro fertilization; and 
finally, offering some reflections on the contemporary bioethical landscape. 

II. Anthropological Presuppositions 

A. An Integral Vision of the Person 

Every ethical system or theory of moral reasoning presupposes an 
anthropology - that is to say, a vision of man stands at the basis of all 
principles of human morality. The encyclical Humanae Vitae contains not 
only a definite vision of man - a proper anthropological vision - but is 
itself based on the foundation of such a vision. This anthropological basis 
does not appear in the form of a systematic exposition, but rather permeates 
the whole of the encyclical from beginning to end.5

· Indeed, Paul VI 
himself, when he begins to speak of the doctrinal principles underlying his 
teaching, states that: 
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The problem of birth, like every other problem regarding human 
life, is to be considered, beyond partial perspectives - whether 
of the biological or psychological, demographic or sociological 
orders - in the light of an integral vision of man and of his 
vocation, not only his natural and earthly, but also his 
supernatural and eternal vocation.6 

As the pope notes, there is a tendency in the contemporary world to 
consider every problem regarding human life under partial aspects. In 
particular, the modem mentality seems to be gripped by a Cartesian 
dualism which opposes within man his intellect (his consciousness) and his 
body. As a consequence of such an opposition, it becomes very easy to 
examine everything that concerns the body only and exclusively in the light 
of somatic processes which, as the progress of medical science 
demonstrates, can be directed and dominated artificially. It is precisely 
here that we find a continuity between Humanae Vitae and Donum Vitae. 
The encyclical addresses the problem of regulating births through means 
that are fundamentally reducible to technical efficiency: abortion, 
sterilization, contraception7

; the Instruction addresses means of procreation 
that are likewise technically efficient. In fact, Donum Vitae points out 

... one cannot derive criteria for guidance from mere technical 
efficiency, from research ' s possible usefulness to some at the 
expense of others, or, worse still, from prevailing ideologies. 
Thus science and technology require, for their own intrinsic 
meaning, an unconditional respect for the fundamental criteria of 
the moral law: that is to say, they must be at the service of the 
human person, of his inalienable rights and his true and integral 
good according to the design and will ofGod.8 

The integral VISIOn of man, stressed by both Humanae Vitae and 
Donum Vitae, concerns the human person, not simply as a being among 
other beings, but as one who is made, according to the Biblical text, in the 
" image and likeness" of God (cf. Gen I :26-27). This image and likeness 
concerns not only the spiritual nature through which the person is 
constituted in his individual uniqueness and irrepeatability, but also the 
dimension of relation, that is, the referral to another person, which is 
inscribed in the interior structure of one ' s own being. As persons, we are 
made for communion,9 for mutual self-giving, and the most perfect form of 
such self-giving among human persons occurs between man and woman in 
spousal love. 10 Both Humanae Vitae and Donum Vitae highlight the 
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responsibility of spouses, and indeed all of society, to protect the 
uniqueness of conjugal love, to maintain intact its fundamental 
characteristics, II and to safeguard it against every form of falsification or 
instrumentalization. 

B. "Homo Ethicus" or "Homo Technicus"? 

In delineating the authentic nature of conjugal love, the two 
magisterial documents at the same time bring into focus what it means to be 
truly human, that is, to have a knowledge of good and evil (cf. Gen. 3), and 
thus to be a man of moral conscience. Humanae Vitae and Donum Vitae 
speak of the progress made in the domination and organization of the forces 
of nature (cf. HV 2), and Pope Paul VI reminds us that "the Church is the 
first to praise and recommend the intervention of intelligence in a function 
which so closely associates the rational creature with his Creator.,,12 
However, the two documents go on to caution that control over the forces 
of nature must be done with respect for the order established by God (cf. 
HV 16). 

Such an order is both ontological and axiological: it is an order of 
being and of moral value. To speak of moral value introduces us into the 
realm of ethics: the ethical person is one who recognizes the difference 
between good and evil and who, as an acting subject, pursues and does 
what is good, because the good perfects his very humanity. To reduce 
ethics to the level of technical efficiency or economic calculation is to put 
at risk one's own humanity. The "ethical man" (homo ethicus) cannot be 
simply equated with the "technical man" (homo technicus) without losing 
the dignity proper to the human person as such. Donum Vitae approaches 
this problem when it warns: 

Advances in technology have now made it possible to procreate 
apart from sexual relations through the meeting in vitro of the 
germ-cells previously taken from the man and the woman. But 
what is technically possible is not for that very reason morally 
admissible. Rational reflection on the fundamental values of life 
and of human procreation is therefore indispensable for 
formulating a moral evaluation of such technological 
interventions on a human being from the first stages of his 
development. IJ 

Paul VI had already noted how the Church, in defending the integral 
wholeness of her teaching on conjugal morality, urged " man not to abdicate 
from his own responsibility in order to rely on technical means.,,14 
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Thus, in order to think and act correctly when dealing with any 
bioethical question, we cannot be satisfied with a partial perspective which 
suggests merely the attainment of technical mastery over a problem. 
Rather, we must continually integrate scientific progress with a complete 
vision of man as a personal, ethical subject. Only in this way can authentic 
human dignity be preserved. 15 

III. The Difference Between Domination and Donation 

A. Domination 

The problematic raised by the search for an adequate anthropology 
can be illustrated by considering the moral difference between domination 
and donation. With respect to domination, or the making of a product, one 
imposes one's own will on the object and puts it on a level of pure 
passivity.16 For example, when one uses a computer to type a document, 
the computer is merely a passive instrument responding wholly and entirely 
to the will of the user. The computer is not free to introduce ideas of its 
own into the text; there is only a one-way process occurring, with the 
author imposing his will on the machine so that it types what he wants 
typed and no more. Thus, we say that the author " uses" the computer. The 
computer is nothing more than an instrument, a means to an end . 

The judgments of the Instruction Donum Vitae on such issues as 
experimentation on human embryos, in vitro fertilization, surrogate 
motherhood, cloning and the like, reveal that what is too often operative 
behind such procedures is a mentality of domination. The child conceived 
is treated as a passive object, to be brought into being by the dominant will 
of another. In contrast, Donum Vitae affirms: 

In reality, the origin of a human person is the result of an act of 
giving. The one conceived must be the fruit of his parents' love. 
He cannot be desired or conceived as the product of an 
intervention of medical or biological techniques; that would be 
equivalent to reducing him to an object of scientific technology. 
No one may subject the coming of a child into the world to 
conditions of technical efficiency which are to be evaluated 
according to standards of control and dominion .17 

The mentality of domination not only disregards the right of the 
child to be treated as a person, with his own human dignity respected ; 
domination suggests that a human being, whether spouse or scientist, is 
able to stand in the place of God and create or dispose of life at will. 
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Humanae Vitae addressed this problem with regard to the moral issue of 
contraception; Donum Vitae did so with regard to certain other moral issues 
surrounding the origin of human Iife. ls What these magisterial documents 
place in relief is the temptation faced by Adam and Eve in the Garden, a 
temptation which often lies hidden behind contemporary bioethical debate: 
to be like God, having the power to decide over the life or death of another 
innocent human being and so treat that human being as an object of use. 

B. Donation 

The attitude of domination fundamentally reduces a person to an 
object of use: it makes of a spouse or a child an instrument of selfish 
enjoyment. 19 The opposite attitude is that of love, reflected in the act of 
donation, or the giving of a gift. Giving a gift is a particular kind of action, 
morally distinct from domination (the making of a product). When one 
gives a gift, the will of each person involved must be respected. In other 
words, one person freely offers the gift, and the other person freely receives 
it. Moreover, giving a gift is in some way tied to a person ' s interiority; the 
gift symbolizes and stands in for the self. 

Applying this notion to the marital relationship, the Magisterium 
has taught that the conjugal life of husband and wife is marked by a unique 
kind of giving: a mutual self-donation on the part of man and woman. which 
involves a union of persons (on the bodily and spiritual level) and a 
creative power - the power to transmit new life. 

In a true conjugal relationship, each spouse says to the other: " I 
accept you as somebody like no one else in my life. You will be 
unique to me and I to you. You and you alone will be my 
husband; you alone will be my wife. And the proof of your 
uniqueness to me is the fact that with you, and with you alone, am 
I prepared to share thi s God-given life-oriented power."zo 

Thus, conjugal love consists in the gift of one person to another, a gift that 
embraces the human being as a whole, soul and body. This gift finds its 
deepest expression in the conjugal act. Humanae Vitae is clear on what 
self-donation by means of the conjugal act entails: "By means of the 
reciprocal personal gift of self, proper and exclusive to them, husband and 
wife tend towards the communion of their beings in view of their mutual 
personal perfection, to collaborate with God in the generation and 
education of new lives.,,21 Donum Vitae is no less clear:· 

The conjugal act by which the couple mutually express their self-

12 Linacre Quarterly 



gift at the same time expresses openness to the gift of life. It is an 
act that is inseparably corporal and spiritual. It is in their bodies 
and through their bodies that the spouses consummate their 
marriage and are able to become father and mother. In order to 
respect the language of their bodies and their natural generosity, 
the conjugal union must take place with respect for its openness 
to procreation; and the procreation of a person must be the fruit 
and the result of married 10ve.22 

Contained in these quotations from Paul VI's encyclical and the 
Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith's Instruction is the Church's 
constant teaching that just as the matrimonial covenant is ordered to the 
procreation and education of children and the mutual union of the spouses, 
so the conjugal act itself possesses these two aspects, which are always 
inseparable. 

IV. The Principle of Inseparability Applied 
to Contraception and In Vitro Fertilization 

A. Contraception 

Reflecting on the nature of conjugal love and the purposes of the 
marital act, Pope Paul VI formulates this judgment in Humanae Vitae: 
" [T]he Church, calling men back to the observance of the norms of the 
natural law, as interpreted by its constant doctrine, teaches that each and 
every marriage act must remain open to the transmission of life."n The 
basis of this judgment is 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.,,24 As a consequence, Paul VI declares morally wrong such 
methods of regulating births as direct abortion, direct sterilization, and 
"every action which, either in anticipation of the conjugal act, or in its 
accomplishment, or in the development of its natural consequences, 
proposes, whether as an end or as a means, to render procreation 
impossible. ,,25 

What, then, is really occurring in contracepted sexual intercourse? 
If one analyzes it carefully, one sees that there are two distinct actions 
being performed. On the one hand, a man and a woman choose to engage 
in an act which is by itself suitable for the transmission of life. They also 
perform a second act: they adopt by choice an intelligible proposal to do 
something, either preceding intercourse, accompanying intercourse or 
subsequent to intercourse, which impedes the possible new life from 
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coming to be. 26 Thus, by a free choice against the procreative good of 
marriage, the couple has separated the unitive and procreative meanings of 
the conjugal act. In so doing, they have falsified the meaning of conjugal 
love and have changed an act intended to signify mutual self-donation into 
an act of domination. What remains from a contracepted act of intercourse 
is not an intact expression of the unitive meaning, but a deformed version 
of that meaning. When contracepting spouses will that a possible new 
human person not come into existence, they simultaneously lock 
themselves into a defective expression of conjugal union, dissociated from 
the real goods of procreation and cooperation with God. What is left is not 
an act of genuine conjugal/ove, but rather one of use.27 

B. In Vitro Fertilization 

The Instruction Donum Vitae sees a similar dynamic operative with 
regard to techniques of artificial procreation. Here, what is at stake is not 
the procreative meaning of marriage (since a new life is intended to come 
into existence); rather, the personal union of the spouses is affected. The 
Instruction formulates its moral judgment on the various methods of 
artificial procreation with two fundamental values in sight: the life of the 
human being called into existence and the special nature of the 
transmission of human life in marriage.28 

With reference to both of these values, Donum Vitae strongly 
affirms that a new human life is a gift which comes forth from the sexual 
donation of the spouses to each other in the marital covenant. More 
precisely, the new life is a gift in a double sense: a gift from God to the 
child who is called into existence, and a gift from God to the parents who 
are cocreators with the Author of Life?9 As a result of this divine donation 
(in which the human parents share), "Every human being is always to be 
accepted as a gift and blessing of God. However, from the moral point of 
view a truly responsible procreation vis-a-vis the unborn child must be the 
fruit of marriage. ,,3o 

In sexual procreation, then, neither spouse may be replaced by 
another person, because what is involved in the sexual union is an 
expression of personal commitment, and in personal commitment one 
person cannot take the place of another. The spouses give themselves to 
each other in conjugal union, and one cannot give another' s self.3

! 

What occurs in the process of in vitro fertilization , on the other 
hand, is a series of steps whose moral quality does not depend on who 
carries them out. Being merely an instrumental action, the process of in 
vitro fertilization implies no uniquely personal commitment; it can be 
carried out by anyone who possesses the requisite technical knowledge and 
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skills. In vitro fertilization, then, assumes the following premises, all of 
which relate to the anthropological presuppositions and the difference 
between domination and donation previously mentioned: 

(I) the new life is not really a gift but rather a commodity which 
may be produced or manufactured; 

(2) the new life may be manufactured by a process which is 
impersonal in the sense that anyone could carry it out, and so is not the 
expression of a uniquely personal commitmene2

; 

(3) one may place the new life in the inferior role of the product of 
fd 

. . 31 a process 0 omtnatJon: -

These three premises, however, cannot be accepted as true, for they 
inevitably treat the new life without the respect that is due to a person and 
place such a new life on the level of a "thing" to be used or produced. 
Moreover, were these premises to be accepted, one would have to agree 
that the unitive and procreative meanings of the conjugal act are not 
intrinsic to the act itself, placed there by God; rather these meanings would 
be the result of human convention and therefore separable, one from the 
other. Once such a separation is accepted, the ancient error of dualism 
rears its head. The person becomes divided against himself, and the 
relationship or amative values connected with human sexuality are assumed 
to take precedence over the biological aspects of fertility and the 
transmission of new life. Such a dichotomy posits that a person ' s capacity 
to generate new life is subject to the individual ' s conscious choice . 

It is here that the continuity and symmetry between Humanae Vitae 
and Donum Vitae appears with clarity. Both documents ultimately teach 
that the exclusion of either of the meanings of the conjugal act deforms the 
other meaning. When, through contraception, one chooses against the 
procreative meaning, the conjugal act is no longer a full and true expression 
of the unitive meaning as self-donation, but a withholding of part of the 
self, a domination imposed upon a donation . In vitro fertilization excludes 
the unitive meaning along with the conjugal act, and what is left is not a 
true and full expression of the procreative meaning as a donation by the 
parents in cooperation with God, but a domination which usurps the 
creative power of the Lord. J4 Each of the two meanings retains its integrity 
as a donation only if it remains intrinsically united with the other meaning. 
The logic of domination essentially contradicts the logic of donation; it is 
not just a matter of employing some technique as a less good way of 
realizing a hoped-for result. What Humanae Vitae and Donum Vitae point 
out to us, each in its own way, is that the vocation to life and love is 
inscribed in the being of every human person, who fully discovers his own 
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identity only in the sincere gift of himself: a gift which includes every 
aspect of his personhood, in his bodily and spiritual dimensions; a gift 
which is at one and the same time, and inseparably, a gift of life and a gift 
of love. 

v. Reflections on the Contemporary Bioethical Landscape 

The previous considerations can, I believe, help us sort through the 
minefield that is contemporary bioethical debate. Genetic screening, 
genetic manipulation, the combining of human genes with animal genes, 
the use of fetal tissue in the treatment of various pathologies, and most 
recently the debate over cloning both of animals and, now, humans - these 
and many other issues are no longer confined to the pages of Aldous 
Huxley ' s fictional Brave New World. These are present-day (or at least 
near-term) realities which contain, in the eyes of some, exciting 
possibilities, and in the eyes of others, grave dangers. The Church's 
contribution to the contemporary debate lies not in the field of biomedical 
expertise, but rather in a profound anthropological and ethical vision of the 
human person, of his capacity to transmit life and to express love. It is this 
vision which lies at the root of the Church's moral teaching, considered 
here with particular regard to Humanae Vitae and to Donum Vitae. 
Whether one is dealing with contraception, artificial procreation, or any 
other bioethical issue, it is absolutely crucial to establish ethical boundaries 
that respect human life, the dignity of the human person and the entirely 
unique nature of the transmission of life which takes place in marriage. 
Otherwise, we fall into a reductive, utilitarian form of moral thinking that is 
only too ready to justify practices contrary to the truth about the human 
person and the gift of human life. 

The encyclical Humanae vitae and the Instruction Donum Vitae, 
when read together display a consistent symmetry. Humanae Vitae, by 
affirming the inseparability of sexuality from procreation, defends the 
dignity of man. It is an affirmation of the truth of love as the destiny of 
mankind, and an affirmation of the goodness and beauty of being. Donum 
Vitae , for its part, develops systematically what was already fundamentally 
the teaching of Humanae Vitae; it carries further the Church ' s commitment 
to the defense of human dignity - the dignity of the spouses and their 
conjugal love, and the d ign ity of the new life called into existence. 

The moral principles established in Humanae Vitae and Donum 
Vitae, then, provide fundamental criteria for judgjng other bioethical 
questions. The two documents speak to the anthropological and ethical 
truth about man, created in God ' s own image and likeness, and placed 
within an order not only of being but also of value. This is an essential 
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point which must not be forgotten or overlooked in our ethical discourse or 
in the resolution of critical bioethical problems. As Paul VI writes in 
Humanae Vitae: "[M]an cannot find true happiness - towards which he 
aspires with all his being - other than in respect of the laws written by 
God in his very nature, laws which he must observe with intelligence and 
love.,,35 The conclusion to Donum Vitae says the same: 

By defending man against the excesses of his own power, the 
Church of God reminds him of the reasons for his true nobility; 
only in this way can the possibility of living and loving with that 
dignity and liberty which derive from respect for the truth be 
ensured for the men and women oftomorrow.J6 
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Donum Vitae teaches: "The child is not an object to which one has a right, nor can 
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34. Kiely, op. cit., 335 . 

35. Humanae Vitae, no. 31. 

36. Donum Vitae, Conclusion . 

20 Linacre Quarterly 


	The Linacre Quarterly
	2-1-1999

	From Humanae Vitae to Donum Vitae: Symmetry and Consistency in Catholic Biomedical Teaching
	Paul F. deLadurantaye
	Recommended Citation


	tmp.1458152285.pdf.iCGVE

