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Official Catholic opposition to contraception has long been
portrayed as a stand that is based in antiquated doctrine
and “out of touch” with society and its problems. In
fact, Catholic arguments often have been less devoted
to doctrine and more reflective of concerns for social
justice and human rights. This was certainly the case in
Latin America, as international birth control programs
evolved in the mid to late 20" century. Programs were
targeted at developing nations like those in Latin America
which were experiencing what was termed a “population
explosion.” This article describes how, in this primarily
Catholic region, Catholic authorities responded to popula-
tion policy, arguing that overpopulation should not be
considered the primary cause of economic strife, nor
should birth control be promoted as the solution.

More than three decades ago, Ivan Illich warned
of the difficulty of implementing a policy of popula-
tion control in Latin America, saying, “Only a
strongman could afford simultaneously to dare tradi-
tional Catholics who speak about sin, communists
who want to out-breed the United States imperialists,
and nationalists who speak about colonizing vast un-
settled expanses.”’ In an era in which the birth con-
trol movement centered much of its public arguments
on the empowerment of women, Illich was keenly
aware of the ways in which religion, communist ideol-
ogy and nationalism complicated population policy.
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This was particularly true in Latin America where the
Catholic Church remained strong, communists de-
manded alternative solutions, and nationalist identity
promoted strength in numbers. But while opposing
sides of the debate appeared unwaveringly polarized
in the 1960s, the dialectic contributed to a new per-
spective on international population policy present at
the dawn of the new millennium. According to that
new perspective, global population cannot be ad-
dressed without considering economic justice and hu-
man rights, both espoused by both Marxists and the
Catholic Church in their opposition to population
control.

The Catholic Church’s position against birth con-
trol has long been regarded as antiquated, unchanging
and steeped in medieval doctrine vilifying sexuality.
However, modern Catholic teachings on human rights
and economic justice have been significantly more in-
fluential in shaping Church arguments on birth control
since the eatly decades of the 20" century. It was in
that period that the religious debate over birth control
placed the Church into the role of “enemy,” as other
denominations shifted their positions toward accep-
tance.”> The debates took place primarily in the
United States and Western Europe, where birth con-
trol activists sought to legalize contraceptives through
a feminist initiative to lift the Victorian ban on contra-
ceptives and contraceptive information. Ultimately,
however, pro-birth control arguments appealed to eu-
genicists, race theorists and neo-Malthusians who saw
social and economic ills worsening as a result of over-
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population particularly among the poor and inferior.
The Church refused to shift its position for a variety
of reasons—Catholic authorities often arguing that
birth control was not a solution to economic prob-
lems and that no human life should be regarded as in-
ferior. These arguments played important roles when
the debate was taken to Latin America.

The birth control movement became almost im-
mediately international in scope as Margaret Sanger
and other activists organized international conferences
to address issues of global poverty, migration, war,
etc. and how they related to uncontrolled births. The
era of World War I marked the rise of intensified glo-
bal concerns, and in the post war period birth control
activists appealed to the League of Nations to include
a birth control platform in its plan for world peace.
The Great Depression brought a new perspective to
the birth control debate, shaping new economic argu-
ments, but it was not until the post-World War II era
that the International Planned Parenthood Federation
and other organizations were successful in getting the
wortld to acknowledge a need for global population
policy. India and China gained significant attention
from the beginning of the birth control movement,
with nationalist politics and large populations challeng-
ing the roles of the United States and Western Europe
in the geo-political/economic sphere. Attitudes to-
ward birth control and population in Latin America
evolved somewhat differently. First, the traditional re-
lationship between Latin America and the United
States resulted in the evolution of more specific U.S.
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influence in population policy directed to the South.
Second, the prevalence and nature of Catholicism in
Latin America molded unique birth control questions
that were not only theological, but political in charac-
ter. And third, the strength of socialism introduced
human rights and economic justice into birth control
dialogue that both paralleled Catholic teaching and
confronted the United States’ political-economic phi-
losophy and action.

The international birth control movement was first
introduced to Latin America during the era of the
Mexican Revolution. Margaret Sanger had opened
her first birth control clinic in the United States in
1916, and supported the opening of others through-
out the United States. She and other activists saw
themselves as liberating women everywhere from “in-
cessant childbearing” and planned to open clinics
wherever possible. Conditions in Mexico seemed fa-
vorable, not because of overpopulation, as Mexico
was essentially sparsely populated and the population
was actually declining due to high infant mortality, war
casualties and migration. Rather, revolutionary ideol-
ogy embracing human rights combined with political
attacks on the Church opened the door for birth con-
trol. Constitutionalists were willing to address
women’s rights and Mexican feminists demanded ac-
cess to contraceptives, particularly in the radical state
of Yucatan. In the early 1920s anti-Catholicism had
pervaded the birth control movement in the United
States, and though virtually all denominations op-
posed the use of artificial contraceptives, the Catholic
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Church had been branded as the enemy. The
strength of anti-clericalism in Mexico during the same
period influenced the opening of three birth control
clinics, and under the presidency of the anti-cleric
Plutarco Calles, Sanger’s booklet “Birth Regulation”
was freely distributed.” But Mexican women did not
embrace contraception in the 1920s. It is difficult to
determine exactly the reasons behind the failure,
though it is important to recognize a number of de-
termining factors. Mayan culture and the adherence
to Catholic teachings among the people of the
Yucatan acted as obstacles to contraceptive use. In
addition, the people of the Yucatan were largely poor
and illiterate, and they lacked clean water, making it
difficult to use the recommended diaphragms and
spermicidal jellies. But although this was a compara-
tively brief episode in birth control history, it illustrates
a division in cultural understanding that would per-
vade the evolution of international population policy
in coming decades.

In the 1930s, reformers and women’s reproductive
rights activists were overshadowed by the power of
the conservative eugenics movement and of eco-
nomic arguments pointing to population pressures as
contributing to the global depression. It was in this
era that the Catholic Church cemented its stand
against the use of artificial contraceptives as other de-
nominations shifted toward acceptance. In Latin
America a pro-natalist program began at the same
time, urging births to strengthen nations and support
economic development. The depression spurred im-
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port-substitution industrialization in Latin America, as
nations hoped to lessen dependency on foreign in-
vestment through internal economic development.
Within this initiative, leaders saw population growth
as fundamental to economic growth. This philosophy
contradicted the claims of more developed nations
that high birth rates caused economic problems, but
mid-20" century Latin American development more
cleatly paralleled 19" century U.S. development, where
population growth—through births and immigra-
tion—was encouraged. The political position of the
Catholic Church was in question at the same time, as
fascists (who supported traditional Church hierarchy)
and socialists (who attacked Church authority) vied
for control of nations. The Church’s position on
birth control seemed irrelevant as the population/eco-
nomic arguments of the developed world did not
seem to apply to the expansive Latin America before
the 1960s, and Latin American pro-natalism upheld
Church teaching. Policy makers saw human potential
as the country’s greatest asset, and in one study con-
ducted during the1960s, half of the respondents saw
Mexico’s heavy population increase as leading to eco-
nomic power.* Traditional clergy in Mexico and else-
where in Latin America embraced Church teachings
that promoted large families as healthier and more
prosperous.’

The exception lay in Puerto Rico. In the 1930s,
U.S. eugenics and birth control movements inspired
experimentation on Puerto Rican women. Claiming
overpopulation contributed significantly to poverty
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there, the United States initiated a sterilization pro-
gram in 1938, with an estimated one third of Puerto
Rican women of childbearing age sterilized by the
1970s. During the 1950s, Puerto Rican women also
served as subjects of research for eatly oral contracep-
tives, which contained dangerously high doses of hor-
mones. The program was not reflective of any more
general development supporting women’s reproduc-
tive rights, as women were largely kept ignorant of
other real contraceptive choices, and even of the con-
sequences of tubal ligation itself. Rather, it was pub-
licly promoted as an economic solution directly affect-
ing women who would not lose precious time on the
job due to childbearing. Women supplied the major-
ity of labor in poorly-paid garment production, and
corporations had a vested interest in keeping them
working. In addition, authorities hoped that the
Puerto Rican experiment could serve as a model for
economic development through population control.
Though the majority of Puerto Ricans were professed
Catholics, they actively participated in the program,
demonstrating one of many cases where Catholic be-
havior deviated widely from Vatican teaching. Politi-
cally there was little difficulty in introducing the pro-
gram as Puerto Rico was a U.S. possession and
thereby could not be termed a “Catholic nation.”
Very importantly, however, the episode served in later
debates as a prime example of the imperialist nature
of population control. Implementing principles of eu-
genics which were widely accepted in the United
States before World War II, the program targeted
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“undesirable and unbridled procreation, especially
among the poor and less cultured strata of the popula-
tion.”® Anti-U.S. sentiment from Cuba, Nicaragua
and elsewhere in Latin America, as well as the claims
of organizations such as DAWN (Development Alter-
natives with Women for a New Era, founded in the
1980s) point to the Puerto Rican story to describe
U.S. intentions and action.”

As the presence of socialism grew in Latin
America, so did attacks on U.S. participation in popu-
lation control. Socialists argued that the control of
births among the poor was simply a capitalist re-
sponse to economic disparity, where a more effective
solution might lie in substantive economic restructur-
ing. Ironically, participants in the Catholic social ac-
tion movement took a similar position. Without at-
tacking capitalism, and certainly without supporting
socialism, the teachings of Catholic social action
claimed that an address of economic justice should be
encouraged before implementing birth control.® This
position was outlined as early as 1916, when Monsi-
gnor John A. Ryan, director of the United States’ Na-
tional Catholic Welfare Conference, argued that if the
working class were paid a living wage, talk of birth
control would be unnecessary. Marxists argued along
similar lines, maintaining that “excess population” was
a by-product of capitalism, and that the solution lay
not in birth control, but in economic reorganization.
Centuries-old arguments that the poor contributed to
their own poverty by having more children than they
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could afford resurfaced in the 20™ century, and social
Catholicism and socialism responded vigorously.

Socialist arguments against birth control gained
new significance by the early 1960s, as the Cold War
intensified in Latin America. The CIA-led invasion of
Guatemala in 1954 and the CIA-backed Bay of Pigs
invasion of Cuba in 1961 illustrated the extent of U.S.
fears of socialism in the western hemisphere, demon-
strating to Latin American socialists that the U.S.
might certainly be capable of supporting the control
of population there. In the first United Nations
World Population Conference held in Rome in 1954,
capitalists and Marxists clashed over the role of popu-
lation and development, while Third World nations
(ultimately the primary target of population policy)
looked on. But the 1960s also marked the greatest
rate of population growth in the world—implying the
doubling of population in some developing countries
within 25 years or less, fueling capitalist fears that un-
derfed, ill-housed, and generally poverty-stricken
masses might turn to socialism. The tremendous
growth stemmed from the success of pro-natalist pro-
grams, but more significantly from effective modern-
ization programs that decreased infant mortality and
increased life expectancy.

During the 1950s, Catholic statements on popula-
tion and family size appearing throughout Latin
America mirrored Pope Pius XII’s conservative teach-
ings on family planning. In 1951, the Church officially
sanctioned the rhythm method, or periodic absti-
nence, as a method of limiting births as long as it was
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not used “habitually” for less than “grave” reasons.
Though to some the move appeared to be a response
to growing population pressures,” Catholic teaching
continued to promote large family size. International
political conditions promoted large family size as well.
Population growth was encouraged in both the
United States and the Soviet Union as a measure of
potential strength and as a protection in the case of
military attack. In developing countries also, popula-
tion growth was viewed as a sign of strength. Where
nationalistic sentiments reigned, pronatalism was sus-
tained by patriotism and was viewed as a protection
against enemies.

In 1959, the Draper Report recommended that
the United States offer birth control information in
connection with foreign aid. A four-star general, Will-
iam Draper served as Under-secretary of the Army
during the Truman and Fisenhower administrations,
and later as chairman of the Export-Import Bank dur-
ing the Reagan administration. In 1959, he began to
report the benefits of population control in foreign
development. The recommendation ignited a debate,
with U.S. bishops attacking the use of the term
“population explosion” to instill fears among the
American public, and claiming that American Catho-
lics would not support public assistance to promote
artificial contraception abroad. When Catholic Sena-
tor John Kennedy, an aspiring candidate for the presi-
dency was forced to take a position on the matter, he
commented “I would not think it wise for the United
States to refuse to grant assistance to a country which
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is pursuing a policy it feels to be in its own best inter-
est.”!?
After 1960, U.S. support of birth control programs
in Latin America grew rapidly. In May of 1963, For-
eign Aid Director David E. Bell supported interna-
tional assistance for birth control, arguing that popula-
tion increases in underdeveloped countries were
diminishing the effect of the foreign aid program."
In January of 1964, the United States Agency for In-
ternational Development (US AID) developed a spe-
cial population unit on Latin America, the agency’s
first special unit on population. US AID subsequently
recommended that all AID missions in Latin America
establish family planning programs within the struc-
ture of existing health care institutions. It also recom-
mended that each mission appoint a “high official” to
oversee population programs and explore attitudes of
> Government officials
throughout Latin America were pressured by foreign

host government officials.'

agencies to implement birth control but resisted devel-
oping state-led programs."’

New Catholic arguments continued to unfold in
the 1960s as

international assistance programs increasingly em-
braced birth control. The Second Vatican Council in-
spired alternative perspectives and approaches to ad-
dressing the needs of the world’s poor. The Vatican
called for thousands of priests and nuns to be sent to
Latin America to help meet those needs. Faced with
seemingly overwhelming challenges, clergy found
themselves competing with socialists and birth control
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activists, both of whom had been condemned by the
Vatican. In their common argument against birth
control, Catholic clergy and socialists found them-
selves on the same side, and increasingly, fundamental
teachings on social justice contributed to a melding of
the two in the creation of liberation theology. In
Latin America during the 1960s, pervasive oppression
of the poor combined with the presence of socialism
and Catholicism set the stage for this unique address
of poverty. Though individual clergy sometimes be-
came involved in the discreet distribution of contra-
ceptives and contraceptive information in Latin
America, liberation theology sought alternative eco-
nomic solutions to poverty.

It seemed that the Church’s opposition to contra-
ception might soften, but it was in fact crystallized in
1968 with the papal encyclical Humanae Vitae. The
encyclical in part evolved in response to debates over
a new and fundamentally revolutionary method of
preventing conception: the birth control pill. Offered
to the public in 1960, the pill initially appeared to side-
step Catholic teaching that opposed the use of artifi-
cial barriers between a man and a woman during in-
tercourse, forcing the Church to re-examine its
teaching. Three separate commissions appointed by
the Vatican advised that the Church liberalize its posi-
tion on contraception. However, Pope Paul VI ig-
nored their advice, choosing to restate opposition in
Humanae Vitae.

Reaction against the encyclical ranged from anger
to bewilderment, with U.S. Catholics wondering why,
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in this atmosphere of Church concern for world hun-
ger, global poverty and human dignity, did the pope
disregard such strong sentiment favoring a shift?
Studies showed that Catholics in Europe and North
America had long ignored official teaching on contra-
ception, with sociologist Andrew Greeley noting that
the encyclical initiated even more deliberate disobedi-
ence among devout Catholics." Humanae Vitae held
little significance in Africa and Asia, where the Catho-
lic population was minimal. Latin America is the re-
gion where it could have played the most significant
role. On an individual level, Latin Americans appeared
unaffected by the encyclical. There was no immediate
increase in the overall birth rate, and women who pro-
fessed to be practicing Catholics continued to request
contraceptive services.”” On the national level, how-
ever, the impact was clear. Latin American govern-
ments which were traditionally tied to the ecclesiastical
hierarchy feared reproach, publicly condemning birth
control and creating obstacles to contraceptive ser-
vices.'¢

Latin American clergy reaffirmed the official posi-
tion outlined in Humanae Vitae in the Second General
Conference which met in Medellin, Colombia in 1968.
Bishops recognized tremendous need among Latin
Americans but maintained that the rapid population
growth in Latin America should not be considered
the cause of all ills. They added that the Pope’s teach-
ing in the encyclical clearly opposed all use of artificial
7 Critics questioned whether pro-
nouncements on individual conscience originating in

contraceptives.'
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the Second Vatican Council might be considered by
couples who were attempting to make moral decisions
regarding preventing conception. Before and after
Humanae Vitae, Catholics from Europe and the
Americas appealed to the Church to recognize that
the practice of contraception was an act of conscience
and deserved the sanction of the Church, one appeal
in 1966 noting that “a very large number of Catholic
couples decide in conscience and for objective reasons
that mere physiological integrity does not constitute
an essential prerequisite governing the truly human
character of each conjugal act,” suggesting that me-
chanical and chemical means were used widely and
with “conscientious convictions.”!®

But although the appeals were often made with
Catholics and Catholic doctrine in mind, the majority
highlighted concerns of politics and global society.
John A. O’Brien, University of Notre Dame professor
of theology who had written for more than 30 years
on the subject of birth control argued that no one de-
nomination should have the political power to force
its will on those of other faiths. He noted:

Nations with abundant resources should help the
underprivileged, sharing with them scientific knowl-
edge and technical skills and thus enable them to
achieve a thriving economy of their own. These are
noble ideals and, if they could be achieved, their real-
ization would help mightily in closing the gap between
the ‘have’ and ‘have-not’ nations. It would enable the
peoples of the underdeveloped countries to achieve
their ‘revolution of mounting expectations’ without
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violence and without surrendering their aspirations for
freedom and a democratic form of government. In
short, the implementation of these ideas would pro-
mote stability of governments, halt the spread of
Communism, and safeguard the peace of the world.

But, he added:

The failure to help the underdeveloped countries
solve their population problems not only largely nulli-
fies our foreign aid program but renders more distant
the day when these people will be able to stand on
their own financial feet—the goal of every self-re-
specting people. It also raises the question as to how
much longer our own economy can stand the strain
of pouring out billions of the taxpayers” money, when
millions of our own people are unemployed and the
burden of defense armament mounts steeply and
steadily."”

In response to the traditional papal argument that
artificial methods of contraception violated natural
law, critics argued that advances in technological sci-
ence such as immunizations also interfered with natu-
ral law, and that their success in keeping children alive
had contributed to the population explosion as much
as anything.

Beginning in 1968, following Humanae Vitae and
its criticism, a wealth of literature on the subject ap-
peared in Latin America. But the analyses ap-
proached the subject far more often from a socio-po-
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litical ethic than from a theological or doctrinal posi-
tion.** This dialogue unfolded in Mexico in 1973, as
the government instituted a national birth control
policy. The relationship between church and state in
Mexico remained tense, with Mexican leaders—both
civil and clerical—promoting modernization while an-
swering to a Catholic populace. Mexican bishops ulti-
mately supported President Luis Echeverria’s program
to legalize contraceptives, which emphasized the pref-
erence for natural family planning but opened the
door to acceptance of other methods. Some argued
that the bishops” motive responded to a potential
weakening of the Church, as there were too few
priests to minister to the growing population. How-
ever, it is more likely that they were responding to a
growth that was truly phenomenal—Mexico’s popula-
tion was doubling every twenty-one years—and to a
significant number of illegal abortions. Clergy often
promoted family planning with the hope that it would
curb the abortion rate.”!

For those who warned of the dangers of a popula-
tion explosion in Latin America, it was common to
blame the Catholic Church. The prevalence of Ca-
tholicism combined with the Church’s prohibition on
contraceptive use suggest that it has been adherence
to Catholic teaching that has contributed to rapid
population growth. However, numerous studies have
shown that contraceptive use among professed prac-
ticing Catholics has been common. And even to re-
searchers who recognize demographic changes signifi-
cant enough to warrant study, there is no evidence to
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justify a causal relationship between Catholicism and
population growth.>

In 1974, the United Nations intensified its efforts
to address population pressures and policy, sponsor-
ing a World Population Conference in Bucharest. In
preceding weeks, Conference Secretary-General Anto-
nio Carrillo-Flores assured anxious observers that the
divisiveness that had prevailed in previous population
dialogue had in fact subsided, with various players
reaching common ground:

In the General Assembly, in the Economic and
Social Council, in the Population Commission, and in
other agencies and organizations concerned with
population problems or their effects, old adversaries
[have been] moving closer together. Representatives
of Western Europe and the United States began to
agree publicly with the socialist position that eco-
nomic development brings with it the resolution of
many population problems. Representatives of social-
ist countries agreed that in certain instances, it might
be profitable to attack population problems directly
without waiting for economic advance to mediate
them.

He went on to write:

The Roman Catholic Church reaffirmed its tradi-
tional support of responsible parenthood, so that the
debate between the Church and the family planning
advocates turned away form basic principles to a dis-
pute over methods. On their side, the family planners
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conceded to the Church their obligation to respect
the dignity of the individual under all circumstances.
These were not so much shifts in old positions as the
kinds of public statement that are meant to generate
harmony, the sort of things that are said when those
holding various points of view have decided to reach

areas of agreement instead of persisting in fruitless de-
bate.”

In fact, major players clashed deeply at that con-
ference. Catholic representatives attacked what they
considered the widespread use of abortion in coun-
tries where population programs had been imple-
mented. Early birth control activists, including Sanger,
had fought to legalize contraceptives in part to reduce
the rate of abortion, but by the 1970s, abortion and
contraception had seemingly become inseparable in
the feminist movement for reproductive rights. The
Vatican still condemned both, but many Catholics, in-
cluding the Mexican bishops, were considering them
separately. At the time of the 1974 Budapest confer-
ence, the Catholic anti-abortion movement was clearly
gaining momentum. Furthermore, divisions between
developing countries which were targeted for birth
control and the countries that funded and directed in-
ternational programs appeared deeper than ever. The
Indian delegation led the call of developing nations
that “donor countries”—primarily the United
States—recognize that “development is the best con-
724 This argument appealed to Latin
American nations that sought effective and sustain-

traceptive.
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able development as a means to combat poverty and
overall economic inequity.

Through the 1970s, Catholic critics of birth con-
trol found themselves on the same side as Marxists
who argued that poor distribution of wealth was the
cause of poverty in Latin America, not demographic
problems.” But the similarities in arguments extend
even further. The Latin American Episcopal Council
(Consejo Espiscopal Latinoamericano or CELAM) ar-
gued in 1977 in Church, Family and Responsible Par-
enthood in Latin America that there were numerous
agents of the “demographic apocalypse” who hap-
pened to represent concentrated capital and
transnational corporations. The Population Council
was in fact funded primarily by the Rockefeller and
Ford foundations, while others heavily involved in de-
veloping international population policy included
Mobil Oil, American Telephone and Telegraph, the
Carnegie Foundation and the universities of Harvard,
Berkeley, Princeton, Chicago, and Colorado.*® Ac-
cording to CELAM representatives from Colombia,
the Population Council worked to carry out its own
agenda in limiting births throughout the Third World,
and was currently active in Argentina, Barbados, Bra-
zil, Chile, Colombia, Costa Rica, the Dominican Re-
public, Ecuador, El Salvador, Guatemala, Haiti, Hon-
duras, Mexico, Nicaragua, Paraguay, Peru, Puerto
Rico, Trinadad and Tobago, Uruguay, Venezuela, Ja-
maica, Bolivia and Bermuda.”” Matia Eugenia Carvajal
de Guerrero, a Colombian social worker, argued that
from the very beginning that Malthusian theory
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warned not only of quantity of population but of
“quality.” Birth control activists often cited Malthus’
1798 treatise which warned of unchecked population
growth and the demands on limited resources. But
Carvajal pointed out that Malthusians blame the num-
bers of the poor for poverty and calls birth control
campaigns “instruments of social discrimination.” In
the case of Latin America, she notes, where the mi-
nority owns 80% of the wealth, policy makers are sug-
gesting that the solution to poverty is to rid the coun-
try of excess population.®®
birth control as a tool of capitalism, and some consid-
ered it necessary if serious economic structuring did
not take place. According to Mexican Marxist Anto-
nio Vargas MacDonald, “if the policy of our govern-

Marxists generally saw

ment does not aim at a radical transformation of the
economic system, but only institutes limited reforms,
then it must necessarily adopt a position on the explo-
sive growth of population, that is, a demographic
policy.”?

Catholics for a Free Choice, with membership
from various Latin American countries under the
name Catolicas por el Derecho a Decidir, oppose the
Church’s ban on contraceptives and promote what
they consider a more compassionate approach to
population concerns through Catholic social teaching.
Supporting change in economic and social structures
that create and sustain poverty, CFFC maintains that
poverty cannot be blamed on population growth,
rather “poverty arises from injustice, and slowing fer-
tility rates is not a single or simple solution to pov-
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erty.”?

But the organization recognizes reproductive
rights as grounded in human rights—as first asserted
at the 1968 International Conference on Human
Rights in Teheran, Iran: “Parents have a basic human
right to determine freely and responsibly the number
and the spacing of their children.” (United Nations
International Conference on Human Rights, Procla-
mation of Teheran —Teheran, Iran—May 13, 1968).°!
And it notes that the Vatican does approve of family
planning, but that the only accepted method—natural
tamily planning—provides no protection from the
spread of AIDS. CFFC condones the use of other
methods, as their use does not contradict fundamen-
tal theological treatments that allow for the prevention
of conception “naturally” and publicly supports the
use of condoms as a public health measure.”> The is-
sue of AIDS introduced a new Catholic argument in
the international debate over population policy by the
1990s, as the United Nations Population Fund
(UNFPA) implemented the distribution of condoms,
particularly in Africa, to stem the spread of the dis-
ease. Catholics argued that they supported public
health programs, but questioned the intentions of
UNFPA in distributing condoms widely, claiming
population control was being implemented under the
guise of public health.”

The Vatican responded to reports originating
from the United Nation’s international conference on
population held in Mexico City in 1984, as it had to
the 1974 Bucharest conference, objecting clearly to
warnings of a population explosion and claims that
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birth control should be a primary focus. But the na-
ture of population programs had changed by the time
of the conference in Cairo in 1994. In reports preced-
ing the Cairo conference, there was evidence that a
shift was at hand. In her 1992 report, Maria Helena
Henrique-Mueller of the Pan American Health Organi-
zation-World Health Organization noted that earlier
population conferences “stated the need to overcome
misery and poverty and made population goals and
programme priorities explicit’—goals which included
the reduction of the average number of children born
to women and the increase of “contraceptive preva-
lence.” However, she observed that the relationship
between economics and population were far more
complex than previously recognized. Henrique-Miller
recognized that the 1980s brought increased poverty
and economic disparity to Latin America, even
though population control programs had been widely
implemented. She wrote, “Given the nature of the
changes that took place in Latin America during the
1980s, as well as the experiences of below-replacement
tertility and foreign migration policies in other regions,
it is clear that population policy cannot be based on a
simplistic concentration on fertility control.”*

Though the Vatican criticized significant portions
of the conference’s recommendations, the Cairo con-
ference embraced new notions of poverty eradication,
sustainability and the empowerment of women as
they relate to population, and the Vatican adopted the
Programme of Action as a whole. The Vatican placed
reservations on the following phrases: contraception,
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couples and individuals, family planning, reproductive
health, reproductive rights, sexual health, sexual rights,
widest range of family-planning services, and women’s
ability to control their own fertility.” There is no
question that the nature of the objection coincided
with previous statements made by the Church, but
the Vatican did not act as the only opposition in this
case. Seven nations, including four Latin American
nations (Argentina, Guatemala, Honduras, and Nica-
ragua), also objected to the language. In March of
1995, Pope John Paul II issued his encyclical
Evangelium Vitae (The Gospel of Life) once again
condemning contraception. He also claimed that
through contraceptive campaigns, international insti-
tutions ate involved in a “conspiracy against life.”®

In subsequent developments, bishops of Peru and
Brazil officially reiterated papal opposition to contra-
ception, particularly the distribution of condoms and
surgical sterilization. Latin American nations joined in
Vatican objections to the promotion of sexual and re-
productive health outlined in the 1995 United Nations
World Conference on Women in Bejing.

The opposition to contraceptives comes in a vari-
ety of forms from numerous Latin American nations.
Bishops officially object to the use of condoms, rec-
ommending abstinence for preventing the spread of
AIDS, and to the creation of sex education programs
tor adolescents. But bishops in Nicaragua continue to
be particularly critical of international birth control
programs as imperialistic, claiming the country was
suffering under a campaign of “antireproductive colo-
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nialism.””” This sentiment is especially prevalent
where liberation theology evolved and where U.S. in-
tervention is most vehemently condemned, in Central
America and Cuba in particular.

Latin American critics continue to point to the
most public of programs—U.S. implementation of its
massive birth control program in Puerto Rico. Birth
control policy in Puerto Rico was considered a pure
example of anti-natal colonialism, but to Nicaraguans
and others, virtual colonialism in the rest of Latin
America was driving U.S. funded international popula-
tion programs. This characterization largely originated
from the Left, as the Left saw capitalism as respon-
sible for colonialism. Such critics point data showing
that in 1990 the United States contributed $280 mil-
lion to population programs, France $143 million,
Norway $26 million, Germany $16 million, the United
Kingdom $15 million, Sweden $14 million and other
nations $64 million. In addition, UNFPA contributed
$180 million, the World Bank $124 million, and the
World Health Organization (WHO) $28 million, while
a number of foundations and non-governmental or-
ganizations (including the William and Flora Hewlet
Foundation, the IPPF, MacArthur Foundation, Ford
Foundation, Rockefeller Foundation and Population
Council) contributed a combined total of $46 mil-
lion.”

Such episodes in Latin American birth control his-
tory have aided in the evolution of anti-U.S. senti-
ment, as well as anti-international population program
sentiment. Furthermore, the strength of Catholicism
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in any one Catholic Latin American country has sup-
ported resistance to birth control efforts. But con-
temporary policy, shaped in the 1990s as a response
to globalization and articulated in Cairo in 1994 re-
flects demands made by the Church, Marxists and
others to recognize human rights and economic jus-
tice as essential to any serious examination of the
world’s population. And the most current research
and reports presented by the Population Council and
related organizations approach birth control as a mat-
ter of reproductive health, women’s rights, and one
related to the demands for economic reform.”
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