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Abstract 

Contests over Contraception in Late Twentieth-Century Mexico follows how the 

birth control pill became immoral and centers Mexican Catholics in this history. From the 

early 1960s to the early 1970s, Mexican Catholic bishops, priests, and married couples 

debated the morality of the pill. Because the pill was primarily a hormonal invention, as 

opposed to a barrier method, it inspired many questions and debates about the purpose of 

sex. In the 1960s, the Church was reevaluating its doctrine—including its approach to sex 

and marriage—amidst modernization, social change, and cultural upheaval. Instead of 

assuming a monolithic Mexican Church, Contests over Contraception centers on the 

diversity of Catholic actors and their ideas. I argue that at the heart of these pluralistic 

debates about the morality of the pill was the contested place of nonprocreative sex in 

marriage, otherwise known as conjugality, marital intimacy, and pleasure. My work 

places the question of marital intimacy at the center of these debates, unsettling many of 

the dominant narratives about the Church in Mexico and Latin America in this period: a 

critic of economic oppression or a defender of family values. Just as much as the very 

real economic circumstances led many Mexicans to be concerned with family size, this 

concern was not mutually exclusive with concerns over marital intimacy and pleasure, as 

often inadvertently assumed. The fear of couples resorting to abortion was powerful 

enough to reconcile many of these different concerns and push Mexican Catholics to 

consider approving the pill. 
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This dissertation demonstrates that this history is much more than one of Catholic 

dissent or obedience in response to the Pope's prohibition of the pill in 1968. When we 

turn to Mexico, we see that these debates were about how couples, not individuals, made 

these decisions about their reproductive lives together. And so, marital intimacy—when 

and why couples should have sex and whether the pill could facilitate this process—was 

an important one. Concerns over economic circumstances only raised the stakes. This 

research suggests that the question of birth control is distinct from abortion, and invites a 

different set of questions, especially when studied in Mexico. Contemporary terminology 

used to discuss sexuality and reproduction (such as left/right or pro-life/pro-choice) did 

not apply to these complex debates in the 1960s. Centering on how Mexican Catholics 

conceived of conjugality, or pleasure between spouses, moves away from the equally 

important focus of individual rights and autonomy when discussing reproduction and 

sexuality. Historicizing how and when the pill became immoral in Mexico suggests 

reproductive matters were politicized at different rates across the world.  
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Introduction 

“Since I am the only married woman here, I feel I have the responsibility of 

saying that when we have had intercourse, giving life to our children, it wasn’t an act of 

concupiscence but an act of love,” shared Luz María Longoria Gama, a married woman 

of ten children, to a room full of bishops and cardinals in Rome for the final session of 

Vatican II in fall 1965.1 Accompanied by her husband, José Alvárez Icaza, Luz María 

shared her thoughts on a discussion about one of the Council’s most anticipated 

documents, Gaudium et spes (Pastoral Constitution on the Church in the Modern 

World).2 After all, one of Vatican II’s goals was aggiornamento, in other words, 

renovating Church teachings for the modern world, and so the world awaited the 

constitution.  The document’s chapter on marriage was under debate, and Luz María 

disliked how bishops and cardinals discussed the sex primarily in terms of 

concupiscence, or the fulfillment of lustful desire. For Luz María and her husband, sex 

had a much more profound purpose.  

 

1 As quoted in interview in Carmel Elizabeth McEnroy, Guests in Their Own House:The Women of Vatican 
II (New York : Crossroad, 1996), 142-144.The reason why I quote McEnroy’s interview is because she 
interviewed Luz María Longora Gama, and even tough this is a translation, I wanted to center Luz María’s 
voice. Historian Pastor Escobar interviewed José Alvárez Icaza, and gave a very similar account, but it was 
told from José’s perspective.  As found in Raquel Pastor Escobar, “Vaticano II en el laicado mexicano. José 
Álvarez Icaza y la puesta en práctica del Concilio Ecuménico” (PhD diss.: Universidad Nacional Autónoma 
de México, 2004), 179-180.  
2 See “Completing Gaudium et spes,” in Alberto Melloni, Federico Ruozzi, and Enrico Galavotti. Vatican 
II: The Complete History (New York: Paulist Press, 2015), 228. 
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Hearing the bishops’ ignorant comments, Luz María asked herself, “why did they 

[the bishops] put so much emphasis on concupiscence and sin…?”3 The bishops and 

cardinals reviewed the purposes of marriage as outlined by the 13th century Italian priest 

and philosopher, Thomas Aquinas. According to Aquinas’ hierarchy, the primary purpose 

of marriage—and implicitly, sex—was the procreation of the species, secondly, 

“conjugal complementarity,” and third, the remedy, or relief, of concupiscence.4 

For Luz María, it neglected the most important part of sex, the union between husband 

and wife. Marital relations played a crucial role in fostering intimacy, which was 

fundamental to married life. 

Encouraged by her husband to speak, Luz María Longoria Gama decided to share 

her thoughts at the meeting. She recalled that the “Holy Spirit sent down a strong ray, and 

I spoke.”5 Unsure whether anyone would even notice her or let her speak, she raised her 

hand. Cardinal Ottaviani’s secretary of saw her hand, chatted with Ottaviani, presumably 

asking if they could let her speak, and the cardinal said yes. And so, she spoke in Spanish 

to the people in the session. She recalled that those who immediately understood her 

words in Spanish had “wide eyes.”6 After waiting to have her words translated for those 

who did not know Spanish, she described how the “first they [the bishops] turned red, 

 

3  McEnroy, Guests in Their Own House, 143. 
4 The discussion of Aquinas (this aspect of the account) is taken from Pastor Escobar, “Vaticano II en el 
laicado mexicano,” 179.  
5McEnroy, Guests in Their Own House, 143.  
6 McEnroy, Guests in Their Own House, 143. 
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and then they laughed.”7 By the end of the session, Luz María said that many of the 

bishops and cardinals finally admitted that sex was more than just concupiscence, it was 

love. They asked Luz and Jose to come back the next day with materials for them to 

further discuss this aspect of marriage.  

Underlying this conversation of sex and marriage was the taboo subject at Vatican 

II:  the newly invented birth control pill.8 At an earlier session in October 1964, the 

Council president advised bishops and cardinals who examined an earlier version of the 

same document to avoid the question of the morality of the birth control pill in their 

discussion.9 By then, the world knew that the Pope was overseeing a separate 

commission to evaluate the morality of the pill. This rule remained in place for the final 

session in fall 1965, which Luz María and José attended. By this time, theologians, 

priests, and bishops debated the morality of the pill all over the world, including Mexico. 

It is very likely that those in attendance at the session with Luz and her husband, very 

much knew about the Catholic debates going on about the pill, the role of sex, and 

marriage outside of the formal sessions at Vatican II. For bishops and cardinals to admit 

that love was an equally important purpose of marriage was remarkable. Luz María’s 

intervention made it into the final version of Gaudium et spes. Though not an 

 

7 McEnroy, Guests in Their Own House, 143. 
8 Here I am building off journalist Robert McClory’s argument in, Turning Point: The Inside Story of the 
Papal Birth Control Commission, and How Humanae Vitae Changed the Life of Patty Crowley and the 
Future of the Church, (New York: Crossroad, 1995). 56.  
9 McClory, Tuning Point, 58.; For more on how session III debated marriage, see pp 58- 62. See Robert 
Blair Kaiser, The Politics of Sex and Religion (Kansas City, Leaven Press, 1985), 63.  
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endorsement of birth control, this recognition—that marital intimacy was an equally 

important purpose of sex alongside procreation— unsettled some of the bishops and 

cardinals who were most resistant to change. These critics were concerned that the 

constitution had left open the possibility of approving the birth control pill, which they 

viewed as morally objectionable. This acknowledgement would only complicate these 

ongoing debates over the morality of the pill.  

I posit that these multi-faceted debates, better known for their concerns about 

population growth, family size, and poverty, were equally about what Luz María called 

love, or in other words, marital intimacy. The question of marital intimacy was not in 

opposition to the question of family size and population, but a part of it. An unspoken 

assumption that has shaped scholarship is that concerns about family size were at odds 

with concerns about marital intimacy. In other words, depending on their economic and 

living situation, Latin Americans could only prioritize one concern over the other, but 

never both. As this dissertation shows, debates about marital intimacy in Mexico were 

intertwined with discussions of population, family size, and inequality.  In fact, these 

ideas debates shaped one another.  

Historical Background 

It is essential to review the developments that enabled this historical episode. The 

fact that a married laywoman had participated in a discussion at Vatican II’s final session, 

and convinced some of the highest authorities inside the Church to consider her 

perspective was extraordinary. The convergence of five factors allowed for the flexibility 
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and malleability of ideas concerning marriage, sex, and the pill inside the Catholic 

Church by the early 1960s: 1) the Church’s endorsement of the rhythm method, 2) the 

arrival of hormonal contraception in the form of a pill, 3) changing gender norms, 4) a 

growing Catholic interest in marriage, and 5) the announcement of Vatican II.  Despite 

these developments, which included economic growth, modernization, and a changing 

cultural landscape, most Mexicans continued to identify as Catholic into the 1960s. 

According to the 1960 census, 96% of Mexicans identified as Catholic, and a national 

survey from the late 1960s indicates a slightly higher number, 99%.10 

The Church’s endorsement of the rhythm method in 1951 came after a decades-

long debate about birth control. The Ogino-Knaus method also called the rhythm method 

and periodic continence, tracked a woman's fertility according to her menstrual cycle. In 

the early 1930s Dr. Kyusaku Ogino of Japan, and Dr. Hermann Knaus of Austria had 

conducted their studies independently but had made the same discovery: the existence of 

a sterile period during a woman's cycle. According to this method, a couple would avoid 

having sex around the time of the woman's ovulation.  

At the same time as scientific literature announced a new way to avoid 

conception, the rhythm method, Pope Pius XI published his encyclical in 1930, Casti 

connubii (On Christian Marriage), rejecting artificial contraception. The “conjugal act,” 

 

10 As cited in Luis Leñero Otero, Investigación De La Familia en México (México: Instituto Mexicano de 
Estudios Sociales, 1968), 96. His survey indicates 99%. 
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as he put it, was “destined primarily by nature for the begetting of children.”11 By 

reiterating the primary purpose of sex as procreative, Pius XI upheld the Church’s 

centuries-long male-centered understanding of sex. In other words, if a husband 

transmitted seed during sexual relations as nature intended, the act was natural, and 

therefore, moral. By this same logic, the Pope deemed artificial contraception “a sin 

against nature.”12 The same document also condemned eugenics, arguing that neither 

states nor public authorities can interfere with people’s decisions to marry and have 

children.13 It was a decision between husband and wife, and “their most wise and holy 

creator.”14 In 1931 in Mexico City, archbishop Pascual Díaz framed the encyclical in 

terms of “a spiritual campaign for Mexico’s children,” defending God’s ultimate purpose 

for marriage, reproduction.15  

Casti connubii also formally recognized the “secondary ends,” or secondary 

purpose of marriage. According to Pius XI, this secondary purpose of marriage was 

“mutual aid, the cultivating of mutual love, and the quieting of concupiscence.”16 The 

first two ends referred to the fostering of marital intimacy, and the last end referred to the 

silencing of sexual desire or lust. The use of sex for any of these reasons was moral if this 

 

11 Pope Pius XI, Casti Connubii (On Christian Marriage), The Holy See, December 31, 1930, sec. 54, 
https://www.vatican.va/content/pius-xi/en/encyclicals/documents/hf_p-xi_enc_19301231_casti-
connubii.html. 
12 Casti Connubii (On Christian Marriage), sec 54. 
13Casti Connubii (On Christian Marriage), secs. 68-70 
14 Casti Connubii (On Christian Marriage), sec. 22.  
15As quoted in Elizabeth O’Brien, Surgery and Salvation: The Roots of Reproductive Injustice in Mexico, 
1770-1940, (Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 2023), 217. For Elizabeth O’Brien’s 
reading of Casti Connubii, secs, 217- 229.  
16 Pius XI, Casti Connubii (On Christian Marriage), sec 59.  
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reasoning was subordinate to the primary purpose for having sex, procreation.17 Although 

the Church rejected artificial contraception, it had simultaneously acknowledged that 

fostering marital intimacy was a legitimate purpose of sex.  

In Mexico, the Church was figuring out its new relationship to society by this 

time in the 1930s. Following the conclusion of the Mexican Revolution just at the cusp of 

the 1920s, Catholics revolted against the new revolutionary, anticlerical state, in what is 

now called the Cristero Rebellion (1926-1929). Following this conflict, the Mexican 

Church no longer exerted direct political influence, but instead, primarily influenced 

society via cultural and social spheres.18 The 1917 Law of Family Relations and the later 

1928 Civil Code promoted the freedom to select spouses. It also made civil marriage 

(with the state) mandatory before couples could marry inside the Church and legalized 

divorce. Historian Kristina Boylan describes how for Catholics, these measures, 

combined with rampant disorganization of record-keeping in the aftermath of the 

revolution, led to the increased fear over the Church’s control over marriage.19 Marriage, 

after all, was one of the ways the Church still influenced society.   

It was not until 1951 that the Catholic Church formally approved of the rhythm 

method.  Pope Pius XII's 1951 "Address to Midwives on the Nature of their Profession," 

 

17 Pius XI, Casti Connubii (On Christian Marriage), sec 59. 
18 This is historian Ben Fallaw’s argument. Religion and State Formation in Postrevolutionary Mexico 
(Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2013). 
19 Kristina Boylan, “Revolutionary and Not-So-Revolutionary Negotiations in Catholic Annulment, 
Bigamy, and Divorce Trials: The Archdiocese of Mexico, 1929-1940,” 167- 183, in Faith and Impiety in 
Revolutionary Mexico, ed. Matthew Butler, (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2007).  
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endorsed this way of managing and spacing births.  He directly referred to Casti 

connubii, affirming that anything that hinders “the procreation of new life is immoral.”20 

Pius XII continued, arguing that any form of “[d]irect sterilization” was a “grave 

violation of the moral law.”21 Direct sterilization was any act, either as a means or an end, 

that made “procreation impossible.”22 The rhythm method was moral because the sterile 

period of a woman’s cycle was natural, whereas artificial contraception was an abusive, 

sterilizing act. 

The Pope warned that a couple’s motives mattered. If, for instance, the couple 

only had sex during a woman’s sterile period, denying the husband’s “right to ask for the 

debt,” in other words, seeking marital relations, this was an immoral application of the 

rhythm method.23 In other words, if a couple was following a woman’s sterile periods so 

strictly that it prevented the husband from asking for marital relations, or in the Pope’s 

terms, debt, this use of the rhythm method was immoral. On the other hand, if a couple 

had appropriate motives to space births, which the Pope outlined as “medical, eugenic, 

economic, and social,” without defining them clearly in his address, they were exempt 

from fulfilling this “debt.”24 This way, the rhythm upheld the centuries-long emphasis on 

 

20 Pope Pius XII, “Address to Midwives on the Nature of their Profession,” The Holy See, October 29, 
1951. https://www.papalencyclicals.net/pius12/p12midwives.htm. 
21 Pius XII, “Address to Midwives.” 
22 Pius XII, “Address to Midwives.” 
23 Pius XII, “Address to Midwives.” 
24 Pius XII, “Address to Midwives.” 
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keeping sex natural while also allowing couples some form of managing and spacing 

births.  

While Pius XII upheld that sex was ultimately procreative, he also warned 

Catholics from thinking about sex strictly in biological terms. Pius XII affirmed that 

while sex was significant for marital intimacy, intimacy could not be superior to 

procreation. At the same time, the Pope rejected reducing the "conjugal act" to the 

"transmission of seed."25 Such thinking, Pius XII argued, reduced family "into a 

biological laboratory."26 Sex was not just enjoyment, nor was it just a biological impulse. 

His discussion of the secondary ends of marriage affirmed that marital intimacy, although 

important, was subordinate to the primary, procreative purpose of sex.  

As news of the development of pill-form hormonal contraception spread 

worldwide, Catholics debated the morality of using such a pill in the context of these 

discussions over sex, marriage, and the rhythm method. In 1958, Pius XII again clarified 

these questions, citing "these same principles" that underlined recent teachings.27 Citing 

his 1951 address and the 1930 encyclical, Casti connubii, Pius XII affirmed that direct 

sterilization was immoral. What was new in the 1951 address was that he distinguished 

between direct and indirect sterilization. Indirect sterilization was morally permissible, 

 

25Pius XII, “Address to Midwives.” 
26Pius XII, “Address to Midwives.” 
27 Pope Pius XII, “Speech of His Holiness to the VII Congress of the International Society of Hematology,” 
Holy See, September 12, 1958. https://nacn-usa.org/wp-content/uploads/Pius-XII-1958-Society-on-
Hematology.pdf.  
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depending on, as he put it, “the intention of the person.”28 His examples, however, 

centered on women in this decision-making process.  For instance, if a woman took the 

pill to alleviate a medically irregular phenomena, such as "exaggerated reactions of the 

uterus," it was morally permissible.29 On the other hand, if a woman took the pill to 

prevent conception, this was immoral. Therefore, the intention behind using the pill was 

central to determining if its use was morally permissible.  

Even though the Church had been answering these questions regarding marriage 

and sex since the 1930s, the coming of the pill in the early 1960s reignited these debates.  

The arrival of a hormonal contraception in the form of a pill challenged the Vatican’s 

masculine understanding of sexual relations. Technically, hormonal contraception did not 

challenge the way the Church understood sexual relations—if a man transmitted seed as 

nature intended, sexual relations were natural and therefore, moral. This view was upheld 

in the rhythm method, since during a sterile period, the man, theoretically, would transmit 

seed as planned. According to this logic, then, it was very possible that the newly 

invented birth control pill was morally permissible. Unlike previous forms of birth 

control, such as the condom, considered a barrier method, it did not physically obstruct 

the sexual act. Catholic leaders, theologians, and priests began to ask about the morality 

of the pill, particularly following its FDA approval in the United States by 1960.  

 

28 Pius XII, “Speech to the International Society of Hematology.” 
29 Pius XII, “Speech to the International Society of Hematology.” 
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By the late 1950s, Mexicans —including Jose Alvárez Icaza and Luz María—

reaped benefits from what historians call the “Mexican miracle,” or postwar economic 

growth. José Alvárez Icaza, born in 1921, had grown up in Mexico City, with his 

family’s economic status fluctuating throughout the course of his childhood. Luz María 

Longoria Gama, on the other hand, born in 1924, was the daughter of a prominent doctor 

in Mexico City. By 1943, José Alvárez Icaza became an engineer and began a 

construction company with his friends, including his future brother-in-law. In these early 

years, José Alvárez Icaza devoted much of his time to expanding his company, which 

benefitted from the state’s decision to implement import substitution industrialization, 

which replaced foreign imports with domestic products, industries, and manufacturing. 

José’s company took on many projects, contributing to Mexico’s expansion.30 While 

economic conditions improved for this middle class, including José’s construction 

company, for the rest of Mexicans, economic disparity widened. Many rural migrants 

moved from the countryside into cities, seeking economic opportunity.  

In this period, during the Mexican miracle, Mexico also experienced its pinnacle 

in cultural production. From 1940s to the 1960s, Mexico experienced what historians call 

its “golden age” of film, literature, and art. In the face of such vast cultural production, 

Catholic women’s organizations conducted moralization campaigns targeting television, 

films, and magazines to publish materials affirming Catholic morals regarding family and 

gender norms. Women’s magazines began to feature love stories and advice columns 

 

30 Pastor Escobar, Vaticano II en el laicado mexicano,” 132-7.  
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brimming with real-life experiences. Just as José began to establish his career and 

company around 1943, he began to date Luz María. They spent their courtship attending 

cultural and music events at the Palacio de Bellas Artes (Palace of Fine Arts) in 

downtown Mexico City. They dated almost three years, and then they got married in 

1947.31  

Accompanying this rich cultural production came changes in gender norms and a 

growing counterculture. Mexican women could vote, a right they gained in 1953. They 

participated in their first presidential election in 1958.32 Divorce rates had increased, and 

more women were entering the workforce.33 A rising counterculture was on the rise, 

challenging how men and women dressed, behaved, and consumed.34 Historian Eric 

Zolov describes how the state formed a patriarchal ideology that built itself around the 

idea of the “Revolutionary Family,” with the president at the head of the family, and the 

Virgin of Guadalupe, the mother.35 This youth had rebelled against the state's patriarchal 

ideology and, by extension, their parents.36 Women had participated alongside their male 

counterparts in youth culture and the student protests, often facing double standards 

regarding their behavior, choices, and sexual practices.37  

 

31 Pastor Escobar, Vaticano II en el laicado mexicano,” 136-7. 
32 Felitti, “De La ‘Mujer Moderna’,” 1346.  
33 Eric Zolov, Refried Elvis: The Rise of the Mexican Counterculture (Berkeley: University of California 
Press, 1999), 28. 
34 Zolov, Refried Elvis, 28. 
35 Zolov, Refried Elvis, 2–3. 
36 Zolov, Refried Elvis, 1.  
37 For a brief overview of gender in youth culture and the student protests of 1968,  
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It was in this context that the Movimiento Familiar Cristiano (MFC) (Christian 

Family Movement) in 1958 was founded in Mexico City. While previous Catholic 

organizations in Mexico were segregated by gender, this organization was the first to be 

run by couples for couples. Inspired by the development of similar movements in France 

and the United States during the 1940s, the MFC arrived in Latin America first in 

Uruguay in 1948 and made its way to Mexico City just ten years later.38 The Mexican 

MFC’s first co-presidents were José Alvárez Icaza and Luz María Longoria Gama, the 

couple who intervened at Vatican II.  

Lastly, in 1959, Pope John XXIII announced the coming of a Second Vatican 

Council, set to take place from 1962 to 1965. A spirit of aggiornamento (updating) began 

to sweep the world, and in Mexico in particular. Catholics began to imagine how the 

Church would renovate its teachings and to meet the demands of the modern world. 

Though formally, historians recognize 1968 as the launchpad for liberation theology, the 

circulation of these ideas were already felt in Mexico and across Latin America, as Julia 

Young and Stephan Andes argue.39 Liberation theology was a line of Catholic thinking 

that called for the liberation of economically oppressed people of Latin America, 

 

38Pastor Escobar, Vaticano II en el laicado mexicano,” 145. 
39 Stephen J. C. Andes and Julia Young, eds, Local Church, Global Church: Catholic Activism in Latin 
America from Rerum Novarum to Vatican II (Washington, D.C.: Catholic University of America Press, 
2016). 
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influenced by Marxism. In Mexico, the Mexican Church’s strong tradition of the “social 

question,” meaning the interest in economic inequality thrived and continued.40  

The spirit of aggiornamento led not only to the invitation of a married couple at 

Vatican II, but the willingness of bishops and cardinals to listen to a married couple from 

Mexico.  Luz’s intervention made into the final version of the constitution. The 

constitution clearly said that “Marriage to be sure is not instituted solely for procreation; 

rather, its very nature as an unbreakable compact between persons, and the welfare of the 

children, both demand that the mutual love of the spouses be embodied in a rightly 

ordered manner, that it grow and ripen.”41 In other words, marital intimacy was now seen 

as equally important to procreation. This set the stage for a series of debates over the pill, 

but really the contested place of nonprocreative sex in marriage. 

Rethinking Catholicism, Gender, and Sexuality in 20th Century Mexico  

Attention to institutional conflict between Church and state is reflected in the 

history of Catholicism, gender, and sexuality. In postrevolutionary Mexico, Catholics and 

the state fought over the question of education generally, sex education. A rich set of 

work looks at the work of Catholic women's organizations and their opposition to sex 

 

40 Since 1891, when Rerum Novarum (On Capital and Labor) was released, which reflected on the 
industrial revolution and the development of capitalism, a rich Catholic social tradition in Mexico emerged. 
Though it would not formally receive its name until August 1968, a new thread of a social Catholic 
activism was already in development in Latin America, called liberation theology. 
41 Pope Paul VI, Gaudium et spes (Pastoral Constitution on the Church in the Modern World), Holy See, 
December 7, 1965, Chapter 1, sec. 50.  
https://www.vatican.va/archive/hist_councils/ii_vatican_council/documents/vat-
ii_const_19651207_gaudium-et-spes_en.html. 
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education in the 1930s.42 The same focus is echoed in the study of mid-century Catholic 

women's activism, which has focused on how middle-class, anti-Communist Catholics —

particularly women—were preoccupied with state and societal threats to the family.43 For 

Loaeza, Catholic women-led anticommunism helped restore the institutional Church in 

Mexico.  

The work of historian Valentina Torres Septién begins to show how this is more 

than just a simple history of obeying Catholic dogma. In her work on the Mexican 

Catholic urban middle class (from 1940 to 1970), she shows how Catholic youth 

reinforced Catholic ideals about love, relationships, and marriage but also sought 

alternate spaces in magazines.44 Torres Septién is more interested in a synchronic study, 

so she offers a deep study of Catholic ideas and practices. Torres Septién captures a 

 

42 Anne Rubenstein "Raised voices in the Cine Montecarlo: sex education, mass media, and oppositional politics 
in Mexico," Journal of Family History,  XXIII, num. 3 (1998), 312-323.; Kristina A. Boylan, "Gendering the 
Faith and Altering the Nation: Mexican Catholic Women’s Activism, 1917–1940," & Patience Schell, “Gender, 
Class, and Anxiety at the Gabriel Mistral Vocational School, Revolutionary Mexico City,” in Sex in Revolution: 
Gender, Politics, and Power in Modern Mexico, ed. Jocelyn Olcott, et al. (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 
2006); Belinda Arteaga, A gritos y sombrerazos. Historia de los debates sobre educación sexual en México, 
1906-1946, (México, Universidad Pedagógica Nacional/Miguel Ángel Porrúa, 2002); Stephen Andes, The 
Vatican and Catholic Activism in Mexico and Chile: The Politics of Transnational Catholicism, 1920-1940, 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2014); Stephen J. C. Andes, The Mysterious Sofía: One Woman's 
Mission to Save Catholicism in Twentieth-Century Mexico, (Lincoln : University of Nebraska Press, 2019); 
María Del Carmen Zavala Ramírez, "¿De quien son los niños? Estado, familia y educación sexual en 
México en la decada de 1930," Signos Históricos, no. 41 (2019): 154-191. 
43 Soledad Loaeza, “Mexico in the Fifties: Women and Church in Holy Alliance,” Women’s Quarterly 
33(3-4), 2005, 138-160. Soledad Loaeza argues that the 1950s was the “apogee of Mexican Catholicism” 
and that Catholic women were central to this anticommunism. 
44 Valentina Torres Septién, “El amor desde la práctica discursivo de la Iglesia Católica preconciliar,” in.  
Amor e historia : la expresi6n de los afectos en el mundo de ayer, ed. Pilar Gonzalbo Aizpuru, (Mexixo 
City; El Colegio de México, 2013), “Bendita Sea Tu Pureza: Relaciones Amorosas de los Jóvenes 
Católicos en México (1940-1960)” in Tradiciones y conflictos: historias de la vida cotidiana en México e 
Hispanoamérica, eds. Pilar Gonzalbo Aizpuru and Mílada Bazant, (Mexico City, El Colegio de México), 
2007, “ Una familia de Tantas. La Celebración de las Fiestas Familiares Católicas en México (1940-1960), 
Historia de la vida cortidiana en México 5, 171-205.  
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historical moment with richness and many details. While she suggests changes and 

gestures towards shifts in this period of focus (roughly 1940 to 1970), regarding ideas 

about marriage, sex, and love she leaves many questions unanswered. The period had 

more discontinuities than Torres Septién's work suggests. As this dissertation argues, the 

1960s were a distinctive period.  

Considered a major turning point in the recent history of Mexico, historians have 

and continue to unpack the importance of '68 student protests and state violence. On 

October 2, 1968, the state brutally murdered civilians (numbers are contested) in Mexico 

City. Ten days before Mexico was to host the Olympics, military and police killed 

students and civilians protesting at the Plaza de las Tres Culturas (Plaza of Three 

Cultures). Strikers were not protesting state repression nor the Olympics, as often 

portrayed, but were calling for democratization. The state had been working to prepare to 

host the 1968 Summer Olympics in Mexico City. It was the first developing nation to do 

so, therefore, evidence to the world that Mexico was modern. Despite the outbreak of 

state violence, the Olympics continued. Meanwhile, citizens were frustrated by the 

inconsistencies between how the Mexican state portrayed itself internationally and its 

harsh, authoritarian domestic reality. 

Historians have begun to delve into the implications of ’68 for the Catholic 

Church in Mexico. In the words of historian Matthew Butler, just as recent scholarship 

has begun to diversify the history of the ’68 movement by including politically 

conservative and Catholic actors, scholarship on Catholicism in the 1960s has begun to 
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do the same.45 Indeed, scholarship on the “divergent expressions of Catholicism,” to 

borrow historian Jaime Pensado’s words, is growing.46 Notably, in his work, Pensado 

addresses conservative and progressive Catholic actors, as well as sexuality, but only 

briefly mentions the question of the pill and Humanae vitae.47 Pensado’s work shows us 

that ’68 was a turning point inside the Catholic Church, and produced a set of Catholic 

activists who criticized stated authoritarianism, state violence, and advocated for human 

rights. Though these critical Catholic voices also commented on the pill, this aspect of 

their commentaries and work has been less explored. This is true, for example, for José 

Alvárez Icaza and Luz María Longoria Gama. They are primarily remembered for their 

intervention and advocacy for human rights in the 1970s, though historians have focused 

on other aspects of their contributions, such as the Movimiento Familiar Cristiano 

(MFC).48  

 

45See "Catholic Mobilizations in Twentieth-Century Mexico: From Pious Lynchings and Fascist Salutes to 
a "Catholic 1968," Maoist Priests, and the Post-Cristero Apocalypse," The Americas 79, no. 2 (2022): 181-
196. muse.jhu.edu/article/852249. For an exemplary work, see Jaime M. Pensado and Enrique C. Ochoa, 
eds., México Beyond 1968: Revolutionaries, Radicals, and Repression during the Global Sixties and 
Subversive Seventies (Tucson: University of Arizona Press, 2018). 
46  Jaime M. Pensado, "Silencing Rebellious Priests: Rodolfo Escamilla García and the Repression of 
Progressive Catholicism in Cold-War Mexico," The Americas (Washington. 1944) 79, no. 2 (2022): 266. 
https://doi.org/10.1017/tam.2021.146. 
47 Jaime Pensado, Love and Despair: How Catholic Activism Shaped Politics and the Counterculture in 
Modern Mexico, (Oakland, California: University of California Press, 2023). 
48Pensado, “Silencing Rebellious Priests,”; Pastor Escobar, “Vaticano II en el laicado mexicano,” and 
Ariana Quezada, “The Revolution in Crisis: A History of Human Rights in Mexico, 1970–1980” (PhD 
diss.: University of Oklahoma, 2016). Exceptions include Saúl Espino Armendáriz, “Feminismo católico en 
México: la historia del CIDHAL y sus redes transnacionales (c. 1960-1990),” (PhD diss., El Colegio de 
México, 2019) and María Martha Pacheco Hinojosa, “Iglesia, Familia y Sociedad: una aproximación al 
Movimiento Familiar Cristiano en México (1958-1971),” (Master’s thesis, Universidad Iberoamericana, 
1993). 

https://doi.org/10.1017/tam.2021.146.
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The same focus is true for figures important to Mexico’s development of 

liberation theology—though they commented on the pill, population, and marriage, this 

aspect of their work has been less explored. In Spanish-language scholarship, the 

Liberationist school contains writings are self-congratulatory and uncritical of the 

movement.49 Spanish- and English-language literature of liberation theology in Mexico 

has focused on key figures such as Bishop Sergio Méndez Arceo and his network in 

Cuernavaca, and Bishop Samuel Ruiz of Chiapas.50 Furthermore, scholarship has also 

examined the formation of the Consejo Episcopal Latinoamericano (CELAM), the Latin 

American Episcopal Council.  Scholars have explored how the 1968 Medellín 

Conference helped launch the rise of liberation theology in Latin America, as well as its 

subsequent conferences, such as in Puebla in 1979.51  

 

49 I am influenced by a conversation with Saúl Espino Armendáriz. Exemplary works include Enrique 
Dussel, Teología de la liberación. Un panorama de su desarrollo, (Ciudad de México, Potrerillos Editores, 
1995) and Luis G. Del Valle, “Teología de la Liberación en México”, in Roberto Blancarte (ed.), El 
pensamiento social de los católicos mexicanos, (México: Fondo de Cultura Económica, 1996). 
50 For literature on Bishop Méndez Arceo see, Gabriela Videla, Sergio Méndez Arceo: Un Señor Obispo, 
(México, D.F.: Ediciones Nuevomar, 1984) and Chapter 6 of Jennifer Scheper Hughes, Biography of a 
Mexican Crucifix: Lived Religion and Local Faith from the Conquest to the Present, (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2010). For work on Ivan Illich, see Todd Hartch, The Prophet of Cuernavaca : Ivan Illich 
and the Crisis of the West, (New York, NY : Oxford University Press, 2015); Rosa Bruno-Jofré and Jon 
Igelmo Zaldívar,  “The Center for Intercultural Formation, Cuernavaca, Mexico, its Reports (1962-1967) 
and Illich’s Critical Understanding of Mission in Latin America,” Hispania Sacra, 66 (2014), 457-487; Jon 
Igelmo Zaldívar and Patricia Quiroga Uceda, “ “Ivan Illich and the Conflict with Vatican (1966-1969),” 
The International Journal of Illich Studies 2:1 (2011),  3-12; Lya Quintanilla Gutiérrez, Los volcanes de 
Cuernavaca. Sergio Méndez Arceo, Gregorio Lemercier, Iván Illich, (Cuernavaca,: La Jornada de Morelos, 
2007); For work on Bishop Samuel Ruiz, see Salvador Abascal, La Verdad Sobre Chiapas Y El 
Comandante Samuel, (México : Editorial Tradición, 1994); Arturo F. Reyes and Miguel Angel Zebadúa 
Carboney, Samuel Ruiz : Su Lucha Por La Paz En Chiapas, (México, D.F. : Ediciones del Milenio, 1995);  
Gary MacEóin, The People's Church : Bishop Samuel Ruiz of Mexico and Why He Matters, (New York : 
Crossroad, 1996). 
51 For literature on CELAM see Martín de la Rosa, “La Iglesia católica en México. Del Vaticano II a la 
CELAM III (1965 -1979), Cuadernos Políticos, 19 (1979), 88-104; Enrique Dussel, De Medellín a Puebla. 
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My work builds on recent scholarship that has diversified this male-centered 

history of liberation theology inside and outside of Mexico, by centering women and 

indigenous groups. By moving beyond male liberationists alone, historians have shown 

how other liberationists, discussed gendered and racialized concerns. Saúl Espino 

Armendáriz’s recent work includes the most scholarly treatment of the Catholic birth 

control question in Mexico, arguing that there was religious dissidence in Cuernavaca, a 

site of radicalization in the Mexican Catholic Church.52 Espino Armendáriz and Mariana 

Gómez Villanueva have revealed the role of women activists in Cuernavaca, Eben Levy, 

the role of indigenous people in Mexico, and Lillian Calles Barger, the role of feminist 

and black liberation theologies across the Americas.53 

By centering on various Catholic actors in the 1960s and the flexibility of their 

ideas, my dissertation joins historiography that explores how this ’68 generation 

experienced cultural change including a rising counterculture.54 Though the Catholic 

 

Una década de sangre y esperanza (1968-1979), (México, Edicol; Centro de Estudios Ecuménicos, 1979); 
Javier Darío Restrepo, Celam 40 añOs Sirviendo E Integrando : Datos Para Una Historia., (Santafé de 
Bogotá, D.C., Colombia : Consejo Episcopal Latinoamericano, 1995). The remaining literature is mainly 
testimonial and reprints of documents from the conferences.  
52 Espino Armendáriz, “Feminismo católico en México.” 
53 Espino Armendáriz, “Feminismo católico en México,” ; Mariana Gómez Villanueva is a student at Mora 
Instittue in Mexico City. Eben Levy, “Making Liberation Theology Indigenous:the Seminario Regional del 
Sureste (SERESURE) and Indigenous Mexico, 1969-1990” In Christian Büschges, Andrea Müller, Noah 
Oehri, eds. Liberation Theology and the Others : Contextualizing Catholic Activism in 20th Century Latin 
America,  (Lanham: Lexington Books, 2021).;  Lillian Calles Barger, The World Come of Age: An 
Intellectual History of Liberation Theology, (New York: Oxford University Press, 2018). 
54 See Pensado, Love and Despair; Susana Draper, 1968 Mexico: Constellations of Freedom and 
Democracy (Durham: Duke University Press, 2018); Elaine Carey, Protests in the Streets : 1968 
across the Globe (Indianapolis: Hackett Publishing Company, Inc, 2016); Mary K. Vaughan, 
Portrait of a Young Painter:Pepe Zúñiga and Mexico City's Rebel Generation (Durham: Duke University 
Press, 2015). Louise E. Walker, Waking from the Dream: Mexico's Middle Classes after 1968 (Stanford, 
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actors at the center of my study were not as radical or transgressive as these other, more 

rebellious sectors of Mexican society, they did experience transformation. The 

recognition that couples had the right to marital intimacy, as my dissertation shows, 

changed the way Mexican Catholics—priests and couples alike—approached questions 

around the pill, sex, and marriage. I continue the story Torres Septién ends in the 1960s, 

focusing on Mexican Catholics’ transformations during this turbulent period.   

Historians of the Mexican Catholic Church have begun to unpack the Mexican 

Church’s response to the state’s declaration that it would implement a family planning 

campaign in spring 1972. Historians unanimously agree that the bishops initially 

endorsed the change, which most believe signified a deepening of Church-state 

relations.55 In these histories, the bishops’ revision process appears as a tiny plot point in 

an otherwise grand narrative about the Mexican Catholic Church.56 On the other hand, 

 

California: Stanford University Press, 2013); Jaime M. Pensado,  and Enrique C. Ochoa, eds. México 
Beyond 1968; Lessie Jo Frazier and Deborah Cohen, eds., Gender and Sexuality in 1968 : Transformative 
Politics in the Cultural Imagination ( New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2009); Eric Zolov, Rebel Mexico: 
The Rise of the Mexican Counterculture (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1999). 
55 Historians Soledad Loeaza and Saúl Espino Armendáriz describe a convergence of goals between Church 
and state see respectively, La Restauración, 105 and “Feminismo católico,” 106. Similarly, Peter Reich 
makes the argument that Church-state relations were collaborative (as opposed to opposition) and includes 
the family planning campaign as an instance. See Mexico's Hidden Revolution: The Catholic Church in 
Law and Politics since 1929 (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 1995), 106. Matthew Guttman 
describes the Church offering “de facto support” for the family planning campaign. Fixing Men, 111. 
Frederick C. Turner says the Church endorsed the state’s plan. Responsible Parenthood: The Politics of 
Mexico’s New Population Policies, (Washington: American Enterprise Institute for Public Policy Research, 
1974), 30. On the other hand, Roberto Blancarte describes this whole moment as a ‘discord’ between 
Church and state, but notes that the bishops did like the language of the state’s policy – that it would 
respect couples’ decisions. Historia de la Iglesia Católica en México, 314- 317; Soledad Loaeza, La 
Restauración de la Iglesia Católica en la Transición Mexicana (México, D.F. : El Colegio de México, 
2013), 105. 
56 In these grand histories, this episode remains inconsequential in comparison to their other equally 
important findings. Soledad Loaeza, La Restauración,105. Blancarte, Historia de la Iglesia Católica en 
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historians have shown how the state’s policy, rather than an abrupt change, was the result 

of a longer history of family planning activities that began decades earlier and how these 

actors had to circumvent, or avoid Catholic concerns.57 Another body of work has 

illustrated how CONAPO, or the National Population Council (Consejo Nacional de 

Población) effectively promoted the family planning campaign, particularly its media 

production.58 Although the pope formally prohibited the pill in July 1968 my dissertation 

shows that the Mexican bishops did not enforce this doctrine until the state implemented 

a family planning campaign in the early 1970s. 

(Catholic) Histories of the Pill Across Latin America and the World  

My dissertation posits that Mexican Catholics were just as capable of debating 

marital intimacy, conjugality, or sex between husband and wife, as much as 

 

México, 314-317. In her 1994 study of the MFC, historian María Martha Pacheco Hinojosa openly shares 
those questions of family planning is beyond the scope of her study. “Iglesia, Familia y Sociedad: una 
aproximación al Movimiento Familiar Cristiano en México (1958-1971), (Master’s thesis, Universidad 
Iberoamericana, 1993), 162-167. Special thanks to María Martha Pacheco Hinojosa for sharing her thesis 
with me. Historian Saúl Espino Armendáriz’s account of the multi-faceted responses of the Mexican 
Catholic Church, see “Feminismo católico,”199-208. Specifically, Espino Armendáriz frames these 
responses in a wider transnational context, calling it “religious dissidence.” 
57 See recent works, for example, Stephanie Baker Opperman, "'There Was No 'Family Planning 
Movement,' There Was Just Us': The Asociación Pro-Salud Maternal and Birth Control in 1960s Mexico." 
Journal of women's history 34, no. 2 (2022): 97-118. https://doi.org/10.1353/jowh.2022.0015. and Martha 
Liliana Espinosa Tavares, "'They Are Coming in So Fast That If We Had Publicity About the Clinic We 
Would Be Swamped': Edris Rice-Wray, the First Family Planning Clinic in Mexico (1959), and the 
Intervention of Us-Based Private Foundations." Journal of women's history 34, no. 2 (2022): 76-96. 
https://doi.org/10.1353/jowh.2022.0014. Both of these works are attentive to dynamics with the Church. 
See foundational work, Gabriela Soto Laveaga, Jungle Laboratories: Mexican Peasants, National Projects 
and the Making of the Pill, (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2009). 
58  See Manon Parry, Broadcasting Birth Control: Mass Media and Family Planning, (New Brunswick: 
Rutgers University Press, 2013) and  Gabriela Soto Laveaga, “ ‘Let's Become Fewer’: Soap Operas, 
Contraception, and Nationalizing the Mexican Family in an Overpopulated World," Sexuality Research & 
Social Policy 4, no. 3 (2007):19-33. https://doi.org/10.1525/srsp.2007.4.3.19. 

https://doi.org/10.1353/jowh.2022.0015.
https://doi.org/10.1353/jowh.2022.0014.
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socioeconomic concerns, such as family size. As sites of exacerbating poverty, and 

targets of population control efforts, scholars have had to contend with Latin America’s 

historical circumstances, including the imperialistic ambitions of US population 

controllers.  

To move away from victimizing Latin Americans, a recent wave of scholars of 

family planning and population policy have emphasized the role of local actors in 

collaborating with foreign entities to implement population control to advance their own 

interests. Thanks to these scholars, we know about Catholics across the region and their 

responses to questions of the pill, family planning, and population. Historians have 

shown how priests and bishops in other parts of Latin America discussed birth control 

and the Pope’s decision in the context of emerging discourses around liberation theology, 

inequality, and population. Notably, Raúl Necochea López found that priests working in 

the urban centers of Peru justified the use of the pill for married couples to minimize 

poverty.59 In Chile, Jadwiga Pieper Mooney found that bishops and priests, given their 

concerns over population, inequality, and abortion, approved of a couples’ right to make 

decisions about their reproductive lives.60 Juan Alejandro Lopera López looks at the 

contradictory Catholic radio campaign that advised Colombian Catholics to use family 

 

59 See Chapter 6 in  Raúl  Necochea López, A History of Family Planning in Twentieth-Century Peru 
(Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 2015); Raúl Necochea López, "Priests and Pills: 
Catholic Family Planning in Peru, 1967-1976," Latin American Research Review 43, no. 2 (2008). 
https://doi.org/10.1353/lar.0.0025. 
60 Chapter 3 “Planning Motherhood under Christian Democracy,”71- 101, In Jadwiga E. Pieper Mooney, 
The Politics of Motherhood: Maternity and Women's Rights in Twentieth-Century Chile (Pittsburgh, PA: 
University of Pittsburgh Press, 2009). 
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planning, showing the diversity of Catholic opinion about the pill.61 Alisa Sánchez shows 

how Colombia’s decision to implement family planning in the late 1960s—that despite 

their disagreements, policymakers, Catholic, and state officials converged in their desire 

to avoid abortion.62 On the other hand, scholars of the US and Europe have studied this 

question without having to deal with their subjects as targets of population control efforts, 

and thus, has produced more work on marital intimacy and desire more broadly.63  

Conversely, it is no surprise then that scholars of Argentina, a site in Latin America that 

had the opposite problem—a stalling population growth rate—have also addressed 

questions related to conjugality.64 

Another factor that contributes to this misconception regarding the Catholic 

history of how the pill became immoral is that scholars have inflated the dissent of US 

Catholics on the global stage. Indeed, some US Catholics became popular for openly 

publicizing their views contrary to Church doctrine, such as US doctor and co-inventor of 

the pill, John Rock, and openly dissenting priest, Charles Curran.65 Historians often use 

 

61 Juan Alejandro Lopera López, “Paternidad O Procreación Responsable: Iglesia Católica, Acción Cultural 
Popular Y Control De La Natalidad En Colombia (1964-1978)." Historia Y Sociedad, no. 31 (2016): 235-
67. doi:10.15446/hys.n31.55450.   
62 Alisa Sánchez, “Population Discourse, Family Planning Policies, and Development in Colombia, 1960-
1969,” in   59- 81,” Reproductive Justice and Sexual Rights: Transnational Perspectives, ed. Tanya Saroj 
Bakhru (New York: Routledge, 2019).  
63  For Europe see anthology, Ed. Alana Harris, The Schism of '68: Catholicism, Contraception and 
Humanae Vitae in Europe, 1945-1975, ed. Alana Harris (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2018); For US, see 
Leslie Woodcock Tentler, Catholics and Contraception: An American History, (Ithaca: Cornell University 
Press, 2004). 
64 Felitti, "Planificación Familiar,” Estudios Demográficos Y Urbanos, 79th ser., 27, no. 1 (2012): 168.  
65 John Rock, The Time Has Come: A Catholic Doctor's Proposals to End the Battle over Birth Control, 
(New York: Knopf, 1963). American priest Charles Curran publicly dissented. See his Contraception; 
Authority and Dissent (New York: Herder and Herder, 1969). Law professor John T. Noonan wrote a 
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the term “dissent” too loosely to describe US Catholics, when these actors also were 

negotiating power dynamics.66 For example, historian of the US Christian Family 

Movement Jeffrey M. Burns uses the term “dissent” to describe the role of US co-leaders 

Pat and Patty Crowley, when in reality, it was more complicated.67 As this dissertation 

shows, the Crowleys had to navigate the tension between their personal beliefs and their 

public roles. Scholars turn to the prevalence of contraceptive use among US Catholics, 

using that to prove the Church’s irrelevance in this sphere of their lives, without 

considering the broader dynamics. 68   

On the other hand, in global histories, Latin America appears as a site where the 

Catholic Church has had exceptional influence when it comes to the broader sphere of 

what is now called reproductive rights (an umbrella term that includes abortion and 

access to birth control). In his sweeping, global history of modern Catholicism, John 

 

history of evolving Catholic doctrine on contraception and argued that the Church could (and should) 
approve of the pill. He was a member of the Birth Control Commission. John T. Noonan Jr, Contraception: 
A History of Its Treatment by the Catholic Theologians and Canonists, (Cambridge: Belknap Press of 
Harvard University Press, 1965). 
66 For examples of uses of word “dissent” to describe US Catholics: Connelly mentions example of dissent 
in response to the Pope’s decision, Fatal Misconception, 269. Also Jeffrey M. Burns, Disturbing the Peace: 
A History of the Christian Family Movement, 1949-1974 (Notre Dame, Ind.: University of Notre Dame 
Press, 1999), 181-183. Again, I believe Burns’ use of “dissent” overinflates the nature of the Crowleys’ 
position on the topic, since, as seen earlier in the chapter, they said they upheld Church doctrine. Another 
figure that had a very public dissent was American priest Charles Curran. See his Contraception; Authority 
and Dissent, (New York: Herder and Herder, 1969). 
67 Jeffrey M. Burns, Disturbing the Peace, 181-183. Again, I believe Burns’ use of “dissent” overinflates 
the nature of the Crowleys’ position on the topic, since, seen in Chapter 4, they said they upheld Church 
doctrine. 
68 Exemplary instances include the work of US journalists to uncover the Birth Control Commission 
proceedings. See Robert Blair Kaiser, The Politics of Sex and Religion: A Case History in the Development 
of Doctrine, 1962-1984 (Kansas City, MO Leaven Press, 1985) and Robert McClory, Turning Point. An 
exception is Janet E. Smith, Humanae vitae: A Generation Later, (Washington, D.C.: Catholic University 
of America Press, 1991). Smith shows American bishops’ support of Paul VI. 
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McGreevy, contends that Pope Paul VI's other social commentary mattered much more to 

Latin America, than questions of birth control. Specifically, he writes that “In Latin 

America, the Paul VI of Populorum Progressio mattered more than the Paul VI of 

Humanae vitae.”69 I argue that this exclusive emphasis on the social injustice has led to 

neglect of how Latin American Catholics responded to other questions, such as the birth 

control pill.  When McGreevy mentions the few who did comment on the pill, he relays 

that Latin America, like many regions across the Global South, viewed birth control as a 

tool of American imperialism. The same is true in Gerard DeGroot’s foundational study 

of the 1960s. When DeGroot explores the Pope’s prohibition in Latin America, he argues 

similarly, that Latin American Catholics supported it, believing that resisting birth control 

was resisting American imperialism. 70 When journalist Michelle Goldberg addresses 

liberation theologians in her history of reproductive politics, she says that “they weren’t 

liberal on sexual issues, but they focused more on repression and systematic injustice 

than on individual sexual sin.”71 Though liberationists did focus socioeconomic 

inequality, as this dissertation shows, these concerns also included reproduction.  

Similarly, though Goldberg and historian Matthew Connelly approach their global 

histories from different standpoints, they both find that that the Church challenged family 

 

69 John T. McGreevy, Catholicism: A Global History From the French Revolution to Pope Francis (New 
York, NY: W.W. Norton & Company, 2022), 332.  
70 Gerard DeGroot, “Wilted Flowers” in The Sixties Unplugged: A Kaleidoscopic History of a Disorderly 
Decade, (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2008). 
71 Michelle Goldberg, The Means of Reproduction: Sex, Power, and the Future of the World (New York: 
Penguin Press, 2009), 19.  
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planning measures.  In his sweeping global history of population control, Connelly 

writes: “Latin America, on the other hand, was resistant to such efforts, in part because of 

transnational cooperation among clerical and lay Catholic elites. Because they were so 

effective in limiting access to birth control and abortion, this region continues to have 

some of the highest rates of unsafe abortion in the world.”72 According to Connelly, Latin 

America was a challenge to U.S. efforts to shape population control, and partially blames 

the Church for this outcome. In her history of reproductive rights, Goldberg identifies 

Latin America as a region where "international pressure for liberalization has had the 

most repeated collisions with right-wing religion."73 Here, Goldberg echoes Connelly’s 

assessment, arguing that from the global perspective, Latin America is a region where 

there has been resistance to the development of reproductive rights. Goldberg makes this 

conclusion though by examining some of the region’s most extreme cases of antiabortion 

laws, specifically, El Salvador and Nicaragua. While she recognizes the 2007 Mexico 

City legislation, one of the region’s only exceptions at the time, her conclusions are based 

off extreme examples. In reality, how and when the Church opposed reproductive 

measures across Latin America was often messy, confusing, and contradictory. 

As previously shown, when studying Latin America from a global level, the 

region appears as place where Church resistance to population control and family 

planning was strong. and preoccupation with liberation theology, which prevented 

 

72 Matthew James Connelly, Fatal Misconception: The Struggle to Control World Population (Cambridge, 
MA: Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 2008), 11.  
73 Goldberg, The Means of Reproduction, 17.  



 

 27 

Catholics from thinking about sex, marriage, or the pill. As my work illustrates among 

Mexican Catholics in the 1960s, these assumptions about alliances and ideologies simply 

did not match people’s decision-making or opinions. Mexican Catholics could care about 

family and use that to justify the use of the pill or reject it. It was equally possible that 

Mexican Catholics could prioritize liberation theology and argue in favor or against the 

pill. During this exceptional period, Catholic teaching about sex and marriage was 

malleable, as opposed to what it became later: rigid and inflexible.  

Scholars of different disciplines identify a shift inside the Catholic Church and 

mark it with the rise of John Paul II to the papacy, starting in 1978. Goldberg, from the 

perspective of reproductive rights, correctly identifies a “a new focus on sex and 

motherhood” that coincided with John Paul II’s condemnation of liberation theology in 

the 1980s.74 Journalist Robert McClory describes the “crackdown” on gender and 

sexuality initiated by John Paul II.75 Although the Church has regulated sexuality for 

centuries, scholars of religion and theology contend that the Church’s emphasis on sexual 

ethics in the late 20th century was new.76 This observation aligns with what scholars of 

reproductive justice and transnational feminism argue —religious fundamentalisms 

 

74 Goldberg, The Means of Reproduction, 19.  
75 McClory, Turning Point, 152. 
76 See discussion of Burns in Marian Ronan, Tracing the Sign of the Cross: Sexuality, Mourning, and the 
Future of American Catholicism (New York: Columbia University Press. 2009), 4-5. Gene Burns, The 
frontiers of Catholicism: The Politics of Ideology in a Liberal world (Berkeley: University of California 
Press, 1992); See also Barberi, Michael J., and Joseph A. Selling. "The Origin of Humanae Vitae and the 
Impasse in Fundamental Theological Ethics." Louvain Studies 37, no. 4 (2014): 364-89.; Aline H. Kalbian. 
Sexing the Church: Gender, Power, and Ethics in Contemporary Catholicism (Bloomington, IN: Indiana 
University Press, 2005). 
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emerged in a new and distinct way in response to globalization.77 From the perspective of 

their respective disciplines, these scholars make the same observation: new and distinct 

religious fundamentalisms preoccupied with reproduction and sexuality emerged in the 

late 20th century. In other words, while previously, the Church did worry about sexuality 

and reproduction, it also shared many other concerns, such as the spread of Communism. 

By the time John Paul II started his papacy in the 1980s, the Catholic Church prioritized 

concerns over sexuality and reproduction in a way it had not done before. This 

dissertation contends that the shift can be traced even earlier than John Paul II’s papacy, 

to these contests over contraception that took place in the 1960s. In Mexico, the 

beginnings of this shift over questions related to reproduction and sex appeared as early 

as 1973, the dissertation’s conclusion.  

Beyond Choice and Coercion: Conjugality?  

Though the right to birth control is often part of the umbrella term reproductive 

rights (which would include the right to abortion), studying the question of birth control 

in the context of sex and reproductive decision-making raises a distinct set of questions 

from abortion. Attention to abortion significantly outweighs the attention to birth control 

 

77 See Inderpal Grewal, “‘Women’s Rights as Human Rights’: Feminist Practices, Global Feminism, 
and Human Rights Regimes in Transnationality,” Citizenship Studies 3, no. 3 (1999): 337–354, and for a 
more recent treatment, see Saroj Bakhru, “Thinking Transnationally: Reproductive Justice in a Globalized 
Era,” in Ed. Tanya Saroj Bakhru, Reproductive Justice and Sexual Rights: Transnational Perspectives, 
(New York: Routledge, 2019), 3-12. Also Goldberg, Means of Reproduction, This literature has told the 
story of how the combination of abortion rights organizing in the 1990s, particularly marked by the UN 
Conferences on population in Cairo (1994) and on women in Beijing (1995) and globalization coincided 
with the development of fundamentalisms worldwide. 
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in Mexican historiography.78 The history of abortion practices and regulation, though 

equally important, brings up an entirely different set of questions about fetal personhood, 

obstetric violence, the question of criminality and punishment, and by the late 20th 

century, human rights. In Mexico, the contraceptive pill, unlike abortion, was never 

criminalized, but the promotion of contraception was illegal. Other historians have 

examined birth control in Mexico but from other angles, such as cultural reproduction, 

labor, science, and policy.79  

Scholars of reproductive politics more broadly have come up with ways to capture 

the nuances of the histories about the pill and population, especially in places such as 

 

78 For a historical look from colonial through the early 20th century, see recent works Nora E. Jaffary, 
Abortion in Mexico: A History (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, forthcoming); Elizabeth O’Brien, 
Surgery and Salvation: The Roots of Reproductive Injustice in Mexico, 1770-1940 (Chapel Hill: The 
University of North Carolina Press, 2023); Nora E. Jaffary, Reproduction and Its Discontents in Mexico: 
Childbirth and Contraception from 1750 to 1905 (Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 
2016). For second-wave Feminist activism in favor of abortion in Mexico and their inclusion of Catholic 
actiists  see See Alma Rosa Sánchez Olvera, El Feminismo Mexicano Ante El Movimiento Urbano 
Popular: Dos Expresiones De Lucha De GéNero, 1970-1985 (México: Universidad Nacional Autónoma de 
México, Campus Acatlán : Plaza y Valdés,, 2002); Milagros Peña, Latina Activists across Borders : 
Women's Grassroots Organizing in Mexico and Texas (Durham: Duke University Press, 2007), Ana Lau 
Jaiven, "Emergencia Y Trascendencia Del Neofemenismo," in Un Fantasma Recorre El Siglo : Luchas 
Feministas En MéXico 1910-2010, ed. Gisela Espinosa Damián and Ana Lau J (México, D.F.: Universidad 
Autónoma Metropolitana, Unidad Xochimilco, 2011). Jennifer Nelson, "Feminism, Human Rights, and 
Abortion Debates in Mexico,” Journal of Women's History 34, no. 2 (2022): 119-140   
79 As previously mentioned, recent works, for example, Stephanie Baker Opperman, "'There Was No 
'Family Planning Movement,' There Was Just Us': The Asociación Pro-Salud Maternal and Birth Control in 
1960s Mexico." Journal of Women's History 34, no. 2 (2022): 97-118. 
https://doi.org/10.1353/jowh.2022.0015. and Martha Liliana Espinosa Tavares, "'They Are Coming in So 
Fast That If We Had Publicity About the Clinic We Would Be Swamped': Edris Rice-Wray, the First 
Family Planning Clinic in Mexico (1959), and the Intervention of Us-Based Private Foundations." Journal 
of women's history 34, no. 2 (2022): 76-96. https://doi.org/10.1353/jowh.2022.0014. Gabriela Soto 
Laveaga, Jungle Laboratories: Mexican Peasants, National Projects and the Making of the Pill, (Durham, 
NC: Duke University Press, 2009). See Manon Parry, Broadcasting Birth Control: Mass Media and Family 
Planning, (New Brunswick: Rutgers University Press, 2013) and Gabriela Soto Laveaga, “ ‘Let's Become 
Fewer’: Soap Operas, Contraception, and Nationalizing the Mexican Family in an Overpopulated World," 
Sexuality Research & Social Policy 4, no. 3 (2007):19-33. https://doi.org/10.1525/srsp.2007.4.3.19. 

https://doi.org/10.1353/jowh.2022.0015.
https://doi.org/10.1353/jowh.2022.0014.
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Mexico. Historians have shown how these efforts were harmful to US women of color 

and populations in the global South—such as the involuntary sterilizations of Puerto 

Rican women in the trials of the pill, and the Chicana women in California.80  

Anthropologists Lynn M. Morgan and Elizabeth F. S. Roberts have coined the concept 

“reproductive governance,” to capture the nuance of how the Church, state, and other 

institutions regulate women’s bodies in unexpected and contradictory ways.81 Historian 

Lina Mura Murillo, in her work on Mexican-origin women in the borderlands between 

Mexico and the US, uses Johanna Schoen’s concept of coercion and choice, to explain 

how these women navigated these options.82 Reproductive justice has emerged as a more 

expansive framework to move beyond, in the case of contraception, between choice and 

coercion, and it defends women’s right to parent, right to have (or not have a child), as 

well as sexual and gender freedom.83 Other scholars have offered a similar term to 

capture the constraints women faced known as the “contraceptive paradox,” which 

 

80 By no means an all-inclusive list, see Natalie Lira and Alexandra Minna Stern, "Mexican Americans and 
Eugenic Sterilization: Resisting Reproductive Injustice in California, 1920-1950," Aztlán 39, no. 2 (2014): 
9-34; Laura Briggs, Reproducing Empire: Race, Sex, Science, and U.S. Imperialism in Puerto Rico 
(Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 2002). 
81 Lynn M. Morgan and Elizabeth F. S. Roberts, "Reproductive Governance in Latin America," 
Anthropology & medicine 19, no. 2 (2012): 241-54. https://doi.org/10.1080/13648470.2012.675046. 
82 Lina-Maria Murillo, "Birth Control, Border Control,"Pacific historical review 90, no. 3 (2021): 314-44. 
https://doi.org/10.1525/phr.2021.90.3.314. See also Johanna Schoen, Choice & Coercion: Birth Control, 
Sterilization, and Abortion in Public Health and Welfare (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 
2005). 
83 Loretta J. Ross and Rickie Solinger, Reproductive Justice: An Introduction (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 2017). 
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recognized that contraception has the equal capacity to empower women, or oppress 

them.84  

In line with what the contraceptive paradox tells us, Mexico’s decision to 

implement family planning was not necessarily an emancipatory decision for 

reproductive rights. As scholar Adriana Ortiz Ortega argues, an antiabortion position 

motivated the Mexican state’s family planning campaign.85 The Mexican Church and 

state converged in a common goal: avoiding abortion at all costs. This is another reason 

why birth control politics is distinct from abortion politics. The fear of women resorting 

to abortion was so great that it unified and reconciled many different concerns, in the case 

of Mexico, an agreement between Church and state.   

This dissertation answers a call for research that scholars Tracy Morison and 

Jabulile Mary-Jane Jace Mavuso have made for a turn to sexual rights (sometimes called 

sexual justice) to expand the literature on reproductive justice. Specifically, sexual rights 

refer to the “rights to engage in sexual activity without state intervention and free from 

(the fear of) violence, disease, or unwanted pregnancy.”86 In Contests over 

Contraception, we see how the Church for the first time acknowledged couples’ conjugal 

 

84 Tracy Morison, Yanela Ndabula, Catriona Ida Macleod, “The Contraceptive Paradox, Contraceptive 
Agency, and Reproductive Justice: Women’s Decision-Making about Long-Acting Reversible 
Contraception,” 227- 246, in Sexual and Reproductive Justice: From the Margins to the Centre, eds. Tracy 
Morison and Jabulile Mary-Jane Jace Mavuso (Lanham: Lexington Books/Fortress Academic, 2022).  
85 Adriana Ortiz-Ortega, “The Politics of Abortion in Mexico: The Paradox of the Doble Discurso,” in 
Where Human Rights Begin: Health, Sexuality, and Women in the New Millennium, ed. Wendy Chavkin 
and Ellen Chelser (New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press, 2005), 157.  
86 Tracy Morison and Jabulile Mary-Jane Jace Mavuso, “Introduction: Diversifying Reproductive Justice 
Scholarship: Marginalized Voices and Overlooked Issues,” 1- 20, in Sexual and Reproductive Justice: 
From the Margins to the Centre, eds. Morison and Jace Mavuso. 



 

 32 

rights, the right to have sex as a married couple to foster intimacy (not just procreation). 

Though not perhaps how Morison and Mavuso understand sexual rights, this point 

highlights another aspect that these paradigms (choice/coercion or contraceptive paradox) 

do not exactly capture: sex or the possibilities of desire, if not love. Sexual autonomy —

which prioritizes individualism— also does not capture what these Mexican Catholics 

were discussing in the 1960s, because they placed the heterosexual couple (both husband 

and wife) at the center, as opposed to individuals. While the histories of how these 

couples and especially women’s bodies were regulated by Church and state are equally 

important, to rob these couples of the possibility of desire, love, or intimacy also seems 

unfair.  

Contests over Contraception places conjugality, or marital intimacy at the center 

of its study. Historians of different specializations have identified a shift in the way 

people discussed love and intimacy in mid-century Mexico, but much is left unexplored. 

For example, cultural historian Mary K. Vaughan describes how by the late 1950s, youth 

were discussing new ideas about ternura (tenderness), a form of affection.87 On the other 

hand, Torres Septién identifies an emergence of new ideas about love in the sphere of 

Catholicism.88 She describes magazines providing an alternate model of knowledge about 

sexuality, love, and relationships outside of Catholic models of education. Catholic youth 

in mid-20th century Mexico read revistas de corazón (magazines of the heart), which 

 

87 Vaughan, Portrait of a Young Painter. 
88 Torres Septién, “El amor desde la práctica discursivo de la Iglesia Católica preconciliar.” 
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began to print "real-life experiences." She credits the influence and flourishing of media 

with the spread of these ideas and the consumption of these alternate ideas. Love has also 

been explored as an ideological project, particularly part of the rebel generation of the 

1960s’ idea of revolutionary love.89 Anthropologist Jennifer S. Hirsch has examined 

themes of love, companionate marriage, and the pill in her research among Mexicans.90  

I follow in the footsteps of historians Isabelle Cosse and Karina Felitti in their 

scholarship on the cultural implications of the pill in Argentina, including how it affected 

Catholics.91 Many of Contests over Contraception’s conclusions align with what Isabelle 

Cosse found in Argentina. Cosse focuses specifically on ideas about love and conjugal 

relations. Cosse also found the MFC in Argentina to be a site of radicalization of these 

ideas about marital intimacy, especially after the Second Vatican Council, which echoes 

what happened with the MFC in Mexico, as found in this dissertation.92 Like Felitti and 

Cosse, I analyze the debates about to pill with attention to changing ideas about conjugal 

love and marital intimacy during the 1960s.  

 

89A recent example is Pensado, Love and Despair. For a look at the sexual and romantic lives of 
revolutionaries in Chile, see Alfonso Salgado, "Making Friends and Making Out: The Social and Romantic 
Lives of Young Communists in Chile (1958–1973)," The Americas 76, no. 2 (2019): 299-326, 
https://doi.org/10.1017/tam.2018.95. 
90 By no means an all-inclusive list, but see, for example, Jennifer S. Hirsch, "Catholics Using 
Contraceptives: Religion, Family Planning, and Interpretive Agency in Rural Mexico," Studies in Family 
Planning 39, no. 2 (2008): 93-104; Jennifer S. Hirsch, and Holly Wardlow, eds. Modern Loves: The 
Anthropology of Romantic Courtship & Companionate Marriage. Ann Arbor: University of Michigan 
Press, 2006. 
91Karina Felitti, La Revolución De La Píldora: Sexualidad Y Política En Los Sesenta (Buenos Aires: 
Edhasa 2012) and Isabella Cosse, Pareja, sexualidad y famila en los años sesenta (Argentina:  Siglo XXI 
Editores, 2010).  
92Isabella Cosse, “¿Una Teología De La Familia Para El Pueblo Latinoamericano? La Radicalización Del 
Movimiento Familiar Cristiano En Argentina (1968-1974)," IBEROAMERICANA. América Latina - 
España - Portugal 18, no. 68 (07/11 2018): 57-75, https://doi.org/10.18441/ibam.18.2018.68.57-75. 

https://doi.org/10.1017/tam.2018.95.
https://doi.org/10.18441/ibam.18.2018.68.57-75.
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Method and Chapter Outline 

To examine Catholic debates over the pill in late 20th century Mexico, I analyze a 

range of Catholic sources to illustrate the plurality of views. I include the perspectives of 

laypeople, priests, Mexican bishops and Vatican authorities. Global scholarship on the 

Catholic birth control question have shown how using a wide range of sources (parish 

bulletins, Catholic journals, Catholic doctors’ articles, surveys, radio programs, 

magazines, and oral histories) can better reveal the diversity of opinion and experiences 

of Catholics – including that of women.93 Part of my method is to analyze widely 

circulated cultural sources alongside Catholic-produced texts. Cultural historians of 

Mexico have shown how ideas travel through texts and visual sources like telenovelas 

and historietas (comics).94 Scholars of Mexican Catholicism have echoed this sentiment, 

arguing that ideas about religion also travel through cultural sources (from art to 

magazines).95  

To capture these debates among Mexican Catholics, I have compiled an archive 

of diverse sources: women’s magazines, Catholic women’s magazines, Catholic 

magazines (for laypeople and priests), correspondence, press coverage, surveys, 

 

93Harris, ed., Schism of ’68. 
94 Anne Rubenstein, Bad Language, Naked Ladies, and Other Threats to the Nation: A Political History of 
Comic Books in Mexico (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 1998). 
95 Paul Vanderwood, “Religion: Official, Popular, and Otherwise,” Mexican Studies/Estudios Mexicanos 
16, No 2, (2001); Pamela Voekel, Alone before God: The Religious Origins of Modernity in Mexico 
(Durham : Duke University Press, 2002); Terry Rugeley, Of Wonders and Wise Men: Religion and Popular 
Cultures in Southeast Mexico, 1800-1876, (Austin: University of Texas Press, 2001); Edward Wright-Rios, 
Searching for Madre Matiana: Prophecy and Popular Culture in Modern Mexico (Albuquerque, NM: 
University of New Mexico Press, 2014). 
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ecclesiastical documents, correspondence, and Catholic pedagogical materials. I use my 

knowledge of contemporaneous Catholic debates to read these cultural sources for 

references and commentary on the same questions. By reading such diverse sources 

together, I track the circulation of ideas across these sources, and find convergences 

where sources, for instance, echoed similar concerns or ideas. I did not just search for 

obvious terms such as Humanae vitae (the document that prohibited the pill), or la 

píldora (the pill), but also, the following related terms: conjugal relations, conjugal rights, 

marriage, sterilization, responsible parenthood, responsible procreation, procreation, sex, 

love, marital relations, marital act, rhythm method, and population. Though these sources 

cannot illuminate private beliefs or practices, they do show how Mexican Catholics 

debated and discussed these questions.  

A part of my archive are magazines from the 1960s. Specifically, I examine 

Catholic magazines produced for different audiences. For example, I analyze the 

magazines of Catholic Action women’s organizations, institutional publications made for 

women members of Catholic Action and Christus, a diocesan, theological magazine for 

Mexico City, made by priests for priests. Because each magazine had different purpose 

and audience, each source indicates concerns of different sectors of the Mexican Catholic 

Church. I also examine a set of women’s magazines made for general audiences, 

including Claudia dé México and Kena. While these magazines were not institutionally 

Catholic, they were attentive to events happening that were relevant to Catholics, such as 

the Birth Control Commission.  Here, though, is where I searched for more general terms, 
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such as the rhythm method, or the pill, as opposed to formal references to Catholic 

doctrines or events. Because so many Catholic magazines were for a literate, middle-class 

audience with some kind of theological background, women’s magazines help broaden 

my understanding of the popular response in Mexico.  

Another part of my archive comes from print sources made by different sectors of 

the Mexican Church. For instance, the Mexican bishops made a manual for priests. The 

MFC made materials, including a 1973 brochure with instructions for couples to follow. 

What many of these sources share, regardless of whether they were made by a bishop or a 

lay institution, is a pedagogical aim. Indeed, these materials were made to teach 

Catholics, whether it was priests or married couples, on how to apply the pope’s 

prohibition to their lives. Turning to these materials help show what Catholics felt that 

they had to teach, demystify, or clarify. These sources also indicate the relationship 

between different sectors of the Mexican church, for example, between bishops and 

priests, and their points of contention.  

To get some sense of social realities, I read these “public sources,” alongside 

survey data. Because of the interest in these questions in the late 1960s, several 

demographers surveyed women and couples their attitudes regarding their birth control 

options, their faith, and the choices they made. Scholars such as Katherine Bliss have 

demonstrated how to read what she calls “public sources” for private behaviors. Bliss 

writes “These questions, and the use of ‘public sources’ to uncover information about 

‘private’ behaviors have inspired considerable discussion, for as some scholars have 
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pointed out, the process involves a certain level of ‘imagining’ and extrapolation of 

data.”96 In other words, survey data, though limited, offers some idea of what Mexicans 

were doing on the ground, regardless of what bishops and priests preached.  

Lastly, another set of sources came from official, institutional sources, such as the 

pope and the Mexican bishops. For instance, I read papal encyclicals and other addresses 

to get a sense of what the pope ultimately said.  Reading these sources alongside 

biographies of the pope and historical accounts of events (such as Vatican II) gave me 

insight into how these documents were drafted, and what was excluded from the final 

version. I read the Mexican bishops’ statements very similarly. I was able to gain access 

to bishops’ notes and proceedings at the Archivo General del Arzobispado de México 

(the General Archive of the Archbishopric of Mexico) in Mexico City. What I was able to 

gather from this archive comes from research from summers 2018 and 2019, because 

since then I have been denied access to the collection.97 The Vatican does prohibit the 

rule of accessing sources after 1958, but when certain archives enforce this rule, and do 

not is unclear.98 These proceedings, though limited, give a sense of what bishops debated 

 

96 Katherine Elaine Bliss, Compromised Positions: Prostitution, Public Health, and Gender Politics in 
Revolutionary Mexico City (University Park: Pennsylvania State University Press, 2001), 21. Citing 
William French’s article on the new cultural history of 19th century Mexico, Bliss illustrates ways of 
analyzing such public sources. William E. French, "Imagining and the Cultural History of Nineteenth-
Century Mexico,” The Hispanic American Historical Review 79, no. 2 (1999): 249-67. 
97 During my research year in 2022, I was not able to get into this collection. Thank you to the many 
historians who tried to help me access the collection: Jocelyn Olcott for the oficio, as well as Stephen 
Andes and Kristina Boylan, for contacting the archive on my behalf. Colleague and historian Susana 
Salazar told me that the archive is reorganizing its collections.  
98 For example, at the Vatican Apostolic Archive, the archivists enforce this rule. At this archive, the 
exception to this rule are the Vatican II documents – scholars are allowed to consult these materials. See 
https://www.archivioapostolicovaticano.va/content/aav/en/l-archivio.html.  
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amongst themselves before producing their collective statement. In other words, I pay 

attention to how authorities produced these public statements, as opposed to just treating 

the statements at face-value.  

Chapter 1 retells the history of how the Mexican and US leaders of the 

Movimiento Familiar Cristiano (Christian Family Movement) participated in key 

decision-making at the Vatican together. By telling their stories together (as opposed to 

apart), we learn why each couple formed opinions about sex, marriage, and the pill by the 

time they finished participating in their respective meetings. By the time they finished 

attending Vatican II, José Alvárez Icaza and Luz María Longoria Gama believed in the 

importance of marital intimacy. Their US counterparts, the Crowleys, by the time they 

finished participating in the Birth Control Commission, were convinced that family size 

was too much of a burden and believed in the morality of the newly invented birth control 

pill. Telling their stories together centers the role of Mexican Catholics, an overlooked set 

of actors in scholarship, while decentering the well-known case of the Crowleys.  

Chapter Two turns to priests in Mexico City who basically endorsed birth control. 

Here we see how two priests, both moral theology professors with medical training, 

bridged the worlds of medicine and religion to meet the needs of couples in their 

ministry. Unlike bishops, priests worked closely with couples. Their roles as spiritual 

counselors led to their sympathy for the realities of married life. For most of the 1960s, 

the activities of both priests were tolerated, if not encouraged. This chapter demonstrates 
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how this pair of priests reconciled medicine and Catholic doctrine, denaturalizing the idea 

that the Mexican Catholic Church was always against contraception.  

Chapter Three follows the hopeful turn of events from Spring 1967 until spring 

1968. The passing of the Pope’s encyclical, Populorum Progressio in March 1967, where 

he established that couples had the right to make decisions about controlling and spacing 

births, combined with a leak of reports from the Birth Control Commission in the next 

month gave the world hope that indeed, the Church would accept the morality of the pill. 

In light of these developments, the US and Mexican leaders of the Christian Family 

Movment (CFM) and Movimiento Familiar Cristiano (MFC) clashed over how the press 

portrayed their position on the pill. By Spring 1968, everyone—including Bishop Sergio 

Méndez Arceo believed that the Vatican would leave it up to couples to make decisions 

about their reproductive lives. This chapter shows how concerns over socioeconomic 

inequality motivated Mexican Catholics to advocate for parents’ right to make 

reproductive decisions, including the question of the pill, rather than rejecting it outright.  

Chapter Four follows the aftermath of the pope’s decision to prohibit the pill, 

from summer 1968 to spring 1969. Multiple sectors of the Mexican Church had to 

negotiate the authority of the pope’s prohibition. MFC and CFM leaders had to navigate 

tension regarding their private beliefs versus their public roles. Priests in Mexico City, on 

the other hand, felt disregarded by how their superiors, the Mexican bishops, handled the 

prohibition. This chapter illustrates that the consequences of the pope’s decision was 
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more than just a simple acceptance or rejection. Mexicans at each level inside the Church 

hierarchy had to navigate authority, or the power dynamics that affected their position.  

Chapter Five, unlike other chapters, offers a synchronic study of Catholic and 

secular women’s magazines in the late 1960s. Apart from priests and their husbands, 

magazines were one of the ways women learned about the pill and other birth control 

options. These magazines converged in their concerns over single women (their 

promiscuity) and the fact that women might have to resort to abortion. This chapter 

demonstrates the centrality of antiabortion position behind middle-class Catholic 

women’s critiques of the pope’s prohibition of the pill. 

Lastly, Chapter Six follows how the Mexican bishops initially endorsed the state’s 

family planning campaign in late 1972, and then after Vatican review, retracted and 

revised their statement, in less than a year. It ordered the MFC, which had published a 

brochure echoing their ideas, to revise their materials.  By late summer 1973, the bishops 

revised their position. This chapter argues that the bishops’ revision process signals the 

beginning of a new and distinct phase of politicization surrounding reproductive matters.  

Contests over Contraception in Late 20th Century Mexico follows how the birth 

control pill became immoral and centers Mexican Catholics in this history. From the 

early 1960s to the early 1970s, Mexican Catholic bishops, priests, and married couples 

debated the morality of the pill. Because the pill was primarily a hormonal invention, as 

opposed to a barrier method, it inspired many questions and debates about the purpose of 

sex. In the 1960s, the Church was reevaluating its doctrine—including its approach to sex 
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and marriage—amidst modernization, social change, and cultural upheaval. Instead of 

assuming a monolithic Mexican Church, Contests over Contraception centers on the 

diversity of Catholic actors and their ideas. I argue that at the heart of these pluralistic 

debates about the morality of the pill was the contested place of nonprocreative sex in 

marriage, otherwise known as conjugality, marital intimacy, and pleasure. My work 

places the question of marital intimacy at the center of these debates, unsettling many of 

the dominant narratives about the Church in Mexico and Latin America in this period: a 

critic of economic oppression or a defender of family values. Just as much as the very 

real economic circumstances led many Mexicans to be concerned with family size, this 

concern was not mutually exclusive with concerns over marital intimacy and pleasure, as 

often inadvertently assumed. The fear of couples resorting to abortion was powerful 

enough to reconcile many of these different concerns and push Mexican Catholics to 

consider approving the pill. 

This dissertation demonstrates that this history is much more than one of Catholic 

dissent or obedience in response to the Pope's prohibition of the pill in 1968. When we 

turn to Mexico, we see that these debates were about how couples, not individuals, made 

these decisions about their reproductive lives together. And so, marital intimacy—when 

and why couples should have sex and whether the pill could facilitate this process—was 

an important one. Concerns over economic circumstances only raised the stakes. This 

research suggests that the question of birth control is distinct from abortion, and invites a 

different set of questions, especially when studied in Mexico. Contemporary terminology 
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used to discuss sexuality and reproduction (such as left/right or pro-life/pro-choice) did 

not apply to these complex debates in the 1960s. Centering on how Mexican Catholics 

conceived of conjugality, or pleasure between spouses, moves away from the equally 

important focus of individual rights and autonomy when discussing reproduction and 

sexuality. Historicizing how and when the pill became immoral in Mexico suggests 

reproductive matters were politicized at different rates across the world.  
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Chapter 1: Couples Teaching Vatican Authorities about 
Marriage (1961-1966)  
 During the tenure of presidents José Alvárez Icaza and his wife, Luz María, the 

MFC flourished in Mexico during the first half of the 1960s. The Alvárez Icaza-

Longorias expanded the MFC across the country and its borders.1 The married couple had 

built a relationship with their U.S. counterparts, Pat and Patty Crowley, the presidents of 

the Christian Family Movement (CFM) in the United States. By 1961, the Crowleys had 

already visited the Alvárez Icaza-Longorias twice.2 In August and September 1961, the 

Alvárez Icaza-Longorias finally made it to the United States, following up on an “old 

invitation” from the Crowleys.3 During their tour, as they relayed in a chronicle likely for 

MFC members back home, the Alvárez Icaza-Longorias witnessed firsthand the 

differences between their respective organizations. One of the stories they shared was an 

encounter with an American family in Chicago, in which the Alvárez Icaza- Longorias 

noticed how the father felt burdened by his children, emotionally and financially.  

Chicago was the first stop on the tour, as the Crowleys lived there, and their 

upcoming CFM convention was being held at Notre Dame in Indiana. Apart from 

attending the convention, the Alvárez Icaza-Longorias also met with families in Chicago. 

 

1 To avoid the Americanization of the couple’s names (as often found in English-language sources), I 
combined their surnames. I made this decision after receiving feedback from other readers, and after 
consultation with historians Martha Espinosa Tavares and Saúl Espino Armendáriz. This way, I also avoid 
privileging José at the expense of Luz María, and instead, this combination reflects both people’s surnames.   
2Cronica de la Gira de Jose y Luz Alvárez Icaza. Presidentes Nacionales del MFC en Mexico a los Estados 
Uidos En Agosto–Septiembre 1961, 2.16.2 MFC, Folder May-Sep. 1961, Colección Acción Católica, 
Universidad Iberoamericana (hereafter cited as Ibero), Mexico City, Mexico. All translations are my own 
unless otherwise noted.  
3 Cronica de la Gira de Jose y Luz Alvárez Icaza, 1. “una vieja invitación,”  
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One day, after visiting various social Catholic organizations in the city, the couple met 

with an "exemplary family," the Fitzpatricks. Their choice of words suggests that the 

Fitzpatricks were meant to represent a typical Catholic family from Chicago. The 

Fitzpatrick family had "16 healthy and happy children" in a neighborhood "populated 

mainly by blacks."4 Their commentary on the black neighborhood suggests that the 

Alvárez Icaza- Longorias believed this family lived in one of Chicago's poorer 

neighborhoods. When analyzing the family's character, the Mexican couple noted that 

this family had very little “value, sympathy, and Christianity.” When describing his 

family, the father, whom they called the "head of the house," said that it was an 

"expensive operation." The phrase appeared in quotes, suggesting a direct quote from the 

father. In their chronicle, the couple added multiple exclamation marks at the end of this 

sentence, implying their shock at the statement. 

The way the Alvárez Icaza-Longorias relayed this anecdote in their chronicle 

suggests a concern, if not discomfort, with huge families such as the Fitzpatricks. What is 

more difficult to say is whether the Alvárez Icaza-Longorias were more concerned with 

the father and his cold calculation that his family was a huge expense or the family's 

circumstances. The fact that they believed the family to have little sympathy suggests that 

the Alvárez Icaza-Longorias were worried about the state of the family and their faith. 

Interviews with José later in his life suggest that he and his wife witnessed all kinds of 

family formations in their work to expand the MFC in Mexico. However, the difference 

 

4 This anecdote is found in Cronica de la Gira de Jose y Luz Alvárez Icaza, 10. 
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with this anecdote is that it is told by the couple right after their trip, and it took place 

outside of Mexico. The Alvárez Icaza-Longorias themselves had a huge family but were 

likely of a higher economic status and had a network that helped them raise their 

children. Although the Alvárez Icaza-Longorias did not share what they believe the 

Fitzpatrick family lacked—whether it was economic or spiritual support or even birth 

control—their telling of this story suggests discomfort with reducing the concept of 

family to an expense.  

The tensions over family, economic constraints, and family size that the Alvárez 

Icaza-Longorias experienced when they met the Fitzpatricks in 1961, in many ways, 

indicates what was at stake in these debates. As evident in how they narrated this 

anecdote, José and Luz María prized relationality. They believed in the importance of 

love and family. Though, in many ways, the Fitzpatricks illuminated the economic 

realities so many couples faced, and the father’s joke was his way with dealing with that 

reality. This anecdote likely indicates the the kinds of stories and experiences the Alvárez 

Icaza-Longorias and the Crowleys relayed to Vatican officials when they arrived in Rome 

to participate in their respective meetings, Vatican II and the Birth Control Commission.  

By bridging the stories of the Alvárez Icaza-Longorias and the Crowleys, this 

chapter offers a new look at how laity—specifically, dedicated married couples involved 

in the MFC and the CFM in their respective countries—impacted decision-making inside 
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the Catholic Church during the 1960s.5 By doing so, it shows how the Crowleys and 

Alvárez Icaza-Longorias made critical interventions into Catholic doctrine about 

marriage, not only in their home countries, but also at the Vatican. By following these 

couples, this chapter offers a look at how American and Mexican leaders of their 

respective Christian Family Movements, shaped ideas about marriage, sex, and birth 

control on local and global stages.  

MFC and CFM: US-Mexico Collaborations 

As evident in the chronicle of José Alvárez Icaza and Luz María Longoria 

Gama’s 1961 visit to the United States, a friendship had been blossoming with the 

Crowleys. This section retells the history of the MFC, with attention to exchanges with 

the CFM. Though this section only focuses on the MFC in Mexico and the CFM in the 

US, the development of these organizations suggests a worldwide interest in marriage. 

Married couples were seeking guidance on how to navigate the daily realities of raising 

children and growing their family.  

In 1940s Chicago, the Crowleys were still meeting in gender-separate Catholic 

groups when the idea arose to form a movement around couples. Pat and Patty Crowley, 

 

5 Outside of Mexico, few historians recognize the intervention of José Alvárez Icaza and Luz María 
Longoria Gama at the Second Vatican Council, particularly in the making of the document, Gaudium et 
spes. Foundational works by Mexico-based historians include Pastor Escobar, “Vaticano II en el laicado 
mexicano” and Pacheco Hinojosa, “Iglesia, Familia y Sociedad.” Exceptions include Carmel Elizabeth 
McEnroy, Guests in Their Own House: The Women of Vatican II (New York: Crossroad, 1996) and 
Isabella Cosse, Pareja, sexualidad y famila en los años sesenta, 148. In the case of the Crowleys, the few 
existing scholarly accounts of the Birth Control Commission have been conducted by US journalists, and 
Robert McClory’s account primarily focuses on the couple: For accounts of the Birth Control Commission, 
see Robert Blair Kaiser, The Encyclical That Never Was: The Story of the Pontifical Commission on 
Population, Family and Birth, 1964-1966 (London: Sheed & Ward, 1987); Robert McClory, Turning Point. 
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who had been married since 1937, helped establish what would become the Christian 

Family Movement by 1950.6 Like their Mexican counterparts, the Crowleys were middle-

class. Historian of the US Christian Family movement Jeffrey M. Burns says the 

Crowlyers were part of the first generation of Catholics who had attained middle-class 

status in the United States.7  

The Uruguayan priest responsible for bringing the MFC to Mexico City had even 

met with the Crowleys in the 1950s. Since 1948, the Movimiento Familiar Cristiano 

operated in Latin America.8  Father Pedro Richards was the priest responsible for forming 

the MFC in Uruguay and spreading it to other countries. On a trip to the United States in 

the early 1950s, Richards was in Chicago and stopped by Pat’s law office (since the 

office was listed as the movement’s official address). The Crowleys invited Father 

Richards to their home for dinner. Burns overstates the Crowleys’ influence on Richards, 

as historian Raquel Pastor Escobar shows us that Father Richards had already started the 

MFC in Uruguay.9  Still, it is likely that Richards and the Crowleys shared a fruitful 

exchange.   

 

6 Both Pat and Patty were born and raised in Chicago. Pat, born in 1911, completed his undergraduate 
degree at the University of Notre Dame by 1933, and his law degree in 1937 from Loyola University of 
Chicago. Patty was born in 1913, and completed her studies at Trinity College in Washington, D.C. in 
1936. Pat and Patty married on October 16, 1937. See Jeffrey M. Burns, Disturbing the Peace: A History of 
the Christian Family Movement, 1949-1974 (Notre Dame, Ind.: University of Notre Dame Press, 1999), 11.  
7 Burns, Disturbing the Peace, 5.  
8 Pastor Escobar, “Vaticano II en el laicado mexicano,”145. See also, Pacheco Hinojosa, “Iglesia, Familia y 
Sociedad,”5.  
9 Burns, Disturbing the Peace, 85. Based on how Burns tells his story, I estimate this exchange between 
Richards and the Crowleys occurred in the early 1950s. While there likely was an exchange of ideas,  I 
would avoid giving the Crowleys the amount of credit Burns gives to them. Pastor Escobar, “Vaticano II en 
el laicado mexicano,”145. 
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When Father Richards came to Mexico City in 1958, Mexico City’s Catholic 

middle-class couples were excited by the idea of a ministry dedicated to married couples. 

When Richards arrived, José and Luz María had already been meeting with other couples 

under the leadership of a local diocesan priest.10 They received the idea from their friend, 

who had witnessed and praised what they saw during her trip to France, a ministry for 

married couples (likely what eventually became the MFC).11 Just eleven years married, 

José and Luz María felt the Church gave insufficient guidance for couples. By meeting 

with other couples, they could share in the joys and sorrows of married life. When 

Richards arrived with his team from Uruguay, they organized a retreat to show the 

mission of the MFC to these couples.12 The experience of attending the retreat left the 

Alvárez Icaza-Longorias’ “mouths open.”13 Thanks to these meetings, existing groups of 

married Catholic couples in Mexico City joined together to form the MFC in August 

1958; the Alvárez Icaza-Longorias became the first presidents in 1958.14 

When José and Luz María arrived in Chicago for the 1961 convention at Notre 

Dame, the US Christian Family movement had been expanding. The headquarters of the 

CFM was still at the Crowleys’ home in Wilmette, Illinois. While the official address was 

Pat’s law office in Chicago, where they received mail, they brought mail back to their 

home and worked there.15 As José and Luz María noted in their chronicle, they arrived at 

 

10 Pastor Escobar, “Vaticano II en el laicado mexicano,” 143. 
11 Pastor Escobar, “Vaticano II en el laicado mexicano,” 143. 
12 Pastor Escobar, “Vaticano II en el laicado mexicano,” 144. 
13 Pastor Escobar, Vaticano II en el laicado mexicano,” 145. “nos dejaron a todos con la boca abierta,”  
14 Pastor Escobar, “Vaticano II en el laicado mexicano,” 145. 
15 Burns, Disturbing the Peace, 43. 
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“the internationally famous house of the Crowleys” and even had a chance to later visit 

Pat’s office.16 Similar to their US counterparts, José and Luz María also operated their 

organization from their home during the early years.17  

At the Notre Dame convention, José and Luz María gave a talk. The couple gave 

a “testimonio” of their experience of organizing the Mexican MFC.18 Their talk was part 

of the seminar on Latin America in the 1960s. The couple was one of many. According to 

José and Luz María, in attendance were 720 married couples (from the US), 250 priests 

from the US, 45 students (from foreign countries), 400 children taken care of by 80 

babysitters, and some foreigners for a total of 2,250 attendees.19 

José and Luz María’s chronicle, read along with historian Burns’ account, 

composes a rich picture of the 1961 convention. The talk José and his wife identified as 

the most important does not appear in Burns’ historical account. The Jesuit priest, Father 

Louis J. Twomey gave a talk on “Communism and social Catholic responsibility.”20 As 

the couple relayed in their chronicle, “in the opinion of everyone” Twomey’s talk was the 

most important. Twomey was working at the Loyola University in New Orleans, and, in 

the words of José and Luz María, was director of the Institute of Social Relations.21 

 

16 Cronica de la Gira de Jose y Luz Alvárez Icaza 2, and 8.  
17 Pastor Escobar, “Vaticano II en el laicado mexicano,” 146-7. 
18 Cronica de la Gira de Jose y Luz Alvárez Icaza, 6. 
19 Cronica de la Gira de Jose y Luz Alvárez Icaza,7. Burns reports numbers in a similar range: 725 couples, 
500 children, 85 babysitters, and 260 priests. Burns, Disturbing the Peace, 45.  
20 In the Cronica, 6, the couple wrote “Toomey,” but I found that his full name was Fr. Louis J. Twomey. 
“Twomey, Louis J.,” New Catholic Encyclopedia, February 21, 2024, 
https://www.encyclopedia.com/religion/encyclopedias-almanacs-transcripts-and-maps/twomey-louis-j. 
21 I use the name of the institute as it appears in the chronicle. Apparently, in 1947, it was named the 
“Institute of Industrial Relations” and later renamed to “Institute for Human Relations.” “Twomey, Louis 
J.,” New Catholic Encyclopedia. 
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Historian Burns does not mention Twomey, and instead follows how two American 

priests, Monsignor George Kelly and Reverend Louis Putz clashed.22 Msgr. George 

Kelly, the director of family life of the Archdiocese of New York, discouraged the 

CFM’s investment in social action, and wanted the organization to focus exclusively on 

family. 23 On the other hand, Putz gave a talk on “Social Leadership Through CFM,” 

which defended the CFM’s dual investment in family and social action. According to 

Burns, Kelly’s proposal was rejected. The discrepancy between José and Luz María’s 

chronicle and Burns’ historical account suggests the MFC co-leaders had different 

priorities from their American counterparts. For Luz María and José, this showdown 

between the priests did not matter. Instead, they were struck by Twomy’s reflections on 

communism and social catholic responsibility. Likely, their interest in Twomey’s talk 

reflects the growing interest in social catholic responsibility circulating in Mexico by the 

early 1960s, what would later become liberation theology.  

After attending the 1961 convention at Notre Dame, Luz María and José learned 

more about set the MFC apart from its American counterpart. A memorable exchange in 

Buffalo, New York, revealed to them the many differences between their organizations.24 

The Noonans, Buffalo’s CFM presidents, were impressed that the MFC leaders received 

a stipend for their time dedicated to the organization. The MFC’s couple-leaders devoted 

their full time to the organization. Historian Pastor Escobar notes José Alvárez Icaza was 

 

22 Unless otherwise noted, the details of this account are taken from Burns, Disturbing the Peace, 103–106. 
23Msgr. Michael Wrenn, “Remembering Msgr. Kelly,” Catholic World News, October 1, 2004, 
https://www.catholicculture.org/news/features/index.cfm?recnum=33159.  
24 Cronica de la Gira de Jose y Luz Alvárez Icaza, 11–13.  



 

51 

lucky enough to still receive profits from his construction company after stepping away.25 

This financial aspect of the MFC—which the CFM did not share—seems to be a main 

reason why CFM lacked what the Alvárez Icaza-Longorias called “unity.”  

Together, the Noonans and the Alvárez Icaza-Longorias, concluded that the MFC 

had a lot more unity.  While the MFC and CFM both had national structures, the way 

they administered those structures on the regional level differed. There was no cohesion 

between the dioceses and the national coordinating committee, as well as the dioceses 

and the parochial groups. A reason for this could be because the CFM existed longer in 

the US than the MFC in Mexico. The CFM had had more time to expand, and thus, found 

it challenging to coordinate efforts across regions. In the US, unity did exist between 

parishes and the CFM teams, but the bishops and other laypeople were absent. On the 

other hand, in their chronicle, José and Luz María praised the cohesion they had in their 

MFC back home, specifically between the MFC and the Mexican bishops. Unlike the 

CFM, therefore, the MFC had a much closer working relationship with the hierarchy, 

especially in the early 1960s. José and Luz María noted the lack of bishops in attendance 

at the convention in Notre Dame and were also shocked to learn that out of Buffalo’s 

700 CFM members, only 12 attended the convention. This exchange made José and Luz 

María appreciate what they had already built in Mexico.  

As José and Luz María continued to expand the MFC in Mexico, they also 

learned about the way other Mexican lived and the troubles they faced. José recalled how 

 

25 Pastor Escobar, “Vaticano II en el laicado mexicano,”149.  
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he realized that their family was an “exception.”26 He said he witnessed much 

“disintegration of the family” in his travels across Mexico.27 He encountered couples in 

various states—legally married, married inside the Church, or just cohabitating. On the 

covers of one of the editions of the MFC bulletin, José recalled an image of an 

Indigenous woman carrying a baby in front of a hut with a dog. José said, "[t]his is the 

family I encounter when I go to these places."28 In other words, they met with many poor, 

indigenous women abandoned by their partners. He recalled that he often found that the 

husband “got lost,” leaving behind his wife, child, and dog. In other cases, the husband 

had children with his woman, then left her, and made a new family. Men were 

irresponsible, while women carried the weight. If the men made money, they wasted it 

going out on the town. The "[l]ittle money" those men earned rarely supported their 

families. While spreading the MFC across Mexico, José saw a wide range of family life 

that differed from his own.  

José found that one of the biggest "revelations" women had was that "they had the 

right to sexual pleasure."29 According to José, women seemed to assume they were only 

"the object of the husband's sexual passion."30 This anecdote suggests that José believed 

in the importance of women’s experiences in marital relations. Marital relations did not 

just serve the husband’s desire, but were also, for the wife to enjoy.  After all, Pope XII 

 

26 Pastor Escobar, “Vaticano II en el laicado mexicano,” 151. “es una excepción.” 
27 Pastor Escobar, “Vaticano II en el laicado mexicano,” 151. “desintegración familiar,”  
28 as said in Pastor Escobar, “Vaticano II en el laicado mexicano,”151. “Esta es la familia que yo me 
encuentro cuando voy a los lugares.”  
29 Pastor Escobar, “Vaticano II en el laicado mexicano,” 152.  “tenían derecho al placer sexual,”  
30Pastor Escobar, “Vaticano II en el laicado mexicano,”152. “no solo son objeto de pasión sexual del 
marido,”. 
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added mutual aid and intimacy to the ends of marriage in his 1951 address, and so, José 

likely echoed this Catholic thinking. Although it is hard to draw a conclusion just from 

this anecdote alone, it also suggests this is how José and Luz María approached their own 

marital relations.  

On the other hand, José described men as hesitant to learn and accept this aspect 

of marital relations.  José recalled how hard it was to convince men of this: "[w]e had to 

send dump trucks to the husbands so that they would…[understand]..that a woman had 

the right to pleasure in the sexual act.”31 By “sending dump trucks,” José likely referred 

to the amount of convincing they had to do. He described this hesitance as a “horrible 

machista thing,” in other words, sexist. 32 José’s anecdote reveals men’s selfishness when 

it came to marital relations. Though José blamed machismo, this assumption might reflect 

his own ideas about people experiencing poverty than social reality. Still, what José 

recalled indicates the popularity of the idea that women were simply a vessel for men's 

pleasure. Introducing the idea that women, too, had the right to pleasure in marital 

relations was, according to José, noteworthy. 

Thanks to these two couples, the MFC and the CFM grew and expanded in 

Mexico and the United States, respectively. As much as José and Luz María had in 

common with their US counterparts, they also had many differences. The MFC operated 

differently from the CFM, likely due to José’s and Luz María’s economic privilege. From 

 

31 Pastor Escobar, “Vaticano II en el laicado mexicano,” 152. “…a ese tema teníamos que mandar en 
camiones de volteo a los maridos para que explicaran, en una determindada region, que la mujer tenía 
derechos comp parte del acto sexual,”  
32 Pastor Escobar, “Vaticano II en el laicado mexicano,” 152. “una cosa machista horrible,”  
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the perspective of the Mexican couple, the MFC was much more cohesive, from how it 

operated regionally to how it collaborated with the Mexican bishops. What both couples 

shared, though, was their commitment to Catholic marriage. For José and Luz María, this 

commitment translated into the importance of women’s pleasure and enjoyment in 

marital relations. 

Couples Invited to Participate in Vatican Decision-Making (1963–1964) 

Because of the Alvárez Icaza-Longorias’ exemplary work in the MFC in Mexico, 

and the Crowley’s in the CFM in the US, Vatican officials invited these couples to 

participate in two important meetings. In 1963, officials invited the Alvárez Icaza-

Longorias to attend the upcoming final session of Vatican II, which had already been in 

session since 1962. Once the world knew that the Church had organized a separate 

committee to deliberate the morality of the newly invented birth control pill, in 1964, 

officials invited the Crowleys. The Church’s decision to involve laity in these meetings 

suggested an openness to reevaluating the topics of family, marriage, and birth control.  

Pope John XXIII, who had called Vatican II to session, secretly created an 

independent body because he received so many questions about the birth control pill.  

John XXIII’s friend and ally, Father Leo Joséph Suenens, the Archbishop of Brussels, 

Belgium, suggested that the pope form a separate special commission.33 Archbishop 

Suenens had been helping John XXIII organize and plan Vatican II’s ambitious agenda. 

During the planning, Suenens noticed that someone had submitted a piece to review the 

 

33 Robert McClory, Turning Point, 38–40. McGreevy, Catholicism: A Global History, 288.  
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Church's approach to marriage. The piece, however, had neglected newer approaches to 

marriage that had come out in recent years.34 Suenens feared how the piece would be 

received and remembered at Vatican II. So, Suenens advised Pope John XXIII to create a 

separate meeting dedicated to the topic of birth control.35 Apart from his friend’s advice, 

what also likely convinced Pope John XXIII was the announcement that the World 

Health Organization and the United Nations would hold their first conference on the 

population in India sometime in 1964.36 The pope needed to know how to discuss 

population issues on the world stage, so he agreed.37 

By March 1963, the Pontifical Commission for the Study of the Population, 

Family, and Births was formed.38 The first meeting with Archbishop Suenens and his five 

trusted colleagues was held later that year, in October 1963, under the reign of a new 

pope.39 Pope John XXIII passed away months after he approved the initiative in June 

1963, and Pope Paul VI was his successor.40 The Commission was kept secret; three 

meetings passed until anyone outside of the tiny Commission knew about it.41 

 

34 Historian James Chappel notes how Belgian archbishop, Léon Suenens, had joined others in publishing a 
work on marriage in the 1960s, embracing newer approaches. James Chappel, Catholic Modern : The 
Challenge of Totalitarianism and the Remaking of the Church (Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard 
University Press, 2018), 199. 
35 McClory, Turning Point, 38–40; Robert Blair Kaiser, The Politics of Sex and Religion (Kansas City, 
Leaven Press, 1985), 39.  
36 McClory, Turning Point, 41. 
37 McClory, Turning Point, 41. 
38 McClory, Turning Point, 40.  
39 McClory, Turning Point, 41. 
40 McClory, Turning Point, 47. 
41 McClory, Turning Point, 40. 



 

56 

By the end of 1963, the Alvárez Icaza-Longorias were invited to participate in 

Vatican II. Initially, only José was invited.42 One church official, Monsignor Emilio 

Abascal, asked José if he wanted to participate as an auditor. As José recollected, he 

asked Absacal why he was invited. Abascal explained that they were looking for a 

layperson to participate as an auditor at Vatican II. Abascal himself thought of José, who 

by then was president of the Latin American Confederation of the MFC. José pointed out 

to Abascal that he was the copresident along with his wife, Luz María. Abascal explained 

that she was a lady "that we all love" and an "excellent mother," but that Luz María "had 

not written a book, she had not gone to any Council," and Abascal admitted that he did 

not know “why we would name her.”43 In response, José argued that Luz María should be 

invited because she was an “excellent mother," and "mothers of the family…were the 

ones who taught the faith to their children."44 According to José, Abascal conceded. 

Thanks to José’s advocacy, the couple was invited to participate as auditors for the 

Vatican II Council. They received separate invitations.45 As José and Luz María recalled, 

as well as scholars who have documented their lives, this invitation reflected how 

removed Vatican officials were from the realities and intimacy of married life. José and 

Luz María would attend the fourth and last session of Vatican II in 1965. 

 

42 See Pastor Escobar, “Vaticano II en el laicado mexicano,” 170–171; Carmel Elizabeth McEnroy, Guests 
in Their Own House; María Martha Pacheco Hinojosa “Iglesia, Familia y Sociedad.”  
43 Pastor Escobar, “Vaticano II en el laicado mexicano,” 170. 
44 Pastor Escobar, “Vaticano II en el laicado mexicano,”170.  
…es una excelente madre de familia y, como cosa curiosa, usted ya sabe que las madres de familia son las 
que le enseña la fe a los hijos…”  
45 Pastor Escobar, “Vaticano II en el laicado mexicano,” 170; also, Pacheco Hinojosa, “Iglesia, Familia y 
Sociedad,” 127–128. 
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The couple wanted to bring the lived realities of Catholic couples worldwide to 

the authorities in attendance at Vatican II. As José recollected, they felt they alone did not 

have much to say as a couple. So, they made “a survey about the aspects of marriage.”46 

Likely, using their connections within the broader MFC network, Luz María and José  

surveyed couples in more than 46 countries.47 The surveys asked respondents what they 

looked forward to from the Council, and how the Church could improve its position on 

family life.48 According to José, they collected 40,000 responses in preparation for their 

upcoming participation in Vatican II. 49  

In June 1964, José and Luz María founded the media and communications 

organization, CENCOS (Centro Nacional de Comunicación Social) on June 22, 1964.50 

The previous Vatican II session in December 1963 called for the importance of using 

media to better share information and to help form the conscience of the faithful. 

CENCOS was a direct response to the Vatican II Council and one of the first responses in 

the world to incorporate the principles of Vatican II, according to José.51 Using his 

resources (due to an inheritance), José was its first director. It functioned as the official 

organ of the Mexican Church, and one of its first projects was to inform people in 

 

46 Pastor Escobar, “Vaticano II en el laicado mexicano,” 172. 
47 Pastor Escobar, “Vaticano II en el laicado mexicano,” 171, Pacheco Hinojosa, “Iglesia, Familia y 
Sociedad,” 128.  
48 Pastor Escobar, “Vaticano II en el laicado mexicano,”171.  
49 Pastor Escobar, “Vaticano II en el laicado mexicano,”172. I could not find any archival record of these 
surveys.  
50 For more on the founding of CENCOS as a response to Vatican II, see Pastor Escobar, “Vaticano II en el 
laicado mexicano,” 165–168.  
51 Pastor Escobar, “Vaticano II en el laicado mexicano,” 166.  
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Mexico about the events of the upcoming meeting of the Vatican II Council in October 

1964.  

On June 23, 1964, Pope Paul VI announced to to the world the existence of the 

Birth Control Comission.52 McClory notes that the pope also likely directed the 

Commission to keep the contested topic of birth control off the table at the upcoming 

session of the very public Vatican II Council.53 At the upcoming Third Session of the 

Vatican II Council in October 1964, bishops were planning to discuss for the first time 

the draft of the anticipated document, Gaudium et spes (Pastoral Constitution on the 

Church in the Modern World).  Before a document draft even reached the Third Session, 

the document had gone through significant revision.54 One section of the document was 

dedicated to Christian marriage.55 The Council’s president advised the bishops to avoid 

the question of the morality of the birth control pill in their discussion of the document.56  

Still, there was tension at the Third Session in October 1964 when discussing the 

subject of marriage since the topic of birth control was on the minds of the 2,200 bishops 

in attendance.57 Even though organizers had discouraged attendees from discussing birth 

control, Suenens addressed it. Suenens asked his colleagues to weigh marital intimacy as 

 

52 McClory, Tuning Point, 55.  
53 McClory, Tuning Point, 56.  
54 McClory recounts they had gone through four rounds of revision, McClory, Tuning Point, 58. Kaiser 
notes that the council fathers rewrote the document six times. Politics of Sex and Religion, 61. Other 
scholars similarly note that the document had undergone multiple drafts before reaching the Council the 
first time at Session III, Alberto Melloni, Federico Ruozzi, and Enrico Galavotti. Vatican II: The Complete 
History, 228.  
55 McClory, Tuning Point, 58. 
56 McClory, Tuning Point, 58; for more on how Session III debated marriage, see pp 58–62. See also 
Kaiser, Politics of Sex and Religion, 63.  
57 McClory, Tuning Point, 58; for debates over this document and the section on marriage at Session III, 
see also Kaiser, Politics of Sex and Religion, 63–68.  
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equally important as procreation in their evaluation of marriage. He even encouraged his 

bishops to “avoid a new Galileo affair,” by embracing scientific advances, likely referring 

to the newly invented birth control pill.58 While he received an applause, others 

disagreed. Notably, Cardinal Ottaviani, who was also head of the Holy Office, pushed 

back, citing his parents as an exemplary model, who were happily married with twelve 

children.59 Following this exchange, the Pope made Suenens admit that the morality of 

the pill was still undecided, and that the decision was in the pope’s hands, and not 

Vatican II.  

The Vatican decided to expand membership of the Birth Control Commission.60 

Likely this expansion was thanks to the effort of one of the original Commission's 

members, who had written a petition to include more perspectives.61 The Commission 

added 43 new members to the original set of 15.62 Though Europe still dominated the 

newly expanded Commission with 34 members,  now the Commission had 11 members 

from North America and 13 from Senegal, India, Chile, and the Philippines.63 The 

membership had expanded not only in terms of geographic focus but also in terms of 

expertise. Although theologians remained the predominant profession, the Commission 

now had demographers, sociologists, gynecologists, sociologists, economists, and even 

 

58 As quoted in McGreevy, Catholicism: A Global History, 296.  
59 The Suenens anecdote came from McGreevy, Catholicism: A Global History, 296.  
60 McClory, Tuning Point, 62. 
61 McClory, Turning Point, 57. Canon de Locht wrote this petition. McClory suggests the initiative to 
expand membership was also due to this. McClory notes it was never disclosed how these people were 
chosen. See 62. See also Kaiser, Politics of Sex and Religion, 57–58. Kaiser similarly notes the efforts of 
Canon de Locht and adds that Father Häring also wrote a letter asking for more diversity of opinion.  
62 McClory, Tuning Point, 62. 
63 McClory, Tuning Point, 62; For a complete list, see 189–190.  
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three married couples.64 This move suggested that the Commission wanted to include a 

breadth of perspectives on birth control.65  

Among those invited were also Pat and Patty Crowley, the heads of the CFM in 

the United States, who received their invitation to join the Birth Control Commission in 

December 1964.66 Patty recalled that she and her husband had “never challenged the 

church’s teaching on birth control.”67 By this time, she had four children and had six 

pregnancies; since Patty had almost died during her last childbirth, the Crowleys had 

decided not to have more children.68 Although they were not explicitly instructed to keep 

their membership secret, the organizers discouraged the Crowleys from discussing it 

publicly.69 

 From Spectators to Contributors (1965–1966)  

By inviting the Crowleys and the Alvárez Icaza-Longorias, Church officials had 

signaled an interest in hearing from laypeople about the realities of married life. At their 

respective meetings, both couples witnessed the narrow-minded and unrealistic way 

Catholic officials imagined marriage. Both couples pushed officials to rethink Church 

doctrine on marriage. They also both received resistance to their ideas from the same 

 

64 McClory, Tuning Point, 62. 
65 McClory, Tuning Point, 62. 
66 McClory, Tuning Point, 63. 
67 Kaiser, Politics of Sex and Religion, 71. 
68 Kaiser, Politics of Sex and Religion, 71–72. 
69 For more on the Crowleys' discomfort with keeping their membership secret, see Kaiser, Politics of Sex 
and Religion, 72.  
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adversary. The similarities in their experiences underscore the disparities between the 

Church’s expectations of marriage, and the realities that couples faced.   

Even before the fourth meeting of the Birth Control Commission began, the 

Crowleys experienced the close-mindedness of Vatican officials. One of the biggest 

surprises for the Crowleys when they arrived in Rome was that the few married couples, 

themselves included, were not allowed to reside together. 70 Pat and Patty Crowleys lived 

in separate quarters for the duration of the fourth meeting of the held on March 25–28, 

1965.71 To the Crowleys, their living arrangements had signaled how bishops and 

cardinals misunderstood married life. In reality, married life was quite intimate. Couples 

shared everything, including the bedroom.   

The organizers did not know where to put the Crowleys, so they were placed in 

the theology section and mainly listened to the debates.72Attendees gathered in their 

respective sections and then met as a whole assembly. There were three groups—

theology, medicine, and social sciences.73 The group of experts in medicine debated the 

benefits and consequences of the pill, while the social science group discussed population 

growth.74 The main concern in the theology section was whether current doctrine could 

be changed.75 

 

70 McClory Turning Point, 67.  
71 McClory, Tuning Point,67. For more on this session, see 67–76. 
72 McClory, Tuning Point, 69. 
73 McClory, Turning Point, 39, 70, 74. 
74 McClory Turning Point, 74. For more on what the sections discussed, see page 74.  
75 McClory, Tuning Point,70. For more on this debate, see McClory 70–71. 
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Pat and Patty brought surveys to share with Commission members.76 They had 

conducted surveys with members of the Chicago CFM in the previous winter. The 

respondents were some of the CFM’s most active members in Chicago. 77 Conducting 

these surveys among some of the most devout Catholics forced the Crowleys to rethink 

their relationship to the Church’s teaching on birth control.78 The findings indicated a 

range of opinions, including some who highlighted the difficulties of practicing the 

rhythm method and the strain it put upon their marriages.79 Very likely, these results 

echoed the experiences of the previously mentioned Fitzpatrick family— well-meaning 

Catholics who were struggling to apply Church doctrine in their lives. Even after just one 

visit, the Alvárez Icaza-Longorias observed how overwhelmed and burdened the father 

felt. These survey results showed the Crowleys and other Commission members how the 

rhythm method was failing Catholics.  

To get a sense of where everyone stood at the conclusion of the meeting, the 

Commission had a vote. The whole Commission agreed on four points, but disagreed on 

how these principles should be applied.80 First, the Commission members agreed that 

parenthood must be responsible. In other words, couples must make informed decisions 

about having children, including their circumstances and capabilities of raising them. 

Second, love, specifically conjugal love, was central and important to marriage. Third, 

 

76 For more on the Crowleys' participation and presentation at the Birth Control Commission, see McClory, 
Turning Point, 86-108. See also Kaiser, Politics of Sex and Religion, 92–97.  
77 Kaiser, Politics of Sex and Religion, 76. 
78 Kaiser is especially attentive to how the Crowleys had evolved in opinion while participating in the Birth 
Control Commission. See Politics of Sex and Religion, 71–72, 74, 83, 90–97.  
79 For direct quotes, see McClory, Turning Point, 72–74; Kaiser, Politics of Sex and Religion, 93–95.  
80 McClory, Turning Point, 74–75; Kaiser, Politics of Sex and Religion, 90–91.  
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sex had positive value. Lastly, the Church had to teach young people about marriage and 

its responsibilities. According to journalist Robert Blair Kaiser, the Crowleys made 

critical interventions in the discussion of these points. Regarding love, the Crowleys 

referred to it as “a mystery” and emphasized the importance of love to marriage.81 The 

Crowleys wanted an updated Church statement on the purpose of marriage. Journalist 

Robert McClory points out that the Crowleys, following their presentation and the 

conclusion of the Commission, “were convinced change was coming.”82 The 

Commission was to reconvene the following year.  

Later in the fall of that same year, Luz María and José arrived in Rome for the 

fourth and final session of Vatican II, and like the Crowleys, witnessed the close-

mindedness of some Vatican officials. Luz María and José were the only married couple 

in attendance. Of the auditors, only 23 were women; Luz María was the only one who 

was married as the others were single or widowed.83 Initially, women auditors were 

excluded from participating in Vatican II. When Paul VI became pope in 1963, he invited 

13 laypeople, all men, to join Vatican II deliberations as auditors. Since John XXIII had 

announced the coming of Vatican II at the end of the 1950s, women were writing to 

bishops asking to be included. The idea became more plausible when Suenens, known for 

his openness to reform, shared in a speech in October 1963 that women should also be 

invited as auditors. The first women auditors joined in Session III in fall 1964, and Luz 

 

81 Kaiser, Politics of Sex and Religion, 91.  
82 McClory, Turning Point, 75.  
83 McEnroy reports that of the 23 women auditors, 19 were single, three were widowed, and one was 
married. Guests in Their Own House,89. 
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María joined them for Session IV in fall 1965.84  As the only married auditors, the couple 

challenged the Council, from inside and outside of their home. 

At the sessions, José and Luz María disrupted spaces segregated by gender.  For 

example, the Council offered a separate café for women auditors, a feature both the 

Alvárez Icaza-Longorias and the other women auditors recalled.85 When José  was asked 

which café he would use, he answered, “of course, the one for women."86 He noted that 

his wife once accompanied him to the café for men, but she detested the atmosphere, and 

they never returned there.87 Once her husband had accompanied Luz María, other women 

auditors also began to invite other men to join them at their café over the next few days.88 

One day, the Swiss Guard prohibited José from entering the women’s café, but he 

insisted that they ask the appropriate officials for permission for him to enjoy coffee with 

his wife at the women’s bar. 89  The story goes that the Vatican official was annoyed that 

such a trivial issue was taken to him. José said that the officials were ignoring the 

realities of the modern world “while it is being played out in front of your eyes.”90 After 

 

84 German historian Regina Hyder explained in an interview with Vatican News how women auditors 
became involved in Vatican II, the subject of her research. Gurun Sailer, “Women at Vatican II: Surprising 
women, a surprising council!” Vatican News June 18, 2019. https://www.vaticannews.va/en/vatican-
city/news/2019-06/second-vatican-council-women-regina-heyder.html. 
85 McEnroy, Guests in Their Own House, 101–104; Pastor Escobar, “Vaticano II en el laicado 
mexicano,”177. 
86McEnroy, Guests in Their Own House, 103; Pastor Escobar, “Vaticano II en el laicado mexicano,”177. 
87 Pastor Escobar, McEnroy, Guests in Their Own House, “Vaticano II en el laicado mexicano,” 177. 
88 McEnroy, Turning Point, 103.  
89 For this account in McEnroy, Guests in Their Own House, 103; For this account in Pastor Escobar, 
“Vaticano II en el laicado mexicano,” 177. The named officials differ in both accounts. McEnroy mentions 
an Archbishop Felici, and Pastor Escobar mentions a Msgr. Peniche and an archbishop from Madrid. For 
this reason, the exact name of the Vatican official is omitted in the text.  
90 As quoted in McEnroy, Guests in Their Own House 103.  
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this incident, this rule regarding who could or could not attend the café for women, was 

no longer enforced.  

José recalled how simply portraying themselves as couple and family unsettled 

many attendees. Apparently, on the first day of the Council, they intentionally arrived 

through the main door instead of the back door and entered arm-in-arm. According to 

José, "[b]ishops were astonished" by their display.91 Whenever they received 

Communion, instead of walking single file like everyone else, they walked together as a 

couple, arms linked.92 José even said the “Swiss Guard tried to separate us but with no 

success.”93 For instance, at a mass on the weekend, an Italian priest was scandalized that 

José's daughter held his arm in Church and instructed them to avoid showing such 

affection.94 These incidents served as stark reminders to José and Luz María of the 

Church’s disconnect from the realities of married life.95   

Although initially José and Luz María were not invited to participate in one of the 

commissions on family, they eventually became participants and interveners in the 

discussion.96 When the couple heard how the bishops were discussing married life, it 

made Luz María laugh.97 As previously mentioned, Luz María intervened at the 

 

91 As quoted in McEnroy, Guests in Their Own House, 104. 
92 McEnroy, Guests in Their Own House, 104.  
93 McEnroy, Guests in Their Own House, 104.  
94 For this account, see McEnroy, Guests in Their Own House, 103–104. José said he also complained 
about this.  
95 McEnroy, Guests in Their Own House, 103.  
96 Pastor Escobar, “Vaticano II en el laicado mexicano,”178; McEnroy, Guests in Their Own House, 142.  
97 Pastor Escobar, “Vaticano II en el laicado mexicano,”179; McEnroy, Guests in Their Own House, 143.  
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meeting.98 When recalling her experience, she noted how turned off she was by how the 

bishops treated marriage as a legal contract and over-emphasized lust. Given Luz María 

and José's dissatisfaction with the document, the bishops asked them if they could write 

something better; they agreed. 

It was their team that enabled them to prepare something for the next day. José 

recalled that they brought a team of 20 people who helped them organize and review their 

prepared materials including their surveys from the MFC.99 Historian María Martha 

Pacheco Hinojosa names some of these attendees, such as the presidents of the MFC of 

the Archdioceses of Mexico City, Xavier, and Josefina Wiechers; MFC presidents of 

Monterrey José Vicente y Consuelo Ferrera; and the vice president of CENCOS, Eduardo 

Arochi.100 This team also helped send news back to Mexico about Vatican II via the 

communication service, telex, which then appeared in CENCOS newsletters.101 Likely, 

the team helped Luz María and José compile their document for the next day, which 

participants liked and approved.102 The document was passed on for another committee to 

review and approve. In this way, Luz María and José had moved beyond their roles as 

listeners and had become active participants, intervening in the making of the document, 

 

98 McEnroy offers direct quotes from Luz María, so I prioritized her account. McEnroy, Guests in their 
Own House, 143–144. Pastor Escobar also relays this experience but from the perspective of her husband. 
Pastor Escobar, “Vaticano II en el laicado mexicano,” 179–180. 
99 Pastor Escobar, “Vaticano II en el laicado mexicano,” 174. 
100 Pastor Escobar, “Vaticano II en el laicado mexicano,” 174; Pacheco Hinojosa, “Iglesia, Familia y 
Sociedad,” 130. 
101 Pastor Escobar, “Vaticano II en el laicado mexicano,”174; Pacheco Hinojosa, “Iglesia, Familia y 
Sociedad,” 130. 
102 Pastor Escobar, “Vaticano II en el laicado mexicano,”179; McEnroy, Guests in their Own House, 144. 
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Gaudium et spes.103 José recalled how famous Luz María had become.104 He said what the 

press in many languages emphasized this quote from her speech: "and with all respect I 

tell those conciliar fathers that their mothers conceived them without this fear of 

concupiscence."105 This phase resonated with many, making Luz María’s presence at the 

session significant and memorable. The language of the final document omitted the term 

concupiscence and instead emphasized conjugal love.106 In their bulletin produced by 

CENCOS, they reported that a woman had intervened in a conciliar text for the first time 

in history.107 

In the final discussions in November 1965, a group of officials and bishops 

opposed the revised document's treatment of marriage.108 Among them was American 

Jesuit priest John Ford. Ford had been writing articles about marriage with his colleague, 

Gerald Kelly, since the 1950s. Ford’s and Kelly’s mentors from Rome were the ones who 

had helped draft the 1930 encyclical, Casti connubii, which prohibited artificial 

contraception.109 Ford was concerned that newly revised chapter on marriage did not 

 

103 Pastor Escobar, “Vaticano II en el laicado mexicano,” 179; McEnroy, Guests in Their Own House,144. 
104 Pastor Escobar, “Vaticano II en el laicado mexicano,”179; McEnroy, Guests in Their Own House, 145. 
105 Pastor Escobar, “Vaticano II en el laicado mexicano,”179–180.  
106 Pastor Escobar, “Vaticano II en el laicado mexicano,” 180.  
107 Pastor Escobar, “Vaticano II en el laicado mexicano,” 180. Kaiser mentions that bishops had decided on 
this but omits the Alvárez Icaza-Longorias’ intervention. Politics of Sex and Religion, 110–112. McClory 
also omits the Alvárez Icaza-Longorias in his overview of this Council Session. Turning Point, 77-85. Most 
recently, McGreevy omits the intervention of the Alvárez Icaza-Longorias. See McGreevy, Catholicism: A 
Global History, 302-3.  
108 There are multiple accounts of this intervention, sometimes called the Papal Modi. Kaiser, Politics of 
Sex and Religion, 115–121; McClory, Turning Point, 80–85; Pastor Escobar, “Vaticano II en el laicado 
mexicano,” 180; See John T. McGreevy, Catholicism and American Freedom: A History (New York: 
W.W. Norton, 2003), 240-245, and more recently, Catholicism: A Global History, 302. McEnroy does not 
employ the term modi but refers to this event, Guests in Their Own House, 144–145.  
109 McGreevy, Catholicism: A Global History, 302 and Catholicism and American Freedom, 221.  
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sufficiently reinforce the earlier encyclical. He contacted the pope and used his 

connections to ensure this change would not go through.110  

Ultimately, Ford’s efforts failed. During these deliberations, a letter was read 

(supposedly from the pope, but the Alvárez Icaza-Longorias believe it was drafted by 

opponents) asking the laity refrain from commenting on these topics.111 McGreevy 

confirms that the Alvárez Icaza-Longorias’ suspicions were correct—Ford and a 

colleague drafted the letter.112 In response, the Alvárez Icaza-Longorias and others sent a 

letter protesting this prohibition.113 The next day, it was relayed that the pope, indeed, was 

allowing the laity to speak and participate. From the perspective of the Alvárez Icaza-

Longorias, they had succeeded in protecting their intervention into the text.114 They even 

said that their letter had received press coverage and media attention.115 On the other 

hand, Ford was disappointed in Gaudium et spes’s failure to reiterate procreation as the 

primary purpose of marriage.116 In the end, the final document made only one reference to 

the encyclical Casti connubii in a footnote.117 For Ford, it worried him that the document 

left open the possibility of the approval of birth control, while the Alvárez Icaza-

Longorias were happy with their intervention.  

 

110 McGreevy, Catholicism: A Global History, 302.  
111 For an account of this incident, see McEnroy Guests in Their Own House,144. See also Pastor Escobar, 
“Vaticano II en el laicado mexicano,” 180.  
112 McGreevy, Catholicism: A Global History, 302.  
113 Pastor Escobar, “Vaticano II en el laicado mexicano,”180. McEnroy, Guests in Their Own House, 144–
145 
114 Pastor Escobar, “Vaticano II en el laicado mexicano,”180. McEnroy, Guests in Their Own House,144–
145 
115 Pastor Escobar “Vaticano II en el laicado mexicano,”180.  
116 McGreevy, Catholicism and American Freedom, 245.  
117 McGreevy, Catholicism and American Freedom, 245; McGreevy, Catholicism: A Global History, 303.  
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Outside of their participation in the decision-making, the Alvárez Icaza-Longorias 

also shaped the Council by hosting many guests inside their home, thanks to advice from 

their friend, Betsie Hollants. Hollants was a Catholic activist who had been working with 

the Alvárez Icaza-Longorias’ other friend, Father Ivan Illich, in Cuernavaca, a city just 

outside of Mexico City.118 Hollants advised the Alvárez Icaza-Longorias based on her 

experience of networking and facilitating conversations in Cuernavaca and Rome. When 

the Vatican II Council meetings had begun, Hollants was sent to be at the "service of the 

bishops of Latin America" in Rome. She noticed the bishops and priests of Latin America 

did not know each other well, and the authorities in Rome did not think it was important 

to address this gap. When the Vatican officials did not let her open a “club for bishops 

and their invitees” in Rome, she rented an apartment with her own money and gave 

critical talks about her work in Cuernavaca. She also made connections with journalists. 

Hollants also held "simple meals" with bishops five times a week to "provide some 

information that was missing to those who arrived from an environment very distinct 

from that of Rome."119 Based on her own experience, Hollants advised the Alvárez-Icaza 

 

118 Thanks to the activities of Father Illich, Bishop Mendez Arceo, and Betsie Hollants, Cuernavaca became 
a site of radicalization inside the Catholic Church during the 1960s. Mexicans, priests, and bishops from all 
over the Americas attended activities held by Illich's center. Hollants, as historian Saúl Espino Armendáriz 
points out, had an equally important part in this network as her better-known male counterparts. See 
"Disidencias Feministas En La Iglesia Católica Mexicana: El Movimiento Para La Ordenación De Mujeres 
Durante Los Años Setenta Del Siglo XX," Historia mexicana 71, no. 4 (284) (2022): 1723-1763, 
https://doi.org/10.24201/HM.V71I4.4373 and “Feminismo católico en México.”  
119 "Resumen de actividades realizadas por Betsie Hollants," [no date], Caja 18.5, Exp. 54, Fondo Centro 
Nacional de la Comunicación Social (hereafter cited as CENCOS), Archivo de las Religiones y 
Movimientos Sociales en México, Biblioteca Guillermo Bonfil Batalla, Escuela Nacional de Antropología 
e Historia (hereafter cited as ENAH), Mexico City, Mexico. 
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Longorias to do their most important work from inside their home especially since the 

attendees would be tired at the last session of the Council. 

In Rome, tired participants sought refuge at Hollants’s apartment and the Alvárez 

Icaza-Longorias’ home. Hollants hosted many guests in her apartment and sent them to 

the Alvárez Icaza-Longorias' home, and vice-versa.120  The Alvárez Icaza-Longorias 

called their home, "Casa de Familia.”121 The Italian ambassador to Spain had lent them 

his house. José recalled that it was conveniently located at the "Pie de la Croce y Boca di 

Lione."122 The house had over twenty rooms, and it came with two station wagons.123 It 

cost no more than $5 per day.124 José recollected some of the workers that assisted in care 

labor—a “very typically Italian” cook by the name of María; their chauffeur, Pablo; and 

an “Italian maid.”125 Hosting guests was a team effort.  

In his recollection, José emphasized the diversity of viewpoints and the range of 

people they hosted. José recalled that they hosted people with a range of expertise, from 

birth control to Marxism.126 They had invited an Irish priest over to drink whiskey. 

Another guest was Archbishop Miguel Darío Miranda from Mexico City.127 One time, the 

archbishop bought pheasant so could have a nice meal for a feast day, and the Alvárez 

 

120 McEnroy, Guests in Their Own House, 137.  
121 For their Casa de Familia accounts, see McEnroy, Guests in Their Own House, 137–138. Pastor 
Escobar, “Vaticano II en el laicado mexicano,” 173–174. 
122 Pastor Escobar, “Vaticano II en el laicado mexicano,”173.  
123 McEnroy, Guests in Their Own House, 138.  
124 McEnroy, Guests in Their Own House, 138. 
125 “Pastor Escobar,“Vaticano II en el laicado mexicano,”174. “una cocinera gorda muy típica italiana”. 
Note McEnroy recounted that they did their shopping and cooking, but even if it was true, they had lots of 
help. See, McEnroy, Guests in Their Own House, 138.  
126 Pastor Escobar, “Vaticano II en el laicado mexicano,” 173.  
127 McEnroy, Guests in Their Own House, 138.  
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Icaza-Longorias helped prepare the meal.128 Ultimately, Luz María and José hosted over a 

thousand council fathers in their home. 

Apart from hosting tired council attendees, Luz María and her husband also cared 

for their two teenage daughters who had joined them.129 Likely, the daughters were old 

enough to fend for themselves. An anecdote from Luz María suggests there were times 

when the children were alone at home.130 When the girls were alone at their residence, 

someone came by. The daughters had assumed it was one of their parents' friends, so to 

be hospitable, they showed them the house. When looking back on this moment, the 

couple assumed it was a robber who had come by, but ultimately, ended up stealing 

nothing. Luz María also often thought of her children she left behind in Mexico City. In 

an interview, she recollected how challenging it would have been to bring all ten children 

with them, including a recently born six-month-old baby.131 She said that “God provided 

and gave us the right people with whom we could leave our children.”132 Luz María cited 

good friends, including those involved in the MFC, who cared for her children. She also 

shared that she went through a "crisis period " multiple times in Rome when she was 

preoccupied with what was happening with the rest of their children at home in Mexico 

City.133 Challenging moments only exacerbated these feelings. Her role as a mother was 

 

128 McEnroy, Guests in Their Own House, 138.  
129 McEnroy, Guests in Their Own House, 146.  
130 For this anecdote, see McEnroy, Guests in Their Own House, 137. 
131 McEnroy, Guests in Their Own House, 146.  
132 McEnroy, Guests in Their Own House, 146.  
133 McEnroy, Guests in Their Own House, 146. 
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what helped her thoughtfully intervene at the Council, but also, what made her 

participation at the Council at times challenging.  

At the conclusion of the Council’s meeting in early December 1965, each auditor 

had an audience with the pope. During their turn, the Alvárez Icaza-Longorias and their 

two daughters delivered the results of the surveys they had conducted in preparation for 

their participation in Vatican II. This report contained the 33,352 responses they had 

gathered. Historian Pastor Escobar adds that the Alvárez Icaza-Longorias also gave the 

pope a book about the disintegration of the family and the image of the Virgin Guadalupe 

in the name of Mexico. At the closing ceremony of the Vatican II Council, the pope 

thanked Luz María for representing mothers and gifted her a commemorative medal.134  

When the Alvárez Icaza-Longorias returned to Mexico, they shared their positive 

experiences at the Council during a press conference, skillfully dodging questions from 

reporters about birth control. They recalled the open atmosphere that allowed them to 

discuss topics frankly and honestly. When the Alvárez Icaza-Longorias just mentioned 

the word "family," reporters began to ask if the Council had decided anything official 

about the birth control pill. José Icaza cited Pope Paul VI’s recent visit at the United 

Nations in the fall of 1965 and said the topic of birth control was an issue of “charity.”135 

People should “not be denied the opportunity to participate in the banquet of life,” 

meaning procreation. Gaudium et spes, the document they helped finalize, was "open" 

 

134 McEnroy, Guests in Their Own House, 159–160; Pastor Escobar, “Vaticano II en el laicado mexicano,” 
183.  
135 This account is found in Raquel Pastor Escobar, “Vaticano II en el laicado mexicano,” 184. For more on 
Paul VI’s talk at the UN, see McGreevy, Catholicism: A Global History, 300-301.  
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and dealt "precisely with religious and moral topics." The “technical solutions and 

scientific questions” were left for the Birth Control Commission to address. The Alvárez 

Icaza-Longorias told reporters that the document said that spouses should “assume 

responsibility of planning their family.” What was “truly new and significant,” the 

Alvárez Icaza-Longorias argued, was the “direct intervention” of women in topics related 

to the family, a sphere “where their [women’s] opinion should especially be heard.” The 

emphasis on women's intervention likely referred to Luz María 's role in the debate over 

the purpose of marriage. According to the Alvárez Icaza-Longorias, the Church had done 

a "deep review of itself" and began to "remove wrinkles." The Alvárez Icaza-Longorias 

stressed how the Church was “in fruitful communication with the world, to serve it [the 

world].”136 In other words, the Church was listening to struggles of laypeople, among 

which were the realities of married life.  

This hopeful note was evident in how the Alvárez Icaza-Longorias, by then 

copresidents of the Latin American MFC, relayed their experiences to members across 

the continent. The declaration was a statement regarding Gaudium et spes’s section on 

marriage and family. The declaration, likely made by José and Luz María, said that the 

Church wanted to “produce a profound renovation of all and every single one of the 

families in the world, that depend on the formation of its spouses and of new 

generations.”137 In other words, the Latin American MFC believed that Vatican II’s final 

 

136 Raquel Pastor Escobar, “Vaticano II en el laicado mexicano,” 184. 
137 Declaraciones de SPLA con Respecto al Capítulo sobre matrimonio y familia dentro de la constitucion 
pastoral “La iglesia en el moundo de hoy,” International Confederation of Christian Family Movements: 
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document signaled a genuine effort by the Church to better support familial and married 

life. How José and Luz María relayed their experiences at Vatican II suggests that, at the 

time, they believed that the Church had updated its approach to family and marriage.  

When the Crowleys arrived in Rome the next year for the final meeting of the 

Birth Control Commission, they already began to experience the effects of José and Luz 

María’s intervention at Vatican II. This time, the Crowleys were allowed to reside 

together as a couple instead of in separate quarters.138 They and the other two couples 

shared an apartment for the duration of the meetings.139 The Crowleys were happy with 

this change.140 If not, the Crowleys would have been forced to live apart for the duration 

of the entire meeting, which was from early April 1966 to June 1966.141 Previously, the 

meetings lasted three to four days, but this final one was an extended session.142 This tiny 

accommodation, along with the Alvárez Icaza-Longorias’ notable intervention at Vatican 

II in the previous fall, suggested that the Church was finally listening to its faithful.  

Patty Crowley’s presentation, along with two women’s’ talks, showed members 

the challenges of married life and the need to renew teaching.143 The Crowleys had 

returned with the results of a more extensive survey conducted in the US and 

 

Manuscripts (hereafter cited as CICF) 10-13, University of Notre Dame Archives (hereafter cited as 
UNDA), South Bend, Indiana. “…producer una profunda renovación de todas y cada una de las familias 
del mundo, de las cuales depende la formación de los cónyuges y de las nuevas generaciones…” 
138 McClory, Turning Point, 98.  
139 McClory, Turning Point, 98. 
140 McClory, Turning Point, 98.  
141 McClory, Tuning Point,76. 
142 Kaiser, Politics of Sex and Religion,129. McClory, Turning Point, 96.  
143 McClory notes other women presented, such as J. F. Kulanday, Marie Rendu, and Colette Potvin. See 
Turning Point, 102–107.  
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worldwide.144 Catholics in English-speaking and Spanish-speaking countries, including 

Tanzania and India, answered the surveys.145 The results contained mixed messages, with 

many women complaining about the challenges they experienced. Many women, for 

example, kept receiving contradictory and unhelpful advice from priests. The Crowleys 

distributed a 23-page report to attendees.146 Patty relayed the negative results of the 

survey and how much these couples, some of the most devout and active couples, 

struggled. She had argued that the rhythm method was ineffective for couples and urged 

the Commission to "redefine the moral imperatives of fertility regulation."147 Married 

couples needed realistic moral guidance from their Church.  

In the end, the majority opinion of the Birth Control Commission ruled in favor of 

the acceptance of birth control, although the debates were contested, largely due to John 

Ford. 148 During these deliberations, the Commission produced opposing reports. One 

report entitled "Responsible Parenthood," later known as the “Majority Report,” reflected 

what most of the Commission, including the Crowleys, argued for—accepting the use of 

the  birth control pill for married Catholics.149 It was sensitive to the realities of married 

and family life and opposed abortion.150 On the other hand, the “Minority Report,” which 

 

144 McClory Turning Point, 88. For more on the contents of this survey, see Turning Point, 86-95.  
145 I don’t have exact numbers, but McClory notes that 1,400 surveys had come from English-speaking 
countries along. Turning Point, 88.  
146 McClory, Turning Point, 88. 
147 As found in McClory, Turning Point, 105.  
148 For more on these debates, discussions, and votes, see Kaiser, Politics of Sex and Religion, Chapters 7 
and 8. See also, McClory, Turning Point, Chapters 11–13.  
149 For more on making what would become the Majority Report, see McClory, Turning Point, Chapter 12, 
especially 110–114.  
150 McClory, Turning Point, 114.  
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Ford initiated, rejected the pill.151 Ford had already been uncomfortable with Gaudium et 

spes, which made procreation and mutual love of equal importance to marriage. ⁠152  

Only a fraction of the Commission was eligible to vote for the final verdict in 

June 1966. For the final meeting, the Crowleys, along with the other additions to the 

Committee, had their status changed from voting member to expert or consultant.153 The 

Commission’s official members were now only the sixteen bishops and cardinals that the 

pope had designated.154 This body of members—not the experts—ultimately voted on the 

Commission's findings and advised the pope.155 In the final vote, they echoed the 

majority opinion of the Commission, arguing that contraception was not intrinsically evil 

and that its approval complied with earlier Church tradition.156 They voted to give the 

“Majority Report” to the pope, which he received by the end of June.157  

At the conclusion of the Birth Control Commission, many of its members were 

hopeful that the pope would listen to their findings. Patty Crowley said there was no 

"doubt…that the pope would follow the Commission report."158 The demographer from 

the Philippines, Mercedes Concepción, noted that they "were certain we had made 

history.”159 Many left Rome with the conviction that they had influenced the Church. The 

Church had heard the concerns of the faithful, and for once, had listened to them.  

 

151 For more on Ford and the making of this document, see McClory, Turning Point, 110–111. 
152 McGreevy, Catholicism and American Freedom, 243–45. 
153 McClory, Tuning Point,96. 
154 McClory, Tuning Point,96. 
155 McClory, Tuning Point,96–97. 
156 McClory, Turning Point, 127.  
157 McClory, Turning Point, 129.  
158 As found in McClory, Turning Point, 128.  
159 As found in McClory, Turning Point, 128. 
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Conclusion 

By telling the histories of the Alvárez Icaza-Longorias and the Crowleys together, 

many common themes emerge. Both couples relayed the experiences of other couples to 

the Vatican officials. At their respective meetings, they also intervened in similar ways, 

pushing Vatican officials to consider the realities of marriage. At both meetings, the 

couples witnessed how Vatican officials regarded marriage, particularly, in the way they 

segregated spaces by gender.  The Crowleys already felt the positive effects of José’s and 

Luz’s intervention when they returned to Rome for the last meeting at the Birth Control 

Commission. They were both central to some of the Catholic Church’s most important 

meetings in its modern history. Based on what both couples had experienced at their 

respective meetings, they had returned to their countries believing that they had taken 

part in the aggiornamento (updating) inside the Catholic Church.  
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Chapter 2: Counseling Couples in the Clinic and the 
Confessional (1962-1967) 

In the advice column of Christus, a theological Mexico City-based magazine run 

by Jesuits, one anonymous contributor asked if “Priest X”’s guidance about the use of the 

pill was morally sound.1 Key to Priest X’s moral reasoning was the condition of women’s 

ovules while on the pill. First, the pill "made feminine ovules not capable of 

conception."2 Secondly, according to Priest X, ovules did “not fall under natural 

biological development.”3 Likely, Priest X meant that that the pill—instead of blocking 

conception via a barrier method such as a condom—prevented pregnancy at the source, 

by making a woman’s ovules incapable of conceiving. When a woman was on the pill, 

she could still have sex with her husband, and nothing would obstruct the sexual act 

itself. Priest X was using an argument that was gaining popularity among theologians, 

priests, and doctors all around the world by the end of 1963. The publication of American 

Catholic doctor and coinventor of the pill John Rock’s book, The Time has Come, had 

popularized this argument.  Because the pill was primarily a hormonal intervention—and 

not physical, like its predecessor, the condom—many priests began justifying the use of 

the pill for married couples.  

 

1 Armando Salcedo C., S.J., “Caso 1646. Medicamentos Anticonceptivos,” Christus, December 1963, 
1026–30.  
2 Armando Salcedo C., S.J., “Caso 1646." “…que hacen a los óvulos femeninos no aptos para la 
concepción.” 
3 Armando Salcedo C., S.J., “Caso 1646.” “...no caen dentro del desarrolllo biológico natural.” 
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The appearance of a question about Priest X’s moral reasoning in a widely read 

theological magazine suggests that couples and priests alike were seeking advice about 

the pill in early 1960s Mexico City. Catholic couples, in response to the pill hitting 

shelves in Mexico by 1962, were seeking spiritual counsel regarding their sexual and 

reproductive lives. They wanted to know if the use of the pill was morally legitimate. 

Priests, on the other hand, in response to this invention, wanted to know how to properly 

advise couples. Priests were the ones often preparing couples for the sacrament of 

marriage. They also were the ones listening to people’s sins in the confessional. Their 

duty in the confessional was to let the confessor know their act of penance (what they had 

to be in God’s good grace again), and whether their sins were absolved (referring to 

whether they can take Communion at mass). To do this, they assessed the gravity of the 

nature of sin, so they could advise people in the confessional accordingly. It is no surprise 

that one of the questions about Priest X’s advice was whether a priest could absolve a 

person’s sins if they admitted to using the pill during their confession. 

While the previous chapter followed how married couples approached family size 

and marital intimacy in the early to mid-1960s, this chapter turns to priests. Inspired by 

Vatican II, some priests combined theological and scientific reasoning to justify the use 

of the pill for married couples. While this subfield in Mexican scholarship is growing, 

historians have shown how priests and bishops in other parts of Latin America discussed 

birth control and the pope’s decision in the context of emerging discourses around 

liberation theology, inequality, and population. Notably, historian Raúl Necochea López 

found that priests working in the urban centers of Peru justified the use of the pill for 
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married couples to minimize poverty.4 In Chile, historian Jadwiga Pieper Mooney found 

that bishops and priests, given their concerns over population, inequality, and abortion, 

approved of couples’ right to make decisions about their reproductive lives.5 Like their 

Latin American counterparts, these priests at the center of this chapter also considered 

family size and inequality when justifying the pill.  

This chapter turns to two specific episodes. During the early to mid-1960s, one 

priest collaborated with a family planning clinic, working with medical experts. The other 

priest collaborated with doctors and scientists intellectually. He gave advice in the pages 

of Christus based on recent developments in medical literature. Both priests were moral 

theology professors at their respective institutions and had previous medical training. The 

chapter shows how few Mexican priests were participating in these international debates 

regarding the pill. Secondly, these priests’ public involvement—one in a clinic, the other 

in a well-read magazine—suggests the Mexican Church’s implicit endorsement of the 

pill. Though, this endorsement only went so far. By illustrating how these priests faced 

resistance from their superiors and colleagues, this chapter shows the limits of their 

advocacy.  

 

4 See  Raúl Necochea López, A History of Family Planning in Twentieth-Century Peru (Chapel Hill: The 
University of North Carolina Press, 2015); Raúl Necochea López, "Priests and Pills: Catholic Family 
Planning in Peru, 1967–1976," Latin American Research Review 43, no. 2 (2008). 
https://doi.org/10.1353/lar.0.0025. 
5 Jadwiga E. Pieper Mooney, The Politics of Motherhood: Maternity and Women's Rights in Twentieth 
Century Chile (Pittsburgh, PA: University of Pittsburgh Press, 2009), 71–101. Other works include Laura 
Briggs, Reproducing Empire: Race, Sex, Science, and U.S. Imperialism in Puerto Rico (Berkeley, CA: 
University of California Press, 2002); Karina Felitti, "Planificación Familiar en la Argentina de las Décadas 
1960 Y 1970: ¿un Caso Original En América Latina? / Family Planning in Argentina during the Decades 
1960 and 1970: An Unusual Case in Latin America?" Estudios Demográficos Y Urbanos, 79th ser., 27, no. 
1 (2012): 153–88.  
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Priestly Collaborations with a Family Planning Clinic 

As early as the late 1950s, family planning activities were on the rise in Mexico 

City.6 To navigate Mexico’s Catholic landscape, as historian Martha Espinosa Tavares 

has shown, Mexico’s first family planning clinic worked with, and not against, the 

Catholic Church. The Asociación Pro-Salud Maternal (Pro-Maternal Health Association), 

its name since 1963, collaborated with priests. In 1964, correspondence between Edris 

Rice-Wray, the clinic’s founder, and the demographic director of the Population Council, 

Dudley Kirk, Rice-Wray shared that she had built a connection with a priest.7 Espinosa 

Tavares says that Rice-Wray “enthusiastically mentioned” that she had a very helpful 

conversation with this priest. Rice-Wray relayed that this “important Catholic priest in 

Mexico” had recognized that the problem of population, the ineffectiveness of the rhythm 

method, and the acceptability of the pill.8 The priest had plans to come by the clinic and 

give a talk. While uncertain if the priest that Rice-Wray referred to was the same priest, 

by the mid-1960s, Father Alfonso Orozco had become involved with the Asociación Pro-

Salud Maternal.9 

 

6 Historian Martha Espinosa Tavares argues that Mexico’s first family planning clinic opened in 1959. See 
"'They Are Coming in So Fast That If We Had Publicity About the Clinic We Would Be Swamped': Edris 
Rice-Wray, the First Family Planning Clinic in Mexico (1959), and the Intervention of US-Based Private 
Foundations," Journal of Women's History 34, no. 2 (2022): 76–96, 
https://doi.org/10.1353/jowh.2022.0014. 
7Espinosa Tavares, “'They Are Coming in So Fast,'” 84. 
8 As quoted in Espinosa Tavares, “'They Are Coming in So Fast,'” 84. 
9 Stephanie Baker Opperman, "'there was no 'Family Planning Movement,' there was just Us': The 
Asociación Pro-Salud Maternal and Birth Control in 1960s Mexico." Journal of Women's History 34, no. 2 
(2022): 108–109. 

https://doi.org/10.1353/jowh.2022.0014.
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We know about the life of Father Orozco comes from his collaborations with the 

family planning clinic.10 During the 1960s, he was a professor of moral theology at the 

Seminario Conciliar of Mexico in Mexico City, forming the next generation of clergy.11 

His thoughts on birth control appeared in a wide variety of magazines, including the 

Mexico City-based women’s magazine, Claudia, and Juventud, the magazine of the 

Catholic Action women’s organization, Juventud Católica Femenina Mexicana (JFCM; 

Association of Young Women Catholics).12 As evident in his success at the clinic, 

Orozco effectively reached a wide range of people.  

According to anthropologist Stephanie Baker Opperman, Orozco’s participation 

in the life of the clinic was well-received. For example, Orozco offered a course called 

“Responsible Parenthood and the Church,” which slowly gained popularity.13 Orozco 

taught this course with Archbishop of Mexico City Miguel Darío Miranda’s approval. 

Although the exact content of Orozco’s course is unknown, Baker Opperman argues that 

Orozco’s talks were effective. Orozco was accessible and empathic. The clinic staff 

reported that Orozco's "sincerity and true comprehension of family problems endears him 

 

10 It is difficult to find much about him in the archival record. Stephanie Baker Opperman does not provide 
biographical information in her article. Orozco does not have an entry in Diccionario de Protagonistas del 
Mundo Católico en México en Siglo XX. 
11 Karina 'Felitti, "'De La ‘Mujer Moderna’ a La ‘Mujer Liberada’: Un Análisis De La Revista Claudia De 
México (1965–1977)," Historia Mexicana 67, no. 3 (January–March 2018): 1365, 
https://doi.org/10.24201/hm.v67i3.3531. 
12 Acción Católica Mexicana (ACM) or Catholic Action was an umbrella organization. According to 
historian Ben Fallaw, since December 1929, the end of the Revolution, all Catholic lay organizations fell 
under the ACM’s jurisdiction. Fallaw, Religion and State Formation, 25. For more on Catholic Action in 
Mexico, see for example, Stephen J. C. Andes, The Vatican and Catholic Activism in Mexico and Chile: 
The Politics of Transnational Catholicism, 1920–1940 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2014). For more 
on Catholic Action women’s organizations, see Boylan, “Gendering the Faith and Altering the Nation.” 
13 Baker Opperman, "'there was no 'Family Planning Movement,'” 108. 
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to those who heard him speak."14 Orozco was so effective that the staff invited him to 

serve as an "honorary member of the Association.” 15 Orozco happily accepted.  

Orozco was especially adept at addressing questions about faith that the clinic’s 

staff likely could not sufficiently answer. By 1964, the association had expanded. 

According to Espinosa Tavares, the main clinic in Mexico City had a “staff of sixty 

employees, including fourteen doctors, a full-time pathologist, five social workers, four 

nurses, a statistician, and four statistical clerks.”16 The association also had five sub 

clinics operating in the low-income areas of Mexico City.17 On average, up to 180 

patients visited the center daily.18 While it is uncertain which clinic Orozco visited, the 

priest clearly complemented the otherwise medical and scientific expertise offered to 

patients, as Baker Opperman observes. Regarding the question of faith, the staff believed 

that Orozco was so understanding that he could “dispel misconceptions, fears, doubts and 

guilt feelings which plague many Catholics.”19 The staff applauded Orozco’s abilities to 

navigate this terrain.  

In 1965, the association began a rhythm-method clinic that closed after six 

months. The association collaborated with Church officials to implement a clinic 

specifically dedicated to teaching the rhythm method to Catholics "whose conscience 

prohibits any other" way of managing births.20 Baker Opperman does not indicate 

 

14 Baker Opperman, "'there was no 'Family Planning Movement,'” 108. 
15 Baker Opperman, "'there was no 'Family Planning Movement,'”109. 
16 Espinosa Tavares, “'They Are Coming in So Fast,'” 82.  
17 Espinosa Tavares, “'They Are Coming in So Fast,'” 82. 
18 Baker Opperman, 'there was no 'Family Planning Movement,'” 103.  
19 Baker Opperman, 'there was no 'Family Planning Movement,'” 108–9. 
20 Baker Opperman, 'there was no 'Family Planning Movement,'”109. 
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whether Orozco was involved with this specific endeavor, but given his relationship to 

the association, he likely was involved. During the six months the rhythm clinic operated, 

only 44 patients registered. The few that came left quickly once they learned it was 

dedicated to exclusively teaching the rhythm method. According to Baker Opperman, 

Catholic officials were surprised by how few women were interested in the clinic. It 

seemed women were more interested in oral contraceptives than learning about the 

rhythm method. After six months, the association decided to shut down the initiative and 

use its resources elsewhere. What Church officials or Orozco felt about this failed 

initiative is unknown.  

A look at Orozco’s article for Juventud magazine published that year illuminates 

how he might have taught his course at the association and counseled patients.21 In the 

article, Orozco argued that sex was "wanted by God," and therefore, it was "good." 

Orozco underscored how intimacy was essential to marriage. Marriage and, by extension, 

sexual relations were "reciprocal" in the "daily dialogue of conjugal life." Marriage, also 

was a “generative communion” geared towards “procreation and the raising of children.” 

As much as Orozco explained the multiple functions of sex in marriage, he reiterated the 

Church’s position. By upholding procreation as the primary end of marriage, the Church 

did not “[m]inimize” the “personal values of communion [of spouses].” By doing so, 

Orozco insisted that the Church promoted the communion of spouses, or marital 

 

21 Pbro Alfonso Orzoco, “El sexo y la limitación de nacimientos,” Juventud, October 1965, Caja 63, 
Colección de Acción Católica, Ibero.  
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intimacy. In print, at least, Orozco upheld the idea that the primary purpose of sex and 

marriage was procreation. 

While acknowledging the importance of intimacy to marriage, Orozco 

simultaneously believed couples should plan births and be intentional about their choices. 

Orzoco warned that the Church opposed an “irrational fertility that” did not fit with the 

“dignity of man.” By “irrational fertility,” Orozco referred to parents who had multiple 

children without a plan. According to Orozco, the root of the problem of 

“overpopulation” was the absence of premarital and marital education about sex.22 In the 

article, Orozco failed to explain how couples should concretely plan their families. 

Unlike this article written for Juventud magazine, his lectures likely explained in detail 

how to manage births, and how the pill could help achieve this goal.  

Father Orozco continued his involvement with the clinic. When Planned 

Parenthood's Alan Guttmacher visited the clinic in 1966, he observed a “Padre Rosco, 

Professor of Moral Theology"—likely Father Orozco—who attended the "clinic almost 

daily."23 According to Guttmacher, the archbishop—likely Miguel Darío Miranda—

“encouraged” Orozco’s attendance as long as he was not dressed in “clerical garb” and 

there was no “publicity concerning his presence.”24 On the one hand, Archbishop Miguel 

Darío Miranda allowed Orozco to participate in the association, which suggests an 

 

22 Pbro Alfonso Orzoco, “El sexo y la limitación de nacimientos,” Juventud, October 1965, Caja 63, 
Colección de Acción Católica, Ibero.  
23Alan F. Guttmacher, M.D, Report on Mexican Situation, February 25, 1966, While Stephanie Baker 
Opperman’s article initially turned my attention to Guttmacher’s report, I was able to obtain a copy of the 
source thanks to the generosity of historian Martha Espinosa Tavares.  
24 As quoted in, Baker Opperman, ‘there was no ‘Family Planning Movement,’”108. 
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openness from the Church. At the same time, the archbishop’s desire to keep Orozco’s 

activities secret implies a hesitation. After all, by this time, the world knew that the pope 

had organized a commission to decide the morality of the pill. As archbishop, 

DaríoMiranda held a very public position and likely wanted to avoid any controversy or 

disputes over Orozco’s involvement.25  

Despite the secrecy surrounding his participation, Father Orozco’s talks became 

popular. By summer 1966, the pill was being sold like “hot bread” in Mexico City.26 The 

women’s magazine, Claudia interviewed pharmacy workers who said that the pill was in 

high demand, as were Father Orzoco’s talks.27 In a letter to Archbishop Darío Miranda, 

Doctor Fernanda Taracena Franco of Trinidad Hospital relayed that she and other doctors 

had heard about the talks given by Father Alfonso Orozco.28 Dr. Taracena Franco said 

that “[a]s doctors” they had “constant contact with the mothers of families who solicit 

advice regarding this topic.”29 Dr. Taracena Franco sought permission from Archbishop 

 

25 Darío Miranda, who was stationed in Tulancingo, in the state of Hidalgo since 1937, became assistant 
Archbishop of the Diocese of Mexico City in 1955 thanks to a nomination from Pope Pius XII. Following 
the death of archbishop Luis María Martinez in 1956, Darío Miranda became the bishop of Mexico City. 
Prior to his arrival in Mexico City, as a priest, Darío Miranda participated in institutional life of the Church, 
including the Social Mexican Secretariat (SSM) and Catholic Action in the 1920s. As bishop of Tulancingo 
from the 1930s to the 1940s, he was very active, creating initiatives for priests, promoting religious 
schools, and pastoral work with Indigenous people. Archbishop Darío Miranda was an active participant at 
the Second Vatican Council and remained in charge of the diocese of Mexico City until 1977. Valentina 
Torres Septién y Torres, “Miranda, Miguel Darío,” in Diccionario de Protagonistas del mundo católico en 
siglo xx, 469-473.   
26 Karina Felitti, “De La ‘Mujer Moderna’,”1364.  
27 Karina Felitti, “De La ‘Mujer Moderna’,”1364. Felitti observes that in the excerpts of the interviews used 
in the article, there was no mention of the legal barriers or obstacles in distributing the pill. 
28 Letter from Dr. Fernanda Taracena Franco to Arzobispo Miguel Darío Miranda, July 7, 1966, Caja 104, 
exp. 47, Colección Darío Miranda, Archivo Histórico del Arzobispado de México (hereafter cited as 
AHAM), Mexico City, Mexico. 
29Letter from Dr. Fernanda Taracena Franco to Arzobispo Miguel Darío Miranda, July 7, 1966, Caja 104, 
exp. 47, AHAM. “Cómo médicos tenemos contacto constante con madres de familia que solicitan consejos 
acerca de este tema.” 
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Darío Miranda to have Orozco give a talk, likely with the archbishop's presence. Dr. 

Taracena Franco insisted that "it would be for us a great utility to listen to Reverend 

Father Orozco."30 Dr. Taracena Franco asked the archbishop to accept their invitation and 

to give permission for a talk with Father Orozco on July 15 at the hospital.  

Although the Archbishop's response and whether he accepted the invitation are 

unknown, the exchange suggests an openness. The archbishop was aware of Orozco’s 

activities, and likely approved them, even if he made Father Orozco take precautions. 

Indeed, the Archbishop’s approval was noteworthy. Just years earlier, Rice-Wray had 

noted that the association had to address “Catholic dogma” and “Catholic fanatics” to 

minimize, if not avoid, Catholic opposition.31 Orozco’s collaboration with the association 

exemplifies that Church officials in Mexico City were open to family planning efforts 

and the convenience the pill offered to couples by the late 1960s. This invitation also 

signals that Father Orozco's lectures became popular among medical and health 

professionals in Mexico City. Baker Opperman's research suggests that Father Orozco 

likely achieved this renown thanks to his involvement with the Asociación Pro-Salud 

Maternal.  

Perhaps Orozco’s popularity became too much for Archbishop Darío Miranda, 

because, just a week later, rumors surfaced in the press that the archbishop had prohibited 

 

30 Letter from Dr. Fernanda Taracena Franco to Arzobispo Miguel Darío Miranda, July 7, 1966, Caja 104, 
exp. 47, AHAM. “…que sería para nosotros una utilidad escuchar al Reverendo Padre Orozco”  
31 As quoted in Espinosa Tavares, “’They Are Coming in So Fast,’” 84–85. 
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the discussion of birth control.32 On July 23, 1966, Mexican newspapers had reported this 

news.33 Bishop Méndez Arceo, when asked to comment on this prohibition, denied the 

rumors. People who were saying this had not read Darío Miranda’s declarations. 

According to Méndez Arceo, the archbishop had responded to specific circumstances 

pertaining to his archdiocese of Mexico City. The archbishop had simply addressed the 

“recklessness” of someone who tried to be or unintentionally came off as a spokesperson 

for the Church by sharing ideas contrary to Church teaching.34 Méndez Arceo clarified 

that the archbishop was not against media, but simply asked for “patience” regarding the 

discussion of the pill as the world waited to hear the pope’s decision.35 It seems very 

likely Father Orozco prompted Darío Miranda to send out these declarations. The 

invitation Darío Miranda received showed that Father Orozco was becoming well-known 

and popular, the opposite of what the archbishop wanted. 

A year later, the press reported that Archbishop Darío Miranda had again banned 

the discussion of birth control, specifically, by Father Orozco. On March 2, 1967, the 

Mexican newspaper El Heraldo de México published an article announcing that Orozco 

could no longer discuss or write about birth control. 36 Archbishop Darío Miranda had 

publicly informed Orozco that he had "no authorization" to give talks on birth control or 

 

32 Sergio Méndez Arceo, “La Posición de la Iglesia en Mexico Frente a Planificacion Familiar,” 4. Centro 
Académico Memoria Nuestra América (hereafter cited as CAMeNA), Universidad Autónoma de la Ciudad 
de México, Digital Archive:  https://selser.uacm.edu.mx/#. 
33 Méndez Arceo, “La Posición de la Iglesia, 4. This is another area for future research.  
34 Méndez Arceo, “La Posición de la Iglesia, 4. “imprudencias.” 
35 Méndez Arceo, “La Posición de la Iglesia, 5. 
36 Comunicaciones, March 1967. Week: February 27–March 5, 1967, Oficina de CENCOS, Mexico City.  
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anything related to it.37 The same article reported that one cannot treat anything Orozco 

has said or published as “the official doctrine of the Church.”38 The archbishop reinforced 

that priests must obey the Code of Canon Law, which prohibited them from publishing 

without the permission of their local superiors on any “profane materials.”39 Perhaps 

what had threatened the Darío Miranda the most was that Orozco had become popular, 

and specifically, for his opinions of birth control. Orozco worked with women on the 

ground at the association and witnessed their troubles. By the late 1960s, the priest had 

interviewed 500 women, likely clinic patients, about their experiences using the pill, 

managing births, and the difficulties they faced.40 Orozco believed women were 

overburdened with too many children and too few economic resources.41 His proximity to 

real-life experience was likely what made him a problem for Archbishop Darío Miranda 

and an asset for medical and health professionals in Mexico City.  

Priests Seeking Advice to Counsel Couples 

As spiritual advisors for their parishioners, priests bore the responsibility of 

guiding Catholics on how to live a proper Catholic faith, which could include morally 

complex and ambiguous situations. In light of new developments from Vatican II and the 

pope’s pending decision on the birth control pill, it made sense that priests did not always 

know how to best advise followers. One Mexico City-based theological monthly 

 

37 Comunicaciones, March 1967. 
38 Comunicaciones, March 1967. 
39 Comunicaciones, March 1967. “Código de derecho Canonico “; “materias profanas” 
40 Josefina King, “La píldora: una victoria para el amor,” Claudia de México, July 1968. Also found in 
Felitti, “De la ‘mujer moderna’ a la ‘mujer liberada,’” 1365.  
41 King, “La píldora: una victoria para el amor.”  
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magazine, Christus, offers a window into these doubts and concerns. Christus contained a 

section where readers —likely priests—could submit theological questions about 

situations they faced in their ministry, from questions about the morality of boxing to the 

pill. By 1963, once the birth control pill emerged under the brand names of Norlutin, 

Primolut, and Enovid in Mexico, many readers submitted questions regarding the 

morality of the invention.42 The debates in the advice column of a theological magazine 

for priests shows priests’ concerns, their disagreements, and how they might have advised 

couples in 1960s Mexico City. One Jesuit priest, particularly, Armando Salcedo, 

empathized with couple’s lived realities and embraced some of the newest innovations in 

medical and theological literature. Salcedo's openness becomes even more evident when 

his advice is read alongside with competing viewpoints featured in Christus magazine. 

The Jesuits have played a significant role in Mexico since the colonial era. As 

historian María Luisa Aspe Armella observes, in the 20th century, they were intellectuals, 

writers, and advisors. They also worked with youth, middle classes, and elites. Jesuits 

often worked with Catholic Action organizations, forming the conscience of the next 

generation of followers.43 While for most of the century, Mexican Jesuits’ strategy was to 

Christianize Mexico by educating men, as seen in their establishment of Universidad 

Iberoamericana in Mexico City in 1943, by the 1960s, the Jesuits had fostered an 

 

42 Salcedo Camarena names these brands of birth control in “Solución a Caso Moral: Sobre El Uso de 
Anovulantes,” Christus, February 1963, 134.  
43 Aspe Armella, Cambiar en Tiempos Revueltos,11–12. Originally found in Aspe Armella, La formación 
social y política, 24.  
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environment of dialogue and debate.44 In 1965, the Jesuits also looked to a new leader. 

The Latin American Jesuit, Pedro Arrupe, was named superior general. Arrupe 

encouraged Jesuits to prioritize social justice.45 This differed from the Jesuits’ historic 

strategy of changing Catholic culture by educating elites, which led to the founding of 

their Jesuit university.46 During this time, in addition to writing for Christus magazine, 

Salcedo was a professor in Moral Theology at the Jesuit college, Colegio Máximo de 

Cristo Rey, in Mexico City.47 Thanks to this training in medicine and theology, Salcedo 

was especially equipped to answer questions about the morality of the newly invented 

birth control pill.  

In his articles, Salcedo bridged the worlds of theology and medicine to offer well-

informed answers to his audience, priests who wanted to know how to counsel married 

 

44 See David Espinosa, Jesuit Student Groups, the Universidad Iberoamericana, and Political Resistance in 
Mexico, 1913–1979 (Albuquerque, NM: University of New Mexico Press, 2014), and also the work of 
María Aspe Armella, Cambiar en Tiempos Revueltos: Una mirada a debate interno de la Provincia 
Mexicana de la Compañía de Jesús a través de Pulgas (1963–1972) (Mexico City: Asociación Mexicana 
de Promoción y Cultural Social, A.C., 2016), and María Aspe Armella, La formación social y política de 
los católicos mexicanos (Mexico City: Universidad Iberoamericana, Asociación de Promoción y Cultura 
Social, 2013). Professor Aspe Armella suggested I look at the Jesuits since they were a source of dissent (as 
she put it).  
45 Pensado, Love and Despair, 113. 
46 David Espinosa, Jesuit Student Groups,104–106. 
47 P. Armando Salcedo Camarena, S.J. Curriculum Vitae, Serie: Salcedo Camarena, Armando, Sección: 
Vida de Jesuitas de la Provincia, Archivo Histórico de la Provincia Mexicana de la Compañía de Jesús 
(hereafter cited as AHPMCJ), Mexico City, Mexico. Before becoming a priest, Salcedo first obtained a 
bachelor’s degree in medicine from the Institute of Science in the Jalisco region’s capital city, Guadalajara, 
by the early 1940s. In 1943, Salcedo began his journey to become a Jesuit in a town located inside the State 
of Mexico. By 1956, Salcedo was ordained a Jesuit priest, and in 1960, he took his final vows. During this 
time, as expected of a Jesuit-in-training, Salcedo continued his studies at institutions such as the Jesuit 
school, Ysleta College in El Paso, Texas, and the Gregorian University in Rome. Based on limited research, 
it seems the Colegio is a Jesuit college that was eventually shut down in 1997. See, for example, “El cierre 
de un centro jesuita, por quejas de Rivera y otros jerarcas,” La Jornada, March 6, 1997. It is also discussed 
in this entry of a Jesuit priest: Yves Bernardo Roger Solis Nicot, “Oliveros Maqueo, Roberto,” in 
Diccionario de protagonistas del mundo católico en méxico  en siglo xx, 506-509.  
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couples. Salcedo’s deep knowledge of ongoing theological and medical debates led him 

to sympathize with couples and their conditions. Salcedo approached these cases 

thoughtfully, sharing references and citations that many priests otherwise might not have 

known. As Salcedo himself shared, there were many priests in Mexico who could not 

access “specialized publications, European or American.”48 He clearly was aware that he 

was relaying specialized knowledge to other priests in Mexico who might not have the 

same access or privileges.  

Because he closely followed the most recently published works about the pill, 

Salcedo said women could use the pill to facilitate the rhythm method without impeding 

upon ovulation.49 A woman can take the pill between day 14 and her next cycle, for 

approximately 10 days.50 This way, Salcedo noted, a woman would not ovulate “outside 

of the time she should do so.”51 This use of the pill “considerably increases the chances 

of success of the rhythm method.”52 Salcedo, admitting to consulting doctors to reach this 

conclusion, affirmed that this way was backed by medical experts.53 To bolster his 

advice, Salcedo, shared a bibliography with readers, citing works published in the last 

five years in German, English, and French, including the recently published work by 

 

48 Armando Salcedo, C.S.J., “Comentario a la ‘Humanae Vitae’ y su obligatoriedad,” Christus, December 
1968, 1178–1193. “no tienen acceso de hecho a las publicaciones más especializadas, europeas o 
americanas.” 
49 Salcedo C.S.J., “Caso 1646.” 
50 Salcedo C.S.J., “Caso 1646.”  
51 Salcedo C.S.J., “Caso 1646.” 
52 Salcedo C.S.J., “Caso 1646.” 
53 Salcedo C.S.J., “Caso 1646.”  
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Catholic American doctor John Rock. 54 He described Rock’s book as “interesting to 

read” but did point out, without explaining why, that Rock’s opinion “was not always 

acceptable.”55 Again, Salcedo’s advice was rooted in recent developments in theological 

and medical literature.  

Father Luis Enrique Ruiz Amezcua, on the other hand, rejected Rock’s book. 

Ruiz Amezcua was born in the state of Michoacán. Later, he received a degree in 

theology from St. Mary's College in the United States and a master's degree in science in 

Guadalajara.56 Ruiz Amezcua addressed the erroneous attitude many Catholics held 

regarding artificial birth control, popularized by Life magazine and Rock. According to 

Ruiz Amezcua, Life magazine had printed an article which based most of its information 

on Rock’s recently published book, The Time Has Come, where the doctor argued that 

the birth control pill was compatible with the Catholic faith.57 While Ruiz Amezcua 

admitted that Rock may have a “good intention” with his work, the article had a 

 

54 Salcedo, C.S.J., “Caso 1646.” Rock helped make the pill and popularized the argument that the pill can 
facilitate the rhythm method in his book, The Time Has Come. He became known as an advocate of birth 
control for Catholics. See John Rock, The Time Has Come: A Catholic Doctor's Proposals to End the 
Battle over Birth Control (New York: Knopf, 1963). For a look at his life, Margaret S. Marsh and Wanda 
Ronner, The Fertility Doctor: John Rock and the Reproductive Revolution (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins 
University Press, 2008). 
55 Salcedo, C.S.J., “Caso 1646.” 
56 Circular 01/06 CDMX 7 December 2005, Serie: Ruiz Amezcua, Enrique, Sección: Vida de Jesuitas de la 
Provincia, AHPMCJ. 
57 Soledad Loaeza notes that in the 1950s, Reader’s Digest and Life magazine functioned as anti-communist 
magazines for Catholics. Perhaps this is why Ruiz Amezcua is so shocked by the contents of this article. 
Soledad Loaeza,."Mexico in the Fifties: Women and Church in Holy Alliance." Women's Studies Quarterly 
33, no. 3/4 (2005): 148. 
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“dangerous orientation.”58 Ruiz Amezcua wrote a detailed evaluation of the article and its 

implications, including the viewpoints popularized by Rock. 

Ruiz Amezcua outlined the reasons why Rock's work was wrong. Only the 

Church had true authority on such issues, and this book did not have "ecclesiastical 

approval."59 Rock openly called himself Catholic, even though he rejected Church 

teachings about the conception of human life. Rock claimed to use his individual 

"'conscience'" to form his position, but Ruiz Amezcua pointed out that a conscience must 

be "true and well formed, and well informed too," whereas Rock had an "immature" 

one.60 Rock blamed the prohibition of the pill on Church leaders, but Ruiz Amezcua 

pointed out this accusation was baseless since the Church had a “divine foundation.”61 

For Ruiz Amezcua, Rock misled the public by arguing that “principal obligation of the 

Catholic married couple is the unlimited reproduction of the species.”62 At this point, the 

Church still only recognized procreation as the primary purpose of sex, but likely what 

bothered Ruiz Amezcua was Rock’s exaggeration of this teaching.63 According to Ruiz 

Amezcua, Rock dangerously introduced this misleading and misrepresented “polemic” 

into international politics, a sphere Ruiz Amezcua believed to be “exclusively moral.”64 

 

58 L. Enrique Ruiz Amezcua, “El Dilema de un Sabio: Ciencia y Religion,” Christus, July 1963, 609-617. 
“una buena intencion…dan la orientación peligrosa al artículo.” 
59Ruiz Amezcua, “El Dilema de un Sabio.” “…aprobación eclesiástica.”  
60Ruiz Amezcua, “El Dilema de un Sabio.”  “conciencia,” “…una conciencia verdadera y bien formada, 
bien informada también,”  
61Ruiz Amezcua, “El Dilema de un Sabio." “…una fundación divina.”  
62Ruiz Amezcua, “El Dilema de un Sabio.” “ ‘…la obligación principal del matrimonio católico es la 
reproducción ilimitada de las espece’” 
63 The article is dated from 1963. At this time, Vatican II was in session, and the world still did not know 
that the pope has organized a Birth Control Commission. At the Fall 1965 session, Vatican II recognized 
that sex had a secondary purpose, marital or conjugal relations.  
64Ruiz Amezcua, “El Dilema de un Sabio.” “polémica,” “exclusivamente moral.”  
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Lastly, Ruiz Amezcua pointed out medicine's contradictory reasoning for failing to 

distinguish between temporary and permanent sterilization, placing "abstention from the 

marital act and artificial anovulation" on the same level.65 Unlike what Rock and the field 

of medicine implied, “not fertilizing an ovule, or destroying, or purposefully impeding its 

development” was not the same.66 For Ruiz Amezcua, Rock’s logic was erroneous and 

misleading.  

Ruiz Amezcua reiterated that Dr. Rock and his sympathizers went against 

Catholic teachings. He added that a person "never can be a good Catholic if they move 

away from traditional teachings of the Church."67 If the Church had not changed 

teaching, it was because the change would not reflect the true faith. Amezcua concluded 

the article by asking God for prayer and help "defending" the "sanctity of Christian 

marriage."68 Ruiz Amezcua’s fears underscores Salcedo’s openness to Rock’s book. 

When answering a dilemma regarding whether a married woman could have a 

hysterectomy, Salcedo explained that theologians were divided on this issue and 

empathized with the conditions she faced.69 A doctor warned the married woman, 

Rosana, who had multiple cesareans, that another pregnancy would endanger her life. 

Rosana and her husband had been relying on the rhythm method, but it failed, leading to 

 

65Ruiz Amezcua, “El Dilema de un Sabio.”  “…a la abstención del acto matriomonial, y a la anovulación 
artificial…”  
66 Ruiz Amezcua, “El Dilema de un Sabio.” “Como si fuse lo mismo no fertilizer un óvulo que destruirlo, o 
que impeder de propósito su Desarrollo.” 
67 Ruiz Amezcua, “El Dilema de un Sabio.” “…ser buen catolico el que se aparta de las enseñanzas 
tradicionales de la Iglesia…”  
68 Ruiz Amezcua, “El Dilema de un Sabio.” “defender en este caso la santidad del matrimonio cristiano…”  
69 Armando Salcedo C., S. J, “Solución a Caso Moral: Mutilación,” Christus, June 1963, 497-500. 
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the conception of three children. Since the doctor advised Rosana to remove her uterus, 

the reader asked: was the operation morally licit, if Rosana was only in danger when she 

and spouse engaged in sexual activity? Salcedo advised the reader that theologians had 

not reached a consensus and, because of that, either position (in favor or against 

hysterectomy) was morally licit. His deep knowledge of the intricate debates led him to 

empathize with the married couple. Those who were “strict" in their moral reasoning 

disregarded the level of danger of Rosana’s situation, as exemplified in Ruiz Amezcua’s 

advice.70  

Father Ruiz Amezcua was more preoccupied with the technicalities of the 

operation than Rosana’s experience. Ruiz Amezcua applauded Salcedo’s article but 

focused on another aspect: the advice doctors had been giving to women in Rosana’s 

position. 71 According to Ruiz Amezcua, doctors have been advising these women to 

avoid a “future pregnancy of serious risk,” but by a procedure that is “less traumatic,” 

tubal ligation, or tying the tubes.72 The doctors reasoned that a hysterectomy was a much 

"bigger and more costly operation in every way."73 On the other hand, a woman getting 

her tubes tied was a “more simple” procedure, and would achieve the same goal, “impede 

 

70 Salcedo C., S. J, “Solución a Caso Moral: Mutilación.” “a la sentencia más estricta no han considerado 
suficientemente la causa de peligro, atribuyéndola totalmente a la actividad libre de los cónyuges.”  
71 Enrique Ruiz Amezcua, S.J., “Sobre el Caso de Moral ‘Mutilación,” Christus, July 1963, 601- 603. 
“casos extremos.”  
72 Ruiz Amezcua, S.J., “Sobre el Caso de Moral ‘Mutilación.”“una intervencion.” 
73 Ruiz Amezcua, S.J., “Sobre el Caso de Moral ‘Mutilación.” “una operación mayor y más costosa en 
todos sentidos....”  
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a future pregnancy.”74 Ruiz Amezcua rejected this medical reasoning, arguing that a tubal 

ligation was always “direct sterilization.”75  

Ruiz Amezcua offered the following solution. When examining a woman's uterus, 

a doctor should deeply consider if the uterus could sustain another pregnancy. If the 

uterus could do so "without danger and risk," the uterus should remain. Ruiz Amezcua 

said there was "no place for the suppression of an organ without the degree of pathology 

proportionate to its total removal."76 In other words, the uterus must be sufficiently 

disordered for a doctor to remove it. If a uterus "repeatedly mutilated" cannot perform its 

"physiological and reproductive functions without grave danger for the mother," then at 

that moment, the doctor should suppress it or remove it "in the same operation," referring 

to the cesarean procedure.77 Ruiz Amezcua anticipated that many doctors would likely 

argue against him, noting that in practice, the doctor would have to conduct “two bigger 

operations” instead of just one.78 Ruiz Amezcua reasoned that if doctors were prepared 

for this possibility, they would insert this question of "cesarean [procedure] into the field 

of the hysterectomy."79 This way, Ruiz Amezcua reasoned, tubal ligation was uncoupled 

from questions of the uterus and cesarean procedures. Ultimately, Ruiz Amezcua advised 

 

74  Ruiz Amezcua, S.J., “Sobre el Caso de Moral ‘Mutilación.” “...impedir el embarazo futuro….”  
75Ruiz Amezcua, S.J., “Sobre el Caso de Moral ‘Mutilación.” “una esterilizacion directa.”  
76 Ruiz Amezcua, S.J., “Sobre el Caso de Moral ‘Mutilación.” “….no hay lugar a la supresión de un órgano 
sin el grado de patología proporcionado a su ablación total...”  
77 Ruiz Amezcua, S.J., “Sobre el Caso de Moral ‘Mutilación.” “ese órgano repetidas veces mutilado ya no 
puede llevar a cabo su función fisiológica y reproductora, sino con grave riesgo para la madre, entonces es 
el momento de suprimirla; en la misma operación…”  
78Ruiz Amezcua, S.J., “Sobre el Caso de Moral ‘Mutilación.” “serían dos operaciones mayores en una.”  
79 Ruiz Amezcua, S.J., “Sobre el Caso de Moral ‘Mutilación.” “…encauzarán la cesárea en el campo de 
histerectomía,”  
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doctors to make this decision about the uterus in the moment of operation, at the expense 

of a woman’s comfort, safety, and health.  

Salcedo also discouraged priests from assuming that couples were only motivated 

by an uncontrollable lust. In the case of Rosana, Salcedo argued that was made people 

with “strict” moral reasoning uncomfortable was the question of the “free [sexual] 

activity of the spouses."80 In other words, Rosana’s life would only be in danger if a 

pregnancy resulted from her having sex with her husband. Salcedo warned priests against 

imposing “an obligation that would take a constant situation of heroism," by expecting 

couples to simply abstain from sex.81 In other words, priests should not force, nor expect 

couples to practice such sacrifice on a daily basis. Such “heroism,” as Salcedo put it, 

could not be forced. 

The response of a parish priest to a similar case to Rosana’s exemplified this 

problematic thinking. A case appeared in Christus magazine asking whether it was moral 

to use birth control methods, in this case, a diaphragm, to help a woman avoid falling 

pregnant to avoid risking her life.82 Bertha, a married woman with children asked Father 

Roberto if she could continue taking birth control. In the past, her doctor warned her that 

her uterus could not handle more childbearing and offered her two options: using a 

diaphragm or having an operation. Bertha’s former confessor granted her permission to 

 

80 Salcedo C., S. J, “Solución a Caso Moral: Mutilación.”  “a la sentencia más estricta no han considerado 
suficientemente la causa de peligro, atribuyéndola totalmente a la actividad libre de los cónyuges.”  
81 Salcedo C., S. J, “Solución a Caso Moral: Mutilación.” “Mientras no conste que ésta es directamente 
anticonceptiva no podemos imponer absolutamente una obligación que llevaría consigo una situación 
constante de heroísmo,” 
82No author, “Caso Moral: Uso de Anticonceptivos,” Christus, August 1963, 673. 
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use a diaphragm for three years, requiring her to check in again after the period was over. 

Her confessor changed parishes, so Bertha asked Father Roberto for permission to use the 

diaphragm for another three years. Father Roberto asked Christus, “[h]ow should the 

confessor proceed in this case?”83 Because the board received competing advice from two 

respondents, the board of Christus decided to print both of their responses. Father Alberto 

Moreno rejected the request to use a diaphragm, while Salcedo sympathized with 

Bertha’s circumstances. 

Underlying Father Alberto’s rejection was the assumption that Bertha had 

uncontrollable lust. Father Alberto Moreno R., a parish priest of a church in Guerrero, 

likened her use of a diaphragm to masturbation, because masturbation was an "abuse of 

the sexual reproductive organs," and the only function of the sexual organs was 

procreative.84 Father Alberto argued that Bertha's old confessor had steered her wrong 

because "the use of the diaphragm is contraceptive and therefore against natural law."85 

He urged her to use the rhythm method, which was lawful and its “practical application 

only can be determined by a doctor who knows the topic perfectly.”86 For Father Alberto 

Moreno, Bertha and her confessor were greatly mistaken.  

Salcedo, on the other hand, recognized the moral complexity of the situation, 

sympathizing with Bertha and her confessor. Given the difficulties many couples faced in 

this aspect of their lives, Salcedo notes that there had been priests who have allowed 

 

83No author, “Caso Moral: Uso de Anticonceptivos.” 
84 Pbro. Alberto Moreno R., “Moral: Uso de Anticonceptivos, Solución,” Christus, October 1963, 856.  
85 Moreno R., “Moral: Uso de Anticonceptivos, Solución.” 
86 Moreno R., “Moral: Uso de Anticonceptivos, Solución.” 



 

100 

people in "extreme situations," such as Bertha, to use birth control.87 This attitude cannot 

be approved, according to Salcedo. He also recognized that the approval Bertha received 

may have been due to other reasons other than the confessor’s misguided advice. Bertha 

might have incorrectly applied the advice she received. The confessor might have 

directed her to a Catholic doctor, who then poorly advised Bertha, or simply the 

confessor allowed it due to “poorly understood misguided compassion.”88 Salcedo 

recognized that the doctor was most likely well-intended and looking out for Bertha's 

health. From a medical perspective, the doctor advised the most efficient solution. For 

example, "it is clear that any doctor has to say that it is less traumatizing for a woman to 

get her tubes tied or even the pill, than an extraction of the uterus [hysterectomy]."89 Even 

though he considered all these possibilities, Salcedo still urged priests to uphold Church 

teaching on this issue since "we cannot give up on the truth."90 

In terms of how Bertha’s new confessor should advise her moving forward, 

Salcedo encouraged him to “treat her charitably.”91 Salcedo urged the reader to consult 

his previously published article regarding the lawfulness of a hysterectomy, and whether 

Bertha's situation called for it. If not, the confessor could advise her to use the rhythm 

method, or if her cycles were incredibly irregular, to use the pill to normalize her period 

and "not to simply inhibit ovulation."92 If after talking to Bertha, it had come out that, 

 

87 Armando Salcedo C., S.J, “Moral: Uso de Anticonceptivos, Solución,” Christus, October 1963, 856-858. 
88 Salcedo C., S.J, “Moral: Uso de Anticonceptivos, Solución.” 
89Salcedo C., S.J, “Moral: Uso de Anticonceptivos, Solución.” 
90 Salcedo C., S.J, “Moral: Uso de Anticonceptivos, Solución.” 
91Salcedo C., S.J, “Moral: Uso de Anticonceptivos, Solución.” 
92Salcedo C., S.J, “Moral: Uso de Anticonceptivos, Solución.” 
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indeed, the former confessor was responsible for the misguided advice, Salcedo 

suggested reporting it to the proper authorities.93  

Salcedo also acknowledged the secondary purpose of sex in his advice.94 When 

asked if a couple could share "incomplete [sexual] act," otherwise known as coitus 

reservatus, Salcedo said “Yes.”95 Unlike coitus interruptus, or withdrawal method, where 

a man withdraws from his partner right before ejaculation, coitus reservatus is when both 

partners intentionally avoid orgasm while having sex. Ticio and Bertha, a married couple 

with seven children, had already tried the rhythm method with the guidance of a doctor, 

but the method was “without success.” They turned to this method to avoid having more 

children, since “their economic situation would not allow them.” Ticio and Bertha had 

justifiable reason to use the method, since the pope had established that economic status 

was a morally permissible reason in the 1950s.96 Undergirding this question was whether 

sex could deviate from the Church’s understanding of sex as intercourse between 

husband and wife.  

 

93 Salcedo C., S.J, “Moral: Uso de Anticonceptivos, Solución.” 
94 He acknowledged this purpose before Vatican II’s formal recognition that sex was equally important to 
procreation in Gaudium et spes in fall 1965. These ideas were circulating, and given his level of expertise, 
it makes sense he was already incorporating these ideas in his advice in 1964. 
95 Armando Salcedo C., S.J, “Moral: Sobre la Moralidad del ‘Abrazo Reservado,’” Christus, June 1964, 
511–515. “el acto incomplete.” Salcedo defined the "abrazo reservado" as when the "complete penetration 
of the masculine organ takes place inside of the woman's organs, prolonged for a period of time without 
producing complete satisfaction. ["que tiene lugar la union sexual con penetración complete del órgano 
masculino en los órganos de la mujer, prolongado durante un cierto tiempo sin que llegue a producirse la 
satisfacción completa..] Salcedo pointed out that both partners "avoid orgasm" and, consequently, "the 
insemination that normally follows" on the man's behalf. [“…es evita el orgasmo…y por lo tanto la 
inseminación que normalmente lo sigue por parte del varón,”].  
96 Salcedo C., S.J, “Moral: Sobre la Moralidad del ‘Abrazo Reservado.’” See also Pius XII, “Address to 
Midwives on the Nature of their Profession.”   
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Salcedo approved of couples having incomplete sex acts, as long as both spouses 

agreed to the practice, avoided masturbation, and had good intentions. Both spouses 

likely had to agree because of how the Church prized the complete sex act. In other 

words, a spouse (likely they had the husband in mind) should not be denied the complete 

sex act. Salcedo likely delineated the incomplete act from masturbation, which from the 

perspective of the Church, represented a selfish, purely hedonistic act. Unlike 

masturbation, coitus reservatus could help a couple honor marital intimacy, the second 

end of marriage. Even if the couple, specifically the husband, had an orgasm, 

insemination would happen as nature intended.  Good intentions were important because 

generally assessing intentions helped Catholics and their confessors determine the nature 

of their sin.97 When applied here, in the case of Ticio and Bertha, the couple had good 

intentions since they were trying their best to follow Catholic teaching.   

Regarding how to handle a confessor who had admitted to having incomplete sex 

acts with his or her spouse, Salcedo advised priests to remain neutral. During confession, 

it was a priest’s duty to assess the nature of a person’s sins and give an appropriate 

penance (usually a set of prayers or readings). If the couple used the technique to increase 

pleasure, Salcedo deemed it a venial sin, or minor sin, due to the enhanced experience of 

"sexual pleasure," which was morally permissible. A venial sin meant that the person 

could still take Communion at mass and participate fully in the life of the Church. 

Though Salcedo warned that priests should not “recommend it,” or “praise it.”98 And, of 

 

97Salcedo C., S.J, “Moral: Sobre la Moralidad del ‘Abrazo Reservado.’”  
98Salcedo C., S.J, “Moral: Sobre la Moralidad del ‘Abrazo Reservado.’”   
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course, Salcedo noted that method became immoral when it was used primarily for 

hedonistic and contraceptive purposes. Ultimately, Salcedo believed pleasure was 

permissible under specific circumstances.  

Even though Salcedo himself was well-versed in these theological debates, he 

encouraged priests to rely on Catholic doctors to support and advise couples in their 

ministry. Salcedo warned priests against entering terrain they were not equipped for, 

encouraging them to “leave detailed explanations to a competent and Catholic doctor.” 

When Ignarus, a priest and reader, inquired about the rhythm method, Salcedo 

discouraged Ignarus from publicly promoting the method, even though it had been 

approved by the Church since 1951. While Salcedo admitted that he did not have any 

knowledge that it was prohibited to “discuss publicly” the method, but at the same time, 

“[i]t is not up to the priest to propagandize the method.” Salcedo’s hesitance to promote 

the rhythm method suggests a fear of priests’ misguiding their parishioners. He believed 

it was better to counsel married couples on an individual basis. A priest should suggest 

the rhythm method to couples “that have sufficient reasons to use it.” Salcedo concluded 

that those reflecting and writing on these questions agree it is "much better to teach 

individually."99 Salcedo believed each couple needed counsel from a priest and doctor 

specific to the circumstances they faced.  

 

99 Armando Salcedo C., S.J, “Consultas: 1642. El Metodo Ogino-Knaus,” Christus, October 1963, 859–
862. 
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Conclusion 

Together, these two episodes illuminate the emerging tensions between priests 

regarding questions of marriage, birth control, and sex in the early to mid-1960s. Both 

Orozco and Salcedo were extremely sympathetic to the challenges couples faced. They 

received pushback for their sympathies. Indeed, priests disagreed on how the members of 

the Mexican Church should approach modern problems, such as the morality of birth 

control. Far from a monolith, the Mexican Church was deciding its future path when it 

came to many questions, including birth control and marriage. These tensions remained 

as the world awaited the pope’s decision.  
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Chapter 3: Debating Couple’s Right to Decide (1967–1968) 

By March 1967, as the world waited for the pope to resolve the birth control pill 

debacle, the Jesuit priest, Armando Salcedo thought it unlikely that the pope would only 

allow the rhythm method. It would be “a bit strange,” Salcedo reasoned, that, following 

the Vatican II’s recognition of the benefits of sex between spouses, the only method 

couples would be expected to rely on would be the rhythm method, one of the most 

“unreliable” methods, or simply abstain from sex entirely.1 Salcedo interpreted that 

Vatican II established that deciding “the number of children is the exclusive 

responsibility of the spouses.”2 Many believed that the pope affirmed this position in the 

encyclical he released just a few weeks later.  

On March 26, 1967, Pope Paul VI released Populorum progressio (On The 

Development of Peoples).3 Many saw this encyclical as a continuation of the Church’s 

investment in the social question. For people in Mexico and across Latin America, the 

1967 Populorum progressio encyclical affirmed what they had gone through as victims 

of colonialism and an unequal economic order.4 The 1967 encyclical called for the 

 

1 Armando Salcedo C., S.J., “Paternidad Responsable y Conciencia Cristiana,” Christus, 198. “Parecería un 
poco extraño que el único método que pudieran moralmente usar fuera el del ‘ritmo,’ que es de los más 
inseguros, que requiere conocimientos que no están al alcance de todos; o bien la abstención completa, 
siendo así que en el Concilio se afirman las ventajas que tiene el trato marital entre los esposos.”  
2 Armando Salcedo C., S.J., “Paternidad Responsable y Conciencia Cristiana,” Christus,193. “El Concilio 
Vati. II nos dice claramente que la responsabilidad sobre el número de los hijos es de competencia 
exclusiva de los esposos.”  
3 Pope Paul VI, Populorum Progressio [Encyclical Letter on The Development of Peoples], The Holy See, 
March 26, 1967, https://www.vatican.va/content/paul-vi/en/encyclicals/documents/hf_p-
vi_enc_26031967_populorum.html.  
4 For more on Populorum progressio see Pensado, Love & Despair, 9–10, 66, 71, 157, 198, 211. 
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economy to serve all, and not just rich nations at the expense of “needy nations.”5 

Though the pope still did not reveal the morality of the pill, he did, however, comment on 

population growth. Here, Paul VI affirmed what Vatican II had established, that it was up 

to “parents to take a thorough look at the matter and decide upon the number of 

children.”6 It seemed very likely that if it was up to parents to make the decision to 

manage and space births, then likely, as Salcedo believed, the pope would approve of the 

pill.  

Many, especially in Latin America, saw Pope Paul VI’s 1967 Populorum 

progressio as part of Catholic social doctrine, or what is referred to as the “social 

question.”7 Since 1891, when Rerum Novarum (On Capital and Labor) was released, 

which reflected on the industrial revolution and the development of capitalism, a rich 

Catholic social tradition in Mexico emerged. Though it would not formally receive its 

name until August 1968, a new thread of a social Catholic activism was already in 

development in Latin America, called liberation theology. Liberation theology was a 

current of Catholic thinking that argued for the liberation of the poor from economic 

oppression. In many ways, it embraced themes from Paul VI’s Populorum Progressio 

and dependency theory. Dependency theory, also developed in Latin America, argued 

that underdeveloped regions depended on developing nations for economic growth. In 

other words, rich nations got richer at the expense of underdeveloped countries.  

 

5 Paul VI, Populorum progressio, secs. 55, 57, 64, 83, 86.  
6 Paul VI, Populorum progressio, sec. 37. 
7 Historians Stephen Andes and Julia Young link this history of Catholic social activism to the development 
of liberation theology. See Local Church, Global Church. 
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When it comes to this sector of the Latin American Church—that was invested in 

the social question—we know much more about activism and social movements 

following the passing of Populorum progressio. Historians have neglected how this 

encyclical affected debates and positions about birth control.8 When it comes to the 

discussion of liberation theology, one example is particularly famous. Brazilian bishop, 

Hélder Cámara is known for his critique of birth control as a tool of US imperialism.9 

After all, these developments led to a resurgence of the critique of US imperialism and its 

role in exacerbating inequality in Latin America, and across the world. This chapter 

shows that investments in liberation theology and the social question also inspired 

Mexican Catholics to advocate for parents’ right to make their own decisions regarding 

birth control. The awareness of the role of US imperialism in population control efforts, 

though, made its way into these debates, especially as seen in the US CFM leaders, Pat 

and Patty Crowley.  

The chapter follows a set of conferences just a year apart, one in spring 1967, and 

the other in spring 1968. These conferences and their press coverage reveal the debates 

and tensions among Catholics invested in the social question regarding their advocacy for 

parents’ rights to decide about birth control. Tensions over birth control rose arose 

between American and Mexican leaders of the ICCFM following their meeting in Mexico 

City in early March 1968 because of fears of coming across as approving of US-led 

 

8 See select works, Pensado, Love and Despair; Pensado and. Ochoa, eds. México Beyond 1968; Andes and 
Young, eds. Local Church, Global Church. 
9 For example, see McGreevy, Catholicism: A Global History, 323. 
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population efforts. The release of Populorum progressio, combined with the mid-April 

1967 leak of the Birth Control Commission’s reports, led many to believe the pope would 

approve of the birth control pill. The following year, at a population seminar in Mexico 

City, Méndez Arceo argued that only parents should make decisions about their 

reproductive lives.  

“Una realmente extraña coincidienca”10 (A really weird coincidence)  

Just weeks before the pope shared his encyclical, “a really weird coincidence” had 

occurred in Mexico. Within twenty-four hours, two conferences with opposing ideologies 

regarding population growth were held. On March 7, General William A. Draper, by then 

a well-known advocate of population control, gave a talk in Cuernavaca, just outside of 

Mexico City, urging Mexican businessmen to adopt family planning measures. Just a day 

later, the ICCFM began its conference in in Mexico City, and ended up also commenting 

on birth control. The bizarre coincidence prompted debates in the pages of Mexico’s 

leading newspaper, Excélsior regarding birth control, population, and reproductive 

decision-making. The Crowleys were especially concerned that the press coverage of 

their meeting made them and the ICCFM appear too much in line with Draper’s views, 

leading to tensions between them and José and Luz. Draper’s presence, combined with 

the pope’s encyclical, shared just a few weeks later, likely exacerbated the Crowleys’ 

concerns.  

 

10 As found in Ramon Zorrilla S., “Católicos y Control: Un Plan Indiscutible,” Excelsior, March 11, 1967. 
“Una realmente extraña coincidencia ….” Hemeroteca Digital.  
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Just before the ICCFM meeting, the International Federation of Family Planning 

held its own meeting in Cuernavaca. There, General William Draper gave a speech in 

which he praised birth control as a solution to poverty, a typical argument given at the 

time by many population experts, particularly those from the Global North regarding 

populations from the Global South.11 According to historian Connelly, Draper, and the 

infamous report he produced after visiting Japan and Korea at the cusp of the 1950s and 

1960s, was responsible for American foreign policy embracing population growth as a 

national security issue.12 The Draper report controversy helped promote population 

control efforts and raise funds for crucial population organizations such as the Ford 

Foundation and the International Planned Parenthood Federation.13 By the time Draper 

appeared at this conference in Cuernavaca in 1967, as Connelly recounts, US population 

experts were already using diverse reasonings to justify population control, ranging from 

eugenics to modernization as interventions in countries such as India.14  

José Alvárez Icaza and Luz Longoria Gama attended Draper’s talk.15 According 

to Excélsior, Draper, then the national President of the North American Committee of the 

Population Crisis and Vice-President of the International Federation of Family Planning, 

advised Mexico to take up family planning. In a meeting over a meal with the American 

Chamber of Mexican Commerce, full of Mexican businessman and officials, Draper 

 

11 “El Control de la Natalidad no es Solución Para la Pobreza Mundial,” CICF 10–13, UNDA. 
12 For this account, see Connelly, Fatal Misconception, 185–188. The Draper report was done in 1959.  
13 Connelly, Fatal Misconception, 188–189.  
14 For an overview of the various movements/perspectives on population control from the early to late 
1960s, see Connelly, Fatal Misconception, 195–236. 
15 No author, “Charla Sobre el Control de la Natalidad,” Excélsior, 9 March 1967. Hemeroteca Digital. 
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delivered his speech in English. 300 guests listened to his remarks, including Luz and 

José, but also, the US Ambassador to Mexico, Fulton Freeman; the chamber’s president 

Harry L. Freeman; and one Doctor Ibañez, a member of the MFC. Excélsior relayed that 

the doctor mentioned in the session that the question of planning families was a matter of 

“familial conscience, and precisely, each [family] unit should resolve it as it best 

wishes.”16 Although the quote did not come from José and Luz, it suggests that the 

Mexican MFC believed couples should make their own decisions when it came to these 

matters.  

It appears that Draper’s meeting pressured the ICCFM to comment on birth 

control, even though they had planned on it. From March 8 through March 10, 1967, the 

ICCFM held their second meeting in Mexico City.17 According to a CENCOS bulletin, 

on March 9 a press conference with the Mexican press was organized for the MFC to 

comment on a simultaneous meeting of population experts.18 Both the CENCOS bulletin 

and Spanish-language reports about this press conference stressed how the ICCFM 

meeting in Mexico City had said the opposite with many details. According to these 

sources, Pat Crowley declared that birth control was not a solution. The press reported 

how Crowley underscored that the problem was development. According to one article, 

Crowley argued that the idea that birth control could help resolve poverty was an 

 

16 No author, “Charla Sobre el Control de la Natalidad,” Excélsior, 9 march 1967. Hemeroteca digital. 
“…es un problema de conciencia familiar, precisamente, y que cada unidad debe resolverlo como major lo 
desee.” 
17 International Confederation Bulletin, Vol. 1, No. 1, confirms that the Confederation was established in 
Caracas, Venezuela, on September 7, 1966, CICF 45/02, UNDA. Their first session was held in Caracas, 
Venezuela, in September 1966, which marked the establishment of the International Confederation. 
18 CENCOS Boletín 2334, March 9/67, CICF 13/03, UNDA.  
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oversimplistic view of a complex problem, one that was used against "negroes" and "poor 

people" in the United States, a logic that people "in Africa and India" believed to be "a 

new form of colonialism." In this same article, Crowley said a potential solution was for 

the United States to put money into “technical” and “economic development.”19 Although 

Crowley differentiated development from colonialism, scholars have shown how efforts 

in the name of development often perpetuated colonial dynamics.20  

In that same article, the reporters relayed how one of the conference's attendees, 

Charles Connolly, a representative from the MFC in Canada, said that "birth control is a 

problem of poverty and an aspect that should be studied in depth." Connolly highlighted 

new ways of producing food to eliminating the issue of world hunger, citing examples in 

Canada and India. Connolly noted, "When one talks of birth control as a panacea, one 

should also remember not to give solutions that people do not want to accept.”21 In other 

words, Conolly noted that one should listen and be attentive to what people and residents 

want.  

 

19 "Sesión de la Conferencia Internacional de los MFC”, “Repudian el Control de la Natalidad,” “El Control 
de la Natalidad no es Solución Para la Pobreza Mundial,” CICF 10–13, UNDA. 
20 A critique of the idea of development as aid in the context of the Cold War, see Connelly, Fatal 
Misconception, 154 and a brief overview of population efforts as colonialism, see Conelly, Fatal 
Misconception, 311–312. For more on how the issue of overpopulation was constructed in Puerto by US 
officials and experts as "development," or an economic endeavor, which Briggs argues, was a colonial 
endeavor, see Briggs, Reproducing Empire, 109–141. For more on population as it was linked to 
development and modernization theories, see 22–23, 117, 136–137, 153–154, 161–162. in Fatal 
Misconception, Connelly traces the development of these diverse theories from the late 19th century into the 
late 20th century.  
21 Repudian el Control de la Natalidad,” CICF 10–13, UNDA. In the article, his last name is misspelled as 
Connollu, but it is Connolly. “control natal es el problema de la pobreza y solo un aspecto que habría que 
estudiarse a fondo…"  and “Cuando se habla del control natal como panacea, debe además recordarse que 
no hay que dar soluciones que los pueblos no desean aceptar.”  
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What the CENCOS bulletin included, which was omitted in this press coverage, 

was Crowley’s hesitance to discuss birth control. Crowley said: 

I didn't want to talk much for now about the topic of birth control. It will be better 
to wait until the pope gives the world his promised orientations. Without a doubt, 
I believe the Church should stay in contact with all groups who study this 
problem, don't exclude the studies of anyone, to arrive … at a solution.22  
 

As Pat Crowley’s words suggests, he did not want to discuss birth control, especially 

because he knew the pope was supposed to release his final decision soon.  

Upon completion of the conference, José and Luz, on behalf of the MFC, wrote a 

letter to the pope, in which they relayed the takeaways from the ICCFM meeting. They 

asked the pope "to give special attention to the enormous reserves and resources of 

positive elements that are derived from the Marriage institution." In the same letter, the 

Alvárez Icaza-Longorias asked for a private audience with the pope. José was going to be 

in Rome for a meeting of the Council of the Laity, a pope-led initiative he was invited to 

be a part of earlier that year. So, they asked to meet during the second half of April.23 

José hoped to share “…these feelings of deep adherence, respect, and a humble 

willingness to be at the service of your Holiness."24 In a newsletter dated March 16, 1967, 

to all of the members of the ICCFM around the world, the Crowleys shared the work they 

 

22 CENCOS Boletín 2334, Dirigentes familiares contestan al General William Draper, CICF 13/3, UNDA. 
“No quisiera hablar mucho por ahora acerca del control natal. Más bien habrá que esperar que el Papa dé 
mundo sus prometidas orientaciones. Sin embargo, creo que la Iglesia debe estar en contacto con todos los 
grupos que planteen ese problema, no excluir los estudios de nadie, para llegar entre todos a una solución.” 
23 In January 1967, José Alvárez Icaza was named to the Consejo de Laicos See CENCOS Boletín 2185, El 
Delegado Apstolico confirma su nombramiento a Alvárez Icaza, January 14, 1966 (de domingo para lunes), 
CICF 13/3, UNDA.  In January 1967, the full committee was made public. See “Quienes Formal el Consejo 
de Laicos Nombrado por el Papa,” CENCOS, Boletín 2180, January 11, 1967, CICF 10–13, UNDA. 
24 Unless noted, all preceding quotes are from the following: Letter to the Holy Father; Original in Spanish, 
CICF 13/03, UNDA. 
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had done at the conference in Mexico City. They relayed how the Confederation would 

provide “a way to exchange experience and idea of the CFM groups in the world.”25  

A letter from the Crowleys to the Alvárez Icaza-Longorias suggests they 

disagreed with how the press represented their organization's stance on birth control.26 In 

this letter dated March 23, 1967—just a few weeks after their meeting in Mexico City—

the Crowleys disliked “a copy of a press release” from the office of the CICOP, the 

Catholic Inter-American Cooperation Program.”27 Since 1963, the CICOP had dedicated 

itself to informing US Catholics more about the "social, economic, and religious 

problems" Latin Americans faced. The initiative CICOP was run by the Committee for 

Latin America, part of the US Conference of Bishops. On the one hand, the Crowleys 

were worried the release made it sound as if the International Confederation was a power 

structure and, for that reason, would "alienate" people worldwide.28 Secondly, and more 

importantly, the Crowleys disliked how the press release depicted their stance on birth 

control. The Crowleys affirmed that they, indeed, rejected birth control as "the solution to 

under-developed countries and that there is a need for economic assistance." What had 

bothered them about the coverage was that the release “sounds like we’re for the for the 

 

25 Christian Family Movement, March 16, 1967, Dear CFM Contact couples around the world, CICF 10–
13, UNDA. 
26 Letter to Mr. & Mrs. José Alvárez Icaza from Pat and Patty Crowley, March 21, 1967, CICF 13/03, 
UNDA What is confusing is that there are two versions of the same letter in the archival record, one dated 
March 21 and the other March 23. There are three copies of the March 23, 1967 letter in the archival record 
and only one version of the March 21, 1967 letter. These letters lead me to believe that the March 23, 1967 
version was the final one sent to the Crowleys.  
27 Letter to Mr. & Mrs. José Alvárez Icaza from Pat and Patty Crowley, March 23, 1967, CICF 10–13, 
UNDA.  Duplicates in CICF 45/02 and CICF 13/03, UNDA. 
28 “CICOP meeting to probe Latin-American changes,” Act Magazine No. 1, Jan–Feb 1965, MFC 2.16.2 
Folder 1964–1965, Colección Acción Católica, Ibero. ACT magazine was the publication of the CFM in 
the United States.  



 

114 

status-quo and we’re not.” They added that the resonances of their ideas were evident, but 

the "stress [of this press coverage] seems to be that birth control is no problem and 

certainly, this is not our idea." The Crowleys urgently asked Luz and José to "sit down 

and get our ideas clearly defined." They asked if the Mexican couple could stop by 

Chicago en route to Rome.29  

When the Crowleys said they did not want to appear in favor of the “status quo” 

in the letter, it likely referred to Church tradition. In a separate interview, Pat used status 

quo in an interview regarding their participation in the Birth Control Commission. To 

reiterate that the majority opinion favored the change, Crowley said, "No arguments were 

presented on the side of the status quo other than the one that Rome had spoken once and 

to change would undermine the magisterium."30 Crowley's use of "status quo" here refers 

to the Church's traditional doctrine. Change, here, was contrasted with the status quo. In 

the context of this correspondence, status quo likely referred to Draper’s population 

rhetoric. They did not want the newly established ICCFM to appear as an advocate of 

these views. After all, they had voted in favor of the morality of the pill at the last 

meeting of the Birth Control Commission. The US leaders of the CFM were not whole-

heartedly against birth control, but likely wary of population control discourse, especially 

 

29 Letter to Mr. & Mrs. José Alvárez Icaza from Pat and Patty Crowley, March 23, 1967, CICF 10–13, 
UNDA. In the drafted March 21, 1967 letter, the Crowleys wrote, "it certainly sounds like we're for the 
status-quo and you know very well we're not." It suggests that the Alvárez Icaza-Longorias and the 
Crowleys had discussed this topic beforehand and would have known the Crowleys' position. See Letter to 
the Alvárez Icazas from Crowleys dated March 21, 1967, CICF 13/03, UNDA.  
30 As quoted in McClory, Turning Point, 107.  
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following the pope’s new encyclical, which had condemned the unequal economic 

order.31  

En route to Rome, the Alvárez Icaza-Longorias stopped in Chicago on April 11 

and met with the Crowleys. The CICOP release was based on the press release by 

CENCOS, likely the bulletin from March 9. The Alvárez Icaza-Longorias brought this 

text to the meeting with the Crowleys. All the Crowleys’ questions were clarified. The 

CICOP release had used an “ ‘imperialist’ tone” regarding the Confederation, but this 

was not in the original CENCOS bulletin. Moreover, they also were able to clarify “ the 

press’s distortions” regarding the fact that the Crowleys appeared as “enemies of all 

[forms of] birth control.”32 In other words, it seemed that the Crowleys were worried they 

appeared anti-birth control, which makes sense given their involvement in the Birth 

Control Commission’s majority vote for the approval of the birth control pill.  

Just days later, a leak to the US press on April 15, 1967, had informed the world 

of the Birth Control Commission’s confidential findings. A priest from the Diocese of 

Groningen and the director of the Dutch Documentation Center in Rome had gained 

copies of three papers involved with the Commission, including the Majority Report and 

Ford's Minority report.33 It is unknown how this priest obtained these documents.  He 

decided to leak it to the American newspaper (rather than a French one as he initially 

 

31 Letter to Mr. & Mrs. José Alvárez Icaza from Pat and Patty Crowley, March 23, 1967, CICF 10–13, 
UNDA.  
32 File attached to June 29 1967 letter from Alvárez Icazas to Pichs, Informe que rinden los Secretarios 
Generales de la Confederación internacional de movimientos familiares cristianos en relación al viaje 
realizado entre el 10 de abril y el 2 de mayo de 1967, CICF 12/09, UNDA. “las deformaciones de 
prensa…” “se les presentaba como enemigos de todo control de la natalidad,” 
33 The third report was the Majority's rebuttal to Ford's Minority report. 
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wanted) since it would get more coverage.34 The priest shared it with the US newspaper, 

National Catholic Reporter (NCR), according to Kaiser, the “… most independent 

Catholic weekly, edited in Kansas City, Missouri.” Robert G. Hoyt, the editor, hired two 

priests to translate the text from Latin and French into English. According to Kaiser, the 

NCR published the story on Saturday, April 15. Two days later, the New York Times 

printed the story on Monday, April 17. The pope was angry about this leak. As Kaiser 

recounted, “[t]he reports were supposed to remain secret."35 However, the pope never 

penalized the NCR or other papers because, as Kaiser said, the pope knew it was not wise 

to do so.  

A few days later, according to a report, the Alvárez Icaza-Longorias met with the 

pope on April 20, 1967. The pope "warmly blessed our work and efforts."36 The papal 

audience lasted twenty minutes. At that time, the Alvárez Icaza-Longorias asked the pope 

for an additional encyclical on the Christian family. They asked for one, but  not just one 

to answer the "questions the whole world waited for anxiously." The Alvárez Icaza-

Longorias asked for an encyclical to share "the encouraging paths of renewal and 

sanctification that flow from the same healthy family life and the sacrament of marriage." 

The Alvárez Icaza-Longorias were dissatisfied by the Vatican II Council document, 

Gaudium et spes, and wanted the pope to offer more guidance to the world's couples. 

 

34 Kaiser points out that von Geusau also met with journalist Gary MacEoin, who helped him decide to pass 
the documents to the National Catholic Reporter. See Kaiser, Politics of Sex and Religion, 183–184.  
35Information taken from both authors’ accounts of the Birth Control Commission. See McClory, Turning 
Point, 133–135. See a more detailed account Kaiser, Politics of Sex and Religion, 183–187.  
36 CFM Coordinating Council Meeting, CFM–MFC Report, José & Luz Icaza, CICF 10–13, UNDA.  
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According to the report, the pope said he would try to satisfy their wishes "as soon as 

possible." The Alvárez Icaza-Longorias' impression was that they "did not get the idea 

that they can wait for the next appearance of the requested Encyclical."37 For some 

reason, the Alvárez Icaza-Longorias were unconvinced by the pope’s words and 

assurances.  

The first time the Birth Control Commission reports reached the Mexican press 

was almost three months later, on July 6, 1967.38 The Mexican newspaper, Excélsior, 

printed "for the first time in Mexico the culmination of the work of the papal 

commission."39 On the cover of the newspaper, in the bottom right corner, Excélsior 

wrote in all capitalized letters and in bold, “An indispensable information for all Catholic 

homes.”40 Over the course of two days, July 6 and July 7, Excélsior dedicated multiple 

pages to relaying the documents, including both majority and minority reports.41 Roman 

de Ertze Garamendi commented in an editorial on July 8 that he had “found himself in 

 

37. File attached to June 29 1967 letter from Alvárez Icazas to Pichs, Informe Acerca de la Audiencia 
Privada concedida en el vaticano por su Santidad Paulo VI, a José y Luz Alvárez Icaza, secretarios 
generales de la confederación internacional dem movimientos familiares cristianos, el dia 20 de abril de 
1967, CICF 12/09 UNDA. 
38 I have not been able to find much on who translated the Birth Control Commission Reports into Spanish, 
and how the Excélsior newspaper received the story and put it to print. Because of the lack of information 
and sources, I cannot explain the lag in time. As Jocelyn Olcott pointed out to me, three months is an 
“excessive” amount of time just to translate documents. In the future, I would like to uncover how the 
documents reached Excelsior newspaper by early July 1967. At the time, José and Luz María’s CENCOS 
was still working with the Mexican hierarchy. To this date, I have not found anything CENCOS printed 
about the reports, but this could be something to explore in the future.  
39 “Esquema para un Documento Sobre Paternidad Responsable.” …. “Excelsior da a conocer por vez 
primera, en México, la culminación del trabajo de la comisión papal sobre el control de la natalidad,” 
Excélsior, July 6, 1967, Caja 208, Exp. 39, colección Darío Miranda, AHAM.  Also found in Hemeroteca 
Digital. 
40 “Una informacion indispensable para todos los hogares catolicos,” Excélsior, July 6, 1967 
41 “Esquema Para un Document Sobre Paternidad Responsable,” Excélsior, July 6 & 7, 1967. Hemroteca 
digital.  
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Rome” in mid-April when the news came out that a “US religious magazine had 

published the report that the Pontifical Commission on Birth Control had presented to 

Pope Paul VI.”42 The news had finally reached the Mexican press.  

In light of their most recent misunderstanding with the Crowleys over how the 

press represented the ICCFM’s viewpoints regarding birth control, how did José Alvárez 

Icaza and his wife feel about the Birth Control Commission reports? On the eve of the 

leak, José Alvárez Icaza and his wife had just told the pope they were dissatisfied with 

Gaudium et spes, a document which had an updated idea of marriage thanks to their own 

intervention. Even before the reports reached the press, José Alvárez Icaza and Luz 

Longoria Gama would have most likely listened to the Crowleys’ own experience 

participating on the Birth Control Commission, even if the Crowleys were asked to keep 

it secret. One of the few couples in the world who would have been able to understand 

the Crowleys’ experience would have been their friends and colleagues, José and Luz 

María. Certainly, José Alvárez Icaza and Luz Longoria Gama would have appreciated 

that the Birth Control Commission reports recognized expert knowledge, but also, 

married couples and their lived experiences.  

Defending Bishop Méndez Arceo: Parents’ Right to Decide  

A year later, in March 1968, the pope still had not released his decision. On the 

first year- anniversary of the pope sharing his well-received letter, Populorum 

 

42 Ramon de Ertze Garamendi, “Suma y Resta: Nacimientos,” Excelsior, July 8, 1967. “Cuando me 
encontraba en Roma a mediados del es de abril, se dio la noticia de que una revista religiosa de Esados 
Unidos había publicado el informe que la Comisión Pontifica para el estudio de la natalidad había 
presentado al Papa Paulo VI.”  
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Progressio, to the world, the Mexican bishops released a pastoral letter directed to 

Mexicans called, “Development and Integration of the Country.”43 The letter criticized 

Mexico’s rising inequality. The bishops recognized that the state was responsible for 

creating better economic conditions. In the words of historian Roberto Blancarte, the 

letter, though it contained “calls for cooperation with the Mexican state,” it was the first 

“collective criticism of the political system.”44 Historian Soledad Loaeza argues that this 

pastoral letter was the Mexican bishops’ first embrace of Vatican II’s aggiornamento 

(updating).45 The Bishop of Cuernavaca, Sergio Méndez Arceo, had been gaining 

popularity (or notoriety, according to his critics) for his radicalism, including his 

advocacy for the poor, which would soon be formally recognized as liberation theology 

in late summer 1968.46 Though he commented on birth control, scholars have neglected 

this aspect of his life, and instead, paid much more attention to his socio-economic 

 

43 Saúl Espino Armendáriz, “Feminismo católico,” 204. See also Jaime Pensado’s discussion of the pastoral 
letter, Love and Despair, 111.  
44 Robert Blancarte, “Intransigence, Anticommunism, and Reconciliation: Church/State Relations in 
Transition,” in Dictablanda: Politics, Work, and Culture in Mexico, 1938–1968, eds. Paul Gillingham and 
Benjamin T. Smith (Durham: Duke University Press, 2014), 84–85. 
45 La Restauración, 97. 
46 Méndez Arceo became bishop of Cuernavaca, a city outside of Mexico City in the neighboring state of 
Morelos in 1952. Born in 1907 in Mexico City, when Méndez Arceo was thinking of joining the 
priesthood, the Cristero War erupted To complete his studies, he arrived in Rome in 1927 at the Colegio 
Pío Latino Americano. By 1934, he was ordained a priest. In his early years as bishop, Méndez Arceo was 
quite conservative and worked well with other Mexican bishops. Because of how rigid and strict he was 
with priests and those studying to become priests in seminary, he even had a talk with Pope Pio XII. 
Because of this, the pope asked Méndez Arceo to give a talk on the history of clergy in Latin America. 
While still mostly conservative in the 1950s, Méndez Arceo encouraged innovation. For example, he got 
permission from the pope to share the Protestant Bible among followers, since he believed it was more 
accessible in 1960—before the Second Vatican Council had begun. Bishop Méndez Arceo was an active 
participant at the Second Vatican Council. He contributed to conversations around religious liberty and 
reforming the liturgy, among other things. All this biographical information is taken from: Pilar Puertas. 
“Méndez Arceo, Sergio” in Diccionario de Protagonistas del mundo católico en México en Siglo XX, eds. 
Aguirre Cristiani, María Gabriella, et. al., (México: Universidad Autónoma Metropolitana-Unidad 
Azcapotzalco, Unidad Xochimilco, 2021) 448–451. 
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critiques as a figure important to the development of liberation theology in Mexico. 47  

This section follows in the footsteps of scholars who have diversified the study of 

liberation theology in Mexico and Latin America, by focusing on women or indigenous 

people.48 Méndez Arceo believed that the pope’s 1967 encyclical meant that couples 

should have the right to make their own decisions about planning and spacing births, as 

made evident in his participation in a population seminar in May 1968. The discourse his 

words inspired in the editorial section of Mexico City-based newspaper Excélsior shows 

how clergy and a few laypeople invested in the social question thought about the 

population. 

By the late 1960s, Méndez Acreo began to attract negative attention for his 

approval of his friend and colleague, Ivan Illich’s activities in Cuernavaca.49 Many, 

particularly those from some of the Church’s most conservative sectors, began to accuse 

Illich and Méndez Arceo of radicalizing priests and spreading Marxism.50 From the 

 

47 Mexico-based historians’ studies of liberation theology have focused on prominent figures. For literature 
on Bishop Méndez Arceo, see, Gabriela Videla, Sergio Méndez Arceo: Un Señor Obispo (México, D.F.: 
Ediciones Nuevomar, 1984) and Chapter 6 of Jennifer Scheper Hughes, Biography of a Mexican Crucifix: 
Lived Religion and Local Faith from the Conquest to the Present (New York: Oxford University Press, 
2010).  
48 Espino Armendáriz, “Feminismo católico en México,”; Mariana Gómez Villanueva is a student at Mora 
Institute in Mexico City. Eben Levy, “Making Liberation Theology Indigenous,”; Calles Barger, The World 
Come of Age. 
49 There was a scandal over,Gregory Lemercier for conducting psychoanalysis in Cuernavaca with Méndez 
Arceo’s approval. Lemercier, was a Belgian-born Benedictine monk. He applied methods of 
psychoanalysis to spiritual formation of nuns in Cuernavaca, often focusing on topics of sexuality. His 
practices drew so much controversy that he was summoned to Rome and had to make his case in May 
1967. Lemercier renounced his vows and left the Catholic Church. Biographical information about 
Lemercier comes from Fernando M. González, “LeMercier, José Gregorio,” in Diccionario de 
Protagonistas del mundo católico en siglo XX, 381–384 and Espino Armendáriz, “Feminismo católico en 
México,” 76–77. 
50 For work on Ivan Illich, see Hartch, The Prophet of Cuernavaca; Rosa Bruno-Jofré and Jon Igelmo 
Zaldívar, “The Center for Intercultural Formation, Cuernavaca, Mexico, its Reports (1962–1967) and 
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perspective of what Espino Armendáriz describes as the Catholic Right, Illich was a 

Marxist, even though in reality, he was critical of socialism.51 As Espino Armendáriz 

argues, Illich’s activities at CIDOC quickly made Cuernavaca associated with heterodox 

Catholicism.52 As early as 1966, the CIA had identified the Latin American Church as 

“Marxist.”53 So, when Méndez Arceo gave his opinion on population and the morality of 

the pill at a seminar in May 1968, many wanted to know what this controversial bishop 

believed.  

The population seminar in Mexico City occurred just at the tail end of the UN 

Conference Human Rights in Teheran, Iran, which had been in session since April 22. 

The conference produced the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, which recognized 

the right to plan and space births as a human right. The UN’s recognition signaled the 

importance of family planning to the rest of the world, including Mexico.54   

From May 1 to May 4, 1968, Mendéz Arceo participated in the “Seminar on 

Population, Family and Development” organized by two Catholic institutions, the Chile-

based Latin American Center for Population (Centro Latino Americano de Población, 

CELAP) and the Mexico-based Secretariado Social Mexicano (SSM). One of the 

seminar’s goals was to come up with a way to deal with the problem of population that 

 

Illich’s Critical Understanding of Mission in Latin America,”; Jon Igelmo Zaldívar and Patricia Quiroga 
Uceda, “Ivan Illich and the Conflict with Vatican (1966–1969),”; Lya Quintanilla Gutiérrez, Los volcanes 
de Cuernavaca.  
51 Espino Armendáriz, “Feminismo católico en México,” 90–93. 
52 Espino Amendáriz, “Feminismo católico en México,” 91–92.  
53 As found in Pensado, "Silencing Rebellious Priests,” 265.  
54 Karina Felitti, "Derechos Reproductivos y Políticas Demográficas En América Latina," Íconos: Revista 
de Ciencias Sociales 35 (Sep 2009): 60.  



 

122 

reflected the “Mexican reality.”55 A range of figures were in attendance, including 

sociologists, doctors, parents, economists, and priests.56 Mexican Catholic journalist, 

Alejandro Aviles and former MFC president, José Alvárez Icaza were in attendance.57 

The May 1968 seminar was one of many meetings organized by CELAP (Centro 

para el Desarrollo Económico y Social de América Latina), a religious organization that 

was part of the Latin American Center for Social and Economic Development, based in 

Santiago, Chile.58 Jesuit priest and Belgian sociologist Roger Vekemans founded CELAP 

in 1965.59 Vekemans had been living in Chile since 1957.60 Influenced by Vekemans’s 

expertise, CELAP produced publications on development, marginalization, and fertility 

studies. One of CELAP’s most influential texts was the 1967 publication on “Church, 

Population, and Family,” which argued for the Catholic approval of birth control to 

address population growth. CELAP also organized seminars across the continent 

dedicated to the topic of population from the Christian perspective, such as the May 1968 

meeting, where Vekemans gave multiple talks.61 According to Vekemans, the goal was to 

“create, wake the conscience about this problem.”62  

 

55 “Proclama Méndez Arceo que Sólo los Padres son Responsables de la Planeación Familiar,” Excélsior, 
May 5, 1968. 
56 “Proclama Méndez Arceo,” Excélsior, May 5, 1968. 
57 “Proclama Méndez Arceo,” Excélsior, May 5, 1968. 
58 Jadwiga Pieper Mooney, The Politics of Motherhood, 82.  
59 Jadwiga Pieper Mooney, The Politics of Motherhood, 82.  
60 Jadwiga Pieper Mooney, The Politics of Motherhood, 82.  
61 “Proclama Méndez Arceo,” Excélsior, May 5, 1968. See also “Seminario de CELAP Población, Familia, 
y Desarrollo,” and Alejandro Aviles, “Sobre el Control Natal,” Señal May 16, 1968.  
62 As quoted in “Proclama Méndez Arceo,” Excélsior, May 5, 1968. “crear, despertar la conciencia sobre 
este problema.” 
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CELAP collaborated with the Mexican organization SSM. Formed by the 

Mexican Episcopate in 1920, the SSM was formed to coordinate and form organizations 

dedicated to Catholic social doctrine.63 By the time of the seminar, Pedro Velázquez had 

led SSM for the previous twenty years and had become known for its advocacy against 

injustice. SSM’s collaboration with CELAP signaled that it believed that the issue of 

population was also a societal problem. Many of those in attendance, such as Méndez 

Arceo and Alvárez Icaza, were invested in the social question. 

In his speech on the Church’s position on family planning, Méndez Arceo argued 

that it couples had the right and responsibility to make decisions about having children64 

Méndez Arceo cited point 37 of the 1967 encyclical, where the pope said that while 

parents have an “inalienable of marriage and…procreation,” is it is also up to “parents to 

take a thorough look at the matter and decide upon the number of their children.” 65 The 

pope called this decision-making process an “obligation.”66 Parents must follow “the 

dictates of their own consciences informed by God's law authentically interpreted, and 

bolstered by their trust in Him.” 67 Méndez Arceo emphasized that “neither public nor 

private institution has the right to decide, much less impose, the number of children 

parents can have.”68 This meant that the Church, too, could not exercise such power. If a 

 

63 No author, “Secretariado Social,” in Diccionario de Protagonistas del mundo católico en siglo XX, 758.  
64Méndez Arceo, “La Posición de la Iglesia en Mexico Frente a Planificacion Familiar,” CAMeNA. 
65Paul VI, Populorum Progressio, sec. 37.  
66Paul VI, Populorum Progressio, sec. 37. 
67Paul VI, Populorum Progressio, sec. 37.  
68 Méndez Arceo, “La Posición de la Iglesia en Mexico Frente a Planificacion Familiar,” 4, CAMeNA. 
“Ninguna institucion publica o privada, tiene derecho a decidir, menos a imponer, el numero de hijos que 
los eposos deben procrear.” See also Dossier 31 CIDOC. ColMex Biblioteca. 
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couple resorted to contraception, Méndez Arceo believed the couple had not violated the 

sacrament of marriage and should be allowed to participate in Eucharist at mass.69 In 

other words, using artificial contraception should not prohibit couples from participating 

in the life of the Church, including, for example, receiving Communion at mass. The 

bishop argued that if couples had to resort to contraception, this decision was compatible 

with the Catholic faith.  

Méndez Arceo asked priests to “avoid all paternalism and infantilism.”70 After all, 

Méndez Arceo was already under scrutiny for his activities in Cuernavaca. Critiques of 

his work in Cuernavaca likely made Méndez Arceo aware of the lack of dialogue inside 

the Mexican Church. So, Méndez Arceo insisted that it was priests’ responsibility to 

inform couples so that they could properly make decisions according to their own 

conscience.  To do this successfully, priests must meet couples where they were. At the 

press conference following his speech, Méndez Arceo said that the immature bishops 

were the ones that “believed the limit of births was the only way” to resolve this 

problem.71 In other words, the problem of population could not be solved by just 

managing population growth. One of the seminar’s goals was to place the problem of 

population in broader context and explore it from multiple angles. When asked again 

about the immaturity of bishops, priests, and laypeople, Méndez Arceo said that “we 

ourselves have to change,” saying that everyone must mature and learn more about the 

 

69 Méndez Arceo, “La Posición de la Iglesia en México," 4–5, CAMeNA. He refers to a document written 
by a European bishop, which Méndez Arceo relayed was reprinted in a Morelos-state periodical. 
70Méndez Arceo, "La Posición de la Iglesia en México,” 5, CAMeNA. “paternalismo e infantilismo.” 
71 Méndez Arceo, « La Posición de la Iglesia en México,” 5, CAMeNA. 
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demographic problem.72 Méndez Arceo underscored that his speech reflected his opinion, 

and not the bishops.’ Still, he called on his colleagues to change.  

As much as Méndez Arceo pushed his colleagues to reform, change, and reflect, 

he still upheld many of the Church teachings regarding sex, procreation, and the pill. 

When a reporter asked Méndez Arceo whether it would be better to just allow for 

contraceptives to avoid abortion, Méndez Arceo admitted it was logical but noted that 

with an increased use of contraceptives came an increased use of abortions.73 As Espino 

Armendáriz observes, Méndez Arceo urged couples to avoid abortion.74 Another reporter 

asked if one could use contraception “in [good] conscience.”75 In his response, Méndez 

Arceo reiterated that the stance on abortion and sterilization would not change. He 

reaffirmed that there were situations when it was irresponsible to have more children. His 

support for parents’ having the right to make their own informed decision about their 

reproductive lives stemmed not only from his investment in the social question but also 

from his discomfort with abortion.  

Many newspapers commented on and relayed Méndez Arceo’s speech. Excélsior 

focused exclusively on the fact that Méndez Arceo had argued that it was the right of 

parents to space their children. Other periodicals, including Novedades, El Día, and 

 

72 Pablo Jesus Tenorio, “En el control de natalidad ‘el Papa se reserve la última palabra, pero no la 
penultima; destacada intervencion de Mons. MENDEZ ARCEO en el seminario de población, familia, y 
Desarrollo,” UNION, May 19, 1968. Found in Dossier 31. CIDOC. ColMex Biblioteca. 
73 Jesus Tenorio, “En el control de natalidad, Dossier 31. CIDOC. ColMex Biblioteca. 
74 Espino Armendáriz, “Feminismo católico en México,” 212, 214. Specifically, Espino Armendáriz argues 
that Bishop Méndez Arceo was pro-abortion in his homilies, but he still saw abortion as “tragedy,” or 
something to be avoided.  
75 Pablo Jesus Tenorio, “En el control de natalidad ‘el Papa se reserve la última palabra, pero no la 
penultima,” UNION, May 19, 1968, as found in Dossier 31. CIDOC. ColMex Biblioteca. 
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Union, offered a more detailed look at his speech, the press conference, and the 

documents he cited. In Excélsior, various contributors weighed in on Méndez Arceo’s 

speech, and how it was received in the press. Apart from one anonymous opinion, the 

editorial writers echoed Méndez Arceo’s points and came to his defense.  

Alejandro Aviles, a seminar attendee, defended Méndez Arceo in an op-ed for 

Excélsior, arguing that the problem of population had an important social dimension.76 

Aviles was a Catholic journalist, founder of Señal magazine, and at the time, a director of 

the Carlos Septién García School of Journalism. He also had ties to the same network as 

Méndez Arceo. Aviles even collaborated with José Alvárez Icaza to make the CENCOS 

newsletter.77 Aviles, citing the words of a doctor in attendance, argued that “the basic 

thing for development is not birth control or family planning, but social justice.”78 For 

Aviles, “the politics of demography should be a subsidiary of social policies.”79 Aviles 

emphasized that this concern made Méndez Arceo’s comments regarding dialogue and 

immaturity so relevant. Only a mature dialogue could achieve, in the words of another 

 

76 Alejandro Aviles, “Poblacion, Familia, y Desaroollo,” Exclésior, May 6, 1968. 
77 Alejandro Aviles was a colleague and collaborator of José Alvárez Icaza and too was part of this 
radicalization of Catholicism. Historian Jaime Pensado said that Aviles “aligned himself with progressive 
Catholicism. Aviles was a journalist and became head of the Catholic magazine, La Nación (The Nation) of 
which he was director of during the 1950s. Pensado describes how this generation of Catholic intellectuals 
transformed in various ways, some radicalized, and others, became more conservative. Aviles exemplifies 
the former. He was the founder of the Catholic magazine, Señal, in 1954. Following the Cuban Revolution, 
as historian Pensado relays, Señal both encouraged its readers to support it, as well as the working class, 
and at times, employing at times, anticommunist rhetoric. Aviles was the director of the Carlos Septién 
García School of Journalism from 1963 to 1984. Pensado, Love and Despair, 89. See also Gineth Andrea 
Álvarez Satizabal, “Avilés Inzunza, Alejandro,” in Diccionario de protagonistas del mundo católico en 
méxico en Siglo xx, 53–55. 
78 Alejandro Aviles, “Poblacion.” “lo basico pare el Desarrollo no es el control natal ni la planificiacion 
familiar, sino la justicia social.” The doctor Aviles cites is Armando Salcedo. In the next section, there is a 
Jesuit priest by the name of Armando Salcedo. I need to do more research to see if this is the same person.  
79 Alejandro Aviles, “Poblacion.” 
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attendee, “solidarity of all men and peoples.”80 Just like Méndez Arceo, Aviles reiterated 

that certain methods were indisputably unacceptable, specifically abortion and 

sterilization. 

Another editorial contributor, Ramón de Ertze Garamendi, also supported Méndez 

Arceo’s words, echoing his call for maturity and understanding. de Ertze Garamendi 

began his journalistic career in Mexico City in 1968, beginning with his column “Suma y 

Resta” in Excélsior. de Ertze Garamendi was a priest of Basque origin and exemplifies 

the European priests who radicalized and came to Latin America. He defended Christian 

Marxism in the 1950s and 1960s and is considered a figure in the development of 

liberation theology.81 de Ertze Garamendi also worked with Illich in Cuernavaca in the 

1960s, which suggests that he likely crossed paths with Méndez Arceo.  

De Ertze Garamendi also added that a historical understanding is necessary to 

understanding the role of marriage, the pill, sex, and population. He insisted upon 

considering the “concrete circumstances of place and time.”82 In other words, a historical 

understanding would show how ideas have changed, and should be changed to meet the 

demands of their specific time and place. Marriage should be seen “not only in cases of 

 

80 Alejandro Aviles, “Poblacion.” Aviles quoted architect Medina Mora. “…la solidaridad de todos los 
hombres y de todos los pueblos.”  
81 Born in Spain, he was ordained a priest in Belgium in 1933. He studied both at the Diocesean Seminary 
of Vitoria (Spain) and the Catholic University of Louvain (Belgium). De Ertze Garamendi received a PhD 
in social sciences, politics, and historical sciences. While he was at the diocese of Vitoria, in 1948, the 
archbishop of Mexico invited De Ertze Garamendi to a professorship in Mexico City. Since his arrival in 
Mexico, he lived and died there until his 1970s. In 1964, he also worked as the editor of Informaciones 
Cristianas (Christian Information), as a substitute for the priest Ivan Illich. This signals that De Ertze 
Garamendi had ties to Cuernavaca, a site of radicalization in Mexico. Mónica Veloz Leija, “De Ertze 
Garamendi, Ramón,” Diccionario de protagonistas del mundo católico en méxico en Siglo XX, 177–178. 
82 Ramon de Ertze Garamendi, “Suma y Resta: Control Natal,” Excélsior, May 6, 1968.  
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emergency, rather in its healthy and normal condition.”83 In other words, theologians and 

priests should think of marriage beyond its most extreme forms, such as extreme lust and 

lack of responsibility. He said, “moral conscience and responsibility are synonyms.”84 By 

linking responsibility to conscience, de Ertze Garamendi argued that parents should and 

must make these informed decisions for themselves.  

In his editorial, Mexico City-born poet and playwright Miguel Guardia 

commented that Sergio Mendez Arceo’s words had only caused trouble with what he 

described as strict Catholics.85According to Guardia, there were Catholics who have a 

“strict religious conscience” and who apply doctrine “with an absolute rigidity.”86 On the 

other hand, there were those who, using the same set of beliefs, reduced the problem to 

the issue of population to the number of children, and the appropriate methods. The 

people who had the greatest troubles were this “certain sector of world population —that 

which strictly applies their religious norms” to this question of the use of birth control.87 

For Guardia, this sector was tiny in comparison to most Mexicans, many of whom did not 

 

83 de Ertze Garamendi, “Suma y Resta: Control Natal.” “en su plenitud, no en casos de emergencia, sino en 
su condicion sana y normal, no solamente para hipostesis de padres viciosos o irresponsables, sino de 
esposos conscientes de su mission de generosidad lucida.” 
84 de Ertze Garamendi, “Suma y Resta: Control Natal.” “Conciencia moral y responsabilidad son 
sinóminos.” 
85 Miguel Guardia, “Las Palabras de Méndez Arceo,” Excélsior, May 6, 1968. Guardia was born in Mexico 
City in 1924. He received a Master’s in Modern Literature, with a specialization in Dramatic Arts at 
UNAM. At the Instituto Nacional de Bellas Artes y Literature (INBA), he was head of the Literature 
Department and directed the magazine, Revista de Bellas Artes. He published many works, especially, 
poetry, before passing away in 1982. “Ciudad de México: Guardia, Miguel (1924-1982),” Coordinación 
Nacional de Literatura, created January 6, 2011,”https://literatura.inba.gob.mx/ciudad-de-mexico/3662-
guardia-miguel.html. 
86 Guardia, “Las Palabras de Méndez Arceo.” 
87 Guardia, “Las Palabras de Méndez Arceo.” “…que salvo un cierto sector de la población del mundo—
aquel que aplica estrictamente sus normas religiosas.” 
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have access to information. These families, who did not have access to resources about 

different forms of birth control, end up growing their families in an “alarming way.”88 

The greater problem was informing these sectors of the population, rather than the outcry 

of these strict Catholics. Guardia highlighting the hesitance of these strict Catholics to 

listen to Méndez Arceo. If this sector wanted guidance, why didn’t they turn to Méndez 

Arceo? Guardia described Méndez Arceo, as one of the most progressive priests in 

Mexico and the world and could give guidance. If it was still unclear when the pope 

would give his final decision, why not follow his guidance in the meantime? Guardia 

painted the landscape of diverse Catholic responses to Méndez Arceo’s speech. 

Alongside these editorials, Excélsior printed one anonymous contribution that 

criticized Méndez Arceo, which suggests the critiques Méndez Arceo received. The 

contributor wrote that the bishop’s words went against the Church position, in many 

ways, illustrating the thinking Guardia identified among strict Catholics. According to 

this contributor, Vatican II had established that the responsibility to decide the number of 

children was one mediated by God and the couple, and not the couple alone.89 Family 

planning should not be used for couples to enjoy sex in excess, nor the “irresponsible 

proliferation” of children.90 Editorial contributor de Ertze Garamendi had pointed out 

how this thinking assumed the worst about married couples’ sex lives, instead of 

 

88 Guardia, “Las Palabras de Méndez Arceo.” “forma alarmante.” 
89 No author, “Planeación Familiar,” Excélsior, May 6, 1968. Hemeroteca Digital. 
90 No author, “Planeación Familiar,” Excélsior, May 6, 1968. “una proliferación irresponsable.” 
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considering the realities. Likely, couples did not have sex in excess every day for 

hedonistic purposes, as these critics assumed.  

As evident in the discourses Méndez Arceo’s speech inspired, many interpreted 

the pope’s previous 1967 encyclical to support the parents’ right to make decisions about 

managing births and planning their family. This belief was bolstered by later 

developments, the Mexican bishops’ March 1968 pastoral letter and likely, even the UN’s 

recognition of family planning as a human right.  This network of laypeople, such as 

Aviles, and priests such as de Ertze Garamendi, with ties to Méndez Arceo and 

Cuernavaca, linked the issue of population to the social question, or what was becoming 

liberation theology. 

Conclusion 

Developments from Vatican II, in combination with the Pope’s 1967 encyclical, 

Populorum progressio pushed Catholics to consider centering couples in reproductive 

decision-making. The critique of US’s imperialistic role in population control efforts 

were present in these debates. At the early March 1967 ICCFM meeting in Mexico City, 

questions and concerns over US imperialism became too real for US CFM leaders, Pat 

and Patty Crowley. A bizarre coincidence—General Draper, who exemplified all the 

problems with US population control efforts, had just held his own meeting the day 

before—pushed the ICCFM to comment on population and birth control, even though 

they had planned not to. Coming from the US, the Crowleys were especially concerned 

with their perspectives appearing imperialistic in press coverage. These concerns led to 

tensions between the Crowleys and the Alvárez Icaza-Longorias over how the press 
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represented the ICCFM meeting. The leak of the confidential Birth Control Commission 

reports only raised the expectations that the pope would leave it to couples to make 

reproductive decisions, including whether or not they should use the pill.  

The same developments, along with the Mexican bishops’ March 1968 pastoral 

letter, inspired Méndez Arceo to place parents at the center of reproductive decision-

making decisions. Méndez Arceo’s position became public thanks to his participation in a 

population seminar a year later, in May 1968. While this line of thinking defended 

parents’ resorting to the pill, it did not necessarily advocate for pleasure or marital 

intimacy. It was also rooted in the avoidance of abortion. Editorial contributors joined 

Méndez Arceo in ensuring couples did not resort to abortion. Both Méndez Arceo and 

Aviles reiterated that abortion remained morally wrong and was an unchangeable part of 

Church teaching.  

Méndez Arceo’s asked his colleagues for maturity, which signaled increasing 

tensions. Since the bishop had already drawn controversy for his approval of activities in 

Cuernavaca, he had witnessed firsthand the close-mindedness of others to new ideas. In 

anticipation of the negative attention his position on birth control might attract, he asked 

his colleagues for openness. Méndez Arceo asked his colleagues to truly listen to his 

words. 
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Chapter 4: Negotiating Authority in the Aftermath of the 
Pope’s Prohibition (1968–1969) 

After José Alvárez Icaza attended the population seminar in May 1968, he and his 

wife originally planned to attend another conference on birth control at the end of the 

month that Pat and Patty Crowley, acting as secretary generals of the ICCFM, were 

organizing.1 The Rockefeller Foundation was sponsoring the conference to be held in the 

Villa Serbelloni in Bellagio in Lake Como, Italy. The Foundation planned to fund guests’ 

lodging and meals and offer a separate travel grant. The conference was set for Friday, 

May 31 through Tuesday, June 4, 1968. The Croweys planned to invite the maximum 

amount the villa could host, 25 invitees.  

According to the archival record, in addition to Alvárez Icaza and his wife, the 

invitees included the “highest ecclesiastical” authorities, such as the members of the Birth 

Control Commission, cardinals, and archbishops who became ultimate official voting 

members at the last meeting in 1966.2 The Crowleys also invited Jesuit theologian Joseph 

Fuchs, one of the writers of the Commission’s Majority Report.3 The Crowleys invited 

four “technical experts,” one of whom was John T. Noonan, a historian of contraception 

inside the Catholic Church. Like the Crowleys, Noonan attended the fourth meeting of 

the Birth Control Commission in 1965 and gave a talk on the history of contraception that 

 

1 “Conference on Education for Responsibility and Love in Marriage,” notes in English, CICF 45/02, 
UNDA.; In Spanish: “Conferencia sobre la Educación para la responsabilidad y el amor en el matrimonio,” 
CICF 12/09, UNDA.  
2 Ibid. I cross-listed the list of invitees with the documents in Appendix 2 of McClory, Turning Point, 188–
190. 
3 Ibid. I cross-listed the list of invitees with the document in Appendix 1 of McClory, Turning Point, 171–
187.  
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the Crowleys described as “stimulating and helpful.”4 An ICCFM bulletin relayed that 

Noonan had initiated the conference on what the bulletin writers called a “ positive 

approach to responsible parenthood.”5 Clearly, the Crowleys had invited people who 

were open, if not sympathetic, the nuances of married couples’ decision-making about 

their sexual and reproductive lives.   

The Crowleys’ notes explicitly indicated that the meeting “will be confidential 

and no publicity will be given to it.” The objective was to “explore ways in which the 

Church’s basic teaching on marriage, in the light of the Second Vatican Council, may be 

communicated to members of the Christian community and the world.” This objective, 

combined with the list of invitees and the conference’s title, “Education for 

Responsibility and Love in Marriage,” signaled that they wanted to discuss birth control. 

The fact that the organizers had, or wanted, to keep the meeting private, also affirms 

this.6 At this point, the pope was stressed by the leak of the Birth Control Commission’s 

reports and was feeling pressured to make a final decision on the topic. 

The conference, though, never occurred as planned because it was “postponed at 

the request of Church authorities,” foreshadowing the news that would come that 

summer.7 The ICCFM records suggest that as of April 1968, the Crowleys and the 

Alvárez Icaza-Longorias believed the conference was set, and both couples planned to 

 

4 As quoted in McClory, Turning Point, 68–69.  
5 ICCFM Bulletin Volume 1, #2, April 1968, CICF 45/02, UNDA. 
6 Conference on Education for Responsibility and Love in Marriage,” (notes in English), CICF 45/02, 
UNDA. In the future, I’d like to consult the Rockefeller Archives to see if there are any clues about this 
conference. 
7 Minutes of the Fourth Meeting of the International Confederation of Christian Family Movements, 
Sunday August 4, 1968, Newark, NJ, Robert Treet Hotel. CICF 45/02, UNDA.  
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attend.8 Sometime between April and the end of May 1968, however, Church authorities 

cancelled the meeting, If Pope Paul VI was certain that he was going to prohibit the pill, 

it made sense that he would want to cancel a meeting with archbishops and cardinals in 

attendance, even if it were supposed to be kept confidential. After all, the reports of the 

Birth Control Commission too, were confidential, and yet they had reached the public. 

Paul VI likely wanted to avoid further controversy. The ICCFM, on the other hand, 

simply hoped that their meeting “can be held in latter part of November” of the same 

year.9  

Though previous developments suggested that the pope would, indeed, permit the 

use of the pill, as seen in the previous chapter, this chapter follows the aftermath of the 

pope’s decision to prohibit the pill in late July 1968. This summer, better known for 

student protests, the declaration of liberation theology, and state violence, was also about 

birth control. In between July 1968 and April 1969, Mexican Catholics negotiated the 

authority of the pope’s decision and reconciled it with their Latin American realities. 

These emerging Catholic critiques of state violence, authoritarianism, and economic 

inequality in Latin America also contained commentaries on the pill.  

First, the chapter establishes how the pope came to reject the findings of his 

commission by banning all forms of birth control in late July 1968. Then, the chapter 

explores how the Mexican bishops, the MFC, and José Alvárez Icaza grappled with this 

 

8 ICCFM Bulletin Volume 1, #2, April, 1968, CICF 45/02, UNDA.  
9 Minutes of the Fourth Meeting of the International Confederation of Christian Family Movements, 
Sunday August 4, 1968, Newark, NJ, Robert Treet Hotel, CICF 45/02, UNDA.  



 

135 

decision in light of the tumultuous summer’s other developments. The chapter concludes 

by turning again to Christus magazine, which had become a site of Catholic dissent. The 

magazine’s contents suggests that a sector of Mexican priests felt disregarded by their 

bishops and their unrealistic expectations.  

The Decision to Prohibit the Pill  

On July 25, 1968, Paul VI shared his encyclical, Humanae Vitae [On the 

Regulation of Birth] with the world.10 In it, he upheld the prohibition on all forms of 

artificial contraception, including the pill. Paul VI ignored the majority opinion of his 

own commission, which the world knew of since the confidential reports had leaked to 

the press in April 1967.  At the last meeting of the Birth Control Commission in 1966, 

members had voted to only present the findings of the majority report to the pope.11 So, 

how had the minority report got into the hands of the pope? How and why did the pope 

go against the majority opinion of the commission he himself organized? Some scholars 

argue that it was the influence of the previously mentioned Jesuit priest, John Ford, while 

others point to the influence of Archbishop of Kraków, Karol Wojtyła, the future John 

Paul II. 12 Likely, both Ford and Wojtyła had influenced Paul VI’s decision.  

 

10 Paul VI, Humanae Vitae [On the Regulation of Birth], The Holy See, July 25, 1968, 
http://w2.vatican.va/content/paul-vi/en/encyclicals/documents/hf_p-vi_enc_25071968_humanae-vitae.html 
(cited as HV following this citation). 
11 McClory, Turning Point, 130, 134.  
12 McGreevy mentions Ford in his recent book and cites his earlier work. See respectively, Catholicism: A 
Global History and John T. McGreevy, Catholicism and American Freedom. The following works mention 
Ford’s influence, such as historian Pete Cajka in Follow Your Conscience: The Catholic Church and the 
Spirit of the Sixties (Chicago and London: University of Chicago Press, 2021); journalist-scholar Robert 
McClory Turning Point,  and by scholar of religion, Aline H., Kalbian, in Sexing the Church: Gender, 
Power, and Ethics in Contemporary Catholicism (Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press, 2005). On 
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After the Birth Control Commission had concluded its last session in 1966, John 

Ford, the American Jesuit who was one of the leading voices of the minority opinion, 

took matters into his own hands. At Vatican II, he had failed to prevent José’s and Luz 

María’s intervention from making it into Gaudium et spes. This time, however, Ford 

succeeded.  Though the commission had voted to only present the majority report to the 

Pope and handed the findings over, a few days later, Ford, along with Cardinal Ottaviani, 

had shared their own unauthorized report with the pope, reiterating the minority opinion. 

Ford and Ottaviani acted on their own accord without the commission’s knowledge.  

McClory describes this period as “the reconversion of Paul VI,” because he argues that 

Ford and Ottaviani successfully persuaded the pope to join their camp. Even after the 

reports had leaked to the public in April 1967, commission members remained unaware 

of Ford and Ottaviani's actions. By June 1967, Ford and Ottaviani had a 15-page draft. 

McClory argues that Ottaviani in particular wielded influence over the pope. Ottaviani 

knew how to exploit the pope’s concerns over potentially undermining papal authority. 13 

The pair was dismantling the commission’s efforts, successfully.  

Another influence on Paul VI came from the Archbishop of Kraków, Karol 

Wojtyła. Paul VI had invited Wojtyła to join the Birth Control Commission, and even 

appointed him to the executive committee. Wojtyła never made it. The Communist state 

 

the other hand, theologican scholars Barberi and Selling and historian Agata Kosciańska point to Karol 
Wojtyła’s influence upon Humanae vitae. See Michael J. Barberi and Joseph A. Selling, “The Origin of 
Humanae Vitae and the Impasse in Fundamental Theological Ethics,” Louvain Studies 37, no.4 (2014): 
364-389. Agata Kościańska, “Humanae Vitae, Birth Control, and the Forgotten History of the Catholic 
Church in Poland" In The Schism of ’68, 187- 208. 
13 McClory, Turning Point, 130-135.  
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in Poland denied Wojtyła’s request to join the activities in Rome. In response, Wojtyła 

organized his own conference in Kraków, and later sent the results to the pope. Wojtyła 

had been grappling with questions about marriage and love since his 1960 book, Love 

and Responsibility. Theological scholars Michael Barberi and Joseph A. Selling argue 

that Wojtyła was responsible for what they call the inseparability principle in Humanaae 

vitae.14 The encyclical had introduced the idea that the “unitive significance” of sex, or 

the purpose of sex to unite the husband and wife, otherwise marital intimacy, was 

inseparable from the “procreative significance” of sex. In other words, sex must always 

be open to possibility of procreation. According to this logic, birth control was immoral 

because it facilitated the unitive purpose of sex at the expense of the procreative purpose. 

Barberi and Selling analyzed Wojtyła’s Love and Responsibility and the report of the 

Kraków Commission alongside Humanae Vitae and found striking similarities. Wojtyła’s 

work helped the pope answer the question many had since Vatican II: how should a 

couple honor the equally important purpose of sex, marital intimacy, if they wanted to 

manage and space births? The answer was that sex, no matter, must always be open to the 

transmission of life, making any use of contraception, immoral.  

Nature explained why practicing the rhythm method was better than using the pill, 

even if both acts shared the same intention: limiting births. Pope Paul VI distinguished 

between the difference between “married people … [taking] advantage of the infertile 

 

14 Michael J. Barberi and Joseph A. Selling, “The Origin of Humanae Vitae and the Impasse in 
Fundamental Theological Ethics,” Louvain Studies 37, no.4 (2014): 369-5. 
https://doi.org/10.2143/LS.37.4.3047125. 
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period” and “the use of means which directly prevent conception.”15 Pope Paul VI 

described the former as “faculty provided them by nature.” A woman’s menstrual cycle, 

and particularly the infertile periods, was an option given by her biological nature. On the 

other hand, when a couple used contraception, including the pill, “they obstruct the 

natural development of the generative process.” It was an obstruction because it 

guaranteed that life would not be transmitted. Previously morally ambiguous, the pill was 

now unequivocally regarded as immoral. 

Mexican Reactions  

One of the first commentaries on the pill in Mexico came from Catholic weekly 

Señal. It dedicated a whole issue to the pope’s decision. Alvárez Icaza’s opinion appeared 

in the front matter of the August 8 edition. In it, he said that “[t]he time of discussions has 

ended.”16 He called on people to show their “fidelity” to the Church. He relayed that the 

pope shared the final decision with “extraordinary clarity and bravery.”17 What is 

important to note in Alvárez Icaza’s comments is that he had to navigate his public views 

versus his private beliefs. Other Mexican Catholics joined Alvárez Icaza and the 

Crowleys in navigating this delicate terrain.18  

 

15 Paul VI, Humanae Vitae, sec. 16. 
16 José Alvárez Icaza, “Terminó la Hora de las Discusiones,” Señal, August 8, 1968, 2. Hemeroteca 
Nacional de México. 
17 Alvárez Icaza, “Terminó la Hora de las Discusiones,” “Con extraordinaria claridad y valentía…”  
18 Despite what historian Burns suggests, like the Crowleys in the US, the MFC and other Catholics in 
Mexico had to navigate this terrain.   
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The next day, on August 9,  the Mexican bishops relayed a statement on to the 

Mexican public.19 This action was very common—other national hierarchies all around 

the world released statements regarding their opinion of the pope’s decision.20 The 

statement was signed by 77 Mexican bishops without listing specific names, which made 

it unclear how certain bishops such as Méndez Arceo, felt about the document.21 There 

are many reasons why the bishops may have abstained from listing their names, but what 

is certain is that they appeared in agreement. The statement defended the Church as an 

entity that was in solidarity with “poor people.”22 Citing the pope’s 1967 Populorum 

progressio as well as their previous March 1968 pastoral letter, the bishops said there was 

an “urgent necessity to promote industrial development.”23 Here, by promoting Mexico’s 

development, they also reflected themes important to dependency theory.24 In this way, 

 

19 Conferencia episcopal mejicana, Hechos y Dichos, No. 390, October 1968, 917–919, hereafter cited as 
CEM. 
20 For statements by bishops around the world, see John Horgan and Austin Flannery, Humanae Vitae and 
the Bishops: The Encyclical and the Statements of the National Hierarchies (Shannon: Irish University 
Press, 1972); Vittorino Fernando Joannes, The Bitter Pill: Worldwide Reaction to the Encyclical Humanae 
Vitae (Philadelphia: Pilgrim Press, 1970); Alberto Madonado Barrios, La Iglesia y el control de la 
natalidad: Bibliografía sobre Humanae Vitae (Santiago de Chile: DESAL/CELAP, 1970).  
21 “conferencia episcopal mejicana,” Hechos y Dichos, No. 390, October 1968, 919. I am uncertain how it 
was circulated, but I suspect it was for priests, and it was reprinted in newspapers. I do not know if these 77 
bishops included Méndez Arceo. I also do not know exactly how this statement was written and who 
attended the meetings (in terms of the bishops’ perspective).  
22 “conferencia episcopal mejicana,” Hechos y Dichos. “pueblos pobres” 
23 “conferencia episcopal mejicana,” Hechos y Dichos.“…la necesidad urgente de promover el desarrollo 
industrial….” The previous letter refers to own pastoral letter, “Development and Integration of our 
country,” (Carta sobre el desarrollo e integración de nuestra patria) released in March 1968 by the Mexican 
Episcopate. As historian María Martha Pacheco Hinojosa argues, this letter was the first of its kind to apply 
social doctrine specifically to the Mexican context. The letter was the result of the initiative by Pedro 
Velázquez, who had been working with a team on experts. See María Martha Pacheco Hinojosa, 
“Velázquez Hernández, Pedro,” in Diccionario de protagonistas del mundo católico en méxico en siglo XX, 
702-704. Blancarte also discusses this document. See “Intransigence, Anticommunism, and 
Reconciliation,” 84–85. 
24 Dependency theory, developed in Latin America, argued that underdeveloped regions depended on 
developing nations for economic growth. In other words, rich nations got richer at the expense of 
underdeveloped countries.  
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the bishops recognized the specific concerns they believed faced Mexicans. They 

described the Church as sympathetic, saying that it shared “in the suffering of those 

spouses that today found themselves in extremely unfavorable conditions to receive more 

children.”25 This way, the Mexican bishops established that the Roman Catholic Church 

was an ally, and not an obstacle, to poor parents and their children. Méndez Arceo likely 

would have agreed with this recognition of poverty and the realities that faced Mexicans. 

After expressing solidarity with poor people and the realities they faced when it came to 

the problem of family size, the bishops defended the pope’s decision to prohibit birth 

control.  

The bishops outlined the critiques circulating about the pope’s decision and 

explained why these critics were mistaken. Those who erroneously believed that the 

encyclical was “almost inhumane” had disregarded that this decision was rooted in 

Christian love.26 Relaying quotes and principles from the pope’s encyclical, the bishops 

noted that the pope made this decision thinking of what was best for Christians in this life 

and the next. What was best for the souls of the faithful was to uphold the ban on any act 

of sterilization, including the use of artificial contraception. Those who justified their 

dissent and practice, arguing that the pope’s decision was too simplistic for the realities 

of daily life, were also wrong. The bishops insisted that it was never morally licit to use 

 

25 CEM, 917. “...la iglesia comparte el sufrimiento de aquellos eposos que hoy se encuentran en 
condiciones sumamanete desfavorables para recibir más hijos.” 
26 CEM, 918. “hasta inhumana.” 
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“the opinions of theologians against a fixed teaching of the Church.”27 This practice was 

a sign that a conscience was “not well-formed.”28 

To conclude their statement, the bishops again reiterated their awareness of the 

circumstances that faced many married couples. They recognized “the enormous 

sacrifice” of those who tried to apply Humanae vitae to their sexual lives.29 The bishops 

applauded this sacrifice. They insisted that “[w]ithout sacrifice, there can be neither 

authentic conjugal love nor true responsible parenthood.”30 For the bishops, referencing 

sacrifice was a compliment. In Catholic tradition, sacrifice challenged selfishness and 

pushed people to think of the greater good. To conclude this way, was a way of 

recognizing couples’ hard work to abide by these principles.  

Just a few weeks later, on August 24, the Latin American Assembly of the MFC 

released a statement to the families of Latin America. 31 The Assembly’s statement 

teetered between advising couples to be loyal and faithful to the pope, while also 

reminding couples that they can make reproductive decisions on their own accord. They 

echoed a point the pope himself had made days after he released his decision that it was 

“not a prohibition,” but instead, “a positive representation of conjugal morality in accord 

 

27 CEM, 919. “…a las opinions de teólogos contra una enseñanza constante de la iglesia.”  
28 CEM, 919. “…no está bien formada.” 
29 CEM, 919. “el enorme sacrificio….” 
30 CEM, 919.“Sin sacrificio no puede haber, ni amor conyugal auténtico, ni verdadera paternidad 
responsible.” 
31 “Documento sobre Humanae Vitae (MFC de América Latina),” as found in Christus, December 1968, 
1227–1231.  
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with its mission[s] of love and fertility.”32 The statement, signed by Latin American 

representatives of the MFC, emphasized the encyclical’s positive aspects.33 After 

highlighting the way the pope’s declaration positively portrayed love, the assembly 

invited “couples to not get discouraged and to frequently attend to the sacraments.”34 The 

Assembly also pointed out that the encyclical “was presented as neither irreformable nor 

infallible.”35 It also cited Vatican II, highlighting that couples “have the right, and 

sometimes the duty to express their opinions” on matters related to the Church.36  

Just a few weeks later, in September 1968, liberation theology officially launched 

on the Latin American continent. At the CELAM meeting held in Medellín, Colombia 

from August 24 to September 6, the bishops of Latin America had reached a consensus 

regarding the usefulness of liberation theology. At the meeting, Peruvian theologian, 

Gustavo Gutiérrez, known as the founder of liberation theology, had given a talk from his 

book in progress.37 The CELAM meeting in Medellín signaled to the world that liberation 

from economic oppression was the Latin American Church’s priority.  

 

32 “Documento sobre Humanae Vitae (MFC de América Latina),” 1227. “…el punto central de la Encíclica 
no es una prohibición, sino que, como lo manifesto el Papa en su alocución del 31 de julio pasado el 
contenido esencial de esta Encíclica es sobre la representación positive de la moralidad conyugal en orden a 
su mission de amor y de fecunidad.” 
33 The signatures excluded José Alvárez Icaza and his wife, who were no longer involved in the MFC on 
the regional level. 
34 “Documento sobre Humanae Vitae (MFC de América Latina),” 1229. “…invita a los matrimonios a no 
desanimarse y a acudir con frecuencia a los sacramentos....” 
35 “Documento sobre Humanae Vitae (MFC de América Latina),” 1229. “...fue presentada como no 
irreformable ni infallible.” 
36 “Documento sobre Humanae Vitae (MFC de América Latina),” 1229. “…tienen el derecho, más aún a 
veces el deber de exponer su parecer acerca de los asuntos concernientes al bien de la Iglesia.”  
37 Gutiérrez’s 1971 publication of The Theology of Liberation launched liberation theology on the 
continent. Likely, at this meeting, Gutiérrez shared excerpts of this book. 
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Historian Isabelle Cosse argues that the documents produced by the bishops at 

their meeting in Medellín, in many ways, reiterated the stance on marriage and family 

established at Vatican II, but with attention to the specificities of Latin America.38 The 

document recognized the importance of the family in Latin America, including its many 

aspects such as “mutual affect…intimacy, respect, and liberty,” with knowledge of the 

diverse family formations that existed in Latin America.39 The document recognized the 

complexity of the issue of population for Latin America. According to Cosse, it 

recommended “denouncing indiscriminate control of [population growth],” while also 

defending “human values,” “conjugal love,” the “promotion of self-education of married 

couples,” and “a new humanism liberated from the erotism of the bourgeoise 

civilization.”40  

When reflecting on the impact of the Medellín meeting, José Alvárez Icaza noted 

the specificity of the “demographic question” to Latin America.41 In this context, he 

praised, the “social character” of the pope’s encyclical, echoing many of the points made 

at Medellín.42 The pope’s decision had “special importance to our continent.”43 Because 

the encyclical denounced “all policies based on the indiscriminate control of births,” it 

 

38 Isabella Cosse, "¿Una Teología De La Familia Para El Pueblo Latinoamericano?.” 
39 As found in Cosse, "¿Una Teología De La Familia Para El Pueblo Latinoamericano?,” 65. “…el vínculo 
del afecto mutuo, el clima de confianza, intimidad, repeto y libertad.” 
40 Cosse, "¿Una Teología De La Familia Para El Pueblo Latinoamericano?,” 65. “…recomendaba 
denunciar la política de control indiscriminado, defender los valores de la persona (en especial de los 
pobres y marginados) y del amor conyugal, promover la autoeducación de los matrimonios y un nuevo 
humanism libertado del erotismo de la civilización burguesa.” 
41 As quoted in Pastor Escobar, “Vaticano II en el laicado mexicano,” 205. “La cuestión demográfica….” 
42 As quoted in Pastor Escobar, “Vaticano II en el laicado mexicano,” 205. “…carácter social….” 
43 As quoted in Pastor Escobar, “Vaticano II en el laicado mexicano,” 205. “tiene en nuestro continente una 
importancia especial….” 
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treated and saw humans as whole persons.44 Many solutions to the demographic problem, 

he added, were “simple solutions” that disregarded the complexity of the problem.45 Note 

that what he praised was that the encyclical did not endorse an “indiscriminate” way of 

approaching the population. In this way, Alvárez Icaza believed in the specificity of the 

problem as it affected Latin America, but also, likely, the specific circumstances each 

couple and family faced. His praise did not hinge upon the actual prohibition of the pill or 

its morality.  

Just weeks after Latin American bishops returned to their respective countries 

following their invigorating meeting in Medellín, Mexicans witnessed state violence in 

the capital, now known as Tlatelolco Massacre. The brutal murder of peaceful protestors 

on October 2, 1968, made Mexicans realize the harsh, authoritarian domestic reality of 

their state. José Alvárez Icaza, who was in Rome at the time to participate in the Council 

of Laity, saw how Roman newspapers delivered the news of the bloodshed.46 Although 

not the focus of this chapter, soon, the issue of the Mexican Church’s involvement in 

state violence and authoritarianism began to divide Catholics, leading to deeper rifts 

inside the Mexican Catholic Church.  

 

44 As quoted in Pastor Escobar, “Vaticano II en el laicado mexicano,”, 205. “...denuncia toda política 
basada en el control indiscriminado de nacimientos….” 
45 As quoted in Pastor Escobar, “Vaticano II en el laicado mexicano,”, 205. “...soluciones simplistas….” 
Just a note Pastor Escobar pulls this quote from an essay José Alvárez Icaza wrote informing of Medellín 
and the results of the encounter. There isn’t a date included in the citation. I write this paragraph assuming 
he wrote this around the time, relaying the news of the meeting to the public via the organization CENCOS.  
46 Pastor Escobar, “Vaticano II en el laicado mexicano,” 223. For more on how Alvárez Icaza came to 
support the student protests, see Pastor Escobar, “Vaticano II en el laicado mexicano,” 222–226.  
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 At the time, due to the orders of Pope Paul VI, the Council of Laity was 

surveying people all over the world to gauge their responses to the decision. The Council 

had collected responses from 680 people across the world, including laypeople, 

government officials, theologians, universities, and institutes. José Alvárez Icaza oversaw 

organizing the survey responses.47 Amidst this work, José and his wife planned to attend 

the rescheduled ICCFM meeting at the start of November, which was now set for La 

Pree, France.  

José and his wife end up not attending the rescheduled meeting. Historian Burns, 

erroneously argues that the Mexican couple withdrew from the conference because they 

were uncomfortable with the topic.48 Historian Pastor Escobar, however, shows us that 

José Alvárez Icaza’s was pressured by Council of the Laity to withdraw from the 

conference. The Council’s secretary, Mons. Achille Glorieux, advised Alvárez Icaza 

against attending the planned meeting in Le Pree. According to Pastor Escobar, Glorieux 

thought the presence of the Mexican couple was “dangerous.” Their participation could 

“make official” any opinions said there that were contrary to Church doctrine.49 The 

couple obliged. 

In the couple’s letter to Mons. Glorieux explaining why they decided not to attend 

the La Pree meeting, they affirmed Mons. Glorieux’s concerns: “[o]ur position was very 

 

47 Pastor Escobar, “Vaticano II en el laicado mexicano,” 203.  
48 For Burns account of Lake Como planning and the opposing viewpoints between Alvárez Icaza and 
Crowleys, Disturbing the Peace,192–193. He cites a book that I have not yet found, but plan to consult in 
the future. This book allegedly contains the papers shared at the conference.  
49 Pastor Esobar, “Vaticano II en el laicado mexicano,” 205. Pastor Escobar takes the phrase from 
correspondence. I hope to find this letter in the future.  
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clear.” They planned to go, personally interested in upholding Church doctrine, while 

also, eager to hear others’ positions on the matter. They admitted that “after many 

consultations,” they decided not to attend the meeting, recognizing that their presence 

could signal approval of opinions contrary to Church doctrine.50  

Knowing how critical José and Luz María become of the Church by the 1970s, it 

is a bit surprising that they complied, especially since the goal of the La Pree meeting 

was dialogue. Openness to dialogue seems to have aligned with the couple’s values. 

Their withdrawal, though, indicates a reality that historian Burns acknowledges about the 

Crowleys but fails to do so regarding the Mexican couple: they had to navigate their 

public position versus their own views.  

As the records of the Le Pree conference suggest, the Crowleys had to navigate 

their public position versus their own views. In their opening statement, the Crowleys 

addressed the topic of birth control and the pope’s recent encyclical. They shared, “As 

persons who have been close to this controversy, we know how divisive, how deep-

seated disagreements are, and how—tragically—a continuing discussion of the subject 

tends inevitably to move all of us in cycles and keep us away from” achieving dialogue.” 

The Crowleys said, “We feel strongly that the subject of the family transcends the 

narrower subdivision of birth control.” They emphasized, “We want to make it very clear 

 

50 Pastor Escobar, “Vaticano II en el laicado mexicano,” 205-6. “Y por eso decidimos tras muchas 
consultas no asistir…”  
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that we are devoted to the pope.”51 Still, they encouraged exchanges on the topic. Birth 

control “must be an open subject.”52 

Later ICCFM reports described it as a “historic meeting” where “dialogue” had 

occurred between those invested in the population problem and the lived experiences of 

CFM members.53 Canadian CFM members Mary and Bernard Daly noted the meeting’s 

success. In their words, the Dalys observed that the couples in attendance showed that 

“they, too can be ‘specialists,’ just like the technical experts in attendance.” The Dalys 

observed that “[e]xperts and couples each learned from one another.”54 It was a success. 

At the November 30, 1968, the Council of Laity, José Alvárez Icaza included, 

presented their survey results to the pope. Apart from the critical reactions noted in these 

results, which were taken from 72 countries, José noted how few people even knew about 

the encyclical, let alone understood it. He also noted how there was little knowledge 

among the religious and members of the hierarchy who “did not always know how to use 

the facts in the encyclical as a medium for dialogue and formation.”55  

Historian Pastor Escobar presents what she thinks represents José Alvárez Icaza’s 

perspective on the encyclical. Alvárez Icaza noted how the encyclical contained “positive 

 

51 Opening Statement, ICCFM, November 7, 1968, LA Pree, 36 Segree, France, CICF 45/02, UNDA. 
52 Opening Statement, ICCFM, November 7, 1968. The Crowleys have not signed the document, but based 
on the contents of the statement, as well as the previously mentioned records, I believe it was the Crowleys 
who gave this speech.  
53 Report from the National Office, August 1969, CICF 45/02, UNDA.   
54 Notes for Tuesday Afternoon Agenda, August 19, 1969, International Confederation of Christian Family 
Movements, Meeting No.7, Notre Dame, Indiana. Prepared by Mary and Bernard Daly, Ottawa, Ontario, 
Canada, CICF 45/02, UNDA. 
55 As quoted in Pastor Escobar, “Vaticano II en el laicado mexicano,” 203–4. “…no siempre supieron 
utilizar los hechos de la encíclica como un medio para el diálogo y formación.”  
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teaching…[about] human life,” and it even “high motives of social justice.”  Alvárez 

Icaza described the huge discord over the decision, which he blamed media for, who 

misrepresented “in a sensationalist way” phrases from the encyclical.56 He believed the 

world had focused on the encyclical’s negative aspects. What Pastor Escobar overlooks 

in her portrayal of his perspective here is that it must be read in light of his positionality 

and experience. José Alvárez Icaza was co-leader of CENCOS at the time, an 

organization committed to distributing media and information. As someone in the media, 

he had a critical perspective on information and was privy to it sooner and faster than the 

public. His critique of the encyclical did not hinge on anything specific about the 

morality of the pill, but instead, a critique of the way the media handled the whole 

process. In many ways, he echoed the earlier statement made by the MFC’s Latin 

American assembly, which encouraged families to look at the positive aspects of the 

encyclical. What likely resonated with José Alvárez Icaza was that Humanae vitae 

embraced the ideals of love that aligned with his values, an understanding of love he and 

his wife had advocated for at Vatican II.57 He and Luz María Longoria Gama had, after 

all, asked the pope in a private audience in April 1967 for an additional encyclical 

regarding love inside marriage.  

José and Luz María, just like their US counterparts, had to navigate their public 

and private opinion. Pacheco Hinojosa describes how the MFC in Mexico was divided 

 

56 Pastor Escobar, “Vaticano II en el laicado mexicano,” 204. “en forma sensacionalista…” 
57 I am building off Pastor Escobar’s argument, she closely reads parts of HV to make this point, for 
example no.8 and section 26. See “Vaticano II en el laicado mexicano,” 204–5.  
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over whether couples’ decision-making should prioritize the pope’s prohibition or 

whether the couples should make this decision freely according to their circumstances.58 

Publicly, the MFC maintained obedience to the pope, while privately, they navigated this 

complicated terrain. Burns makes the same argument about the Crowleys’ leadership in 

the CFM.59 The MFC and CFM shared this experience; it was not a difference, as Burns 

suggests. 

Clerical Conundrum: Navigating Paternalism 

By 1968, Christus magazine, the Mexico City-based Jesuit magazine for priests, 

had become a site of dialogue, if not dissent, inside the Catholic Church, thanks to newly 

appointed director, Enrique Maza. Pensado credits Maza for the magazine’s 

radicalization during his directorship. Unlike many of his colleagues who were silent on 

the events of 1968, Maza discussed the student movement and welcomed critical 

voices.60 Maza’s openness extended to the topic of the pill. One of the loudest criticisms 

of the pope’s decision in Christus magazine came from Armando Salcedo, the previously 

discussed Jesuit priest with medical training who had been answering questions about the 

pill in Christus magazine since the early 1960s. Tensions over how the Mexican bishops 

 

58 María Martha Pacheco Hinojosa, “Iglesia, Familia y Sociedad,” 159–162.  
59 Historian Burns specifically states, “The Crowleys tried to separate their personal disapproval of the 
encyclical from their public opinions as heads of CFM. They tried to make it clear that they were not 
speaking for CFM in this matter.” Because the CFM publication shared diverse opinions on the topic, CFM 
members were upset by this openness in the publication and blamed the Crowleys. Again, I believe 
“dissent” overinflates the nature of the Crowleys’ position on the topic, since, as seen earlier in the chapter, 
they said they upheld Church doctrine. For full account of “dissent” see Burns, Disturbing the Peace, 181–
183.  
60 Pensado, Love and Despair, 113–117. Pensado analyzes how Maza approached the student movement 
and centered radical voices during his tenure as director but does not address include how Maza addressed 
Humanae vitae.  
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handled the pope’s prohibition at the expense of priests were part of these broader self-

reflective debates about the role of the Mexican Church in society. Historians Necochea 

López, Pieper Mooney, and Juan Alejandro Lopera López mention Jesuit priests in their 

study of debates over the pill in other parts of Latin America, but the extent of the Jesuits’ 

influence is still unknown.61 In Mexico, scholarship is growing on the role of Mexican 

Jesuits in the 1960s, particularly, in the Second Vatican Council, their role in student 

protests, and the subsequent Tlatelolco Massacre.62 This section turns to birth control. 

Maza’s directorship of Christus magazine was, one stop in his journey of 

becoming a well-known advocate of human rights and critic of authoritarianism. When 

Maza became director of Christus magazine, he was a Jesuit priest and journalist. 63  

From 1964 to 1974, he was a writer for the major daily newspaper, Excélsior. His 

approach to Christus magazine led to his expulsion in 1973, when he was replaced by a 

more conservative priest. Maza went on to found Proceso magazine in 1976, which 

 

61 Necohea López, A History of Family Planning in Twentieth-Century Peru; Pieper Mooney, The Politics 
of Motherhood; Lopera López, “Paternidad O Procreación Responsable.” 
62 Pensado,” Silencing Rebellious Priests”; María Luisa Apse Armella, Cambiar en Tiempos Revueltos; 
Espinosa, Jesuit Student Groups. Historian María Luisa Aspe Armella encouraged me to consult the Jesuits 
and their ideas about birth control and Humanae vitae. 
63 Pensado, Love and Despair, 114. He was born in the El Paso, Texas, close to the US-Mexico border in 
1929, where his family had moved there during the Cristero Rebellion. In 1931, his family returned to 
Mexico City. He attended the Montezuma Seminary in New Mexico in the 1950s and became a Jesuit 
priest. Maza also pursued a degree in journalism at the University of Missouri. There, he met with priests 
who, like him, welcomed the changes initiated by Vatican II. See Valentina Torres Septién y Torres, 
“Maza, Enrique,” in Diccionario de protagonistas del mundo católico en méxico en  siglo xx, 446–447. 
Montezuma Seminary was a seminary that developed for Mexicans in exile following the Cristero War. For 
more on the Montezuma Seminary, see Matthew Butler, “¿Bienvenidos al Hotel Montezuma? 
negociaciones trasnacionales y la formación de un clero ‘mexicano’ en el exicilio, 1937–1947,” and “El 
sacerdocio de Montezuma. El joicimo franco-candiense y la identidad clerical Mexicana, 1943–1962,” in 
Cruce de Fronteras: La influencia de los Estados Unidos y América Latino en Los Proyectos de Nación 
Católicos en México, Siglo XX, eds. Yves Solis, Matthew Butler, Camile Foulard (Mexico City: 
Universidad Autónoma Metropolitana-Atzcapotzalco, 2020), 199–225 and 423–453, respectively.  
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provided a Leftist space for Catholics to critique authoritarianism and the violation of 

human rights in Latin America.  

Under his leadership, Christus magazine dedicated an entire issue to critically 

thinking through the pope’s decision to prohibit the pill. The magazine’s editorial board 

and contributors encouraged dialogue and reflection on the topic. The magazine included 

statements from bishops’ hierarchies that clearly dissented the pope’s decision, as well as 

critical pieces by priests and theologians. The edition grappled with the question of 

obligation, whether priests and laypeople alike should obey the pope’s statement. It also 

reflected on how priests should advise married couples to make decisions about planning 

their family. Some perceived this edition as an attack against the bishops, who had 

previously published a statement in support of the pope’s decision.64 This series of 

complaints led Maza to publish another edition of the magazine just a few months later, 

in February 1969. 

Father Armando Salcedo believed that the pope had simply exercised authority in 

his decision without addressing recent developments in theological and medical 

literature.65 According to Salcedo, the pope’s encyclical had a “paternalist” tone and he 

believed that the pope’s “principal—if not only—" argument was one of authority.66  

Salcedo notes that he is not against the authority of the Church but believed that such use 

 

64 Again, I know this from the editorial of the February 1969 edition. Enrique Maza, “Editorial: Christus y 
la Humanae Vitae, La obedencia no está reñida con la libertad,” Christus, February 1969, 112- 116. Maza 
addressed concerns and critiques he received about the December 1968 edition. He clarified that the 
magazine was not against the hierarchy. I do not know how many complaints Maza received.  
65 Armando Salcedo, C. S.J., ““Comentario a la ‘Humanae Vitae’ y su obligatoriedad.” 
66 Salcedo, C. S.J., “Comentario a la ‘Humanae Vitae,’” 1183. Salcedo himself puts “paternalista” in 
quotes.  
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of authority diminishes its power.67 The pope did not concretely respond to many 

arguments circulated within the Catholic world, including among his own Birth Control 

Commission. “[T]he pope tells us”  that he considered the takeaways of the theologians 

of the Commission, but he did not actually “respond to the reasons [given by theologians] 

publicly.”68 While Salcedo understood that the pope was not obligated to follow the 

majority opinion of his Commission, any sense of dialogue was completely absent from 

the document. The pope had neglected to address not only theologians but also the world 

of science. Salcedo said the pope had disregarded the recently published works of 

scientific literature in the last 10 years.69  

In addition to his critique of the pope’s failure to dialogue, Salcedo reiterated that 

couples had the responsibility to make these decisions. Because couples were caught 

between two commitments, one to procreate and the other to foster marital intimacy, 

Salcedo believed couples needed to make decisions based on their specific situation. 

These commitments only clashed when a couple wanted to have marital relations 

exclusively to foster intimacy. If marital intimacy was a legitimate reason alone to have 

sex, how can they do so? Because of a couple’s obligations to their family, Salcedo 

reasoned that they could use methods that the pope has deemed illicit, such as the pill.70 

Couples must take “personal responsibility” for their decisions, acting out of a “an adult,” 

 

67 Salcedo, C. S.J., “Comentario a la ‘Humanae Vitae.’”  
68 Salcedo, C. S.J., “Comentario a la ‘Humanae Vitae.’” “…porque nos lo dice el Papa, pero no responde a 
sus razons públicamente….” 
69 Salcedo, C. S.J., “Comentario a la ‘Humanae Vitae.’” “sin embargo prácticamente no responde a los 
trabajos bien fundamentados publicados en revistas científicas en los últimos 10 años.” 
70 Salcedo, C. S.J., “Comentario a la ‘Humanae Vitae.’” He cited the work of Vermeersch to make this 
argument.  
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or mature, and “Christian obedience.”71 In other words, couples were mature Christian 

adults who could make their own informed decisions.  

Just a few months later, in April 1969, the Mexican bishops published an 

“Instructivo,” or an instructive manual for priests on how to teach and apply Humanae 

vitae in their ministry. Though it was directed at priests the document likely reached a 

broader Catholic audience.72 The signatures that appeared in the manual were Bishop 

Méndez Arceo and Archbishop of Mexico City, Miguel Darío Miranda.73 The Bishops 

urged their priests to avoid turning the “…the confessional and anywhere else you do 

your ministry, into a platform to share your particular opinions, contrary to the teaching 

of the [the pope].”74 Priests were “required to fully explain the Catholic doctrine of 

marriage.”75 This meant that they should not keep “respectful silence” on the principles 

or doctrine priests agreed with.76 A priest would be more loyal to the faith if he “asked to 

be relieved of his position” due to his disagreement, instead of a priest who explained the 

 

71 Salcedo, C. S.J., “Comentario a la ‘Humanae Vitae.’” “es aceptar la responsabilidad personal de una 
obediencia adulta y cristiana.”  
72 Enrique Brito Velázquez notes that the booklet was circulated among priests. ¿Quién escuha al Papa? 
Sondeo efectuado sobre las actitudes ante la Encíclica Humanae Vitae (Mexico City: Instituto Mexicano 
de Estudios Sociales, A.C., 1971), 18. Thank you to Saúl Espino Armendáriz pointing out that because it 
eventually was published in Christus magazine, it likely reached a wider audience than priests alone.  
73 Historian Espino Armendáriz argues that we can infer Méndez Arceo’s opinion of the manual. A few 
months after the Instructivo was published, the priests of Cuernavaca published a critique. Espino 
Armendáriz suggests that the priests’ superior, Bishop Méndez Arceo likely approved and endorsed the 
statement.  See “Feminismo católico en México,” 202-3. 
74 “Instructivo a los sacerdotes para la aplicación pastoral de la Encíclica Humanae Vitae,” 5, point 13. 
“Sería un verdadero abuso convertir la cátedra, el ambón, el confesionario, y cualquier otro lugar donde 
despeñáis vuestro ministerio, en tribuna para propagar opiniones particulares, contrarias a la enseñanzas del 
Magisterio.” I have a scan of a physical copy found at Seminario Conciliar. It also appeared in the August 
1969 of Christus. 
75 Instructivo 5, point 14; “…demanda exponer íntegramente la doctrina católica del matrimonio.” 
76 Instructivo 5, point 14. “‘respetuoso silencio.’” 
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teaching in a “very ambiguous manner,” causing doubt and confusion.77 Those in the 

seminary and aspiring to the priesthood must learn and listen to their professors.78 The 

bishops noted that because of the rise in media, there were more opinions. But according 

to them, Mexico had not yet seen the rise of ideas against procreation as in other parts of 

the world.79 The bishops reminded priests they had a great responsibility and influence 

upon married couples, especially since they were spiritual directors and advisors.80 The 

bishops reminded priests that in the confessional, the priest must believe the person 

confessing, regardless of whether it is in accord with their beliefs. Priests were not 

obligated to specifically ask, apart from exceptional cases, about whether people have 

committed “this or that sin.”81 Ultimately, it was up to God to decide the how serious the 

sin was, and not up to the priests. What they could, and should do, is to advise people that 

if they “make sincere efforts” to avoid sin, as these efforts will “diminish the gravity of 

the sin.”82 The manual was prescriptive, asking priests to uphold the pope’s decision 

without any debate or discussion.  

Because of how well-versed Salcedo was in recent developments in theological 

and scientific literature, he found it unfair that priests were expected to explain the pope’s 

 

77 Instructivo 5, point 14. “…es más leal la conducta del sacerdote que solicita ser relevado de su 
cargo……con su manera ambigua de expresarse….” 
78 Instructivo, 5–6, point 15.  
79 Instructivo, 6, point 16.  
80 Instructivo, 7, point 21.  
81 Instructivo, 7, point 22. “si ha cometido tal o cual pecado,”  
82 Instructivo, 7, point 22. “…que hacen sinceros esfuerzos por no caeara…. diminuye la gravedad del 
pecado.”  
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decision without any context.83 If the goal was to “fully explain” the teachings, then a 

priest should be allowed to share with parishioners all the Church’s texts and teachings 

regarding the pill and sex. Limiting teaching about marriage and managing births to just 

the Humanae vitae was untrue, since so much had been produced on the topic. Salcedo 

also disagreed with the idea that the priests’ job was to be the bishops’ “broadcaster,” or a 

“repeater” of ideas. Unlike the bishops, priests advised couples, heard confessions, and 

witnessed firsthand the realities of married life.  

Salcedo also shared how disregarded he and other priests felt by the manual. At a 

meeting of diocesan priests, Salcedo heard someone ask: if priests were so important, as 

the manual suggested, “why weren’t we[they] consulted on this matter?”84 Priests also 

had something to say. If they had been invited to dialogue with bishops, priests could 

have shared their “experience in the confessional.”85 As a result, the manual would have 

aligned better with the realities and troubles priests faced in their parishes. Salcedo, 

speaking on behalf of priests, said that they “have a duty towards the faithful.”86 This 

duty meant they have the right to advise couples according to their own conscience. 

Although the bishops asked priests to abandon their position if they disagreed with the 

pope’s decision, Salcedo argued it was more disloyal to simply abandon their post. Their 

parishioners needed them. The truth was that there was a diversity of opinion on this 

 

83 Armando Salcedo, C.S.J, “Reflexiones sobre el ‘Instructivo a los sacerdotes para la aplicación pastoral de 
la Encíclica Humanae Vitae,’ de la Conferencia del Espicopado Mexicano, 17 mayo 1969,” Christus, 
August 1969, 790–805. 
84 Salcedo C.S.J, “Reflexiones sobre el ‘Instructivo,” 804. ¿ …por qué se nos consultó en este asunto?” 
85 Salcedo C.S.J, “Reflexiones sobre el ‘Instructivo,” 804. “Hubiéramos podidor contribuir con nuestra 
experiencia de confesonario.”  
86 Salcedo C.S.J, “Reflexiones sobre el ‘Instructivo,” 804. “…que tienen un deber para con los fieles.”  
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topic, and priests should act accordingly. Salcedo said he respectfully wanted to dialogue 

about this topic, especially because he knew there were “many other priests, that I know” 

that share his similar thoughts.87 With much frequency,” Salcedo noted that priests “feel 

anxious in the daily practice of their ministry.”88 Instead of answering their questions and 

doubts, the manual had only exacerbated these concerns. 

Salcedo’s response to the bishops’ instructive manual shows how priests, too, felt 

disregarded in the decision over the pill. Bishops, because of their administrative 

responsibilities, did not spend as nearly as much time with their parishioners as priests 

did, as evident in Salcedo’s articles. The priests were listening to confessions, hearing 

married couples’ challenges, and struggling to advise them. Salcedo, who was teaching at 

the Colegio de Maximo Cristo Rey in Mexico City, likely was teaching students and 

conversing with other priests. Salcedo also points out that many theologians had 

published on this topic. The plurality of opinion on the topic of the pill and marriage—

exemplified by the pope’s own Birth Control Commission, the majority of which agreed 

the pill was, indeed, moral—was an established fact.  

Survey results confirm what Salcedo felt—that priests were the ones on the 

ground relaying this information to laypeople. A 1969 survey reported that one of the 

most popular sources of knowledge about the pope’s decision to prohibit the pill was 

 

87 Salcedo C.S.J, “Reflexiones sobre el ‘Instructivo,” 805. “de otros muchos sacerdotes, para que los 
conozcan.”  
88 Salcedo C.S.J, “Comentario a la ‘Humanae Vitae’ y su obligatoriedad,” Christus, December 1968, 1193. 
“que con mucha frecuencia se sienten agustiados en la práctica diaria de su ministerio.” 
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priests.89 71.2 % of Catholic women surveyed from Mexico City, Guadalajara, and 

Monterrey said they learned about this Catholic teaching from priests. These survey 

results indicate the priests’ influential position and their role in spreading the news of the 

pope’s decision. It makes sense that the Mexican bishops wanted to ensure priests were 

counseling couples correctly, in accordance with the pope’s teaching. Indeed, priests and 

bishops discussed these topics in the confessional, in meetings with couples, and with 

each other.  

While it is difficult to generalize from Salcedo’s articles alone about priests at 

large in Mexico City, it suggests that at least a sector of priests felt disconnected from 

both the pope’s decision and how the Mexican bishops handled it. Because Christus 

magazine’s director, Enrique Maza, wanted to encourage debate and criticism, Salcedo’s 

pieces were able to reach print, and had become more critical than ever. This is likely due 

to Maza’s leadership, but also, perhaps, Salcedo himself transformed. Even in his earlier 

commentary, Salcedo was attentive to the specific circumstances of each couple’s 

situation and tried to express sympathy for them. He also was closely following the 

theological debates, making them available to priests over the course of the 1960s via 

Christus magazine. Because he was so deeply versed in these debates, and their divisions, 

Salcedo criticized the pope’s decision. Salcedo wanted to dialogue, not only with the 

pope, but also, with his superiors, the Mexican bishops.  

 

89 Brito Velázquez, ¿Quién escuha al Papa?, 53. Apart from priests, 72 % of women said they learned of 
the decision from their husbands. 
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While more research is necessary regarding the reach of Salcedo’s expertise, one 

record from the archive suggests his work resonated with laypeople as well. A report 

from the Latin American regional conference of the MFC included the work of Salcedo 

in the list of useful publications on the topic of the pope’s prohibition.90 Following the 

uproar over the pope’s decision, the Latin American MFC sent each national 

representative a set of publications regarding the topic, including a “[s]pecial study of 

Father Armando Salcedo.”91 At the very least, the leaders of the Latin American MFC 

found Salcedo’s study helpful, knowledgeable, and likely, sympathetic to their realities.  

By April 1969, at the time Mexican bishops issued this manual to priests, José 

Alvárez Icaza and Luz María Longoria Gama, still in charge of the CENCOS 

organization, formally broke away from the Mexican hierarchy. The Church now no 

longer financed CENCOS.92 Disappointed in the Church’s failure to condemn violence, 

José and his wife broke away their organization, becoming one of the Mexican Church’s 

most critical voices, alongside Enrique Maza, for example. Their priorities slowly and 

increasingly became more about defending human rights and denouncing state violence.93  

 

90 Report on Latin American MFC Activities: [no date], CICF 45/02, UNDA. I do not have any other 
additional materials, but I hope to explore and develop this thread in the future.  
91 Report on Latin American MFC Activities: [no date], CICF 45/02, UNDA. 
92 Pensado, “Silencing Priests,” 278.  
93 For more on Alvárez Icaza and CENCOS in the 1970s, see Jaime M. Pensado, "Silencing Rebellious 
Priests,” Raquel Pastor Escobar, “Vaticano II en el laicado mexicano,” and Ariana Quezada, “The 
Revolution in Crisis: A History of Human Rights in Mexico, 1970–1980” (PhD diss.: University of 
Oklahoma, 2016). 
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Conclusion  

Another institution that had to navigate the consequences of the pope’s 

prohibition, though not the focus of this chapter, was Mexico’s first family planning 

clinic, The Asociación Pro-Salud Maternal (Pro-Maternal Health Association).94 

Previously, Father Orozco collaborated with clinic staff and helped advise patients. 

Following the pope’s decision, Father Orozco and any other Catholics officials stopped 

collaborating with the association. The staff relayed that the release of the decision 

removed “some of our staunchest supporters among the priests,” and one of these 

supporters was likely Father Orozco.95 The staff noted that while the decision meant that 

Catholic officials could no longer support the association, “there had been little effect on 

our clinic patients.”96 Regardless of Orozco’s personal convictions, he could no longer 

openly support the clinic in Mexico City.  

As we saw in this chapter, Mexican Catholics such as Father Salcedo, José 

Alvárez Icaza, and the bishops had to face the consequences of the pope’s decision and 

what it meant for their realities. Alvárez Icaza, as a member of the Council of Laity, 

faced pressure, especially since the council’s job was to explore the world’s reactions. 

Salcedo, on the other hand, felt pressured and disregarded by Mexican bishops’ 

instructions for priests. Salcedo had been closely following the debates since early 1960s, 

and was, therefore, genuinely surprised that the pope had prohibited the pill. The pill, 

 

94 Espinosa Tavares, “'They Are Coming in So Fast.” 
95 As found in Baker Opperman, “'there was no 'Family Planning Movement,'” 109.  
96 As found in Baker Opperman, “'there was no 'Family Planning Movement,'” 109. 
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once a moral dilemma, now was officially immoral and the Mexican Church had to 

process what that meant for Mexicans in light of recent developments.  
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Chapter 5: “Mujer Soltera” (Single Woman) and other 
Concerns: Women’s Magazines & the Pill (1967–1970) 

According to Leticia M. de Soberón, a married Catholic woman who had been 

studying theology in Mexico City for many years, there was little open debate in Mexico 

about the Humanae vitae, the 1968 document that cemented the Church’s prohibition of 

the birth control pill. For de Soberón, the debates in Mexico did not compare to 

discussions in countries such as Germany or Belgium, where authorities and laypeople 

openly criticized the pope’s prohibition of the pill.1 However, what troubled her the most 

was not the size of the Mexican debate, but its participants. The few who dared to 

comment were theologians and moral experts. On the other hand, married couples most 

directly affected by the encyclical were not participating in the debates.2 While de 

Soberón admitted it made sense that experts were commenting on doctrine, these 

theologians were not the ones applying these tenets to their lives. Married couples were 

the ones doing that work.3  

  The Jesuit theological magazine Christus published de Soberón’s article in 

February 1969, just seven months after the announcement of the pope’s prohibition.4 As 

the editor himself noted to his readership, likely composed of priests, it is “easy to do 

 

1 See, for example, the previously published December 1968 edition of Christus magazine, which relayed 
bishops’ statements from Germany and Belgium.  
2 Leticia M. de Soberón, “Sobre la Encíclicla Humanae Vitae,” Christus, February 1969, 124-132.  
3 de Soberón, “Sobre la Encíclicla Humanae Vitae.” “…pero la vida cristiana es fundamentalmente eso: un 
modo de vivir.” 
4 Enrique Maza, “Editorial: Christus y la Humanae Vitae, La obedencia no está reñida con la libertad,” 
Christus, February 1969, 112- 116. Historian Saúl Espino Armendáriz  
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theology” from one’s desk, disregarding the lived experiences of laypeople.5 De 

Soberón’s article, on the other hand, “plants questions and problems that are real to God’s 

people,”6 and her perspective, according to the editor could only “enrich” the 

conversation. The editor urged readers to consider how her article and, more generally, 

the lived experiences of married women in their assessment of Humanae vitae.  

De Soberón’s article was a major intervention in these debates, and, to some 

extent, her observations rang true. Indeed, many more authorities than laypeople 

commented and published on this topic. In the previous chapter, we saw how priests and 

theologians weighed many factors in their assessment of the encyclical, including the 

experience of couples they had only heard about. Given the nature of ecclesiastical 

archives, finding Mexican women's explicit opinions is very difficult. Women’s 

perspectives were generally absent from these debates among experts, making de 

Soberón’s article in a male-dominated theological magazine an exceptional source. While 

women did not participate in the same forums as priests, which is likely what she had in 

mind when she shared her observation, this circumstance does not mean that women 

never commented on this topic.  

A space de Soberón likely overlooked when she made her point were Catholic 

and secular women’s magazines. While by no means as intellectually rigorous as 

Christus, these magazines took up the question of the pill and the Church between 1967 

 

5 Maza, “Editorial: Christus y la Humanae Vitae.” “Somos faciles en hacer teología de escritorio o 
típicamente masculino”  
6 Maza, “Editorial: Christus y la Humanae Vitae.” “Ella plantea preguntas y problemas que son reales en el 
pueblo de Dios”. 
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and 1970. Secular and religious women’s magazines converged in their anxieties about 

the overreliance on the rhythm method and the alarming rates of women choosing to 

remain single. While these discourses did not always necessarily refer to the pill, I argue 

that these anxieties were linked. Regardless of how many Mexican women used the pill, 

the question of the contraceptive touched upon a set of critical issues, material or 

intellectual: Catholicism, women’s relationship to sex, family size, and managing births. 

Mediated by women’s and, at times, men’s voices, these sources provide insight into how 

a sector of middle-class Catholic Mexican women discussed the pill and its implications 

for their lives.  

By turning to women’s magazines, this chapter rests at the intersection of multiple 

threads of scholarship. Historians have studied how forms of cultural production—

including advertisements and television—disseminated ideas about the birth control pill 

and family planning.7 While generally studied by cultural historians of Mexico, women's 

magazines have been analyzed in terms of family planning and the pill primarily by 

historian Karina Felitti.8 This chapter expands on Felitti’s key work on Claudia de 

 

7 See Manon Parry, Broadcasting Birth Control: Mass Media and Family Planning (New Brunswick: 
Rutgers University Press, 2013). See also the work of Karina Felitti, for example, La Revolución De La 
Píldora: Sexualidad Y Política En Los Sesenta (Buenos Aires: Edhasa 2012); Gabriela Soto Laveaga, 
"’Let's Become Fewer’: Soap Operas, Contraception, and Nationalizing the Mexican Family in an 
Overpopulated World,” Sexuality Research & Social Policy 4, no. 3 (2007): 19–33, 
https://doi.org/10.1525/srsp.2007.4.3.19; Andrea Tone, Devices and Desires: A History of Contraceptives 
in America (New York: Hill and Wang, 2001); Watkins, Elizabeth Siegel, On the Pill: A Social History of 
Oral Contraceptives, 1950–1970 (Baltimore, Md.: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1998). 
8 Karina Felitti, "De La ‘Mujer Moderna’ a La ‘Mujer Liberada’: Un Análisis De La Revista Claudia De 
México (1965–1977)," Historia Mexicana 67 no. 3 (January–March 2018): 1345–1393 
https://doi.org/10.24201/hm.v67i3.3531. Recently, Pensado builds off of her intervention to explore the 
role of a Catholic editor. See Love and Despair. For a more general look at women’s magazines, see 
foundational works, Seminar on Feminism & Culture in Latin America, ed., Women, Culture, and Politics 
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México magazine by following debates across multiple Catholic and secular publications. 

Turning to women’s magazines not only fills a gap left in the Catholic archival record but 

also answers the calls of historians of Catholicism in Mexico to include a range of 

cultural sources in analysis.9 This chapter builds on flourishing scholarship that uses 

diverse archival sources to track how Catholic actors debated the pill and Church 

teachings across Latin America and Europe.10 

Women’s Magazines and Their Readers 

Women’s magazines—including those produced by Catholic organizations—had 

been in circulation in Mexico since the 19th century, publishing advice for female, 

middle-class readers.11 In postrevolutionary Mexico, secular women's magazines 

negotiated competing visions over how women should embrace revolutionary ideals and 

 

in Latin America (Oakland: University of California Press, 1992), Chapters 10 and 11; Amy Obermeyer, 
"Moving Mountains and Uprooting Weeds: Literary Subjectivity, First Wave Feminism, and Women's 
Magazines in Latin America and Japan," Feminist Studies 48, no. 3 (2022). 
9 Official Catholic records are not available after 1958, as dictated by the pope. Furthermore, the nature of 
these archives lends itself to a lack of women’s perspectives. I refer to historian Paul Vanderwood’s call, as 
found in his article, “Religion: Official, Popular, and Otherwise,” Mexican Studies/Estudios Mexicanos 16, 
No 2, (2001): 440. Exemplary works that use cultural approaches in the study of Catholicism include 
Edward Wright-Rios, Searching for Madre Matiana: Prophecy and Popular Culture in Modern Mexico 
(Albuquerque, NM: University of New Mexico Press, 2014); Claudio Lomnitz-Adler, Death and the Idea 
of Mexico (Brooklyn: Zone Books ; Cambridge, Mass. ; MIT Press, 2005); Pamela Voekel, Alone before 
God: The Religious Origins of Modernity in Mexico (Durham: Duke University Press, 2002); Terry 
Rugeley, Of Wonders and Wise Men: Religion and Popular Cultures in Southeast Mexico, 1800–1876 
(Austin: University of Texas Press, 2001).  
10 This is by no means an all-inclusive list, but for attention to Church in family planning in Latin America, 
see Necochea López, A History of Family Planning; Lopera López “Paternidad o Procreación 
Responsable"; For Europe, see the anthology, Harris, ed., Schism of ’68. 
11 See Valentina Torres Septién, “El amor desde la práctica discursivo de la Iglesia Católica preconciliar,” 
in Amor e historia : la expresi6n de los afectos en el mundo de ayer, ed. Pilar Gonzalbo Aizpuru, (Mexico 
City; El Colegio de México, 2013); Joanne Hershfield, Imagining La Chica Moderna: Women, Nation, and 
Visual Culture in Mexico, 1917–1936 (Durham Duke University Press, 2008); Kristina A. Boylan, 
"Gendering the Faith and Altering the Nation: Mexican Catholic Women’s Activism, 1917–1940," in Sex in 
Revolution: Gender, Politics, and Power in Modern Mexico, ed. Jocelyn Olcott, et al. (Durham, NC: Duke 
University Press, 2006). 
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aid in modernizing the nation.12 With a newly anti-clerical state in the 1920s and 1930s, 

Catholics wanted to define these aspirations for Catholic women. As historian Ben 

Fallaw argues, the Church could influence social and cultural spheres instead of direct 

political intervention, which the anti-clerical state had banned.13 Catholic Action, the 

umbrella organization for men’s and women’s organizations, was one way for the Church 

to remain influential and relevant to Mexico.14 

The Unión de Damas Católicas Mexicanas (UDCM; “the Union of Mexican 

Catholic Ladies), and the Juventud Católica Femenina Mexicana (JFCM; “the 

Association of Young Women Catholics”) had been publishing commentary and critiques 

of trends and immodest fashion in their respective magazines, Acción Femenina and 

Juventud.15 According to historian Kristina Boylan, these magazines had a role in 

“maintaining public morality” in the 1920s and 1930s.16 Into the 1940s and 1950s, these 

same women's organizations formed moralization campaigns to address changing family 

values, a concern expressed in the pages of Juventud.17 In the 1960s, these magazines 

 

12 See Hershfield, Imagining La Chica Moderna; Anne Rubenstein, Bad Language, Naked Ladies, and 
Other Threats to the Nation. 
13Fallaw, Religion and State Formation in Postrevolutionary Mexico. 
14 Acción Católica Mexicana (ACM) or Catholic Action was an umbrella organization. According to 
historian Ben Fallaw, since December 1929, the end of the Revolution, all Catholic lay organizations fell 
under the ACM’s jurisdiction. Fallaw, Religion and State Formation, 25. For more on Catholic Action in 
Mexico, see for example, Stephen J. C. Andes, The Vatican and Catholic Activism in Mexico and Chile: 
The Politics of Transnational Catholicism, 1920–1940 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2014). For more 
on Catholic Action women’s organizations, see Boylan, “Gendering the Faith and Altering the Nation.” 
15 Boylan, “Gendering the Faith and Altering the Nation,” 204–6. 
16 Boylan, “Gendering the Faith and Altering the Nation,” 204–6. 
17 Historian Valetina Torres Septién argues that revistas del corazón (magazines of the heart) in the 1940s 
offered a counter-narrative to the Church’s monolithic discourse. See “El amor desde la práctica discursivo 
de la Iglesia Católica preconciliar.” For youth and relationships, also see “Bendita Sea Tu Pureza” in 
Tradiciones y conflictos, eds. Gonzalbo Aizpuru and Bazant. Historian Nichole Sanders argues that the 
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shared the style of their secular counterparts, featuring photos of (often light-skinned) 

women, advice on how to behave, and commentary on recent events, such as the Vatican 

II Council, as historian Jaime Pensado observes.18 

Like their Catholic counterparts, Mexican women's magazines, such as 

Cosmopolitan, Vanidades, and Kena, had been advising their women readers since at 

least the 1940s.19 Although some of these magazines (such as Cosmopolitan and 

Vanidades) were US imports, these offshoots catered to Mexican audiences.20 These 

magazines featured “experiencia de la vida,”or experiences from real life. According to 

historian Valentina Torres Septién, these magazines and its reports of lived experiences 

served as a source for young women to learn alternate ideas about love outside of Church 

teaching.21 After all, one of the major church-state conflicts in the 1930s was over 

education in schools, including sex education.22 Many Catholics wanted to retain their 

right to teach their children about sexuality from the Catholic perspective. These 

 

moralization campaigns of the 1950s were not reactionary but utilized media to share these women’s 
visions of Catholic modernity. Sanders, "Women, Sex, and the 1950s,” 297; for the relationship between 
Catholic women and anti-communism in the 1950s, see Loaeza, “Mexico in the Fifties.” Regarding 
Juventud magazine in the 1950s, historian Jaime Pensado writes how the magazine expressed concerns 
over family and proper women’s behavior. See Love and Despair, 23-53. For a close look at a Catholic 
woman activist, see Stephen J. C. Andes, The Mysterious Sofía. 
18 Pensado, Love and Despair, 227. 
19 Torres Septién, “El amor desde la práctica discursivo de la Iglesia Católica preconciliar,” 463. See also 
Felitti, "De La ‘Mujer Moderna'.” See Pensado, Love and Despair, 220- 239. 
20 See Hershfield, Imagining la Chica Moderna; Adriana Santa Cruz and Viviana Erazo, Cosmopolitan: El 
Orden Transnacional Y Su Modelo Femenino: Un Estudio De Las Revistas Femeninas En América Latina 
(México, D.F.: Instituto Latinoamericano de Estudios Transnacionales: Editorial Nueva Imagen, 1983). 
21 Torres Septién, “El amor desde la práctica discursivo de la Iglesia Católica preconciliar,” 463. 
22 For more on conflict over sex education, see Mary K. Vaughan, Cultural Politics in Revolution; Anne 
Rubenstein "Raised voices in the Cine Montecarlo; Belinda Arteaga, A gritos y sombrerazos.; Patience 
Schell, “Gender, Class, and Anxiety at the Gabriel Mistral Vocational School, Revolutionary Mexico 
City,”; María Del Carmen Zavala Ramírez, "¿De quien son los niños?” 
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magazines, therefore, were one of the ways women could learn about sex and love. By 

the 1960s, new women’s magazines emerged, joining the efforts to contemplate 

womanhood, distribute advice, and reflect on issues such as the invention of the pill. 

In Mexico, literacy rates had increased by the late 1960s, meaning more women 

could read and consume these magazines than ever before. In 1930, about 33% of 

Mexicans above the age of six could read. By 1950, literacy rates grew to 56%, and by 

1970, 76% of Mexicans over the age of ten could read.23 As the Mexican middle class 

expanded in response to postwar economic growth—known as the Mexican miracle—it 

is likely more women, especially in the cities, could purchase these magazines and enjoy 

their images and content. As literacy rates rose, what remained the same was that the 

most involved Catholic women were from the middle class. Since the late 19th century, 

the Mexican Church had relied on women leaders who often came from the upper and 

middle classes.24 Middle-class women were likely behind the Acción Femenina and 

Juventud magazines and were also their targeted audience in the 1960s. 

For the first generation of Mexican women seeking out the pill and other forms of 

birth control, Catholicism did not deter them. As mentioned, family planning activity had 

 

23 Anne Rubenstein, Bad Language, Naked Ladies, and Other Threats to the Nation, 14–15. Rubenstein 
notes that these numbers are likely suspect and imperfect, but it indicates a mass audience had been made 
not only for comics but also other forms of media.  
24 Boylan, “Gendering the Faith and Altering the Nation,” 201, 211. These leaders were often upper- and 
middle-class women who extended influence over the private sphere. In the revolutionary and 
postrevolutionary periods, this activism continued. Historian Kristina Boylan describes how, while Catholic 
women did not formally try to change laws, they did challenge the Revolution's influence over public 
spaces and the rhetoric that shaped their communities. In some places, the organizations remained 
composed of elites and in others, members of the working class participated. Sanders writes that most of 
active Catholic women in mid-20th century Mexico remained middle-class; see Gender and Welfare in 
Mexico: The Consolidation of a Postrevolutionary State (University Park, PA: Pennsylvania State 
University Press, 2011). 
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been developing in Mexico since the 1940s and 1950s. Anthropologist Matthew Guttman 

points out that, in the 1960s, very few women had access to contraceptives, likely only 

middle-class women in urban centers.25 As demographer María Eugenia Zavala de Cosío 

argues, the first generation of women who used the pill and contraceptives were middle-

class women in cities in the second half of the 1960s.26 Still, a national survey reported 

that the most well-known method of birth control among women was the pill, followed 

by the rhythm method.27 In the late 1960s, 85% of women believed some way of 

managing and limiting births was necessary.28 An oral history conducted by Felitti with a 

Catholic woman named Carmen shows this delicate relationship between faith and 

managing births via the pill. Carmen, the mother of four children, had participated in a 

birth control trial in the mid-1960s and said that, ultimately, she did not feel that taking 

the pill was a sin.29 Another survey found that, among women attending a clinic with 

family planning options, those attending the clinic the longest, beyond 18 months, also 

had the highest rates of mass attendance.30 These women also reported to have not felt 

any less religious for taking the pill.31  

 

25 Matthew C. Gutmann, Fixing Men: Sex, Birth Control, and Aids in Mexico (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 2007), 101. 
26 As cited in Katina A. Felitti, "En Sus Propias Palabras: Relatos De Vida Sexual y (no) Reproductiva De 
Mujeres Jóvenes Mexicanas Durante Las Décadas De 1960 y 1970," Dynamis (Granada) 38, no. 2 (2018): 
339, https://raco.cat/index.php/Dynamis/article/view/342175. Most Mexican women did not use 
contraceptives until the late 1970s.  
27 Felitti, “En Sus Proprias Palabras,” 340. See also Leñero Otero, Investigación De La Familia en México, 
137.  
28 Leñero Otero, Investigación De La Familia, 156. 
29 Felitti, “En Sus Proprias Palabras,” 341.  
30 María del Carmen Elu de Leñero, Mujeres Que Hablan; Implicaciones Psico-Sociales En El Uso De 
Métodos Anticonceptivos (México: Instituto Mexicano de Estudios Sociales, 1971), 113. 
31 Felitti, “En Sus Proprias Palabras,” 343.   
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While the primary way this generation of urban Mexican women learned about 

birth control options was through social networks, the second most popular way was 

through women’s magazines and other publications.32 Approximately one-fifth of women 

learned of birth control options from these sources.33 Questions about the pill, or as it was 

referred to in Spanish, the “píldora," appeared in women's magazines. For example, in an 

article for Claudia magazine, a women’s magazine that had arrived in Mexico in the mid-

1960s from Argentina, where it originated, Josefina King, who would become a leading 

voice in journalism, wrote about the availability of oral contraceptives in Mexico and 

featured reflections by a range of people, including a priest.34 A doctor writing for 

Juventud magazine asked, “The pill: friend or enemy?”35 While these examples were 

explicit references to the pill, other equally important discourses about the pill were 

implicitly about this form of birth control. As this chapter shows, magazines took up the 

question of the rhythm method, singledom, and other concerns to comment on the pill 

and its implications for women.  

“baño de agua fría” (a cold bath): Reflections on the Rhythm Method36  

One contributor writing for Claudia magazine wrote that for many people, 

hearing the pope's decision to prohibit birth control was like receiving a baño de agua 

 

32 46.8% of women learned from friends or neighbors as cited in Felitti, “En Sus Proprias Palabras,” 343. 
See Elu de Leñero, Mujeres Que Hablan. 
33 Exactly 21% of women reported learning about birth control from magazines and publications. As cited 
in Felitti, “En Sus Proprias Palabras,” 343.  See also Elu de Leñero, Mujeres Que Hablan. 
34 Josefina King, “La píldora: una victoria para el amor.” The priest she referenced was Orozco. See 
Chapter 2 for more on Orozco and his involvement in the clinic.  
35 Dra Lucía Olvera de Flores, “La píldora, ¿amiga or enemiga?” Juventud, April 1970, Caja 64, Colección 
de Acción Católica, Ibero.  
36 María Morales Piña, “El Papa dijo sí… al ritmo,” Claudia de México, January 1969, 96- 98. 
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fría (“a cold bath”).37 Claudia magazine began publishing in Mexico in 1965 and, for the 

rest of the 1960s, reflected on what it meant to be a modern woman.38 By the time the 

world learned of the pope’s decision to prohibit the pill, many had begun to believe the 

pope would approve it, especially given the leaked reports of the Birth Control 

Commission. Thus, the news of the pill’s prohibition was shocking, as reflected in the 

article above. The rest of the article was dedicated to explaining how to use “the only 

form” of birth control that was “in accord” with the pope and the Church— “the rhythm 

method.”39 For well-meaning Catholic couples, the most immediate consequence of 

Humanae vitae was that they only had one moral way to manage births, the rhythm 

method. These magazines reveal that the idea of women—especially poor, uneducated 

women—relying exclusively on the rhythm method provoked fears among middle-class 

Catholic women over unmanageable family sizes and the possibility of women resorting 

to abortion.  

In Mexico in the late 1960s, surveys indicated that the rhythm method was still 

the most practiced form of birth control.40 Most Mexicans—roughly 84%—accepted it as 

a form of birth control.41 On the other hand, only about one-third of Mexicans reported to 

accept the pill as a form of birth control.42 And yet, when asked, an overwhelming 

 

37 Morales Piña, “El Papa dijo sí… al ritmo.” 
38 Claudia de México magazine first circulated in Argentina in 1957 and Brazil in 1961. It arrived in 
Mexico in 1965. For more on Claudia magazine in Mexico, see Felitti, “De La ‘Mujer Moderna’” and 
Pensado, Love and Despair, 226-229. 
39 Morales Piña, “El Papa dijo sí… al ritmo.” 
40 Leñero Otero, Investigación de familia en México, 167. 
41 Leñero Otero, Investigación de familia en México, 314. 
42 Leñero Otero, Investigación de familia en México, 315. 
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majority of women preferred to practice a form of birth control rather than resort to 

having an abortion.43 It is difficult to find reliable data because abortion was illegal and 

taboo.44 What is true is that by the late 1960s, most Mexican women still relied on the 

rhythm method. 

When Christus printed de Soberón’s article in February 1969, the magazine had 

been following the international debates about the morality of the pill since the early 

1960s. When the pope released his decision prohibiting the pill, Christus also relayed the 

diversity of opinion from inside and outside of Mexico about the teaching.45 From 1969 

to 1970, Christus also printed the responses of a bishop and priest to de Soberón’s article, 

and even allowed her to respond. De Soberón was a well-connected, middle-class married 

woman. While writing these articles, she had been studying theology for twelve years 

under the guidance of three priests. She had also completed courses in theology at the 

Superior Institute of Ecclesiastical Studies of the Mexican archdiocese.46 She 

underscored that she and her husband had studied the topic of sex and marriage for many 

years.47 She also said that she knew priest-theologians who were vital to international 

Catholic debates over the morality of the birth control pill.48 In other words, she was a 

highly educated woman, well-versed in Catholic theology.  

 

43 Leñero Otero, Investigación de familia en México, 161. 
44 Leñero Otero's surveys indicate that one in eight Mexican women suffered unintentional abortions. See 
Investigación de familia en México, 156–160. 
45 See for example, December 1968 and February 1969 editions of Christus magazine.  
46Leticia M. de Soberón, “Carta a la Dirección de la Revista ‘Christus,’” Christus January 1970, 96-100. 
47de Soberón, “Carta a la Dirección de la Revista ‘Christus.’” 
48de Soberón, “Carta a la Dirección de la Revista ‘Christus.’” Bernard Häring published works about the 
pill, sex, and marriage. Stanislas Lestapis was on the Birth Control Commission.  
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What troubled de Soberón about the rhythm method was that it reduced desire to 

its biological dimension. When priests, doctors, and even married Catholics said the 

rhythm method was satisfactory for couples’ marital relations, it treated sex as a way to 

fulfill a biological need. From this perspective, sex was like a medicine that “taken in two 

convenient doses, [one] avoids illness” or like a “food that should sufficiently satisfy an 

appetite.”49 In reality, sex was much more than that; de Soberón insisted that sexual 

relations were an expression of a “profound love that cannot and should not be 

controlled.”50 Borrowing language from Catholic doctrine, de Soberón urged that sex was 

the “expression of union, love, and mutual aid of the spouses.”51 

De Soberón’s insistence on the relational aspects of marital relations reflected a 

shift inside the Church in the previous decade. As discussed, the development of the 

Movimiento Familiar Cristiano (MFC) in Mexico by the late 1950s led couples to 

develop a way to approach marriage realistically and holistically. Thanks to the 

intervention of the Mexican cofounders of the MFC, the Alvárez Icaza-Longorias at 

Vatican II, the Council document, Gaudium et spes, argued that the relational, unitive 

aspects of marital relations were equally important to its procreative purpose. While it is 

uncertain whether de Soberón belonged to the MFC, her critique of the rhythm method 

reflects this current of Catholic thinking that believed that marital relations aided marital 

intimacy. 

 

49de Soberón, “Sobre la Encíclicla Humanae Vitae.” 
50de Soberón, “Sobre la Encíclicla Humanae Vitae.” “profundo amor que no puede ni debe ser controlado,” 
51de Soberón, “Sobre la Encíclicla Humanae Vitae.” “el acto conjuygal es la expresión de union, de amor y 
ayuda mutua de los esposos,”  
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One of de Soberón’s major critiques was that the rhythm method was 

incompatible with married life. The way the rhythm method demanded couples to have 

sexual relations on certain days did not pair well with the realities of married life. As de 

Soberón reasoned, couples had to adapt “artificially” to this timeline.52 If a couple fought 

during the fertile days, if the husband insisted on taking advantage of this moment, the 

wife might feel “used” by her partner.53 de Soberón insisted that the “psychological, 

emotional, and affective effects” of practicing the rhythm method were “real.”54 Likely, 

she was responding to priests and theologians who had underestimated the negative 

effects of the rhythm method.  

De Soberón also rejected the idea that the use of contraceptives was the same 

level of sin as abortion.55 According to her, up to one thousand Mexican women had 

abortions daily.56 She received this information at a meeting of the directors of women’s 

clinics in Mexico City. She reportedly had given a talk to them previously. At this 

meeting, they complained of women “who did not control birth rates” and resorted to 

abortion.57 One doctor told her that women came to the clinic “dying," and the staff 

alleviated them from their situation. However, the women returned within three months 

in the same state. The doctor asked de Soberón, “can’t you Catholics do something to 

 

52de Soberón, “Sobre la Encíclica Humanae Vitae.”  
53 de Soberón, “Sobre la Encíclica Humanae Vitae.” 
54 de Soberón, “Sobre la Encíclica Humanae Vitae.”“Los efectos psicológicos, emocionales y afectivos ..” 
55 de Soberón, “Carta a la Dirección de la Revista ‘Christus.’” 
56 de Soberón, “Carta a la Dirección de la Revista ‘Christus.’” 
57 de Soberón, “Carta a la Dirección de la Revista ‘Christus.’” “….. la natalidad”  
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help these poor, desperate people?”58 De Soberón answered that it was not up to them to 

“modify the official doctrine of the Church.”59 She shared that she had these 365,000 

Mexican women in mind when she wrote her original article for Christus magazine.60 She 

admitted that fear of abortion shaped her critiques of the pope’s prohibition of the pill.  

Dr. Lucía Olvera de Flores also referred to her clinical experiences when she 

shared her perspective as a Catholic woman doctor in the pages of Juventud. Dr. Olvera 

de Flores, a surgeon with training in psychiatry, had been involved with institutions such 

as UNAM (The National Autonomous University of Mexico), the General Hospital, and 

the Mexican Psychiatric Institute of Hearing and Language.61 Even though more women 

were gaining access to education in Mexico by the 1950s and 1960s, Olvera de Flores 

was an exception, even among these middle-class women.62 Like the contributor for 

Claudia magazine, she too said receiving the news about the Pope's decision was like a 

"baño de agua frío” (a cold bath).63 As the doctor observed, many continued to protest 

and rebel against this teaching. 

 

58 de Soberón, “Carta a la Dirección de la Revista ‘Christus.’” “No pueden ustedes los católicos hacer algo 
para ayudar a estas pobres gentes desesperadas?” Ibid. 
59 de Soberón, “Carta a la Dirección de la Revista ‘Christus.’” “Le contesté que no está en nuestra mano, 
modificar la doctrina oficial de la Iglesia, Ibid. 
60de Soberón, “Carta a la Dirección de la Revista ‘Christus.’”  
61Biographical info found in Juventud, Julio 1967, 9, Caja 64, Colección Acción Católica, Ibero.  
62 See Sanders, Gender and Welfare in Mexico. As Sanders notes, historians Soledad Loaeza and Susie S. 
Porter believe the middle-class to be associated with education. For more, see Soledad Loaeza, Clases 
Media y Política En México: La Querella Escolar, 1959–1963 (Mexico City: Colegio de México, 1988) 
and Susie S. Porter, From Angel to Office Worker: Middle-Class Identity and Female Consciousness in 
Mexico, 1890–1950 (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 2018). 
63Dra. Lucía Olvera de Flores, “La píldora, ¿amiga or enemiga?” Juventud, March 1970, 15-22, Caja 64, 
Colección Acción Católica, Ibero.  
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Dr. Olvera de Flores explained why the rhythm method was losing practitioners. 

First, the method had a huge margin of error. Irregular periods made determining which 

days were fertile or sterile, leading to “many unwanted children.”64 She also mentioned 

the psychological effects, though she provided examples different from de Soberón. 

Unnecessary pressure was put on the relationship if the husband wanted sex during a 

period of abstinence. As a result, women then became worried about infidelity, and men 

felt guilty. Because of all these issues, Dr. Olvera de Flores reasoned that it had seemed 

very likely that the Pope would approve of the pill.  

Throughout her article, the doctor shared how her clinical experiences shaped her 

approach to these issues. During her first years in training, women approached her, 

asking her in a "low voice" if she were, indeed, a doctor and if she could provide them 

with an abortion.65 Many of them even begged her, and “even the poorest offered 

money;" the doctor noted that she did not know where they had obtained the money.”66 

When she began working at a hospital, many women after giving birth asked her to 

prescribe them something to prevent pregnancy because "they did not want more 

children."67 At the time, though, only mechanical forms of birth control were available 

which women and men disliked.68 Dr. Olvera de Flores implied that couples' dislike and 

 

64 Olvera de Flores, “La píldora, ¿amiga or enemiga?.” She also briefly mentions the basal temperature 
method but focuses more on the rhythm method. “muchos hijos no deseados.” 
65 Olvera de Flores, “La píldora, ¿amiga or enemiga?.” 
66 Olvera de Flores, “La píldora, ¿amiga or enemiga?.” “ofrecían dinero; hasta las más pobres ofrecían 
dinero, obtenido no sé donde,” Ibid.  
67 Olvera de Flores, “La píldora, ¿amiga or enemiga?.” “una receta para ya no embarazarse, porque ya no 
querían más hijos.”  
68Olvera de Flores, “La píldora, ¿amiga or enemiga?.” 
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avoidance of these methods led to desperate women seeking abortions. In contrast, the 

pill was more convenient and could help prevent these situations.  

 
 

Figure 1: Photo of Mother and Child. Found in Juventud magazine, 
March 1970. 

An image and caption accompanying de Flores’s article emphasized the fear of 

abortion: a photo of a light-skinned woman in a long-sleeve shirt holding a naked baby 

almost took up the entire page (Figure 1). She and the baby appear to be European. Her 

hair is tied back into a bun, and she looks down as she grasps her baby with both hands. 

The baby, with plump cheeks and no hair, looks down and off into the far left. Neither of 

them look at the camera. A caption underneath the photo, using the doctor’s words, read: 
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“We love our children spontaneously and sincerely, all the children, all those born and 

those born actually or potentially.”69 The inclusion of “potentially” discouraged women 

from resorting to abortion without explicitly referring to it. This way, if there was any 

doubt over the doctor’s article, or better yet, if a reader had only skimmed the article, the 

most important point was clear: avoid abortion at all costs. 

Implicit in this concern over unmanageable family size was that these women—

de Soberón and Olvera de Flores—knew better. Their material reality allowed them to 

think this way. While they had benefited from Mexico's economic growth, many did not. 

Economic disparity had significantly widened. Many rural migrants moved to the cities 

seeking economic opportunity. Cities had become crowded, and poverty had become 

more visible to middle class urban women. The work of anthropologists and sociologists 

had popularized ideas about poverty and the conditions rural migrants faced in cities.70 In 

their reflections, both women shared how they either directly met or learned of women in 

desperate conditions seeking abortions. As much as they voiced concerns over the Pope’s 

decision, their critiques were rooted in the idea that many of Mexico’s poor women could 

not manage huge families.  

 

69 Olvera de Flores, La píldora, ¿amiga or enemiga?” “Amemos natural, espontánea y sinceramente a los 
hijos, a todos los hijos, los ya nacidos y los por nacer real o potencialmente,  
70 The notorious example is US anthropologist Oscar Lewis, whose research on rural migrants in Mexico 
City made famous his theory on the culture of poverty. The Children of Sanchez: Autobiography of a 
Mexican Family (United Kingdom: Random House, 1961).  



 

178 

Concerns over the mujer soltera (“single woman”) 

In addition to anxiety over increasingly more women resorting to abortion, these 

magazines also expressed a fear over women choosing to remain single in the late 1960s. 

Both secular and Catholic magazines assumed singledom meant celibacy. So, many 

asked: was it possible for women to remain single and content? I argue that this anxiety 

over the mujer soltera implicitly asked if it were possible for single women to abstain 

from sex. The pill, after all, was a convenient way for women to have sex without the 

consequence of falling pregnant. Mediated by men’s and women’s voices, this 

exploration of singledom was directly linked to a fear over how the pill had exacerbated 

(or could exacerbate) the changing norms surrounding sexual practices. 

Changing gender and sexual norms in the 1960s likely led to both increased rates 

and greater visibility of single women. More women than ever before were entering the 

workforce.71 In the 1960s, the state began to track women’s working patterns by adding 

women’s labor as a category to the census.72 On the other hand, divorce rates had also 

increased, raising awareness of women choosing to be single.73 Historian Eric Zolov has 

shown in his work on Mexican counterculture that the growing youth culture, though 

rebellious, still reinforced patriarchal norms.74 The movement had openly challenged 

buenas costumbres (“good manners”) that undergirded Mexican society. Even though the 

movement had expressed an openness to liberatory ideas about sex and communal love, 

 

71 Zolov, Refried Elvis, 28. 
72 Felitti "De La “Mujer Moderna’,” 1347. 
73 Zolov, Refried Elvis, 28. 
74 Zolov, Refried Elvis, 197. 
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women faced double standards.75 Women were still expected to uphold sexual mores, 

even among rebels and hippies.76 By the late 1960s, although the pill was available in 

urban centers, only about one-third of Mexicans knew of the pill.77 A national survey 

indicated that the rhythm method was still the most practiced form of birth control by 

men and women.78 And so, amidst these circumstances, secular and Catholic magazines 

converged in exploring the question of mujer soltera in the late 1960s. 

In early summer 1968, Juventud’s older and wiser counterpart Acción Femenina 

began a series on the mujer soltera. Like Juventud magazine, Acción Femenina contained 

many black-and-white photos of women, often European-looking, and gave advice and 

reflections. It also contained updates on the organization. Whereas Juventud was styled as 

a popular magazine, Accion Femenina was a newsletter sprinkled with organizational 

updates, advice, and reflections. The publication usually had a colorful cover. In about 30 

pages, Acción Femenina organized itself in five or six sections: general news, religious 

life, organization, current affairs, domestic questions, and a variety section. Readers 

learned of updates about the UDCM and their meetings, changes in the Church, and 

advice about cooking and reading. The magazine was geared towards an older generation 

of Catholic women. The series constantly expressed a tension between the joys and 

challenges of single womanhood.  

 

75 Zolov, Refried Elvis, 196, 200. 
76 Zolov, Refried Elvis, 197. 
77 Leñero Otero, Investigación de la familia en Mexico, 163. 27% of women respondents reported knowing 
this method, and 31% of men knew.  
78Leñero Otero, Investigación de la familia en Mexico, 66, 167. 53% of men and 57% of women used the 
rhythm method. Only 16% of men and 17% of women reported using the pill.  Survey data was collected 
between 1966 and 1967. 
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The series was mediated by the male, authoritative voice, of the priest Father 

Rafael Muñoz Nuñez. Muñoz Nuñez was ordained in 1951 and had been a priest for 

almost two decades.79 Born in the state of Michoacán, in 1925, Muñoz Nuñez completed 

his seminary training in the Seminario Mayor de Montezuma in New Mexico.80 Upon 

completion at the seminary, he became a priest and then returned to Mexico.81 In seven 

articles, Father Rafael Muñoz Nuñez wrote on the challenges and joys presented by 

single womanhood, quite obviously discouraging women from leading a single lifestyle.82 

Father Muñoz Nuñez believed most single women were misguided, and only a few were 

choosing singledom for the “right reasons.” This was most evident in the article, “Why 

didn’t you get married?”83 The article's title assumed that the norm was marriage and 

asked why women chose to reject the norm. In each section of the article, the priest 

suggested a reason why women chose to stay single and included quotes from women to 

bolster his analysis. For example, he cited issues with self-image and loyalty as a reason 

for maintaining singledom and then quoted a woman from Monterrey who had the 

opportunity to get married but said no "due to my imperfections and complexes." The 

priest said that choosing to stay single due to perceived physical defects or 

imperfections—which he implied was fear—was the wrong reason to stay single. The 

 

79 “Bishop Rafael Muñoz Núñez,” Catholic-Hierarchy, last modified February 25, 2024, http://catholic-
hierarchy.org/bishop/bmunoz.html. 
80 The seminary was founded in 1937.  
81 He would later become Bishop of Zacatecas and then of Aguascalientes. 
82 See “La Mujer Soltera” in Acción Femenina, June 1968, July 1968, October 1968, December 1968, 
January 1969, February 1969, and June 1969, Caja 2, Colección de Acción Católica, Ibero.   
83 Pbro Rafael Muñoz Nuñez “¿Por qué no te casaste?” Acción Femenina, June 1968, Caja 2, Colección de 
Acción Católica, Ibero.  
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evidence—testimonies from women—proved Father Muñoz Nuñez’s point. Catholic 

women should reject marriage only for the right reasons.  

The question of whether singlehood—and the solitude and celibacy that came 

with it—was manageable for women was also explored in the series. In an article, Father 

Muñoz Nuñez, asked: was single womanhood an “unbearable load”? The question the 

priest set out to answer already presumed singledom was negative. The priest-contributor 

included testimonies by women. One woman, by the name of La Dolorosa, wrote, "In my 

case, it is very sad, and the solitude makes [me] bitter." La Dolorosa translates to the 

"One in Pain" or it could refer to Our Lady of Sorrows. In both cases, the name amplified 

the pain in the testimony. Another woman from San Luis Potosí shared: “It’s [solitude] 

the worst enemy of singlehood.” The loneliness was almost unbearable. Father Muñoz 

Nuñez thanked these women for being kind enough to share “their bitterness about 

solitude.” As a result, these were bitter, celibate women. The way the priest framed these 

testimonies was fascinating considering that the Church had prized celibacy for centuries 

and lauded people for choosing to lead a life alone with God.84 This anxiety, therefore, 

was not about celibacy itself. He stated clearly: “celibacy implies solitude.”85 Father 

Muñoz Nuñez really was interested in women abstaining from sex. 

 

84 For a look at the Church’s praise of celibacy during the Medieval period in Europe, see Caroline Walker 
Bynum, Holy Feast and Holy Fast : The Religious Significance of Food to Medieval Women (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 1986).  
85 Pbro. Rafael Muñoz Nuñez, “La Mujer Soltera, sus problemas, sus ideales: La Soledad ¿Carga 
Insoportable?” Acción Femenina, October 1968, Caja 2, Colección de Acción Católica, Ibero.  
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The most explicit anxiety over women’s sexuality was when the priest explored 

the case of the “soltera fracasada,” referring to a single woman who failed to stay 

celibate. Acción Femenina subscriber, writing from Durango, Durango, Maria de la Paz 

Lopez de Lara, contributed her own reflections on what it meant to be celibate, in a July 

1968 edition of Acción Femenina following an introduction by the priest.86 In the entire 

article, López de Lara reflected on models of celibacy that single women could turn to. 

She underscored how the amargadas (“the embittered ones”) did not actually indicate 

anything about celibacy. To avoid bitterness, women were advised to marry. Lopez de 

Lara countered this arguing that if a woman was bitter, this meant she might have chosen 

the wrong lifestyle. She also shared that readers needed examples of women who failed 

to stay celibate and after doing penance and have returned to God. These would be 

helpful examples women could turn to when struggling to abstain from sex, and 

therefore, in danger of failing. In another article, Father Muñoz Nuñez explained that 

there was a kind of single whose heart was too open, and who participated in “prohibited 

adventures of love.”87 While Muñoz Nuñez used the language of love in this case, he 

clearly had in mind women having sex outside of marriage. The fear of women failing to 

remain celibate was Father Muñoz Nuñez’s primary concern. 

 

86 Pbro. Rafael Muñoz  Nuñez, and Ma. de la Paz Lopez de Lara, “La Mujer Soltera: El Celibato,” Acción 
Femenina, July 1968, Caja 2, Colección Acción Católica, Ibero.  
87 Pbro. Rafael Muñoz Nuñez,“El corazón de la mujer soltera,” Acción Femenina, December 1968, Caja 2, 
Colección Acción Católica, Ibero.  
 



 

183 

A single woman, according to Father Muñoz Nuñez, had to be an “optimist.” He 

urged single women to have their hearts open and maintain a positive attitude. Muñoz 

Nuñez shared that the sole purpose of woman was “to love,” whereas men had a diverse 

range of purposes which included sports, work, politics, and society. By upholding this 

binary of gender roles, Muñoz Nuñez prescribed that a woman’s heart was built for her 

spouse, her children, and the home. Of the types of single women that existed according 

to Muñoz Nuñez, the single bitter one had her heart closed. While clearly advocating for 

women to marry, Muñoz Nuñez denied that a single woman’s heart was “dry.” The only 

appropriately single women were those who shared their hearts with family, friends, the 

poor, elderly, and the sick. 88 These women were not bitter, but happy, generous, and 

fulfilled.  

Even when women celebrated singledom in these articles, it was in the context of 

its challenges. The magazine printed two letters Father Muñoz Nuñez received from two 

faithful readers from San Luis Potosi, Mexico. Guadalupe Torre praised the series.89 She 

identified as a single woman and wanted her life to speak to the lifestyle. Guadalupe 

Torre wanted to banish negative stereotypes about single women. Olga Silva, on the other 

hand, reflected on the hardship of being surrounded by friends and families with full lives 

while the single woman was “without support and with an uncertain future.”90 But Silva 

 

88 Pbro. Rafael Muñoz Nuñez, “La soltera: mujer optimista,” Acción Femenina, June 1969, Caja 2, 
Colección Acción Católica, Ibero.   
89 Pbro. Rafael Muñoz Nuñez, “La Mujer Soltera, sus problemas, sus ideales” Acción Femenina, February 
1969, Caja 2, Colección de Acción Católica, Universidad Iberoamericana.  
90 Rafael Muñoz “La Mujer Soltera, sus problemas, sus ideales.” 
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believed that these “negative factors” could be converted to “positive factors” with the 

right mindset and spiritual formation. The magazine showed that women were aware of 

the hardships and challenges and how they could transform these challenges into gifts. 

The emphasis on the challenges reiterates one of the aims of Father Muñoz Nuñez’s 

series: to discourage the lifestyle. 

Juventud also explored the question of singledom, but it was a conversation 

composed of middle-class women. On the cover in early summer 1967, a headline asked: 

“Singledom: An Ideal State?”91 The cover was black and white, and featured a very light-

skinned woman with European features and with freckles. As historian Pensado has 

pointed out, Juventud portrayed the modern Mexican woman as light-skinned skinned.92 

The feature was an interview with the writer, Emma Godoy. One of Juventud’s editors, 

Imelda Zamudio G., a fan of Godoy’s work, excitedly interviewed Godoy for Juventud’s 

cover story.93 And Godoy praised singledom. 

Godoy, at the time of her interview, was an accomplished writer. Born in 1918 in 

the Mexican state of Guanajuato, Godoy was 49 years old at the time that this article was 

published. As the article relays, she received a master’s degree in literature as well as a 

master’s and PhD in philosophy at the National Autonomous University of Mexico 

(UNAM). She had traveled to the Middle East, Europe, and the United States. Godoy had 

received awards for her novels and poetry, among them the William Faulkner Foundation 

 

91 “Soltera: ¿Un estado ideal?” Juventud, June 1967, Caja 64, Colección Acción Católica, Ibero.  
92 Pensado, Love and Despair, 227. 
93 Imelda Zamudio G, “Que dice de la solteria: Emma Godoy,” Juventud, June 1967, Caja 64, Colección 
Acción Católica, Ibero.  



 

185 

award from the University of Virginia for one of her novels. At the time, she was also 

writing pieces for the women’s magazines, Kena and Mujeres. The magazine had 

signaled that Godoy had accomplished so much, partially, if not all, due to her single 

status. 

Godoy believed that a vocation for marriage was actually very rare.94 According 

to her interviewer, Godoy proclaimed, with a smile, “Never have I regretted being 

single.”95 She insisted that women married because they did not want to be called 

solteronas, an insult denoting a woman’s single status, rather than a genuine desire to be 

married. Getting married, according to Godoy, was a “old tradition”96 So, Godoy urged 

Juventud readers to reflect on why they wanted to get married. Was it to appease their 

parents, or to stop receiving insults? 

There were limitations to what may appear to be Godoy’s liberatory praise of 

singledom. For Godoy, cultural and educational activities were only suited for single 

women, not for married women. By insisting a married woman’s domain was her home, 

while a modern woman’s place was the outside world, Godoy reinforced the binary of 

women’s roles. Well-traveled Godoy also juxtaposed the women of Latin America 

against those in England, arguing that English women were more advanced because they 

understood the benefits of singledom. Godoy’s praise of singledom, therefore, was also 

shaped by ideas about race and class. By positioning English women as more ahead of 

 

94Zamudio G, “Que dice de la solteria: Emma Godoy.” 
95Zamudio G, “Que dice de la solteria: Emma Godoy.” “Nunca me he arrepentido de ser soltera.”  
96Zamudio G, “Que dice de la solteria: Emma Godoy.” “vieja tradición”  
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Latin American women, she perpetuated problematic discourses about modernization and 

underdeveloped countries. Latin American women were not modern enough, and 

therefore, behind other countries such as England and the rest of Western Europe. Godoy, 

a light-skinned Mexican herself, believed Mexican women had to embrace modernization 

and catch up to their European counterparts.  

Furthermore, Godoy praised singledom without any commentary on sexual 

expression or desire. In other words, the implied expectation was that a single woman 

was celibate. Such thinking was apparent in her critiques of youth culture at the time. 

Godoy said it was an “epoch of foolish [people]”97 She criticized them for being 

irresponsible, dancing and dressing inappropriately. Although not explicitly about 

celibacy, it was evident that Godoy was not in favor of the changes embraced by youth at 

the time, including changing ideas about sexuality.  

An article authored by Godoy regarding the question of singledom also appeared 

in Kena, a popular, women’s magazine that had been in circulation since the 1940s.98 

While Godoy expressed many of the same sentiments as she had in her interview for 

Juventud, this time, she addressed the topic of celibacy. According to Godoy, married 

women could end up just as lonely and unhappy as the stereotype of a single woman 

suggests. Marriage was not the solution. If a woman had a bad humor, it was because of 

 

97 Zamudio G, “Que dice de la solteria: Emma Godoy.” “epoca de tontos.”  
98 Emma Godoy, “Solterona Armagada y Soltera,” Kena, No. 123, September 1, 1968, 4-6. Hemeroteca 
Nacional de México. For more on Kena magazine, see Adriana Santa Cruz and Viviana Erazo, 
Compropolitan: El Orden Transnacional Y Su Modelo Femenino: Un Estudio De Las Revistas Femeninas 
En América Latina (México, D.F.: Instituto Latinoamericano de Estudios Transnacionales: Editorial Nueva 
Imagen, 1983), 49-51. 
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the woman itself. Godoy explicitly stated that if there was a “badly humored single 

woman” it was not because of celibacy, or not having sex.99 “She is who is free of [lazos 

conyugales] all is fine”100 To be free of familial ties and labor was a much happier state 

to live in. Without these obligations and duties, a woman could travel, learn, and 

accomplish much more than otherwise.  

Complaints of the prejudices single women faced appeared in the pages of another 

Catholic magazine, La Familia Cristiana (The Christian Family). The monthly magazine, 

as its title suggests, was dedicated to the family. It was informative, but also prescriptive, 

advising, likely women, readers about parenting and raising children. In format, the 

magazine was similar in format to a popular magazine. The long articles was more 

spaced out and presentable, than lower-budget magazines, such as Acción Femenina and 

Juventud.  

Two letters appeared in the “Confidential” section of La Familia Cristiana, where 

readers could anonymously submit questions and receive advice.101 One woman writing 

from the state of Jalisco said that she was tired of being of being made fun of. She had 

been called a cotorra, a name she thought was “unjust and offensive.” Just as people 

should not be made fun of for choosing a religious vocation, she should also not be made 

fun of for her single status. She concluded her note by advising women to get married to 

avoid being called this name. Another woman, also writing from Jalisco, asked how she 

 

99Godoy, “Solterona Armagada y Soltera,” 6. “soltera malhumorada,”  
100Godoy, “Solterona Armagada y Soltera,” 6. “La que está libre de lazos conyugales la pasa muy bien."  
101 “Sección Confidencial,” La Familia Cristiana, June 1968, 4. Hemeroteca Nacional de México. 
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should go about telling people about her singledom. At the age of 35, she still lived with 

her parents. As a child, she thought she thought she would want to get married, but “God 

made me understand that marriage was not my vocation.”102 Still, the world pestered her 

with questions. In response to these inquiries, the magazine respondent said that choosing 

to remain single—a.k.a. celibate—was still much misunderstood by most people. The 

respondent compared celibacy to marriage, insisting it was just as legitimate and normal 

of a choice. Just like Godoy, the magazine assumed celibacy posed no trouble for 

women.  

The next edition of La Familia Cristiana featured an article about singledom, 

again defending single women.103 They criticized this world because it reduced 

relationships to the “sexual sphere.”104 The magazine warned against reducing 

motherhood or marriage to one dimension. The article argued that a woman was no less 

feminine for not marrying or not having kids. While, for example, Fr. Muñoz Nuñez was 

more critical of celibacy and discouraged women from pursuing singledom, the La 

Familia Cristiana monthly defended the lifestyle. Like Godoy, the magazine seemed to 

believe that some women did not need sex and did not desire it.  

Undergirding these magazines’ exploration of singledom and its implications for 

women were diverse understandings of women’s relationship to sex. As much as the 

 

102 “Sección Confidencial,” La Familia Cristiana, June 1968, 4. “Dios me dio a entender que no era mi 
vocación el matrimonio.”  
103 J.M.G., “No Todos Las Solteras Son ‘Cotorras,’” La Familia Cristiana, July 1968, 3-5. Hemeroteca 
Nacional de México. 
104 J.M.G., “No Todos Las Solteras Son ‘Cotorras.’ 3.”“sfera sexual”  
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articles explored bitterness, solitude, fulfillment, and other concerns, the question that 

determined the defense or critique of singledom was the question of sex. The priest-

contributor in Juventud was the most critical because he believed single women could not 

abstain from sex. On the other hand, the Godoy and the people behind La Familia 

Cristiana, by defending singledom, were also defending celibacy. Women’s sexual desire 

was totally absent from their defense of singledom.  

Conclusion 

The debates and anxieties that had converged in Catholic and secular women’s 

magazines at the end of the 1960s show how women’s perspectives did not necessarily 

correspond with what would be considered liberatory or progressive views.105 Middle-

class women’s criticisms the pope’s prohibition was about women’s lived experiences 

but was also tied to fears over poverty and unmanageable family size. A defense of 

singledom was not necessarily liberatory for women. It was rooted in the idea that 

women, who were absent of desire, could accomplish so much more outside of the home. 

A defense of singledom also reflected the opposite fear, that single women could not 

control their desire, and would not be able to abstain from pursuing sex outside of 

marriage. These discourses were about changing practices and ideas about sex that were 

dealing with the pill, its implications, and the Church’s prohibition of it.  

 

105 Saba Mahmood’s work on feminist subject formation reminds us that agency cannot be conflated with 
resisting patriarchal norms. In her ethnographic study of the Egyptian mosque movement, Mahmood argues 
that agency can be found in the “multiple ways in which one inhabits norms” even if it would appear to be 
“deplorable passivity and docility from a progressivist point of view,” Politics of Piety: The Islamic Revival 
and the Feminist Subject (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2005). 
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Women’s sexual desire was both absent and present in these magazines. In 

comparison to the former co-presidents of the MFC in Mexico, the Alvárez Icaza-

Longorias, and their rhetoric about marriage, love, and sex, desire was much less 

important to these magazines. Instead of trying to challenge and reform the Church, as 

the Alvárez Icaza-Longorias did, these magazines and their contributors reflected on 

Church’s decision to prohibit the pill. Many middle-class women, as these sources 

suggests, were worried about the burdens women with many children faced. They were 

not concerned with desire, or women’s sexual experiences, but about how women in the 

face of trouble would resort to abortion. Others defended single women, believing they 

could maintain celibacy while pursuing education and other activities outside of the 

home. Again, desire was not a primary concern as it was for the Alvárez Icaza-Longorias. 

How soon women learned of the pope’s prohibition of the pill is difficult to find 

in the archival record. A survey conducted across three major Mexican cities, including 

Mexico City, suggests that women were slow to find out about the teaching itself. Many 

women did not know of the encyclical; even if they did, they did not understand it 

entirely.106 When asked how they learned about the encyclical, the most popular answers 

 

106 Brito Velázquez, ¿Quién escuha al Papa?, 38, 52, 58, 72-73, 78. Enrique Brito Velázquez conducted 
interviews with 336 married women from the cities of Mexico City, Guadalajara, and Monterrey. Each 
woman filled out a questionnaire that asked their basic demographic information, levels of religiosity, birth 
control practices, and attitudes about Humanae Vitae When Brito Velázquez asked in the questionnaire 
what Pope Paul VI believed to be unnatural or natural, he received erroneous responses. Almost a whole 
20% believed that Pope Paul VI saw the pill and the diaphragm as natural, while another 26-36% thought 
the rhythm method was unnatural. Though the interviewees who knew of the encyclical, understood it 
correctly. 76.8% of these interviewees correctly believed Humanae Vitae permitted abstinence and the 
rhythm method. 
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were their spouses, followed by newspapers, and priests.107 This data further shows just 

how exceptional the middle-class contributors of these magazines were not only for their 

class and education status but simply for being so well-versed in these debates taken up 

by priests and theologians. The data also highlights the irrelevance of the document that 

prohibited birth control. Instead, women’s secular and Catholic magazines were invested 

in these debates, but not necessarily the document itself, which makes Leticia M. de 

Soberón’s article even more exceptional. Commentary on questions of sex, family, and 

marital status was equally about the pill and the Church.  

While the concern over abortion was present in these magazines, the debates over 

abortion would explode by the end of the 1970s. At the cusp of the 1960s and 1970s, 

feminist activity developed among activists involved in counterculture or the student 

protests of 1968. Second-wave feminism, as it is called, had begun to emerge in the late 

1970s, organizing itself around "voluntary motherhood" (which included the right to 

abortion and birth control) and violence against women.108 The taboo surrounding 

abortion at the time was not limited to religious circles. It was a taboo shared by many 

Mexicans.  

The fact that these debates continued until 1970 with little backlash from the 

Mexican authorities of the Catholic Church also illuminates how irrelevant the 

 

107 Brito Velázquez, ¿Quién escuha al Papa?, 73. 
108 Ana Lau Jaiven, “Emergencia y Trascendencia del Neofemenismo,” in Un Fantasma Recorre El Siglo: 
Luchas Feministas en México 1910-2010, eds. Gisela Espinosa Damián and Ana Lau Jaiven (México, D.F.: 
Universidad Autónoma Metropolitana, Unidad Xochimilco, 2011), 149-180. 
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prohibition of the pill was not only for women but Mexicans at large. As seen in Chapter 

3, priests and theologians, representatives of the Church, continued to openly debate this 

question well after the release of the pope’s decision in July 1968. The same was true for 

women’s magazines. The Mexican Church was still deciding the implications of the 

pope’s decision and what it meant for Mexicans specifically. The next chapter will show 

how these debates quickly declined following the decision of the Mexican state to 

implement family planning. Following this shift, questions of sex, the pill, and the 

managing of births carried new, politicized meaning. Mexicans continued this debate but 

with a new factor to consider: the state’s intervention. 
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Chapter 6: Revising Paternidad Responsable (Responsible 
Parenthood): A Forgotten History (1972-1974) 

After promoting pronatalism for most of the 20th century, in spring 1972, the 

Echeverría administration announced a family planning campaign, reversing the state’s 

decades-long policy. Many wondered how the Mexican bishops would respond. On 

December 12, 1972, Mexican bishops issued their opinion on the state’s newly 

announced family planning campaign. Essentially, they endorsed it. The bishops argued 

that it was up to couples to make these decisions. The MFC took the cue from the 

bishops’ initial December 1972 statement and, a few months later, published a pamphlet 

echoing their ideas. Confusion over the bishops’ initial endorsement of the state’s 

initiative led to a string of incidents that ended in a set of revisions. 

When the bishops revised their statement in late summer 1973, they also asked the 

MFC to revise their previously published materials. To deflect attention from the fact that 

they had revised and corrected their statement, the Mexican bishops kept the same date, 

making the revised statement misleading. The document itself occludes the fact that the 

bishops had ever made changes.1 Though the bishops tried to hide and forget this series 

of events, this history shows how much had changed in the debates regarding the pill, 

marriage, and now, the state’s family planning campaign. The idea that couples should 

freely make their own decisions about how to manage their families, once deemed 

acceptable in December 1972, had become unacceptable by August 1973. 

 

1 To obtain an original copy of the statement, I found a reprint of it in the January 6, 1973 edition of the 
Catholic magazine, Señal.  
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This chapter posits that the making and remaking of the Mexican bishops’ public 

position on family planning marks the beginnings of a new and distinct phase of 

polarization around reproductive questions. This chapter builds off previous scholarship 

by focusing on overlooked sources at the Archivo General del Arzobispado de México 

(General Archive of the Archbishopric of Mexico) in Mexico City. Historians have 

shown how the state’s policy, rather than being an abrupt change, was the result of a 

longer history of family planning activities that began decades earlier.2 Historians of the 

Mexican Catholic Church have begun to unpack the Mexican Church’s response to the 

state’s policy change. Historians unanimously agree that the bishops’ initial December 

1972 statement was an endorsement, which most believe signified a deepening of 

Church-state relations.3 In these histories, the bishops’ revision process appears as a tiny 

 

2 See recent works, for example, Stephanie Baker Opperman, "'There Was No 'Family Planning 
Movement,' There Was Just Us': The Asociación Pro-Salud Maternal and Birth Control in 1960s Mexico," 
Journal of Women's History 34, no. 2 (2022): 97–118, https://doi.org/10.1353/jowh.2022.0015, and Martha 
Liliana Espinosa Tavares, "'They Are Coming in So Fast That If We Had Publicity About the Clinic We 
Would Be Swamped': Edris Rice-Wray, the First Family Planning Clinic in Mexico (1959), and the 
Intervention of US-Based Private Foundations," Journal of Women's History 34, no. 2 (2022): 76–96, 
https://doi.org/10.1353/jowh.2022.0014. Both of these works are attentive to dynamics with the Church. 
See also Gabriela Soto Laveaga, “‘Let's Become Fewer’: Soap Operas, Contraception, and Nationalizing 
the Mexican Family in an Overpopulated World," Sexuality Research & Social Policy 4, no. 3 (2007):19–
33, https://doi.org/10.1525/srsp.2007.4.3.19. 
3 Historians Soledad Loeaza and Saúl Espino Armendáriz describe a convergence of goals between Church 
and state; see respectively, La Restauración, 105 and “Feminismo católico en México,” 106. Similarly, 
Peter Reich makes the argument that Church-state relations were collaborative (as opposed to opposition) 
and includes the family planning campaign as an instance. See Mexico's Hidden Revolution: The Catholic 
Church in Law and Politics since 1929 (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 1995), 106. 
Matthew Guttman describes the Church offering “de facto support” for the family planning campaign in 
Fixing Men, 111. Frederick C. Turner says the Church endorsed the state’s plan in Responsible 
Parenthood: The Politics of Mexico’s New Population Policies (Washington: American Enterprise Institute 
for Public Policy Research, 1974), 30. On the other hand, Roberto Blancarte describes this whole moment 
as a “discord” between Church and state, but notes that the bishops did like the language of the state’s 
policy—that it would respect couples’ decisions; see Historia de la Iglesia Católica en México, 314–317. 

https://doi.org/10.1353/jowh.2022.0015.
https://doi.org/10.1353/jowh.2022.0014.
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plot point in an otherwise grand narrative about the Mexican Catholic Church.4 

Historians have also identified a distinct shift around 1973 and 1974—the conclusion of 

this episode—when the Mexican Church consolidated its position in an effort to reduce 

dissent.5 This chapter argues this shift was gendered—it meant the beginnings of 

politicization about reproductive matters.  

Like previous scholarship, this chapter links the histories of the bishops’ and the 

MFC’s response. Historian María Martha Pacheco Hinojosa’s in-depth study of the MFC 

shows how the MFC and the Mexican bishops disagreed on the question of family 

planning and the state’s policy change.6 More recently, historian Saúl Espino 

Armendáriz’s work on Catholic feminism in Mexico follows the transformation of the 

bishops’ revision process in the wider context of debates across multiple sectors of the 

Catholic Church, including conservative and moderate actors.7  

 

4 In these grand histories, this episode remains inconsequential in comparison to their other equally 
important findings. Soledad Loaeza, La Restauración,105 and Blancarte, Historia de la Iglesia Católica en 
México, 314–317. 
5 Blancarte argues that 1974 was a turning point and that the Church consolidates its opinion until 1979 in 
Historia de la Iglesia Católica en México, 332–359. Martín de la Rosa argues that there was a 
counteroffensive from the Right from 1973 to 1976 in “La Iglesia Católica en México del Vaticano II a la 
CELAM III (1965–1979), Cuadernos Políticos 19 (1979): 90. Saul Espino Armendariz describes that the 
“episcopate definitively finalized its position” in “Feminismo católico en México,” 208.  
6 In her 1994 study of the MFC, Pacheco Hinojosa openly shares those questions of family planning is 
beyond the scope of her study. Still, she describes how the bishops’ stance evolved, resulting in their 
endorsement on December 12, 1972 and how the MFC published pamphlets that supported the bishops. She 
includes the bishops’ mandate for MFC to correct their pamphlets. Following the bishops’ revision, 
Pacheco Hinojosa claims that the MFC never published a revised commentary. The MFC’s pamphlets 
suggested they believed in parents’ autonomy in decision-making and embraced the importance of marital 
intimacy, which differed from the MFC’s pedagogical materials from the 1960s. See “Iglesia, Familia y 
Sociedad,” 162–167. Special thanks to Pacheco Hinojosa for sharing her thesis with me.  
7 Historian Saúl Espino Armendáriz’s account of the multi-faceted responses of the Mexican Catholic 
Church, see “Feminismo católico en México,”199–208. Specifically, Espino Armendáriz frames these 
responses in a wider transnational context, calling it “religious dissidence.”  
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The archival record, though limited, reveals notes from the bishops’ meetings, 

correspondence with MFC leaders, and their review of the Vatican’s revisions. Like 

previous scholarship, this chapter argues that there was a shift inside the Mexican Church 

at this time. This chapter places these sources into broader national and global contexts. 

In global scholarship on the Catholic birth control question, historians have revealed 

similar episodes where Catholic actors were pressured to revise their previously 

published statements regarding the birth control pill at a similar time.8 While more 

research is necessary, this suggests that what happened in Mexico had global resonances. 

Indeed, the history of the bishops’ revisions from 1972 to 1973 illuminates a shift—the 

beginnings of a new phase of polarization regarding reproductive matters.  

Making of the First Message 

When Luis Echeverría became president of Mexico in 1970, he declared a 

democratic opening. Historian Louise Walker describes this action as a way to put the 

past behind, specifically, the 1968 Tlatelolco massacre. This way, Echeverría indicated 

he was going to do politics differently, especially compared to previous tactics of 

 

8 For example, historian Agata Kościańska reveals a similar episode in Poland. Catholic physician Andrzej 
Wiolewyski published a Catholic marriage manual Przed Nami Małżeństwo (Marriage Upon Us) in 1972. 
The manual emphasized marital intimacy and criticized the Catholic focus on the biological aspect of sex, 
otherwise the outcome. Wiolewyski ended up changing his book, specifically, deleting the part about the 
Birth Control Commission’s findings. Kościańska writes that this progressive Catholic moment has been 
“forgotten” in Polish memory. See "Humanae Vitae, Birth Control, and the Forgotten History of the 
Catholic Church in Poland," in The Schism of ’68, 187–208.  
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repression.9 Echeverría was minister of the interior at the time of the massacre. Many 

believe that Echeverría was responsible for the Tlatelolco massacre.10  

When Echeverrría campaigned for the presidency, his slogan still was in line with 

an approach that had been true for most of the 20th century: “To govern is to populate.”11 

As of 1969, Echeverría still believed that population growth was a sign of economic 

prosperity. He was quoted in the New York Times as having said: “What I do know is that 

we have to populate our country and that we have to have faith in our youth and our 

children.”12 The same article emphasized how Echeverría and his wife had eight kids. 

When there were signs of economic stagnation, specifically, the decrease in per capita 

income, Echeverría began to consider that overpopulation might hurt the revolution’s 

social goals.13 In 1970, Echeverría began his presidential term, and just two years later, in 

spring 1972, the president announced the state’s plan to implement family planning.  

President Echeverría had multiple motivations for making this change. First of all, 

he knew that the UN had identified population control as a top priority.14 After all, the 

UN Declaration of Human Rights had recognized family planning as a human right. He 

wanted to make Mexico appear as appealing and modern on the world stage as possible 

 

9 Louise E. Walker, Waking from the Dream: Mexico's Middle Classes after 1968 (Stanford, California: 
Stanford University Press, 2013), 30.  
10 Jocelyn Olcott, International Women's Year: The Greatest Consciousness-Raising Event in History (New 
York: Oxford University Press, 2017), 55. 
11 Walker, Waking from the Dream, 60; Matthew Gutmann, Fixing Men, 106.  
12 Juan de Onis, “MEXICAN OFFICIAL OPPOSES THE PILL: His Stand Disappointing to Birth Control 
Advocates," The New York Times, November 9, 1969.  
13 Gabriela Soto Laveaga, “‘Let's Become Fewer,’” 22.  
14 Vanessa Freije, “Speaking of Sterilization: Rumors, the Urban Poor, and the Public Sphere in Greater 
Mexico City,” The Hispanic American Historical Review 99, no. 2 (2019): 308. 
https://doi.org/10.1215/00182168-7370247.  
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and make it known that it was thanks to his efforts. After all, Echeverria had personal 

aims. Following his presidency, Echeverría hoped to become the UN Secretary General.15 

His family planning efforts were also tied up in his ambitions to host the UN’s 

International Women’s Year Conference in Mexico. As historian Jocelyn Olcott argues, 

his desires to do so would “whitewash his involvement in violent state repression but also 

secure his place on the international stage.”16 

In April 1972, the state announced its plans to implement a family planning 

campaign. Historian Gabriela Soto Laveaga writes that the family planning placed this 

decision on the couple, not the state or the Church. The bishops were pressured to make a 

statement regarding the state’s move. Already in July 1972, the MFC leaders asked the 

bishops for guidance on how to “orient the public about paternidad responsable 

(responsible parenthood).”17 Mexican bishops held a series of meetings between 

November 28 and December 1, 1972, to finalize their statement, which they released in 

December 1972.  

By the time the bishops met in late 1972, it was widely understood among them 

that couples were at the center of reproductive decision-making. Their previous 

statements, specifically, the initial August 1968 message ,and the April 1969 

“Instructivo” enforced the pope’s prohibition of artificial contraception.18 What had 

 

15 Olcott, International Women’s Year, 54. 
16 Olcott, International Women’s Year, 55. 
17 Carta del Equipo Coordinador Nacional del M.F.C a Comité Episcopal Mexicano, July 3 1972, caja 21, 
exp 18, Colección Darío Miranda, AHAM.  
18 Historian Saúl Espino Armendáriz, describes this process. The “Instructivo” was conservative, and the 
December 1972 Mensaje endorsed the state’s family planning campaign, and couples’ right to make these 
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changed? Historian Saúl Espino Armendáriz describes the convergence of factors that led 

to closer Church-state relations at the start of the 1970s.19 As discussed earlier, President 

Echeverría, had embraced a populist rhetoric full of humanitarianism and economic 

justice to advance his own interests on the world stage. These values echoed many of the 

pope’s critiques of development and unequal economic order as found in the 1967 

encyclical Populorum progressio. To minimize internal dissent and rectify its image 

following the discord over the Church’s treatment of the 1968 Tlatelolco massacre, the 

Mexican bishops too, were returning to these principles.20 Echeverría’s rhetoric aligned 

with what the Mexican bishops’ had previously done right: their March 1968 pastoral 

letter, “Development and Integration of the Country.”21 As previously discussed, the 

letter criticized Mexico’s rising inequality and recognized that the state was responsible 

for creating better economic conditions. Espino Armendáriz argues that the original 

December 1972 message aligned with the principles set forth in this March 1968 pastoral 

letter.22 In light of all these factors, the bishops initially endorsed the family planning 

campaign because the policy change recognized the state’s role in improving the 

economic and social conditions of its citizens. 

 

decisions. However, the revised Mensaje of summer 1972 returned to this conservative position. 
“Feminismo católico en México,” 202–207. 
19 Ibid 204.  
20 For more on the Church’s silence and dissent following the ’68 Tlatelolco massacre, see Pensado, Love 
and Despair, 108–126. 
21Espino Armendáriz, “Feminismo católico en México,” 204. See also Jaime Pensado’s discussion of the 
pastoral letter, Love and Despair, 111. Historian Soledad Loaeza argues that this pastoral letter was the 
Mexican Church’s first embrace of Vatican II’s aggiornamento (updating). La Restauración, 97. See also, 
Blancarte, “Intransigence, Anticommunism, and Reconciliation,” 84. 
22 Espino Armendáriz, “Feminismo católico en México,” 204–205. 
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The limited records suggest that the bishops organized a series of meetings at the 

end of November and the start of December at the archbishop’s residence. 23 From the 

notes available, it is difficult to say who served as the secretary and recorded these notes, 

let alone who organized the initiative. Among those in attendance were bishops Darío 

Miranda, Alba Palacios, Toriz Cobián, Ruíz Garcia, Ferreira, and Méndez Arceo. 

According to the schedule, the attendees met in groups to discuss topics, and then 

reported back their conclusions in a forum format. It seems that by the time they had 

begun meeting, a preliminary draft had been circulated. Attendees then discussed and 

debated what the document did and failed to do.  

The archival record indicates that the question of whether parents should make 

their own decisions regarding reproductive decision-making did not draw that much 

controversy at the first meeting. The question asked was: “is it up to parents to determine 

[the means] in accord with the Magistrate and the concrete circumstances in which they 

are?”24 Notes from the November 28 meeting suggests that the bishops in attendance 

overall agreed. Three groups agreed unanimously, while other groups had qualifications. 

Group 2, which included Méndez Arceo, agreed but said that the “weak and ignorant” 

must be taken into consideration.25 If indeed Méndez Arceo was in this group, this 

reflected what many liberationists had been concerned about regarding family planning, 

 

23 In the document listing attendees by Mesa, Mesa 1 is listed under “habitación Dr Miranda” which implies 
they were meeting in DaríoMiranda’s room in his residence, which likely was connected to a building with 
other rooms.  
24 “Sintesis de Conclusiones de las Mesas Redondas – Noviembre 26, 1972,” Caja 18, exp. 4, Colección 
Darío Miranda, AHAM. “¿Corresponde a los esposos determinarlos de acuerdo al Magisterio de acuerdo al 
Magisterio y a las circunstancias conretas en que se hallan?” 
25 Ibid. “Que se toma en cuanta a los débiles e ignorantes (Mesa 2).  
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educating the masses about their options. Group 8 said that the parents could form their 

own conscience. By 1972, this argument had become incredibly popular regarding the 

decision to use artificial birth control or the rhythm method. This group likely believed 

that parents could make their own decisions, even if it technically went against Church 

teaching. Group 4 said that this decision must consider the Divine Law, and such 

decision-making should be practiced when there were competing, or conflicting values. 

In other words, the bishops likely referred to situations where different elements of 

church teaching on marriage and family were in conflict.26 The strictest answer came 

from Group 3 who said that the decision parents made could only be about “licit methods 

in accordance with the Magistrate.”27 In other words, this group wanted to emphasize that 

Catholics should only be practicing and choosing from Church-approved birth control 

methods. 

On Thursday, November 30 and Friday, December 1, 1972, attendees had a 

schedule of talks and discussion groups.28 During the two days, a few figures gave talks 

on relevant topics. On the first day, Bishop Hernández Hurtado gave a talk on 

“Paternidad responsable,” and Bishop Toriz Cobián, gave a talk on the role of 

conscience. The day concluded with roundtable discussions in groups. The designated 

 

26 For example, a situation like this would be where couples could no longer financially support more 
children, but the rhythm method was not working. Two values were in conflict. On the one hand, the 
Church urged parents to educate their children in the faith and provide for them. At the same time, they 
only allowed for the rhythm method. This conflict of values meant parents must make decisions according 
to their specific circumstances, keeping in mind Church doctrine.  
27 Ibid. “Estas son el sentido de que la elección es sobre medios licitos, de acuerdo al magisterio. (Mesa 3).  
28 Untitled Schedule from Jueves 30 Noviembre 1972 y Viernes 1 Diciembre 1972, Caja 18, exp. 4, 
Colección Darío Miranda, AHAM. 
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secretary of each group met at the end of the evening to summarize the takeaways. On the 

next day, they presented the previous day’s conclusions. Bishop Perez gave a talk on 

“relations between the Pope’s Magistrate and the Bishops;” Bishop Palacios gave a talk 

on “Natural Law.”29 In between talks, the attendees debated. On November 30, the 

groups read the document closely and offered suggestions on language and citations. 

Most of the suggestions concerned the Church’s external role in the world, as found in 

the fourth section of the document, or “The Mission of the Church.”30 Group 3 produced 

the most suggestions of any other discussion group,31 and it likely had one of the 

meeting’s loudest critics. 

If indeed, the groups met as the records suggest, one of the loudest critics was in 

Group 3 at the meeting, José Pablo Ravalo Azcué, who had been bishop of Zacatecas 

from 1970 to 1972 and, for unknown reasons, was replaced by Rafael Muñoz Nuñez in 

September 1972, who was also in attendance.32 According to historian George W. 

Grayson, Rovalo Azcué was important to the development of liberation theology.33 These 

concerns were reflected in his address. On November 30, the former bishop delivered his 

critique of the planning document, arguing that the bishops’ draft made the same mistake 

 

29 Ibid. “Ley Natural.” “Relaciones entre el Magisterio del Papa y de los Obispos.”  
30 Segunda Sintesis de Mesas Redondas Sobre Paternidad Responsable 30 de Noviembre 1972 (Mesas 1, 3, 
4,5,6,7,8, y 9), caja 18, exp. 4, Colección Darío Miranda, AHAM. “La Misión de la Iglesia.” Note that 
Group 2’s notes are excluded. It is unclear whether Group 2 had no comments, or if those comments were 
recorded separately.  
31 Ibid.  
32 José León Robles de la Torre, “Personajes de la historia: Obispos de Zacatecas,” El Siglo de Torreón, 
March 13, 2007, accessed December 12, 2023, 
https://www.elsiglodetorreon.com.mx/noticia/2006/personajes-de-la-historia-obispos-de-
zacatecas.198146.html. 
33 George W Grayson, The Church in Contemporary Mexico (Washington, D.C.: Center for Strategic and 
International Studies, 1992), 94.  
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as the government’s plan: it ignored structural problems. Focusing on paternidad 

responsable reduced the problem to the individual, or what he called “micro-ethics.”34 

The document, as it stood, was too supportive of the government and aligned with the 

status quo. It maintained “structural injustice.”35 The government’s plan did not approach 

the problem of population holistically, and instead was motivated by neo-Malthusianism, 

which the bishop believed would perpetuate economic injustice. 

In addition to the lack of critique about structural problems, the bishop said the 

document contradicted itself. As he put it, the “theology that appears in the Draft of the 

Document is[was] curious.”36 The pope, as he reminded his colleagues, said that only 

practicing the rhythm method was moral. Yet, the document says every person “should 

judge in conscience without feeling outside of the community.”37 The draft, according to 

the former bishop, “insists on the obligatory nature of the magistrate, and later rejects 

[it].”38 The document says that “all other methods are immoral” while simultaneously 

saying that it is acceptable if one uses these methods if “it comes with peace of mind.”39 

He warned his colleagues against “juggling” different priorities and insisted that they 

approach the problem practically so that they could eliminate these contradictions.40  

 

34 José Pablo Rovalo Azcué, “Analisis y aportaciones sobre el Proyecto de documento ‘paternidad 
responsable’,” Caja 18, exp. 4. Colección Darío Miranda, AHAM.  
35 Rovalo Azcué, “Analisis y aportaciones,” 2–3. “Injusticia estructural.” 
36 Rovalo Azcué, “Analisis y aportaciones,” 3. “La Teología que aparece en el Proyecto de Documento es 
curiosa.” 
37 Rovalo Azcué, “Analisis y aportaciones,” 3. “…se afirma que cada quien debe juzgar en conciencia sin 
sentirse fuera de la comunidad.” 
38Rovalo Azcué, “Analisis y aportaciones,” 3. “Se insiste en la obligatoriedad del magisterio y luego se 
rechaza.”  
39Rovalo Azcué, “Analisis y aportaciones,” 3. “Se dice que todos los otros medios son inmoralaes y se 
aceptan, si se llega en tranquilidad de conciencia.”  
40Rovalo Azcué, “Analisis y aportaciones,” 3. “No debemos hacer malabarismos.” 
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Ultimately, Rovalo Azcué was unable to influence his colleagues. Rovalo Azcué 

believed that the document “could not and should not confirm nor give blessing to the 

Government plan.”41 Even if colleagues sympathized with Rovalo Azcué, he did not 

influence the majority. At the time, the Mexican bishops maintained that if they received 

2/3 majority of the vote, any statement or document would appear as signed by all the 

bishops.42  

On December 12, 1972, on the day of veneration to the Our Lady of Guadalupe, 

the bishops released their joint statement endorsing the state’s family planning 

campaign.43 In their introduction, the bishops explained that they wanted to share an 

additional message due to the “urgent situation, so real and so distressing, for the 

majority of Mexican families…under the sign—in numerous cases—an irresponsible 

fertility.”44 In their description of the Mexican reality, they referenced two recent 

teachings. The bishops did not, reference their previous comments on the specific matter 

(for example, the “Instructivo” nor their August 1968 message). Instead, they cited their 

March 1968 pastoral letter, which was seen as a response to the pope’s Populorum 

progressio applied to the Mexican reality.  

 

41 Rovalo Azcué, “Analisis y aportaciones,” 3. “El documento del Episcopado no puede ni debe confirmar 
ni dar la bendición al plan Gubernamental.” 
42 Espino Armendáriz, “Feminismo católico en México,” 207; Martín de la Rosa, “La Iglesia Católica,” 95. 
43 “Mensaje del Episcopado al pueblo de México sobre la Paternidad responsible,” as found in Señal, 
January 6, 1973. Hemeroteca Nacional de México. 
44 “Mensaje del Episcopado,”Señal January 6, 1973, 4. “…una situación de urgencia, tan real y tan 
angustiosa para la mayoría de las familias mexicanas…bajo el signo—en numerismos casos—de 
fecundidad irresponsable….” 
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What the bishops liked about the government message is that it respected the 

parents’ decisions to make these choices outside of the state. They noted that it was the 

state’s responsibility to inform and educate.45 The bishops reasoned that the 

government’s respect of “human dignity and liberty” was rooted in recent Church 

teaching, both Populorum progressio and Vatican II. The bishops said that these 

teachings established human dignity rested in the “inalienable right to marriage and 

procreation.”46 The bishops said that couples must choose according to their conscience, 

but they often used the term, “rect consicence.” Couples needed to make decisions based 

on their circumstances, but according to strict standards.  

Regarding the role of priests, the bishops were much more understanding than 

their previous 1969 “Instructivo.” This time, the bishops recognized that priests had the 

important role of forming the conscience of married couples. They referenced a recent 

Vatican decision that set precedent for dealing with priest dissenters.At the series of 

planning meetings, Group 2 suggested that the document include the case of Cardinal 

Wright and his treatment of priest dissidents, and clearly, they had taken this note.47 

Cardinal John Wright was a defender of the Humanae vitae. The former bishop of 

Pittsburgh had become in charge of the Sacred Congregation for the Clergy by the early 

1970s, making him the highest ranked American official inside the Vatican.48 Due to this 

 

45 “Mensaje del Episcopado,”Señal January 6, 1973, 16. 
46 “Mensaje del Episcopado,”Señal January 6, 1973, 8. “Sin derecho inalienable al matrimonio y a la 
procreación, no hay dignidad humana.”  
47 “Sintesis de Conclusiones de las Mesas Redondas – Noviembre 28, 1972,” caja 18, exp. 4, Colección 
Miguel Darío Miranda, AHAM. 
48 George Vecsey, “John Cardinal Wright Dies at 70; Top-Ranking American in Vatican,” The New York 
Times, August 12, 1979, accessed December 12, 2023.  



 

206 

position, Cardinal Wright oversaw a case related to priest dissidents in the US.49 In his 

1971 ruling, he simultaneously defended the Humanae vitae, the right to conscience, and 

Cardinal O’Boyle’s right to suspend priests due to their public protest of the papal 

teaching. At the same time, Wright relayed that Catholics cannot be forced to act against 

their own understanding of doctrine and what is moral according to their situation, or 

conscience. By referencing Wright, the bishops reconciled upholding Church doctrine, 

while allowing couples to make their own decisions.  

The archival record indicates that there were some signs of discord at the bishops’ 

meeting. Still, Rovalo Azcué’s speech, which made it into the archive, did not convince 

colleagues. The statement was delivered to the Mexican public with the signature of 

every bishop in the country, and for many, including the MFC, this signaled the bishops’ 

endorsement of the state’s family planning initiative.  

An exchange between Bishop Toriz Cobían and former MFC copresident José 

Alvárez Icaza regarding the bishops’ statement foreshadows many of the events that 

would occur inside the Mexican Church in the following year.On December 16, 1972, the 

bishop of Querétaro, Alfonso Toriz Cobían replied in a telegram to his colleague and 

friend, José Alvárez Icaza. The bishop was surprised by the telegram he received just a 

few days earlier from Alvárez Icaza, or as he referred to him collegially, Pepe. Even 

 

49 In response to a letter signed by priests protesting the papal decision, Cardinal O’Boyle suspended 
approximately 39 priests in Washington, D.C. Ultimately, a group of 19 from the original 39 petitioned the 
Vatican. Cardinal Wright, who was overseeing the case as the Prefect of the Congregation for the Clergy at 
the Vatican, in 1971, ruled that Cardinal O’Boyle was right in suspending these priests, and simultaneously, 
defended the dissenting priests’ right of conscience. For a brief historical account, see Tentler, Catholics 
and Contraception, 271–275. See also Cajka, Follow Your Conscience, 118; McClory, Turning Point, 144.  
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though Bishop Toriz Cobían thanked Pepe “very sincerely for the congratulations,” he 

admitted he was surprised by it.50 The bishop believed that his work on the “document” 

was “gray,” or in other words, unknown.51 The document he referred to was the recently 

released bishops’ statement regarding “paternidad responsable.”  

Why José Alvárez Icaza praised Toriz Cobían’s contributions specifically, is 

unknown. At least in the statement released to the public, Toriz Cobían’s signature 

appeared alongside every bishop across Mexico. Unless José Alvárez Icaza was privy to 

information about how the bishops had developed their position—which, given his 

connections and network, is very likely—it is difficult to gather from the final statement 

how each bishop contributed to the process.52 What we do know, however, was that 

Pepe’s praise puzzled the bishop. Of course, the bishop could have been confused for any 

number of reasons, from the personal to the political. Still, his confusion was telling. 

Though a married layperson such as José Alvárez Icaza recognized the significance of the 

December 1972 message, Toriz Cobían’s confusion suggests he and the bishops had not 

yet grasped the significance of their message or its implications.   

 

50 Telegram from Alfonso Toriz Cobían to José Alvárez Icaza, December 16, 1972. Caja 95, exp.439, 
Fondo CENCOS, Archivo de las Religiones y Movimientos Sociales en México, ENAH.“muy 
sinceramente su fecilitación.” 
51 Telegram from Alfonso Toriz Cobían to José Alvárez. “documento…. fue gris.” 
52 This is the same former MFC copresident José Alvárez Icaza discussed earlier. By this time, in 
December 1972, José Alvárez Icaza and his wife had been leading their media organization, CENCOS 
(which relayed news to the public to advocate for transparency and the protection of human rights). In the 
early 1970s, Alvárez Icaza himself had begun to explore socialism. Given his work and the networks he 
was involved in, it is very likely Alvárez Icaza might have had some information about how the bishops 
formulated this statement. For more on Alvárez Icaza and CENCOS in the 1970s, see Jaime M. Pensado, 
"Silencing Rebellious Priests,” 263–89; Pastor Escobar, “Vaticano II en el laicado mexicano,” Ariana 
Quezada, “The Revolution in Crisis: A History of Human Rights in Mexico, 1970–1980” (PhD diss.: 
University of Oklahoma, 2016). 
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The MFC brochure: February 1973 

As previously mentioned, in the summer of 1972, MFC leaders asked Mexican 

bishops for guidance regarding the policy change. And when the Mexican bishops 

released their statement in December 1972, the MFC leaders praised it. In line with the 

bishops’ original statement, in February 1973, the MFC published an educational 

pamphlet called 50 Preguntas Sobre Paternidad Responsable (“50 Questions about 

Responsible Parenthood”). Like the bishops, the pamphlet writers centered couples in 

reproductive decision-making. Unlike their superiors, however, the MFC explicitly 

endorsed sex outside of procreation. The archival record, though limited, still illuminates 

the MFC’s aims and ideas. In addition to very few documents found at the archives of the 

archdiocese of Mexico City, this section reviews the pamphlet and places it in its wider 

context of the MFC’s activities at the time.53 The pamphlet, in combination with their 

other activities, suggests that the MFC had one goal: to educate.  

Just months after the state’s announcement, MFC leaders sought guidance from 

the Mexican bishops regarding the state’s recent policy change as well as answers to a 

few questions in the meantime. 54 The MFC leaders asked about the bishops’ opinion on, 

for instance, the role of individual conscience and family in this important decision-

making. In this exchange, the bishops assured the MFC leaders that the bishops had an 

 

53 In the future, I hope to find out more (if possible) about this pamphlet and its distribution. Consulting 
other Catholic magazines (apart from Señal) might illuminate this. It is hard to find MFC bulletins from 
this period, but I can try again.  
54 Carta del Equipo Coordinador Nacional del M.F.C a Comité Episcopal Mexicano, July 3, 1972, caja 21, 
exp 18, Colección Miguel Darío Miranda, AHAM.  
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obligation to “orient” the public without “a recommendation of some specific means.”55 

The bishops informed the MFC leaders that they “affirm the primacy of the moral 

conscience” when it came to making these decisions.56 The MFC leaders received 

personal confirmation from bishops that couples had the right to make informed 

decisions. This impression was bolstered by the iteration of the bishops’ message in 

December 1972. And so, when the MFC finally published and distributed pamphlets 

orienting the public about “paternidad responsable,” their materials reflected this 

position.  

Published in February 1973, the MFC pamphlet contained 50 questions and 

answers about “paternidad responsable” (Figure 2). In just over 40 pages, the MFC 

addressed aspects of Church doctrine pertinent to making decisions about having 

children. The pamphlet even included graphics and maps, which explained the steps 

couples should take in making an informed, and morally correct decision about 

responsibly planning their families (Figure 3). In the introduction, the pamphlet writers 

praised the December 1972 message from the bishops. They liked that the “…follow[ed] 

in the path of the promotion of laity.”57 In other words, the writers praised that the 

bishops were following in the footsteps of Vatican II, which had emphasized laypeople as 

 

55 Carta del Equipo Coordinador Nacional del M.F.C, 2. “…a la recomendación de algún medio concreto, 
sino solamente orientar…”  
56Carta del Equipo Coordinador Nacional del M.F.C, 2. “…afirma la primacía de la conscience morale de 
los conyuges…” 
57 50 Preguntas Sobre Paternidad Responsable, Movimiento Familiar Cristiano, ii. Thank you to Lydia 
Araceli García Gómez for letting me scan a copy of this pamphlet at the Seminario Conciliar de México in 
summer 2018. There are other copies available at other archives, for example, see Escuela Nacional de 
Antropología e Historia (ENAH), Fondo CENCOS. “Es importante notar la decisión episcopal de seguir 
por el camino de la promoción de los laicos.”  



 

210 

equally important actors capable of participating in the life of the Church. The brochure 

praised recognizing “the primary of the conscience of spouses that sincerely search for 

the will of God, equates to one of the most direct initiations a member of God’s people 

can receive in order to grow in faith, hope, and love.”58 According to the MFC, the 

decision regarding births was not just an obligation or problem, but a way to engage with 

God and faith and to make informed decisions about their moral lives. The series of 

questions and answers in the MFC pamphlet reveals the misconceptions, concerns, and 

beliefs the organization held and felt important to debunk and explain to the public. 

 

58 50 Preguntas, ii. “En efecto, reconocer la primacia de la conciencia de los esposos que buscan 
sinceramente la voluntad de Dios, equivale a la invitación más directa que pueda recibir un miembro del 
Puebo de Dios en orden a crecer en la fe, en la esperanza, y en el amor.”  
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Figure 2: 50 Preguntas Cover. Mexican MFC’s 1973 brochure. Courtesy of 

Seminario Conciliar de México. 

For the MFC, what was new about the December 1972 bishops’ message was that 

it reflected Mexican realities. The bishops’ pastoral response had addressed the “real and 

distressing situation of the majority of Mexican families.”59 After all, in the past, the 

Mexican bishops had disregarded the realities that Mexican couples faced, as found in 

their August 1968 commentary. By reflecting on Mexican realities, the bishops’ message 

resonated more with their lives, in comparison to the pope’s theoretical doctrine. Still, the 

 

59 50 Preguntas, 3. “…la situación real y angustiosa de la mayoria de las familias mexicanas.” 
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pamphlet was aligned with the pope’s decision.60 The MFC confirmed that indeed, it was 

true that Mexico had one of the highest growing population rates in the world.61 The 

pamphlet instructed readers that neither Church nor state had the right to impede upon a 

couple’s decision-making regarding planning their families, citing the bishops’ 

message.62 In accordance with the bishops’ message, the pamphlet said that it was up to 

couples to make these decisions and the means most suitable to each couple’s situation. 

They explained that practicing “conscience” meant genuinely trying to avoid evil and 

striving to make moral, good decisions.63 Regardless of their decision, couples could still 

take Communion when attending mass.64 In other words, if a couple decided to use birth 

control, they could still participate in the life of the Church.65  

 

60 50 Preguntas, 21.  
61 50 Preguntas, 4.  
62 50 Preguntas, 8.  
63 50 Preguntas, 10.  
64 50 Preguntas, 21.  
65As discussed in Chapter 2, the Church insisted that one’s conscience be clear of any heavy or serious sin 
when taking Communion at mass. This decision signaled that the use of birth control was, indeed, what was 
technically a “venial sin” and that couples could still participate in the life of the Church. On a more 
spiritual level, they could unite with God by attending mass and receiving communion. 
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Figure 3: “Cinco Elementos” Graph. An explanation of how to form a rect 
conscience, 50 Preguntas. Courtesy of Seminario Conciliar de México. 
 

Unlike the bishops’ message, however, the MFC pamphlet embraced sexual 

attraction as a central part of marriage. To explain biblical precedent for their advice, the 

pamphlet writers explained that in the Word of God, the creation of man and woman 

established “the significance of sexual attraction, love, fidelity, and forgiveness between 
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spouses.”66 The pamphlet also told couples very directly that they have the right to have 

sex without the purpose of having children.67 Citing Vatican II, the pamphlet said that 

marriage is also “an intimate community of life and love.”68 Even if couples could not or 

should not have additional children, they “should not deprive themselves of sexual 

relations.”69 For married couples, sex was a way to “maintain, augment, and signify 

God’s gift of human love.”70 Even after the Alvárez Icaza-Longorias left MFC 

leadership, their influence on the organization was evident. The MFC continued to 

recognize attraction as an equally important part of marriage. 

To honor the couple’s right to marital intimacy as well as their responsibility to 

make informed decisions about childbearing, the MFC told its readers that it was morally 

permissible to use birth control. The MFC also instructed their readers that there was a 

way to reconcile their commitments to practice “paternidad responsable” and to conserve 

the “increase of conjugal love,” even if they appeared contradictory.71 There was one of 

two options. If the rhythm method proved effective, couples could use this method to 

manage births to have sex to increase intimacy. On the other hand, if the rhythm method 

proved ineffective, then the couple should seek another method of birth control, “assisted 

by the doctor,” to choose from mechanical (such as condoms or a diaphragm), chemical 

 

66 50 Preguntas, 12. “…de la creación del hombre y de la mujer, del significado de la atracción sexual y del 
amor, de la fidelidad y el perdón entre esposos.” 
67 50 Preguntas, 15–16.  
68 50 Preguntas, 16. “… en palabras del Concilio—una ‘íntima comunidad de vida y amor...’” 
69 50 Preguntas, 16. “no debe privarse de las relaciones sexuales.” 
70 50 Preguntas, 15. “mantienen, aumentan y significan el don divino de su amor humano.” 
71 50 Preguntas, 18. “la paternidad responsible and la conservacion y aumento de su amor conyugal.” 
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(such as foam or gel), or pharmacological (such as the contraceptive pill) options.72 If 

necessary, the MFC instructed, couples could choose to use artificial contraception, and 

their consciences and souls would remain in good standing with the Church. In a follow-

up to this question, the MFC refrained from giving a general recommendation about a 

preferred type of artificial contraception. They urged couples to make this decision in 

accordance with a doctor and priest.73 The MFC told couples that they do not need 

approval or permission from, say, a priest to decide to stop having children. The couple 

was at the center of decision-making about their reproductive lives, not priests or doctors.  

While the MFC embraced sexual attraction in their idea of marriage, when it came 

down to it, they thought of women primarily as mothers. The MFC pamphlet addressed 

the possibility of disagreement between husband and wife. Obviously, the MFC pamphlet 

urged that what would be “best” was for couples to “always make this decision 

together.”74 In cases where there was discord, the pamphlet said, “the woman can resolve 

[it] by herself.”75 Indeed, it is surprising to see a Catholic organization write to the public 

that it was ultimately up to the woman to resolve this situation, but this stance reflected 

many historical circumstances. There was a concern over “single mothers.”76 By making 

 

72 50 Preguntas, 17–18. “asistidos por el médico.” They refer to an earlier answer they gave on page 17, 
where they list the different kinds of birth control available. The words I chose reflect the way the pamphlet 
writers categorized these types of artificial contraception: “anticonceptivos mecánicos”, “anticonceptivos 
artificiales químicos,” and “anticonceptivos artificiales farmacológicos.” 
73 50 Preguntas, 19.  
74 50 Preguntas, 20. “Lo mejor será que siempre decidan ambos, porque tanto el hombre como la mujer son 
responsables de su paternidad.” 
75 50 Preguntas, 20. “la mujer puede resolver por sí misma.” 
76 Carta del Equipo Coordinador Nacional del M.F.C a Comité Episcopal Mexicano, July 3, 1972, caja 21, 
exp 18, Colección Darío Miranda, AHAM. For example, in response to the MFC leaders’ request, the 
bishops listed that they wanted to publicly comment on the problem of “madre solteras” (single mothers) 
and address the role of fathers in the question of “paternidad responsable.” 
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women the ultimate decision-makers, it also affirmed the prevailing idea from Catholic 

doctrine that women were built for motherhood. By 1973, the time this pamphlet was 

published, feminist organizing had been on the rise in Mexico City, calling for voluntary 

motherhood, in other words, advocating for women to have the right to make decisions 

about motherhood, which included abortion and birth control. The MFC pamphlet differs 

from the demands of these feminists because it idealized couples making this decision 

together.  

In the same month that the MFC published these pamphlets, MFC members met 

in Mexico City for a conference. From February 3 to 5, 1973, the Archdiocese of Mexico 

City chapter of the MFC held its fourth meeting. As relayed by Señal, almost 2,300 

families attended the three-day affair. The Señal reporter asked attendees about the 

government’s family planning program, and they all agreed that it was up to couples to 

make decisions about the family. The presidents of the Mexico City chapter, Luis and 

Alicia Guzmán, praised the state’s initiative. They told the reporter that the program was 

“adequate” because it did not reduce family planning to the “medical aspect.”77 The 

state’s plan recognized that people “have the right to liberty” when making these 

decisions.78 They said that “the government has said that it will not impose any type of 

control,” and instead, will help educate people so they can make informed decisions and 

plan their families. Similarly, the MFC’s ecclesiastical assistant Roberto Aguilar Zapién, 

 

77 Alberto Barranco Chavarría, “Hay que educar al niño para la Libertad,” Señal, February 17, 1973, 10–12. 
Hemeroteca Nacional de México. 
78 Barranco Chavarría, “Hay que educar,” 10. “es adecuado porque no se limita al aspecto médico…” 
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the priest working with the lay organization, said that the MFC cannot instruct couples 

which “method they should follow to impede conception.”79 Another attendee, Leticia 

Cervantes insisted that each couple should decide without any state intervention. As she 

put it, “Each couple should be conscious of the ideal number of children they can 

have.”80 It was indisputable—each couple must make their own decision.  

It is very likely the MFC wanted to promote their emphasis on education to Señal 

readers, in preparation for the publishing and distribution of their educational pamphlet in 

February 1973. The article underscored that education was the answer to societal 

problems, such as divorce or abortion. It was best for parents to “help one’s child develop 

his liberty.”81 This way, parents prepared children to someday make their own well-

informed, moral decisions in the future. While the Señal reporter made no mention of the 

MFC pamphlet and whether it was distributed at the conference, the attendees’ answers 

reflected an investment in education. 

In addition to publishing and distributing these pamphlets, the MFC opened 

centers dedicated to family planning the next month. The opening of these centers, as 

relayed by NC News Service, was “part of an effort by the Church in Mexico to educate 

Catholics on the matter.”82 The centers’ objectives were to produce Catholics with 

 

79 Barranco Chavarría, “Hay que educar,” 10. “el método que debe seguir para impedir la concepción.” 
80 Barranco Chavarría, “Hay que educar,” 10. “Cada pareja debe estar consciente del número deal de hijos 
que puede tener.” 
81 Barranco Chavarría, “Hay que educar,” 10. “…Hay que ayudar al niño a desarrollar su libertad.” 
82 Carlos Castilla, “Christian Family Movement Opens Center to Help Family Planning,” NC News Service, 
March 7, 1973. Database: Catholic Portal, accessed September 30, 2020. I have yet to find confirmation of 
this initiative in the archival record. In the future, I would like to corroborate this story.  
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information about family life “under the guidance of priests.”83 These centers were found 

in “poverty areas of the city.”84 The placement of these centers reflects a prejudice many 

middle-class Catholics likely held about family planning. By targeting the poorest areas 

of Mexico City, the MFC had signaled that poor, likely brown, rural migrants were most 

in need of family planning, due to lack of resources, education, or all the above.  

In the end, the MFC’s primary goal was to educate. From the pamphlet to the 

center it opened, the organization believed it was its responsibility to inform Mexicans 

about their birth control options. Clearly, they praised the bishops’ original message, 

believing it was a sign that the Mexican Church was finally applying the Vatican II’s 

many takeaways, including the importance of laypeople. The MFC pamphlet also clearly 

continued since the leadership of the Alvárez Icaza-Longorias to teach about the 

importance of sexual attraction to couples.85 Unknown to them, in just a few months, the 

bishops would reverse these positive changes.  

The Bishops’ Reversal 

By August 1973, the bishops reprinted their message, removing any parts that 

emphasized the freedom of the couple to decide together on a means of birth control.86 

The Mexican bishops had sent their statement to the Vatican for approval and revised it. 

 

83 Castilla, “Christian Family Movement Opens Center.” While more research is necessary, it would be 
interesting to see if Father Alfonso Orozco (see Chapter 2) were involved in these centers directly, or 
indirectly. 
84 Castilla, “Christian Family Movement Opens Center.” 
85 Pacheco Hinojosa speculates that one can discuss the “evolution” of the MFC’s approach to sexuality, 
especially since 1963 in “Iglesia, Familia y Sociedad,” 166–7. As Chapter 1 shows, the Alvárez-Longorias, 
then MFC presidents, were discussing the importance of sexual attraction by the mid-1960s.  
86 Espino Armendariz, “Feminismo católico en México,” 207.  
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After having changed their public position, the bishops mandated that the MFC revise its 

materials to reflect this new statement. The fact that the Mexican bishops eventually 

revised their public position indicates the beginnings of a new politicization around 

reproductive questions. The upcoming 1974 UN Population Conference in Bucharest, 

combined with the liberalization of laws around the world pertaining to birth control, sex, 

and marriage, pressured the Vatican to prioritize these issues and consolidate their 

position in the early 1970s. While reproductive questions were increasingly becoming a 

higher priority for the Vatican, this was not yet true for Mexican bishops. The pressure to 

consolidate opinion regarding the pill and the state’s policy began to reach bishops only 

after they faced criticisms of their original December 1972 statement.  

Following the release of the original message, a few Mexican bishops admitted 

that they had disagreed with the statement. The bishop of Texcoco, Francisco Ferreira, 

was one of the loudest critics of the original document released by bishops.87 According 

to Espino Armendáriz, Ferreira was a leader of one of the Mexican Church’s most 

conservative sectors. For the bishop, the document was wrong. It not only approved of 

the use of contraception, but it also, accepted neo-Malthusian policies. The document 

erroneously recognized couples’ right to make decisions about their reproductive lives, 

which the bishop found unacceptable. This document, which had not been approved by 

the Vatican, had to be sent for evaluation and approval. Until then, only the original 

encyclical, Humanae vitae was the true guidance for the Church. The bishop admitted 

 

87 Espino Armendáriz, “Feminismo católico en México,” 205–206.  
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that he had not actually signed the document, meaning he was in the one-third who 

rejected the document.  

On the other hand, Bishop Méndez Arceo found the original document lacking.88 

While the document was better than the previously published Instructivo in 1969, it was 

insufficient progress. Although Méndez Arceo had similarly advocated for the rights of 

parents, the document could have gone further. Méndez Arceo, the bishop who embraced 

liberation theology, probably believed the document did not address structural problems, 

including imperialism. It did not center the poor, and it did not consider how to educate 

the masses. Like Ferreira, Méndez Arceo admitted that his signature on the document 

appeared without his permission.  

By the time that the Vatican received the bishops’ original December 1972 

message for approval in the winter of 1973, the Vatican was likely already under pressure 

to clarify and defend its position on all matters related to birth control. First, the pope still 

had not gotten over the Humanae vitae decision, the discord, and confusion it had caused 

all over the world. According to the pope’s biographer, Peter Hebblethwaite, Paul VI was 

still in anguish in the early 1970s reflecting on his stewardship and the future of the 

Church. This pressure influenced his decision to choose the theme of the next Synod 

meeting in 1974. Most bishops and around the world wanted to discuss the topics of 

marriage and family, which distressed the pope, who did not want to revisit these old 

debates that had caused trouble from which the Church was still recovering.89  

 

88 Espino Armendáriz, “Feminismo católico en México,” 207.  
89 Peter Hebblethwaite, Paul VI: The First Modern Pope, (London: HarperCollins, 1993), 594–597. 
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Apart from concerns over the state of the Church, the Vatican likely felt pressured 

by the liberalization in laws in Italy, and across the world. At the start of the 1970s, for 

the first time ever, divorce was made legal in Italy. Catholic groups and the Christian 

Democrats were already mobilizing to ask for a referendum on the law. Still, the pope did 

not want to deal with this layer of pressure if they were to potentially revisit the topic of 

marriage and family at the next Synod.90 Ultimately, Paul VI chose “Evangelization” as 

the topic of the 1974 Synod, avoiding the contested topics of marriage and family.91 

At the start of 1973, when the Vatican likely received the Mexican bishops’ 

original statement, it was confronting the legalization of abortion in the US. The US had 

already been one of the loudest critics of Humanae vitae on the global stage and had 

some of the most famous cases of priest dissenters.92 And in 1970, Paul VI had reiterated 

the Church’s ban on abortion to American Catholics. At a meeting of Catholic medical 

physicians in Washington, the Pope reiterated that abortion was “barbarism,” and said it 

was an act of murder.93 While he did not explicitly reference the legalization of abortion 

in New York earlier that Spring, many believed he was directly referencing this 

legislation. In January 1973, the Supreme Court passed Roe v. Wade, which allowed for 

the legalization of abortion across the United States. Historian Matthew Connelly implies 

 

90 Hebblethwaite, Paul VI, 597.  
91 Hebblethwaite, Paul VI, 594–597. 
92 One of my observations about the global scholarship on the global birth control question is that the 
“dissent” of the US has been overinflated, especially in light of recent politics. Still, my sources suggest 
that there was an impression among Catholics that the US was one of loudest critics and dissent. For 
example, there were many public controversies over American Catholics, including the dissenting priest, 
Charles Curran, the Catholic physician, John Rock, and Cardinal Wright’s case with US priest dissenters.   
93 Paul Hoffman, “Pope Denounces Legal Abortions,” The New York Times, October 13, 1970. 
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that the announcement of Mexico’s family planning campaign, in combination with 

upcoming 1974 World Population Conference, motivated the Vatican to coordinate a 

response.94 At the start of 1973, the Vatican’s Secretary of State Cardinal Jean-Marie 

Villot organized a Committee for the Family.95 The Committee’s goal was to make sure 

that in Bucharest, where the conference was to be held, only members of the Vatican’s 

official delegation could speak. It was the Vatican’s way of preparing and consolidating 

one official Catholic perspective.96 And so, in the face of this pressure, the Vatican made 

nitpicky suggestions on the original December 1972 document, which puzzled the 

Mexican bishops in charge of reviewing the suggestions.  

By the end of April 1973, a committee of Mexican bishops had read the Vatican’s 

suggestions and reviewed them. The editorial committee was composed of three bishops: 

Alfonso Toriz Cobián, Bishop of Querétaro; Adolfo Hernandez H., Bishop of Zamora; 

and Auxiliary Bishop of Oaxaca, J. Jesús Alba Palacios. The team noted that the revised 

document inevitably would inspire doubt among laypeople, priests, and bishops 

concluded. For this reason, the committee’s suggestion was to only implement the “truly 

substantial and necessary changes” of the Vatican’s 20 suggested changes.97 Likely, for 

this reason, the committee defended much of their original language. They did not 

 

94 By 1973, the Vatican was looking ahead to the World Population Conference to be held the next year in 
1974. To organize a response to the onset of family planning campaigns (at least this is what Connelly 
implies), the Church organized a Committee for the Family. See Fatal Misconception, 304.  
95 Fatal Misconception, 304. 
96 Hebblethwaite, The First Modern Pope, 607–608.  
97 “Dictamen de la Comision Redactora del Mensaje Episcopal Sobre la Paternidad Responsible, Acerca de 
las Anotaciones Hechas por la S.C. Para la Doctrine de la Fe,” caja 14, exp. 6, Colección Darío Miranda, 
AHAM. “…verdaderamente sustanciales y necesarias.” 
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understand why the Vatican had, in some cases, suggested such redundant language. For 

example, why did they have to repeat the descriptor “licit,” when they had just previously 

referred to a “rect conscience?”98 They also did not understand why they had to reduce 

the phrase “ignorance and immaturity” to simply “immaturity.”99 What was likely 

redundant for the editorial committee of bishops was what the Vatican believed necessary 

to strengthen and defend their position.  

The editorial committee had the biggest issues with two revisions, sharing that 

they did not “see the substantial difference” between the correction and the original 

document.100 In the original message, this statement declared that couples could make 

their own decisions, and, regardless of the method they end up using, they still belonged 

to the Church.101 On the other hand, the Vatican suggested that bishops emphasize that 

couples should aim to “sincerely comply with the will of God,” as opposed how the 

bishops had worded it originally, “to find the will of God.”102 The Vatican also suggested 

 

98 “Dictamen de la Comision Redactora.” 
99 “Mensaje del Episcopado al pueblo de México sobre la Paternidad Responsable,” as found in Señal, 
January 6, 1973, 13. “…. por la ignorancia e inmadurez en el amor conyugal…” 
100 Dictamen de la Comision Redactora del Mensaje Episcopal Sobre la Paternidad Responsible, Acerca de 
las Anotaciones Hechas por la S.C. Para la Doctrine de la Fe,”  caja 14, exp. 6, Colección Darío Miranda, 
AHAM. “…no vemos diferencia sustancial…” 
101 In the original document, bishops argued that it was up to “couples to analyze it—along with the 
elements of their concrete situation—to find the will of God. They assured couples that as long as they 
‘loyally followed the dictates of their conscience,’ they should have peace of mind, and not feel excluded 
from ‘divine friendship’.” See Mensaje del Episcopado al pueblo de México sobre la Paternidad 
Responsable,” Señal, January 6, 1973, 13. “corresponde a los esposos analizarla—junto con los elementos 
de su situación concreta—para encontrar la voluntad de Dios.” “…siguiendo lealmente el dictado de su 
conciencia, los debe dejar tranquilos, ya que no tienen por qué sentirse apartados de la amistad divina.” 
102 Dictamen de la Comision Redactora del Mensaje Episcopal Sobre la Paternidad Responsible, Acerca de 
las Anotaciones Hechas por la S.C. Para la Doctrine de la Fe,” caja 14, exp. 6, Colección Darío Miranda, 
AHAM.  
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that couples should “loyally follow the dictates of their conscience, so rightly formed.”103 

Adding “so rightly formed” to describe the conscience was not “indispensable” for the 

bishops. In the “immediate anterior context” the document “insists three times” that the 

conscience should be rightly formed.104  Regarding this point, the editorial committee 

asked: “Who is going to believe that the opposite is said below?”105 In other words, the 

bishops asked, would couples feel capable of making decisions without fearing rejection 

from the Church?  

Other minor changes also confused bishops on the editorial committee. They did 

not understand why the phrase, “the total and current Magistrate of the church,” was 

insufficient and had to be reduced to simply the “magistrate of the Church.”106 Likely, the 

Vatican staff wanted to omit what the bishops saw as inclusive and accurate language 

about Church teachings. The Vatican probably wanted to vanquish any misconceptions 

about Church teaching, including that there was flexibility, or recent change to them. In 

the same comment, the bishops did not understand why the Vatican insisted that they add 

that couples must practice paternidad responsable “in an honest way.”107 The bishops 

asked: “Can there be a dishonest way of practicing paternidad responsable?”108 They 

 

103 “Dictamen de la Comision Redactora.” Por otra parte, la aañadidira: “así rectamente formada,” no es 
indispensable, ya que en contexto imediatamente anterior (IV.2.5.11). 
104 “Dictamen de la Comision Redactora.” “….se insiste tres veces en que se trata de que los esposos se 
formen recta conciencia.”  
105 “Dictamen de la Comision Redactora.” “¿Quien va creer que a continuación se dice lo contrario?” 
106 “Dictamen de la Comision Redactora.” “…no entendemos porqué sea fundamental decir: ‘magisterio de 
la Iglesia,’ en vez de ‘Magisterio total y actual de la Iglesia’.” 
107 “Dictamen de la Comision Redactora.” “por lo que respecta a la añadura: ‘y sobre el modo honesto 
practicarla, etc.’…” 
108 “Dictamen de la Comision Redactora.” “Puede haber un modo deshonesto de practicar la paternidad 
responsable, tal como se describe en el Cap. 1 del documento: ‘elementos básicos en la paternidad 
responsable”?  
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raised this rhetorical question to conclude their review of the Vatican’s suggestions. 

Obviously, the editorial committee believed that they had established the parameters of 

paternidad responsible, and that there was no way of doing it dishonestly.  

Tensions over textbooks can help explain why, apart from the Vatican’s demands, 

the Mexican bishops revised their message.109 Following the implementation of an anti-

clerical state following the Mexican Revolution, education had become a point of tension 

between Catholics and the state, especially the inclusion of Marxism and sex education. 

More recently, in 1958, the issue of education had resurfaced. The Adolfo López Mateos 

administration implemented an education plan, which included the distribution of free 

and mandatory textbooks. The purpose of this initiative was to provide books so that 

families who could not afford these books, could receive them. The goal of standardizing 

content upset many, including middle-class parents and the National Union of Parents 

(Unión Nacional de Padres de Familia). The National Union of Parents, which was 

formed by the Catholic Church in the 1920s, was a key player in the protests over this 

move.110 By the early 1960s, a compromise was reached. Schools could suggest or use 

other textbooks in addition to the official one. 

And so, the Echeverría administration’s decision to introduce free textbooks in the 

early 1970s again drew controversy, resurfacing concerns about sex education. Part of the 

 

109 For example, historian Espino Armendáriz links Bishop Ferreria’s critique of the document to the crisis 
over sex education See “Feminismo católico en México,” 205–206. 
110 For more on opposition to education (including sex education) in the 1920s and 1930s, see Rubenstein 
"Raised voices in the Cine Montecarlo.”; Belinda Arteaga, “A gritos y sombrerazos.”; Kristina A. Boylan, 
"Gendering the Faith and Altering the Nation”; Schell, “Gender, Class, and Anxiety at the Gabriel Mistral 
Vocational School.”; Andes, The Vatican and Catholic Activism in Mexico and Chile and The Mysterious 
Sofía; Del Carmen Zavala Ramírez, "¿De quien son los niños?.”  
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new Federal Education law was that the state could only assign and authorize educational 

content taught in private and public schools. These new textbooks were introduced into 

schools in 1972 and 1973, and drew controversy over its content, particularly its 

treatment of sex education.111 The National Union of Parents, as in earlier conflicts, was 

one of the loudest critics.112 According to them, it was up to parents, not schools, to teach 

sexual education. They also found problems with how the textbooks normalized 

masturbation and made references to extramarital sex. Historian Louise Walker describes 

the rumors that circulated among middle-class neighborhoods in Mexico City, spreading 

the impression that the government was indulging in socialism and Marxism. The 

question of sex education had stirred fears.  

In addition to the controversy over sex education in textbooks, changes in Church 

leadership likely also pushed the bishops to publish the revised message. In November 

1972, a new person had become in charge of CELAM, the council of Latin American 

bishops, Alfonso López Trujillo. According to Jesuit Martín de la Rosa, Colombian 

Alfonso López Trujillo’s assumption to leadership initiated a crackdown on radical 

priests and bishops in 1972 and 1973. After all, many bishops and priests had embraced 

liberation theology since the CELAM meeting in Medellín in 1968. Upon López 

Trujillo’s leadership, bishops with progressive positions were relieved of their positions, 

 

111 There were other issues with the textbooks, including its Marxist content and its treatment of evolution. 
See Walker, Waking from the Dream, 60; Blancarte, Historia de la Iglesia Católica en México, 317; Espino 
Armendáriz, “Feminismo católico en México,” 206.  
112 Walker describes critique coming from the other side of the political spectrum, the Revolutionary 
Teachers Movement (Movimiento Revolucionario del Magisterio). This organization of radical teachers 
believed that education should benefit the masses, and not the bourgeoise, and that education should have 
progressive social goals. See Waking from the Dream, 62. 
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such as Brazil’s Hélder Cámara and Mexico’s Samuel Ruiz.113 This was true in Mexico 

City. In 1973, the previously mentioned Jesuit priest Enrique Maza, who had become a 

critic of the Church and state authoritarianism in Mexico, was replaced as director of 

Christus magazine with a more conservative priest.114 A change in leadership also meant 

a change in priorities, as seen in the removal of many figures who were seen as 

progressive or radical. 

By August 1973, the bishops released a revised version of the statement, this time 

deemphasizing a couple’s right to freely make decisions about managing birth and having 

children. They also urged the MFC leaders to reflect and revise their materials.115 Upon 

request by the President of the Mexican Episcopate, Bishop Alfonso Toriz Cobián, a 

member of the editorial committee, wrote his review of the pamphlet.116 Though Toriz 

Cobián acknowledged the “good intentions of the authors,” pamphlet reflected “the ideas 

of those who collaborated in the editing of the previous draft but it does not reflect the 

content of the definitive document.”117 Even Señal magazine reprinted Toriz Cobián’s 

critique. Likely, bishops wanted to make known that the brochure was wrong.118 

Historian María Martha Pacheco Hinojosa claims that the MFC never corrected their 

 

113 Martín de La Rosa, “La Iglesia Católica,” 99.  
114 Pensado, Love and Despair, 114. 
115 In the future, I would like to double-check and see if there is any kind of revised edition of the pamphlet 
to more closely analyze how the MFC modified their advice for couples.  
116 The Mexican Episcopate refers to the body of Mexican bishops, otherwise referred to as Mexican 
hierarchy, or the Mexican bishops.  
117 “246. A Propósito del Folleto ‘50 Preguntas sobre paternidad responsable,’” Caja 18, exp. 4, Colección 
Darío Miranda, AHAM. “…las buenas intenciones de los autores, es precico afriamr que el folleto refleja 
ciertamente las ideas de algunos que colaboraron en la redacción del esquema previo, pero no refleja el 
contendio del documento definitivo.” 
118 “Paternidad Responsable: 50 preguntas y un juicio,” Señal, September 22, 1973, 9–10.  
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materials following the publishing of the bishops’ revised statement.119 The bishops had 

shut down the debates over these questions.120  

Even after having announced a family planning campaign and after the bishops 

changed their opinion of it, President Echeverría managed to meet with the pope at the 

Vatican the following year. When Echeverría announced his visit on January 22, 1974, 

his visit spurred debate, especially about the place of the Catholic Church in Mexico. Just 

a few days later, Echeverría dispelled any misconceptions by sharing that he was not 

going with the purpose of “establishing diplomatic relations between Mexico and the 

Vatican.”121 The opportunistic president clarified that he was meeting with Pope Paul VI 

for efforts towards world peace.  

In February 1974, President Echeverría met with Pope Paul VI at the Vatican to 

discuss his ongoing project. Historian Loaeza argues that his visit was politically 

motivated—he wanted the pope’s support on the Charter on the Economic Rights and 

Duties of States (CERDS).122 And so, Echeverría spent 45 minutes discussing CERDS 

with the pope.123 The president first introduced the Charter’s main ideas at the April 1972 

UNCTAD meeting in Santiago, Chile. As observed by the CIA, Echeverría became 

closely associated with the Charter. His supporters insisted calling the project “Carta 

Echeverría.” The charter offered more “equitable ways of international trade.” It also 

 

119 Pacheco Hinojosa, “Iglesia, Familia y Sociedad,” 166.  
120 Here I echo Saúl Espino Armendáriz’s argument that the bishops concluded the debates and stood by 
their revised position. “Feminismo católico en México,” 207. 
121 As quoted in Blancarte, Historia de la Iglesia Católica en México, 300.  
122 Loaeza, La Restuaración, 106.  
123 Blancarte, Historia de la Iglesia Católica en México, 301. For more context on Charter on the Economic 
Rights and Duties of States (CERDS), see Olcott, International Women’s Year, 53–54.  



 

229 

called for the “sovereign control over natural resources and foreign investment.” It called 

for a “new international order.” 124 As Olcott observes, it was a threat to US and 

European investors who were involved in the Third World. In December 1974, the UN 

Assembly adopted the charter, months after Echeverría’s visit with the pope.125  

Very likely, President Echeverría wanted the pope’s approval of CERDS not only 

because he was a world leader but also because many of the charter’s values aligned with 

the pope’s recent 1967 encyclical, Populorum Progressio (On the Development of 

Peoples). As discussed, the encyclical had resonated with Mexicans and Latin Americans. 

The encyclical affirmed that poor nations were victims of colonialism and an unequal 

economic order and called for the economy to serve everyone, not just the rich at the 

expense of the poor.126 Echeverría’s own charter called for a transformation of 

international trade to make it more equitable for poorer nations. During their exchange, 

Pope Paul VI affirmed that the Vatican was interested in the integral development of 

Mexico, and its expansion of civic and social character.127  Echeverría secured the pope’s 

approval of the charter.  

Apart from his visit with the pope, Echeverría also used the Catholic Church in 

other ways to bolster his reputation as a humanitarian. Historians note that despite Bishop 

Méndez Arceo’s many open criticisms of state repression, Echeverría still publicly 

 

124 Olcott, International Women’s Year, 54. 
125 Olcott, International Women’s Year, 54. 
126 Paul VI, Populorum Progressio. For more on Populorum progressio see Pensado, Love & Despair, 9–
10, 66, 71, 157, 198, and 211. 
127 Blancarte, Historia de la Iglesia Católica en México, 301. 
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invited the bishop to his official residence in the Los Pinos neighborhood of Mexico 

City.128 Given the rhetoric of Echeverría’s visit with the pope and his own public 

invitations to Méndez Arceo, Echeverría clearly wanted his work and his administration 

to appear as humanitarian as possible.129 Echeverría also approved funds to remodel the 

Basilica of Our Lady of Guadalupe in Mexico City, which was inaugurated in 1976.130 

Just as Mexico City feminists could see though Echeverría’s opportunism, so could a 

sector of the Catholic Church. For instance, while archbishop Darío Miranda praised the 

president’s visit with the pope, the Church’s most critical sectors believed the purpose of 

the visit was to only improve the image of Mexico and by consequence, Echeverría, as 

opposed to enact change.131 

The amendment that made family planning constitutional was an attempt to 

position Mexico as the rightful host of the UN’s International Women’s Year (IWY) 

conference. When Echeverría heard rumors that Colombia might not host the IWY 

conference as planned, he presented a constitutional amendment to guarantee women’s 

rights. In December 1974, an amendment was added to Article 4 of the Mexican 

Constitution that guaranteed men’s and women’s right to plan their families; the 

amendment specifically said: “Man and woman are equal before the law. This will 

protect the organization and development of the family.” It added that, “every person had 

 

128 Blancarte, Historia de la Iglesia Católica en México, 302. Pensado, Love and Despair, 125.  
129 In the future, I would like to study newspapers from end of January to early February 1974, and say 
more about how his visit was received. I will consult the Archivo General de la Nación (AGN) (Mexico’s 
national archive) to see if there is more about his visit there.  
130 Loaeza, La Restauración, 106; Pensado, Love and Despair, 125; Blancarte, Historia de la Iglesia 
Católica en México, 302. 
131 Blancarte, Historia de la Iglesia Católica en México, 301.  
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the right to decide in a free, responsible and informed manner on the number and spacing 

of their children.”132⁠ Although President Echeverría had used this amendment to position 

Mexico as the perfect place to host the UN International Women’s Year Conference in 

1975, second-wave feminists critiqued this superficial move.133 For Mexican feminists, 

Echeverría’s superficial attempt to make his administration and Mexico appear as 

advocate for women’s rights was coopting their movement.  

Echeverría’s visit to the Vatican and his relations with the Mexican Church 

indicates the limits of this growing politicization. As much as the pope was stressed by 

the pressure surrounding reproductive questions, it appears he also was not too stressed. 

It seems that the pope did not say anything to Echeverría regarding his decision to 

implement family planning, or his policy regarding sex education. Even though the state 

was sponsoring family planning and had made it constitutional, this move did not prevent 

the Church from accepting his help to allocate funds to renovate the basilica in Mexico 

City. In other words, the politicization over reproductive matters was just beginning to 

develop.   

Conclusion  

This chapter has shown the making and the re-making of the bishops’ message 

from in the broader context of Church-state relations, especially regarding family 

planning. The bishops, likely in fear of more confusion or backlash, tried their best to 

 

132 Soto Laveaga, "Let's Become Fewer,” 23.  
133 Olcott, International Women’s Year, 54–59. 
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underplay that they revisited their message and revised it. The circumstances that had 

allowed for the bishops to initially endorse the state’s policy, had transformed over the 

course of just two years. This series of events raises questions about the beginnings of 

polarization around aspects of sex and reproduction. As previously mentioned, historians 

have shown how there was a distinct shift inside the Mexican Church around 1972 and 

1973.  

This chapter has shown how this shift affected the bishops’ approach to birth 

control and family planning. While initially the Vatican’s nitpicky suggestions confused 

the members of the editorial committee, the members quickly agreed as Mexico’s 

circumstances changed. The resurgence of concern over sex education, combined with 

changes in Latin American Church leadership, pushed bishops to revise their statement. 

And because the MFC had taken a cue from the bishops’ original message, the bishops 

asked the pamphlet writers to revise and correct those materials. Still, this eight-month 

period is telling as during this time, the future of the Mexican Church had looked 

different, if not promising.  
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Epilogue and Conclusion 

In a letter dated September 25, 1978, to the national presidents of the Movimiento 

Familiar Cristiano (MFC), the Secretary General of the Conferencia Episcopal Mexicana 

(CEM), the governing and representative body of the bishops, relayed their concerns 

regarding the state’s “violation of human rights” in its family planning campaign.1 The 

bishops said they were ready to organize their pastoral response and even denounce the 

activities to the civil authorities. They also asked the MFC presidents, Roberto and 

Elizabeth de la Fuente, for help. The bishop asked if the couple would assist priests in 

conducting a study about the problem in Mexico on a national scale. The bishop added 

that he trusts that the "study will be conducted with the utmost discretion, given the 

sensitivity of the problem."2 While the letter did not name the nature of the human rights 

violations, it did pertain to the family planning campaign, which the bishops, as we saw 

in the previous chapter, had once endorsed. And now, they wanted to investigate the 

problem secretly to avoid any trouble. This letter, although just one document, signals 

how much had changed around questions pertaining to the state's family planning 

campaign and reproductive questions more broadly. Previously supporters of the family 

planning campaign, now the bishops were wary and critical, charging the state with 

human rights violations. The circumstances had changed.   

 

1 Letter to Roberto and Elizabeth de la Fuente from Alfredo Torres Romero, Secretary General of the CEM, 
September 25, 1978,  Caja 221, exp. 43, Colección  DaríoMiranda, AHAM. “..la violación de los derechos 
humanos…” 
2Letter to Roberto and Elizabeth. “ Confía, además en que tal investigación se hará con la máxima 
discreción, dado lo delicado del problema.” 
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In a changing landscape, particularly around sex and gender roles, the Church 

reaffirmed its teachings. Many Catholics in Mexico still had not even heard of Humanae 

vitae, the Pope’s prohibition of the pill.3 Gay movements gained visibility in the United 

States, Argentina, and Mexico by the late 1970s.4 Gender and sexual norms continued to 

change, such as higher rates of women entering the workforce and premarital sex.5 In 

response to these changes, the Vatican released in 1975  the “Declaration on Certain 

Questions of Sexual Ethics.” The declaration prohibited three types of sexual acts: 

masturbation, homosexuality, and premarital sex. The Vatican continued to defend its 

prohibition of nonprocreative sex, ignoring the advances theologians and other thinkers 

had made in the avenues of love and marriage just a decade earlier.  

The Mexican bishops, too, clarified their position, using references to human life, 

distinct from their statements in Chapter 6. On September 12, 1975, the Mexican bishops 

released their “Mexican episcopate’s declaration about the respect of human life.”6 This 

document condemned suicide, homicide, abortion, euthanasia, and sterilization. It was 

not just a comment on population control. Instead, it commented on the "contempt for 

life" the bishops had witnessed in Mexican society.7 In their declaration, they also 

 

3 Leñero Otero, Investigación De La Familia En México. See also Espino Armendáriz, “Feminismo 
católico en México,” 203-204. 
4 See Franco, “Revolution in the Sheets,” see Chapter 3 of Jordi Díez, The Politics of Gay Marriage in 
Latin America: Argentina, Chile, and Mexico, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2015); See 
Chapter 1 of Rafael de la Dehesa, Queering the Public Sphere in Mexico and Brazil: Sexual Rights 
Movements in Emerging Democracies, (Durham: Duke University Press, 2010). 
5 For more on changing cultural and gender norms in the 1960s, see Eric Zolov, Refried Elvis. For more on 
changing gender norms in the workplace from early to mid-20th century Mexico, see Susie S. Porter, From 
Angel to Office Worker: Middle-Class Identity and Female Consciousness in Mexico, 1890–1950, (Lincoln: 
University of Nebraska Press, 2018). 
6 Blancarte, Historia de la Iglesia Católica en México, 316.   
7 As quoted in Blancarte, Historia de la Iglesia Católica en México, 316.  “…menosprecio a la vida…” 
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criticized the state’s family planning campaign, including its participation in the World 

Conference on Population.8  

By 1978, there were signs of success in the family planning campaign thanks to 

the effective use of media. CONAPO (the National Population Council established in 

1974) released its first campaign, Vámonos Haciendo Menos (Let's Become Fewer). The 

flyers used Mexican stereotypes in their materials to motivate people to change their 

behavior. For example, many of the flyers showed irresponsible images of Mexican men, 

highlighting their machismo and laziness to underscore the dangers of their choices. At 

the bottom of these flyers, the slogan usually said: "Let's become 'x,' so we can all live 

better." where x referred to whatever moral the flyer promoted.9 Similarly, telenovelas 

were broadcast between 1975 and 1978 to motivate couples to use contraception.10 The 

media has helped inform Mexicans about their family planning options and motivated 

them to change their behavior.  

While the state’s policy reached more Mexicans, the family planning campaign 

remained dedicated to contraception and excluded abortion. For example, in 1976, 

CONAPO organized a group of experts to study the problem of abortion. The group's 

suggestion was to legalize abortion when it was a voluntary decision. President 

Echeverría, however, ignored his commission's findings and prohibited the disclosure of 

these conclusions. That same year, a group of feminists pitched a project for the law to 

 

8 Blancarte, Historia de la Iglesia Católica en México, 317.  
9 This quote and the preceding information are from Gabriela Soto Laveaga's "Let's Become Fewer, "24.  
10 Manon Parry, Broadcasting Birth Control, 118 -123.   
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the Cámara de Diputados in Mexico City under the name of voluntary motherhood. 

Feminist groups continued to organize for the right to abortion into the late 1970s.11 

By the late 1970s, some Catholics at the center of this dissertation became even 

more involved in human rights activism. By then, Mexicans had recognized that they, 

too, were living under authoritarianism, like so many of their counterparts living under 

dictatorships across Latin America. Notably, José Alvárez Icaza and Luz María Longoria 

Gama continued to expand their CENCOS organization, which has been called the first 

human rights organization in Mexico’s history. Bishop Méndez Arceo helped form the 

Frente Pro Defensa de los Derechos Humanos (The Pro-Defense of Human Rights Front) 

in 1977. The director of Jesuit magazine, Christus, Enrique Maza, replaced in 1973 by a 

more conservative priest, founded Proceso magazine in 1976. Proceso provided a Leftist 

space for Catholics to critique authoritarianism and the violation of human rights across 

Latin America. On the other hand, Salcedo, who worked at the Jesuit university, 

Universidad Iberoamericana in Mexico City for most of the 1970s, left the Jesuit order in 

1977 for unknown reasons.12 

While CONAPO promoted smaller family size, and the Vatican consolidated its 

position on sexuality and reproductive issues, by the late 1970s, romance historietas 

 

11 Marta Lamas, “Cuerpo y Política: La Batalla Por Despenalizar Al Aborto,” in Un Fantasma Recorre El 
Siglo : Luchas Feministas En MéXico 1910-2010, eds. Gisela Espinosa Damián & Ana Lau Jaiven, 
(México, D.F. : Universidad Autónoma Metropolitana, Unidad Xochimilco, 2011), 186.  
12 Gracious and generous archivists at the Archive of the Jesuits in Mexico City gave me his CV and basic 
biographical information.  Sección: Vida de Jesuitas de la Provincia, AHPMCJ. I know he left the order 
because the archivist told me when I asked for basic biographical information. His CV does end by the end 
of the 1970s, but otherwise, I would not have known he left the order. The archivists told me they could not 
provide more information. While more research is necessary, Salcedo perhaps radicalized like many other 
Catholics in historian Pensado’s Love and Despair.  
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(comics) reached their peak popularity in Mexico. Lágrimas, risas, y amor (Tears, 

Laughter, and Love) began its production in 1962, which coincided with the opening 

inside the Catholic Church, which is the focus of this dissertation. By 1977, Yolanda 

Vargas Dulché’s historieta Lágrimas, risas, y amor (Tears, Laughter, and Love) sold up 

to 1.3 million copies weekly.13 The New York Times said it was one of Latin America’s 

most successful soap operas. In 1980, Lágrimas, risas, y amor sold between 1.2 and 1.5 

million copies weekly.14 Just as magazines had likely shown Catholics in the 1940s 

alternate ideas about sex, love, and relationships, so did these entertaining historietas in 

the 1970s.15 As the Mexican bishops consolidated their position, particularly on abortion 

and birth control, Mexican Catholics likely continued to seek other spaces—television, 

radio, magazines (ranging from women’s publications to pornographic ones), and 

CONAPO materials—to learn about love and sex. 

The Mexican bishops and their colleagues across the continent were working 

towards the following CELAM III meeting, to be held in Puebla, México, originally in 

October 1978. Cardinal Alfonso Trujillo, CELAM secretary general since late 1972, had 

released a preparatory document, which many saw as a conservative offensive for the 

upcoming meeting.16 Many, not just the bishops but the world, turned to the upcoming 

CELAM III meeting in Puebla to see how the conference would treat topics such as 

 

13 Alan Riding, “Mexico’s Passionate Affair with the Comics,” New York Times, September 5, 1977. 
Timesmachine. Accessed February 20, 2024.  
14 Charles Tatum, ""Lágrimas, Risas Y Amor": Mexico's Most Popular Romance Comic Book," Journal of 
Popular Culture 14, no. 3 (Winter 1980): 413-414. 
15 Here I am building off the work of historian Valentina Torres Septién. See “El amor desde la práctica 
discursivo de la Iglesia Católica preconciliar.” 
16 Blancarte, La Historia de la Iglesia Católica en México, 371.  
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liberation theology, which had already become a divisive issue for the Church. Already, 

the preparations for the CELAM meeting were politicized. 

In October 1978, the Church had also gained a new pontiff, pushing the date of 

the CELAM meeting to early next year. Following the deaths of two Popes, Paul VI and 

Pope John Paul I earlier that year, the new Pope was John Paul II, or Karol Wojtyła, a 

cardinal from Poland, which was still under communist rule at the time. The Latin 

American bishops had been organizing and looking forward to their next CELAM 

meeting in Puebla, México. The Mexican bishops had already been working on inviting 

Pope John Paul I, who had declined the invitation.17 Pope John Paul II visited Puebla to 

kick off the CELAM III's meeting. He was the first Pope ever to visit Mexico. 

As the world waited to hear the conclusions from the bishops’ meeting, especially 

in the wake of their historic meeting ten years earlier in Medellín, Catholics mobilized 

outside of the meeting. José Alvárez Icaza, as head of CENCOS, helped organize a forum 

for neglected and marginalized voices to share their views. The forum addressed a range 

of topics, including women’s repression, state violence and repression, and Christianity's 

relationship with socialism and Marxism.18 The purpose was also to amplify the 

perspectives of bishops with liberationist sympathies, who were excluded from the 

meeting. While initially seen as a failure in CELAM literature, historians now recognize 

 

17 Loaeza, La Restauración, 111. 
18 Pastor Escobar, “Vaticano II en el laicado mexicano,” 309-312; Espino Armendáriz, “Feminismo 
católico en México,” 178. 
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that the results of the 1979 Puebla meeting were much more ambiguous than previously 

thought.19  

Indeed, the September 25, 1978, letter from bishops to the MFC, included at the 

beginning of the epilogue, is telling. In just six years after their initial endorsement and 

five years after their revised statement, the Mexican bishops had utterly changed their 

approach to reproductive issues, including the state’s family planning campaign. Though 

thoroughly examining this exchange is beyond the scope of this epilogue, this letter 

shows us how Mexican bishops, even before John Paul II became the new pontiff, began 

to adopt discourses about human rights violations to refer to family planning. The bishops 

likely adopted language from Mexico's pro-life movement (Pro-Vida). Earlier that year, 

Pro-Vida (Pro-Life) held its first march in Mexico City.20 Thousands of women marched 

to the Basilica of Guadalupe to protest attempts (likely by feminist groups) to 

decriminalize abortion. Just a few years earlier, reproductive decision-making—at least 

when it came to the pill—was up to a couple. Now, the stakes were higher. It was a 

matter of human life and human rights.  

Even more had changed by the time Mexico City hosted the 1984 United Nations 

Population Conference. Mexico's family planning campaign had become a model for 

other countries. The Vatican was cracking down on liberation theology. At the 

conference in Mexico City, the United States, which was now under the Reagan 

 

19 For example, Espino Armendáriz, “Feminismo católico en México,” 178. See also Pablo Bradbury and 
Niall Geraghty (eds.), As it was in the Beginning? Liberation Theology and Praxis in Latin 
America (London: University of London Press, (forthcoming). 
20 Chowning, Catholic Women and Mexican Politics, 1750-1940, 246-7. 
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administration, announced it would not fund any programs that provided abortion. This 

rule became known as the Mexico City policy or the global gag rule. The anti-abortion 

propaganda film El Grito Silencioso (The Silent Scream) was released the same year. The 

film contained medically inaccurate images, including a bloody, murdered fetus. 

Concerns over the pill had become a distant memory, and abortion had replaced it.  

Contests over Contraception follows Mexican Catholics as they intervened in 

international debates about the pill from the early 1960s to the early 1970s. Mexican 

Catholics—married couples, women, priests, and bishops—were not passive recipients of 

Church doctrine but willful actors shaping these debates. Over the decade, Mexican 

Catholics weighed a variety of concerns in their discussions, including marital intimacy, 

inequality, family size, sin, abortion, menstrual irregularities, and the effectiveness of 

birth control methods. 

A key argument in Contests over Contraception is that the terminology we have, 

whether it’s left or right, liberal or conservative, pro-life or pro-choice, cannot capture the 

changing alliances and beliefs over the pill in this period and why and how couples 

should have sex. One could embrace liberation theology, reject the pill (on the claim that 

it was US imperialism), or accept it (as Bishop Méndez Arceo did). One could embrace 

the importance of marital intimacy and accept the pill (because it would help women 

avoid resorting to abortion) or reject it (because love was between spouses and God, the 

creator). Contraception was also never illegal in Mexico, so debates over criminality did 

not take place as they did, for example, over abortion. 
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The avoidance of abortion is most likely one of the reasons why women could and 

can access birth control without a prescription in Mexico, especially before the state 

decriminalized abortion in September 2023. Though access to birth control and abortion 

fit into the framework of reproductive rights from the feminist perspective, this logic did 

not reflect Catholic morals during the 1960s. As this dissertation suggests, these binary 

terminologies (pro-choice/pro-life, left/right, conservative/progressive) cannot accurately 

capture the complexity of these Mexican Catholic debates about the pill, marriage, and 

reproductive decision-making.  

The Catholic focus on how heterosexual couples should make decisions about 

their reproductive lives reflects this broader shift in contraceptive culture. Because there 

was wider availability of contraceptives for women specifically (as opposed to just 

condoms for men), Catholic officials (and other institutions, though not the focus of this 

dissertation) emphasized that couples made these decisions together, as exemplified in 

the term “responsible parenthood” and its variations. While waiting for the Pope’s final 

decision, many Mexican Catholics placed couples, not women, at the center of 

reproductive decision-making. It was not a matter of "choice" but of couples deciding 

what was right for them given their economic and social circumstances.  

José Alvárez Icaza and Luz María Longoria Gama's approach to marital intimacy 

reflects this emphasis on couples. The only reason that Luz María Longoria Gama was 

invited to Vatican II was thanks to her spouse’s advocacy. Their commitment to each 

other as a couple disrupted many gendered norms at Vatican II, such as the segregation of 

spaces by gender. While José Alvárez Icaza and his wife lived in the same house, their 
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US counterparts, the Crowleys, could not when they arrived in Rome for the Birth 

Control Commission. The few married couples in attendance had to live in separate 

quarters. By their next meeting, though, likely thanks to the intervention of José Alvárez 

Icaza and his wife at Vatican II, the Crowleys were allowed to share quarters, which 

signaled a change inside the Church. 

The Alvárez Icaza-Longorias’ ideas influenced the MFC in Mexico. Though just 

one source, the MFC’s 1973 brochure reflected a Catholic approach to couples’ sex and 

reproductive lives unimaginable today. It recognized pleasure and sexual attraction. If 

there was a disagreement between husband and wife, the mother had the right to make 

their own decisions. Such a brochure today would likely be labeled as “not Catholic,” the 

way Church authorities would later denounce Catholic reproductive rights organizations 

such as Católicas por el derecho a decidir (Catholics for the Right to Decide). This 

brochure and the rest of the dissertation show that these beliefs were still reconcilable. In 

line with historians who have studied reproductive issues in earlier parts of Mexico’s 

history, turning to these Mexican Catholic debates in the 1960s denaturalizes 

contemporary Catholic sexual morality. In many ways, the way the Church approached 

sexual and reproductive issues in the 1980s and 1990s was, in fact, new.  

José Alvárez Icaza and Luz María Longoria Gama also believed both spouses 

should enjoy marital relations, in other words, sex. This idea deviated from the Catholic 

Church's centuries-long focus on sex as procreative, reducing marital relations to 

exclusively sexual intercourse. Though the way they, Father Salcedo, and other Mexican 

Catholics expressed this idea would not correspond with contemporary progressivist 
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beliefs, it is noteworthy. The place of nonprocreative sex had troubled the Church for 

years, especially when it came to same-sex relations. Sex had to be procreative and 

natural, therefore making same-sex relations unnatural and immoral. Perhaps the issue of 

same-sex relations, masturbation, and other nonprocreative sex acts is a reason why Pope 

Paul VI went against the findings of his commission. To reimagine Catholic sexuality 

was too big and too scary a task for Paul VI, who was already overwhelmed by the 

decision.  

By the late 1960s, Catholic officials had repeatedly retracted or gone back on 

what they had said. Pope Paul VI, for instance, in 1967 Populorum Progressio, 

recognized the couple's right to make these reproductive decisions. Then, the world was 

shocked when the Pope prohibited the pill the following summer in 1968. Similarly, 

Mexican bishops honored the right of couples to make decisions following the 

announcement of the state’s family planning campaign in December 1972, and then again 

went back against this position and revised it by the following year. These reversals 

challenge depicting the Church as static, particularly in teachings over gender and 

sexuality. Just as much as religion is lived, it is also made.    

Contests over Contraception illustrates the different timelines of politicization 

surrounding Humanae vitae (the decision to prohibit the pill). For the Vatican, following 

the negative press it received, the topic quickly became politicized. Similarly, the Pope's 

prohibition became politicized rapidly in the United States, especially in the face of 

immediate pushback and notorious examples of dissent. The US dissent on the global 

stage has been inflated in the literature. In Mexico, on the other hand, given local 
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concerns, for example, following the Tlatelolco massacre, the prioritization of teaching 

related to sexual morals—in this case, the prohibition of the pill and how couples should 

make these decisions—came later, around 1973. Cardinal Alfonso Trujillo became the 

new leader of CELAM, which initiated the beginning of this shift.   

How the pill became immoral —and Mexicans’ participation in this history—

shows a different kind of Latin American Church than commonly depicted. Indeed, 

Mexican Catholics were concerned about social inequality and unequal economic order. 

Still, they were also worried about having sex, when and if to have children, and how to 

do it, according to their faith. This moment inside the Mexican Church allowed for a 

profound rethinking of marital intimacy, love, sex, and the possibilities of desire for a 

married couple. From married couples to priests, sectors of the Mexican Church were 

grappling with how to deal with these realities. 

On the other hand, the bishops wavered between echoing doctrine and trying to 

meet the needs of couples. Ultimately, Mexican bishops decided to reinforce doctrine. 

This history shows how the Mexican Church was at a crossroads in the 1960s when 

navigating sexual morality in a modernizing Mexico. Instead of choosing to meet couples 

where they were by embracing new, innovative theological possibilities about the pill 

(and implicitly marriage and sex), the Mexican Church, as well as the Vatican, chose to 

ignore these. The legacies of this decision can be seen in the Church's defense and 

consolidation of sexual morality (especially the prohibition of birth control and abortion) 

in the 1980s and 1990s.  
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