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Michael E. O’Sullivan
Sex and Birth Control in West Germany
Reacting to Pius XII’s Speeches on the Rhythm Method

Abstract: Pius XII’s Addresses to the Catholic Union of Midwives on October 29, 1951 
and the National Congress of the Family Front and the Association of Large Families 
on November 27, 1951 were a pivotal moment in the history of sexuality in the Catholic 
Church because the pope permitted the use of the rhythm method for the purposes of 
family planning. They occurred at a moment of transition between Pius XI’s condem-
nation of contraception and abortion in 1930 and Paul VI’s denunciation of the birth 
control pill in 1968. This essay argues that these two speeches require greater schol-
arly attention and that West Germany represents a compelling case study for their 
reception. Other scholars document well the importance of Germany to the life and 
papacy of Pius XII, but little light has been shed on how Central European Catholics 
responded to his views about sex. In a fresh reading of the papal intervention, this es-
say suggests that the speeches only endorsed practices that had been common since 
the 1930s. In the midst of changing norms about sex and increased access to birth 
control as well as anxiety about rapid social change, Pius XII’s attempt at conciliation 
was significant but ultimately failed.

In 1949, a 40-year-old Catholic woman from Leverkusen complained to her arch-
bishop, Cardinal Joseph Frings of Cologne, demanding a firmer stance on the increas-
ing use of family planning and birth control in the aftermath of the war. She wrote:

„The reason that the evil abuse of marriage has spread like a plague is not just because of the 
social misery of our people and also not only due to the religious impoverishment of many 
people and their thereby conditional egoistic approach to the sacrament of marriage. The root of 
this evil grows also in the soil of such families that are in a position to pass on a genuine Catholic 
tradition and live in orderly relationships.“1

This letter expressed particular concern with what was referred to as the Knaus-Ogino 
method for birth control, which is better known today as the rhythm method. Only 
two years later Pope Pius XII, in two speeches to Italian women’s groups, provided a 
formal permission structure for Catholic medical professionals and spiritual advisors 
who had been quietly suggesting this approach to family planning already. This letter 

1 Historisches Archiv des Erzbistums Köln (HAEK), Gen.  II  23.30.3, Volkswartbund: Frau Berres to 
Joseph Frings, 28.9.1949.
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that predated those speeches requested a hard line by Church leadership that even 
her crusading Cold War pontiff could not ultimately toe. She lumped the decision by 
many practicing Catholics to use the monthly Knaus-Ogino calendar to avoid preg-
nancy together with the increasing number of Germans using contraception in direct 
defiance of Church teaching.

Although alarmist, this woman illuminates the context of Pius XII’s most signif-
icant public statements about birth control from 1951. Her uncompromising rhetoric 
represented the views of many Catholic women for whom the defense of the 1930 
encyclical „Casti Connubii“, and its forthright condemnation of birth control, became 
a core part of their religious and political identity.2 Her acknowledgement of the 
changes brought by the war, the era’s social and economic deprivations, and social 
upheaval illustrated that the pope’s speeches would struggle to reach the large swaths 
of European Catholics for whom transgressive sexual practices recently became the 
norm. Finally, the specific attack on observant and financially secure Catholics who 
sought guidance from priests and doctors on how to reconcile the need for family 
planning with their faith, identifies the group most attuned to the shift suggested by 
Pius XII’s words to the Italian midwives in 1951.

The early 1950s represented a moment of potential change regarding sexuality 
within the powerful Catholic subculture of West Germany. On the heels of what his-
torian Dagmar Herzog calls a sexual revolution sparked by the immediate aftermath 
of World War II, a handful of lay leaders and theologians expressed interest in pre-
viously taboo subjects, such as family planning and even contraception.3 It was in 
this context that word of Pius XII’s Addresses to the Catholic Union of Midwives on 
October 29, 1951 and the National Congress of the Family Front and the Association of 
Large Families on November 27, 1951 spread from Rome to the cities of West Germany. 
Straddling the fence between tradition and modernity, his speech upheld the Church’s 
opposition to birth control and abortion but confirmed married couples could have 
sex during periods of infertility in a woman’s cycle even when they knew they were 
unlikely to conceive. The speeches also left room for interpretation. Hardliners argued 
that they affirmed the rigid 1930 encyclical and progressive theologians understood 
the speeches as an opening for changing the Church’s teachings. In practice, they 
assisted everyday negotiations by Catholics who still lived their religious beliefs but 
wanted more control over the size of their families during a stressful period of eco-
nomic, social, and cultural transition.

2 Zum Rundschreiben Piusʼ XI. über die christliche Ehe, in: Frauenart und Frauenleben 9,1  (1931), 
p.  36. Womenʼs Studies Archive: https://www.gale.com/c/womens-studies-archive-womens-issues- 
and-identities; 18.6.2021.
3 Dagmar Herzog , Sex after Fascism. Memory and Morality in Twentieth-Century Germany, Prince-
ton 2005, pp. 64–85.

https://www.gale.com/c/womens-studies-archive-womens-issues-and-identities
https://www.gale.com/c/womens-studies-archive-womens-issues-and-identities
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This essay argues that these two speeches require greater scholarly attention 
and that West Germany represents a compelling case study for their reception. Other 
scholars document well the importance of Germany to the life and papacy of Pius XII, 
focusing particularly on his response to the revolution of 1919; his role as Vatican 
Secretary of State in the 1933 Reichskonkordat; his decision not to speak out more 
forcefully about the German genocide of Europe’s Jews as pope; and the Vatican’s 
assistance to Germans fleeing justice after the war. Yet little light has been shed on his 
views on sexuality and whether they contributed to the firestorm of controversy that 
surrounded the 1968 encyclical „Humanae Vitae“, by Pope Paul VI. Furthermore, this 
article demonstrates the tensions inherent in West Germany after the war.

Previous interpretations suggest that Pius XII’s speeches represented an act of 
diplomacy to bridge the gap between conservatives and progressives. Some schol-
ars also claim that the speeches represented a moment of major change in Catholic 
thinking about sex. In a fresh reading of the papal intervention, this essay suggests 
that the speeches only endorsed practices that had been common since the 1930s. In 
fact, many Catholics had already moved on from the rhythm method to other forms 
of birth control. In the midst of changing norms about sex and increased access 
to birth control as well as anxiety about rapid social change, Pius XII’s attempt at 
conciliation was significant but ultimately failed. West Germany provided hope for 
success due to the presence of willing bridge-builders, such as Marianne and Walter 
Dirks, each of whom hoped to achieve a middle ground between those openly flouting 
„Casti Connubii“ and those who demanded strict orthodoxy on the matter. The gap 
between these polarized parts of the Catholic community was already evident in the 
early 1950s, making this episode a preview for the tumult of the late 1960s. A major-
ity of West German Catholic women rallied behind the hardline encyclical of 1930; a 
similar majority vocally rejected „Humanae Vitae“ in 1968. The speeches of 1951 were 
a moment of transition between two watershed moments in the history of Catholic 
sexuality.

Pius XII, Germany, and the History of Sexuality
Pius XII’s relationship with Germany is a focal point of historical scholarship about 
modern Catholicism. The debates about his relationship to the Third Reich have a 
long, contested history, and most of the postwar accounts of his papacy focus on the 
Cold War.4 Yet very few historians devote exclusive attention to the 1951 speeches 

4 Daniel Goldhagen, A Moral Reckoning.The Role of the Church in the Holocaust and Its Unfulfilled 
Duty of Repair, New York 2003; Michael Phayer, Pius XII, the Holocaust, and the Cold War, Bloom-
ington 2007; David D. Dalin, The Myth of Hitler’s Pope. How Pope Pius XII Rescued Jews from the 
Nazis, Washington, DC 2005.
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and their references to birth control and family planning. Nonetheless, there is much 
scholarship on the history of postwar European sexuality. This work indicates the 
increasing willingness to reject religious conservatism surrounding sexuality. While 
the historiography analyzes Christian Democratic and Catholic responses to this 
postwar situation, the historic meaning of Pius XII’s attempt to reconcile tradition 
and modernity has not been fully parsed. Due to the heavy presence of German elites 
in Pius XII’s inner circle, an exploration of the West German reaction to these speeches 
is needed. Both Robert Ventresca and Giuliana Chamedes indicate the influence that 
Ludwig Kaas, Robert Leiber, and Augustin Bea had over Pius XII’s diplomatic and 
theological endeavors.5 Numerous scholars also note the deep imprint of German 
bishops and theologians on Vatican II as well as the Pontifical Commission that led to 
„Humanae Vitae“ in 1968.6 Given the linkages between Rome and Germany, it seems 
evident that a deep analysis of the country’s response to the formal approval of the 
rhythm method is significant.

It is alluring to view Pius XII’s noted preference for diplomacy during the era of 
European fascism as important context for his somewhat measured approach to birth 
control in 1951. Since his experiences as papal nuncio in Munich during the upheaval 
of 1919, the future Pius XII formed a preference for diplomatic negotiation over support 
for political Catholicism. Chamedes and Ventresca point to Pacelli’s hostility toward 
political Catholicism and its leaders’ tendency to compromise with Social Democratic 
parties in the name of parliamentary democracy. This led to an enthusiasm by both 
Pacelli and the entire Vatican establishment for diplomatic agreements with fascist 
regimes that he believed would shield the Church’s doctrinal and organizational 
autonomy from both communism and right-wing nationalism.7 According to the most 
recent research, anti-Communism, fear of western secularism, and advocacy of papal 
diplomacy over political Catholicism led to Pacelli’s faith in the Reichskonkordat of 
1933.

Some of the resources and analysis devoted to Pius XII’s wartime decisions have 
to be applied to his actions in the area of sexuality. With the opening of the papers 
of Pius XII, deeper examinations of not only his speeches in 1951, but also his other 
public comments of marriage and sex deserve further analysis. His attachment to 
diplomacy during World War II and his past as a Secretary of State may have influ-
enced the pope’s desire to please both his conservative base and Catholics hoping 
for reform. Referencing the first of these two speeches, Ventresca writes, „The speech 

5 Robert A. Ventresca, A Soldier of Christ. The Life of Pope Pius XII, Cambridge 2013, pp. 237–240; 
Giuliana Chamedes, A Twentieth-Century Crusade. The Vatican’s Battle to Remake Christian Eu-
rope, Cambridge 2019, pp. 93–120.
6 Katharina Ebner/Maria Mesner, Attempted Disobedience. Humanae Vitae in West Germany and 
Austria, in: Alana Harris  (Ed.), The Schism of ’68. Catholicism, Contraception, and Humanae Vitae 
in Europe, 1945–1975, New York 2018, pp. 121–158.
7 Ventresca, A Soldier of Christ (see note 5), p. 86.
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captured the pope’s skill at blending a defense of orthodoxy with recognition that 
Catholics had to adapt, or rather respond effectively, to the spread of knowledge and 
new technologies, together with rapidly changing social mores.“8 At the same time, 
his stern anti-Communist ideology developed since 1919 and long-standing concern 
with western secularism drove the reactionary tone of most of the speech that con-
demned birth control methods already in use by many Catholics.

Without more evidence from the Vatican’s archives, it is difficult to ascertain 
Pius XII’s intentions with the speeches of 1951 and whether they were in fact tied to 
his preference for compromise. More archival material is also needed to uncover the 
input from his inner circle of German Catholics on these speeches. If they were meant 
to build bridges with an increasingly polarized population of European Catholics, it 
fell short within West Germany, where the upheaval of the early twentieth century led 
to increasingly less adherence to any Church teaching on contraception. The militant 
rejection of contraception in the early parts of the speech diverged from the choices 
made by most Catholics by 1951.

Much more knowable than Pius XII’s intentions is the reception of his speech 
in European countries, such as West Germany. There has been a vast amount of 
research completed about the postwar era as one of dramatic change in how Germans 
approached marriage, sex, and family planning. Dagmar Herzog argues that West 
Germany underwent a period of sexual experimentation during the late 1940s and 
early 1950s caused by the tumult of war. Pre-marital sex, non-traditional partnerships, 
and birth control became more common until the Christian Democratic movement and 
the institutional Church linked the legacy of National Socialism to transgressive sexu-
ality to revive a short period of traditionalism.9 Pius XII’s speeches occurred just at the 
inflection point of Herzog’s narrative in 1951, making them an interesting case study 
for popular opinion at a transitional moment. Furthermore, Elisabeth Heinemann’s 
book about Beate Uhse indicates a booming business for the sale of contraceptives in 
West Germany, making the country’s reaction to the pope’s change in Church teaching 
significant as well.10 Given the vast scholarly efforts devoted to the relationship of 
Pius XII to Germany and the importance of West Germany to the history of European 
sexuality, it is surprising that this pope’s primary intervention on sex and marriage 
would be downplayed by historians.

The existing scholarship on Pius  XII’s endorsement of the rhythm method in 
1951, although usually only marginal to most monographs, contains two somewhat 
divergent interpretations. Most scholars view the intervention a meaningful moment 
of transformation. For example, James Chappel connects the speeches to a period 
of consensus between the orthodox and progressive wings of the Church. He writes, 

8 Ibid., p. 280.
9 Herzog, Sex after Fascism (see note 3), pp. 64–140.
10 Elisabeth Heineman, Before Porn was Legal. The Erotica Empire of Beate Uhse, Chicago 2011.



138   Michael O‘Sullivan

 QFIAB 101 (2021)

„Pius XII’s acceptance of the rhythm method in a widely noted 1951 speech confirmed 
the notion that Catholics were full participants in the moderate sexual revolution of 
the postwar era, which promised to valorize conjugal sexuality within the confines 
of Church teaching.“11 The most frequent depiction suggests that Pius XII introduced 
a modest change that pleased the devout hoping to reconcile their faith with a mod-
ernizing world, only for West German Catholics to long for greater change and accept-
ance of the birth control pill by the 1960s. Alternately, Herzog demonstrates that the 
method had actually been in use since the 1930s in Catholic circles and was viewed as 
having limited utility by most doctors and women, making his speeches less momen-
tous.12 This essay supports this latter view, while recognizing that the speeches still 
had a temporary impact for their most attentive audience: the small circle of Catholics 
sincerely interested in reconciling their sexual behavior with their faith. Pius XII’s 
intervention buoyed the hopes of Catholic elites striving to maintain dialogue with 
those women who increasingly disregarded Church instructions about everyday 
sexual behavior.

The Reception of the Midwives Speeches in West 
Germany
Pius XII’s Addresses to the Catholic Union of Midwives and the National Congress 
of the Family Front and the Association of Large Families in 1951 came in a period of 
transformative change in West Germany. On one hand, the state experienced a reli-
gious revival alongside the restoration of Church authority and the political consoli-
dation of power by a Christian Democratic movement dominated by Catholic leader-
ship.13 Yet there was also a sense of crisis among the bishops of priests of the country 
surrounding the issues of sex, the family, and youth. With changing sexual norms, 
less adherence to religious ideas of morality, demographic shifts that altered regions 
previously sorted by confession, and the chaos of the postwar era, clergy and theo-
logians either needed a re-assertion of Church legitimacy on matters of sexuality or 
to adapt to a rapidly changing culture after the war.14 Therefore, Pius XII’s speeches 
received a mixed reaction. Orthodox Catholics downplayed any sense of change in 
the Church’s position on birth control and the laity interested in reform saw hope for 

11 James Chappel, Catholic Modern. The Challenge of Totalitarianism and the Remaking of the 
Church, Cambridge 2018, p. 195.
12 Herzog, Sex after Fascism (see note 3), pp. 125  f.
13 Maria Mitchell , The Origins of Christian Democracy. Politics and Confession in Modern Ger-
many, Ann Arbor 2012, pp. 56–75.
14 Mark Edward Ruff, The Wayward Flock. Catholic Youth in Postwar West Germany, 1945–1965, 
Chapel Hill, NC 2005.
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a departure from „Casti Connubii“. The Catholics most in need of guidance as they 
struggled to make everyday decisions against the backdrop of economic need and 
changing mores remained stuck with mixed messaging and a suggested birth control 
method that could not easily meet their needs.

In the late 1940s, Catholic leaders wrote often about the changing attitudes they 
observed in the population. Their confessional subculture had been compromised 
by years of dictatorship, war, population movement, and the death or imprisonment 
of an entire generation of men.15 Faced with a shortage of men, dead husbands, an 
unstable economic situation, and youth now unaccustomed to taking orders about 
their behavior from clergy, Catholic women and men showed a greater openness to 
pre-marital sex, unorthodox family arrangements, and using birth control. A papal 
representative, German-American Bishop Alois Muench, believed that occupation 
conditions broke the spirit of German Catholics in the diocese of Aachen.16 He wrote:

„Almost insurmountable difficulties have emerged for ministry as a result of the frightful 
housing shortage, hunger, cold, and the forlornness and hopelessness that has come of the cir-
cumstances. In this state of emergency many who up until now stood by the Church have been 
beaten down and fallen apart spiritually. The adversity of the post-war period has achieved a 
goal unobtainable by the Nazis. People now think in only earthly categories.“17

Muench worried especially about the impact of war on family life:

„The long separation of married couples during the war; the extension of this situation through 
the detainment of prisoners of war; the possibility for infidelity for men during the war; the 
temptations for women when soldiers were quartered; the evacuation; the occupation; and the 
surplus of single young women: They have all damaged marriage and family and placed them 
on the edge of the abyss.“18

Several surveys by the British occupation also confirmed a waning Christian influ-
ence in parts of the population, especially in the area of sexual morality. One of their 
surveys concluded that Nazism resulted „in stunting the mental and moral growth“ of 
young men. Few of the boys interviewed had anything to say about their spare time, 
except that several lived with their girlfriends.19 Young women showed much disin-
terest in Church teachings, including those about sex. They began to refuse participa-
tion in local Marian groups and other aspects of the prewar associational life of West 
Germany. Despite rejecting the institutional Church, the cultural pressure in some 

15 Thomas Brodie, German Catholicism at War, 1939–1945, Oxford 2018.
16 For more on Muench, see Suzanne Brown-Fleming, The Holocaust and Catholic Conscience. 
Cardinal Aloisius Muench and the Guilt Question in Germany, South Bend, IN 1994.
17 Bischöfliches Diözesanarchiv Aachen (BDA) GVS B 18, I 30,364: Visitationsbericht, October 1946.
18 BDA GVS B 18,I 30,364: Visitationsbericht Bischof Muench 1946.
19 Public Records Office, Kew, FO 1050/1293: Youth, Abstract from B.A.O.R. Fortnightly Intelligence 
Summary, Public Opinion: German Youth, 3.11.1945.
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rural regions coerced many young women into early marriages after they ignored 
Catholic condemnations of premarital sex. Mark Ruff writes, „The taboo on premari-
tal sexual activity remained firmly in place, although many young women apparently 
walked down the wedding aisle visibly pregnant.“20

The concerns reflected by both Church and occupation officials led to an offensive 
by the most conservative elements of the Catholic laity against the use of birth control. 
Most prominent in the effort was the Volkswartbund, a morality group consisting of 
elites who utilized their connections with the Christian Democrats to advocate for 
press censorship; strict enforcement of Paragraphs 175 and 218 in the legal code that 
outlawed sexual relationships between men and abortion; and the closure of legal 
loopholes that permitted the widespread purchase of condoms.21 Aligned closely with 
Cardinal Frings, this organization was filled with influential men, some of them with 
a history in the National Socialist movement, who advocated for a rigid restriction of 
press freedom on all matters related to sexuality.22 Active since the 1920s and led by 
Michael Calmes, the group was unique in the vast confessional subculture of Catholic 
West Germany. It was small in its membership numbers yet wielded unusual influence 
as it upheld the ideas of Christian conservatives, such as Christian Democratic Union 
(CDU) Minister for Family and Youth Affairs Franz-Josef Würmeling.23

The Volkswartbund opposed the use of the rhythm method for birth control prior 
to the speeches by Pius XII. The morality association argued against those that they 
believed misunderstood or misused quotations from Pius XI’s 1930 encyclical, „Casti 
Connubii“, which stated that it was not sinful to have intercourse during a woman’s 
infertile days as long as a couple sought children through sexual activity. They artic-
ulated particular concern that priests showed lenience toward the rhythm method in 
pastoral care of women in their parishes.24 They wrote to Frings with even deeper con-
cerns in 1949 that a calendar with advice about how to use the Knaus-Ogino method 
for birth control circulated in Düsseldorf and Paderborn. Referring to the publication 
as „dangerous propaganda“, they felt „profit-seekers“ misrepresented the 1930 encyc-
lical and threatened „great confusion among the Christian population“. The group 
acknowledged that such calendars were discussed by priests with their parishioners 
in private but believed that public information about them would cause Catholics to 
use the method in ways that violated „Catholic morals“.25 While this group’s records 

20 Ruff, Wayward Flock (see note 14), p. 113.
21 HAEK, Gen II 23.30,3: Volkswartbund, 21.1.1949, pp. 244–251.
22 Sybille Steinbacher, Wie der Sex nach Deutschland kam. Der Kampf um Sittlichkeit und An-
stand in der frühen Bundesrepublik, München 2011.
23 Elizabeth Heinemann, What Difference Does a Husband Make? Women and Marital Status in 
Nazi and Post-War Germany, Berkeley 2003, pp. 141–150; Mitchell , The Origins of Christian Democ-
racy (see note 13), p. 188.
24 HAEK, Gen II 23.30,3: Darstellung von Domkapitular 1949, p. 232.
25 Ibid.: Volkswartbund to Frings, 22.3.1949, p. 199.
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indicate their opposition to using the rhythm method for birth control, they also illus-
trate that publishers already marketed calendars in traditionally Catholic regions and 
that priests were discussing the method with their congregations behind closed doors.

More evidence supporting the notion that the rhythm method was already common 
in private discussions about birth control among Catholics comes from records of a 
„religious-scientific doctor’s conference“ for 250 medical professional that met for 
the third time in 1949. These mostly Catholic doctors argued that priests should avoid 
making recommendations about how to implement the rhythm method and whether 
or not it was medically needed. They also claimed that the method should be used in 
challenging situations after „serious consideration“ and cautioned against any cleri-
cal bans on the method. However, these medical professionals also sought restrictions 
on public discussion of it. These doctors recognized the need for family planning, 
especially in cases where there were medical or social pressures, but they also wanted 
conversations about the theme limited to the doctor’s office, the confessional, and 
religious education before marriage. They argued against publications touting calen-
dars that might aid widespread birth control.26 Even before the speeches by Pius XII, 
there was not only pressure from everyday Catholics for help with family planning, 
but also many institutional figures who viewed the rhythm method as necessary as 
long as it was kept private.

Pius XII’s speeches in the fall of 1951 were as much a confirmation of the status 
quo as they were a departure from past teachings. The pontiff foregrounded his points 
of agreement with „Casti Connubii“. The speeches forthrightly condemned abortion, 
contraception, and sterilization. Furthermore, they attacked the perception that par-
enthood was a burden to be avoided and made clear that the primary purpose of mar-
riage and sex was to produce children. On the subject of abortion, he said,

„Hence there is no man, no human authority, no science, no medical, eugenic, social, economic 
or moral ‚indication‘ that can offer or produce a valid juridical title to a direct deliberate disposal 
of an innocent human life; that is to say, a disposal that aims at its destruction whether as an end 
or as a means to another end which is, perhaps, in no way unlawful in itself. Thus for example, 
to save the life of the mother is a very noble end; but the direct killing of the child as a means to 
that end is not lawful.“

He made his opposition to contraception equally clear and the tone of the speech was 
oppositional to what he saw as negative trends and misperceptions among Catholics 
about flexibility in Catholic teaching on sexuality. Echoing the Catholic anti-materi-
alist discourse of the era, he proclaimed, „Unfortunately, cases are not rare in which 
even a cautious reference to children as a ‚blessing‘ is enough to provoke a downright 
denial and perhaps even derision. Far more frequently, in thought and in words, the 
attitude of considering children a heavy ‚burden‘ predominates.“ Such language fit in 

26 HAEK, Gen. II 20.30,3: Dr. med. Rigeal to Ordinariat, 10.1.1950, p. 97.
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well with the most conservative Christian Democrats, confessional women’s groups, 
and the Volkswartbund in West Germany.27 If this were an attempt at diplomacy, only 
those who paid careful attention could notice it.

Despite his affirmation of Pius XI’s 1930 encyclical, these speeches did in fact mark 
a departure. In 1930, Pius XI had said that Catholic couples could in fact have sexual 
relations during the infertile periods of woman’s calendar, but he did not address 
whether taking advantage of these infertile periods was permitted for the purposes of 
family planning. The 1951 speeches made clear that cyclical periods of infertility could 
in fact be utilized by married couples to have some control over their family plan-
ning while maintaining the sexual intimacy needed for their relationship. Kimba Allie 
Tichenor makes a compelling case for the transformational nature of these speeches. 
It was a change in the Church’s official stance because family planning through the 
rhythm method now had official backing for the first time. Pius XII’s words recognized 
the need for Catholic flexibility in the chaotic postwar years. They also signaled a 
theological approval of „mutual love“ and no longer made reproduction the exclusive 
theme in discussion about marriage. The impact of the speeches was deep enough 
that they provoked some theologians to wonder whether the Church would adapt its 
position even further on contraception. Tichenor writes, „However, in opening the 
door to one form of contraception while condemning others, Pius XII inadvertently 
opened a theological Pandora’s Box.“28

The speeches by Pius XII in 1951 attained high visibility, but initially attracted 
attention through their re-affirmation of the Church’s opposition. For example, „The 
New York Times“ headline about the first speech read, „Pope Strengthens Procreation 
View-Asks Midwives and Doctors to Bar Abortion, Sterilization, Artificial Insemina-
tion“.29 The focus was on continuity rather than change. The speeches caused much 
conversation in West Germany because of their translation and publication in parish 
bulletins and especially the „Herder Korrespondenz“.30 The translation of the second 
speech indicated that Pius  XII’s comments on the rhythm method appeared near 
the end and placed clear limitations on how it could be deployed. He distinguished 
between the use of this method and „birth control“ and suggested it was sinful if the 

27 Pius  XII , Address to the Midwives on the Nature of Their Profession, 29.10.1951, Original Italian 
Text: Acta Apostolica Sedis. Commentarium Officiale 43 (1951), pp. 853  f. (www.catholicculture.com; 
3.2.2021).
28 Kimba Allie Tichenor, Religious Crisis and Civic Transformation. How Conflicts over Gender and 
Sexuality Changed the West German Catholic Church, Waltham, Mass 2016, pp. 99–105.
29 Pope Strengthens Procreation View-Asks Midwives and Doctors to Bar Abortion, Sterilization, Ar-
tificial Insemination, in: The New York Times, 29.10.1951.
30 HAEK, Gen. II 23.30,4: Ansprache Sr. Heiligkeit des Papstes Pius XII. an den Verband katholischer 
Geburtshelferinnen Italiens am 29. Oktober 1951, in: Kirchlicher Anzeiger für das Bistum Hildesheim, 
20.3.1952, p. 108; Der Papst über Fragen der Familienmoral und der Nachkommenschaft, in: Herder 
Korrespondenz 6 (1951–1952), pp. 170–172.
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rhythm method were used as a long-term strategy to avoid children. The popular 
Catholic newspaper, „Mann in der Zeit“, interpreted the speeches’ reference to the 
rhythm method as secondary. They suggested that the Knaus-Ogino method was now 
„recommended“ for Catholics, making the speech „noteworthy“. Yet Pius XII’s com-
ments on abortion were the focal point of the article. A Catholic doctor defended the 
pope from charges that he did not care about the health of women. He defended his 
stance, claiming the pope argued that no action could be taken to harm the child or 
the mother, making abortion an intervention that violated Catholic teaching.31

Despite the tendency to marginalize Pius XII’s comments on the rhythm method, 
evidence exists that they did spark dialogue within West Germany as well. His words 
caused the marketing of thermometers and calendars touting the method as an 
approach to birth control specifically for Catholics in Cologne and other large cities. A 
parish priest complained about this popular and commercial response to the bishop-
ric. He drew a line between the pope’s support for privately weighing whether to have 
intercourse during infertile periods due to serious medical or economic situations and 
the widespread advertisement of the method. He turned down invitations to speak 
with groups of women about how to time intimacy for infertile periods, expressing 
disgust at public discussion and profitable endeavors revolving around such „inti-
mate things“.32 Given Pius  XII’s warnings in his speeches against turning marital 
intercourse into „hedonism“ where the pursuit of pleasure was out of balance with 
the desire to have a family, this priest worried about there being too much enthusiasm 
for the change. The fact that there was a market for new products and demand for 
lectures on the topic demonstrates that German Catholic women had interest in the 
pope’s altered stance.

The writings produced by the Central Association for the Women’s and Mothers’ 
Associations of West Germany (it would become the Katholische Frauengemein-
schaft Deutschlands or kfd) poses an interesting alternative to the men’s publications 
studied thus far in this essay. The organization carried a conservative reputation 
because it was less openly supportive of women in politics than the Catholic Women’s 
League (KDFB) and vocally opposed to a reform of the discriminatory family laws of 
the new Federal Republic (FRG). The strict clerical oversight of the Central Associa-
tion by longtime leader Hermann Klens and the more rigid adherence to maternalism 
and promotion of traditional motherhood caused a rivalry with the Catholic Women’s 
League.33 Its reputation for supporting the conservative cultural values of the Church 
and the CDU is well-deserved. Nor should these stances be underestimated in their 
importance. It has been well established by other researchers that Catholic espousal 

31 Dr.  med.  Herm. Fr. , Ein Arzt zur Papstrede, in: Mann in der Zeit 5,9 (February 1952).
32 HAEK, Gen. II 23.30,4: Katholisches Pfarramt St. Petrus Canisius to Generalvikariat, 25.2.1952.
33 Regina I l lemann, Katholische Frauenbewegung in Deutschland 1945–1962. Politik, Geschlecht 
und Religiosität im Katholischen Deutschen Frauenbund, Paderborn 2016, p. 109.
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of the normative family model left single women with little institutional support and 
unfair compensation in the workplace and endorsed a Basic Law that provided men 
with legal authority over their wives.34 However, there is also much evidence that this 
group sought increased autonomy for women within the Church and the family within 
the constraints of the patriarchal viewpoints of Roman Catholicism.

Incremental change was evident in this group leading up to the postwar era. 
From World War I to the Federal Republic, the group’s very popular and influential 
journal gradually changed its name from „Die Mutter“ to „Mutter und Frau“ to „Frau 
und Mutter“. No longer repeating the standpoint of their bishops without question, 
their journal became a site where the controversies about women, gender, and sexu-
ality were negotiated after the war. Under the leadership of Marianne Dirks after 1945 
the group reformed their periodical during the early 1950s, opening it to more letters 
from readers and placing it entirely in the hands of lay women.35 Although the journal 
avoided open discussion of women in public leadership roles as was modeled in the 
publications of the Catholic Women’s League, „Frau und Mutter“ led dialogue with 
readers about pressing everyday issues including women in the workplace, teenage 
rebellion, and even a woman’s right to smoke publicly.

The lay leadership of the Women’s and Mothers’ Associations fell in line with the 
institutional Church on the theme of family planning despite their members’ desire 
for flexibility on the matter. Nonetheless, the willingness of „Frau und Mutter“ to hold 
forums on the previously taboo topic even before Pius XI’s endorsement of the rhythm 
method in 1951 shows the desire of leaders such as Marianne Dirks and editor Maria 
Vielhaber to serve as a bridge between the traditionalists and reformists within the 
Church. In one example, an association member wrote about her efforts to help over-
burdened mothers and speculated about whether large families hindered their abilities 
as Christians and parents. She wrote about a „pious“ and „hardworking“ woman who 
visited her in „tears“ because she was expecting her third child. With an unemployed 
husband, she saw a doctor about how to prevent another pregnancy using the rhythm 
method, but was unsuccessful. These letters to the editor reveal the dissatisfaction 
among even the conservative Catholic women that subscribed, indicating the depth 
of disillusionment over „Casti Connubii“ after the war. The decision of the journal to 
print such opinions also revealed the need to air these concerns about family planning 

34 Alexandra Rubble, Children, Church, and Rights. East and West German Protests against Fam-
ily Law Reforms in the 1950s, in: Karen Hagemann/Donna Harsch (Eds.), Gendering Post-1945 
German History. Entanglements, New York 2018, pp. 115–135; Lukas Röll i -Alkemper, Familie im 
Wiederaufbau. Katholizismus und bürgerliches Familienideal in der Bundesrepublik Deutschland 
1945–1965, Paderborn 2000.
35 Briefe, die uns Freude machen, in: Frau und Mutter 34,3 (March 1951); Für und Gegen, in: Frau und 
Mutter 38,3 (March 1955). Readership was between 500 000–950 000. See 500 000 Frau und Mutter, 
in: Frau und Mutter 35,7 (July 1952).
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and a divergent approach from the male Volkswartbund that wished to confine all 
discussion of sex to private meetings between priests and married couples.

Despite providing a forum for discussion, the journalists of „Frau und Mutter“ 
adopted the same hard line as the Volkswartbund in opposing even use of the rhythm 
method on the eve of Pius XII’s speeches. Aenne Volk, a writer for the journal, answered 
the letter with the harshest criticism. She blamed the parents for not making the nec-
essary effort to raise children, called on them to make financial sacrifices, and asked 
association members to help overburdened mothers with their responsibilities.36 The 
journal blamed materialism and consumerism as excuses for having either one or two 
child families. It attacked an advertisement for a refrigerator that read: „Temporarily 
the stork must wait, until you have your home practically and beautifully equipped.“ 
The editors retorted, „A refrigerator instead of a child; that is materialism of the purest 
kind.“37

Although elite lay women shared the viewpoint of the clergy regarding family 
planning, many readers remained skeptical. Several letters indicated that a majority 
of them not only disregarded Church teaching on the matter, but derided those Catho-
lics with lots of children.38 The reader forums about family life shed light on a moment 
of openness for even the most conservative of Catholic women in the early 1950s. Most 
significantly, they uncover the willingness to debate questions that had previously 
been regarded as too sacred for public discussion, including use of the rhythm method 
as a form of birth control.

This analysis also contradicts stereotypes and portrayals of the women who 
filled Church pews and voted CDU as static, conservative, and anti-modern. Female 
lay elites sought open dialogue for Catholics about birth control and child-rearing. 
Association leaders cultivated a fragile balance of quietly working for change within 
the restrictions of a conservative Church while obeying – often with conviction – its 
preference for stern patriarchy. The group’s leader, Marianne Dirks, was both a mother 
of four daughters and the first lay president of the kfd. She became an ally of Cardinal 
Julius Döpfner and aligned with his project of adjusting the Church to meet some of 
the needs of the post-1945 era. She supported reformers at Vatican II and privately 
expressed distress at the pope’s stance with „Humanae Vitae“ in 1968 despite her 
organization’s and her husband’s public defense of it.39 Her future work indicates 
that her journal’s decision to print the views of women seeking change was likely part 

36 Wenige-aber gute … und die Antwort, in: Frau und Mutter 34,2 (February 1951).
37 Idamarie Solltmann, Zum großen Frauentag, in: Frau und Mutter 37,8 (August 1954). See also, 
Georg Volk, „…und was sagt der Arzt dazu?“, in: Frau und Mutter 34,2 (February 1951).
38 Briefe an die Frau und Mutter, in: Frau und Mutter 34,4 (April 1951).
39 Archive of the Katholische Frauengemeinschaft Deutschlands (KFD), Nachlass Marianne Dirks 
787: Refereate/Artikel/Skripte/Predigten/Rezensionen, Notizen von Marianne Dirks zu Humanae 
Vitae 1968.
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of a strategy to create dialogue between older women who wished for orthodoxy and 
younger mothers exhausted after the war and in an age of immense change.

After the speeches, the journal embraced the pope’s new stance on the rhythm 
method as a welcome change. Dirks deployed her husband, Walter, to editorialize on 
the impact of Pius XII’s seeming endorsement of using sex during infertile periods. 
A left-wing Catholic opponent of Konrad Adenauer, Walter Dirks was well-known for 
being what James Chappel would call a „fraternal Catholic“ due to his conception of 
marriage as a means to love rather than reproduction. Unlike the more orthodox com-
mentators on the speeches, he overlooked the fact that the pope still seemed to define 
indefinite use of the rhythm method as sinful. Breaking with the linguistic choices 
of the pope and referring to the rhythm method as „birth control“, he praised the 
speeches as an „important event“. He contrasted the days when the Church preached 
abstinence as the only method of family planning with a brighter future. He stated, 
„The discoveries of Knaus-Ogino mean that the number of children can more or less 
be according to the will of the individual married couple that also wish to obey the will 
of God and the laws of their creator.“ He warned against „abuse“ of the method and 
encouraged couples to seek balance between being overwhelmed by too many chil-
dren and avoiding parenthood altogether. This advocacy of a middle ground between 
strict orthodoxy of those uncomfortable with public discussion of marital sexuality 
and a larger West German culture that seemed to increasingly leave Catholic morality 
behind promoted the vision of his wife, Marianne. She hoped her leadership of this 
organization could forge bonds between the younger readers who wanted the Church 
to endorse birth control and her journalists and older members who rallied around 
the older principles of „Casti Cannubii“. For Catholics such as Walter and Marianne 
Dirks, Pius XII’s speeches were interpreted as an opportunity to overcome differences 
within West Germany Catholicism.

The 1951 speeches of Pius  XII were only a short-lived success even with their 
intended audience inside the Central Association for the Women’s and Mothers’ Asso-
ciations of West Germany. Catholic women who were not already aware soon realized 
that the rhythm method was not terribly efficacious and resulted in many unwanted 
pregnancies. By the late 1950s, letters to „Frau und Mutter“ complained about the 
method once again and expressed interest in other forms of contraception. The distri-
bution of birth control proliferated during the 1950s as Catholics increasingly based 
their sexual behavior on prevailing cultural norms instead of Church teaching.40 This 
attempt to modestly alter Church teaching in the early 1950s did not prevent building 
pressure for the Vatican to change its stance on birth control and a storm of protest 
after it refused to do so in 1968 with „Humanae Vitae“.41

40 Tichenor, Religious Crisis and Civic Transformation (see note 28), pp. 111–115.
41 Thomas Großbölt ing, Losing Heaven. Religion in Germany since 1945, New York 2017, pp. 36–39.
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Conclusion
Pius XII’s Addresses to the Catholic Union of Midwives on October 29, 1951 and the 
National Congress of the Family Front and the Association of Large Families on Novem-
ber 27, 1951 reverberated from Italy to West Germany. They caused consternation for 
orthodox Catholics who just a few years before had condemned using the rhythm 
method for as a means for birth control. After years of championing „Casti Cannubii“, 
these true-believers expressed anxiety at the possible abuse of the pope’s moderate 
change to the Vatican’s stance. The speeches resonated most with devout Catholics 
that genuinely wished for a way to plan smaller families while remaining within the 
boundaries of Church teaching. It was this group of readers of popular publications 
such as „Frau und Mutter“ that Walter and Marianne Dirks hoped to retain within 
the Catholic fold. Ultimately, the speeches were not a bold enough step to reconcile 
the majority of Catholics to Church teaching on birth control. In reality, the method 
seemed to be taught privately by many Catholic priests and medical professionals 
already throughout the 1930s and 1940s. The pope’s announcement caused an initial 
wave of enthusiasm and the sale of related products to assist couples who wished to 
use it for family planning. However, the bustling mail-order sale of contraceptives 
by Beate Uhse quickly overwhelmed such endeavors for Catholics and non-Catholics 
alike in West Germany.

Nonetheless, more research is warranted on the impact of these speeches in West 
Germany and other parts of Europe. In 1951, they occurred at a crucial moment in 
between „Casti Cannubii“ of 1930, to which many Catholics rallied, and „Humanae 
Vitae“ of 1968, which caused unprecedented public protest against the Vatican. With 
the opening of the papers of Pius XII as well as the underutilized document collections 
in Germany of the vibrant Catholic women’s associations of the 1950s, there is more 
to uncover. Did Pius XII genuinely intend for the speeches to serve as an olive branch 
of diplomacy for a changing European Catholic population? To what extent were 
everyday Catholics aware of the pope’s speeches and did they alter their outlooks? 
How did both traditionalists and reformers approach the speeches? What role did the 
aftermath of the war and the start of the Cold War play in their reception in Germany 
and throughout the world? While the storm of controversy surrounding the Pontifical 
Commission on Birth Control and Pope Paul VI’s 1968 encyclical, „Humanae Vitae“, 
receives much attention, not enough research and writing has been accomplished 
with Pius XII’s intervention in the 1950s as an intermediate step on the way toward 
the tumult of the late 1960s.


