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1. The Ambivalence of the Sacred


An Introduction





EARLY AUGUST, 1926. The crowd moved about Sanctuary Garden as if attending a fair. The faithful entered and exited the temple. The constant incantation of the rosary spilled out into the street from within. A band of local boys patrolled the streets carrying banners, clubs, sticks, and the flag, shouting their protests and calls for reparations. “Long live Christ the King and the Virgin of Guadalupe,” they clamored. “Death to the persecutors of the Church!”1


The excitement continued for days unabated. The sanctuary and other parish churches around the city of Guadalajara were full day and night; their doors open around the clock. Religious worship was formally suspended; the priests had turned the temples over to the faithful, and the prayer was constant. According to revolutionary law, government officials would need to visit each temple and appoint a ten-member committee from among the local faithful, who would be deputized to inventory the building’s moveable assets, which were property of the state, according to the 1917 constitution. Given the level of agitation, however, it was unlikely any government representative would be willing to approach the crowd, much less broach the matter at hand.


A dozen blocks away, a few of the JM boys read mass to the neighborhood women at Jesus chapel in the heart of the Sweet Name of Jesus parish.2 When the women exited the temple, a police inspector was passing by. Laughing at them, he shouted, “That’s right, you old crows, spend all your time making a big thing out of your gossip.” In retaliation, the women surrounded him while the JM boys grabbed him and took his pistol. Then the women pushed him to the ground on his back in the middle of the street. The inspector became enraged, but the women refused to let him up, instructing him to shout “Viva Christ the King.” The inspector refused, cursing his tormenters. The women beat him and, telling him his time was up, asked if he would like the solace of a priest. The inspector cursed the idea. Having lost their patience with the blasphemous captive, the women lifted a large stone between them, and dropped it on his head.


The fire department arrived while the inspector lay in agony in the street, and the women took refuge in the chapel atrium. From the local market across the street, kids threw rocks at the firemen, striking their shiny helmets. The firemen countered, turning their hoses on the crowd and soaking everyone: the churchwomen, the JM boys, the market workers, and the sacrificial victim who lay dead on the street.


Some hours later, among the crowd at Sanctuary Garden, one of the Jesus chapel women chatted with a friend from the sanctuary parish. Relating the story, she offered that by the grace of God the firemen were armed only with water. Of the inspector, she quipped that nothing would have happened to him had he shown some manners. The way she saw it, he asked for it.3
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The women who murdered the police inspector would have been members of the Popular Union, a lay-Catholic religious defense network. They were surely women who lived in the neighborhood and attended mass regularly. They would likely have been married; mothers who administered a household. Yet we know almost nothing about them. We do not know their names, ages, or stations in life. We can say that Sweet Name of Jesus parish was an artisan neighborhood and belonged to a prosperous working- and middle-class, mestizo demographic common to the established neighborhoods west of the city center. That day, they were moved by something akin to a mob mentality; they were moved to a kind of violence that they probably had never contemplated, an act forbidden by their faith. But although this was an act of riot, there was nothing spontaneous about their circumstance. They were highly mobilized, and had been for some time.


This episode recalls Scott Appleby’s argument about the ambivalence of the sacred. Appleby writes of the religious experience as ambiguous, “containing within itself the authority to kill and to heal, to unleash savagery, or to bless humankind with healing and wholeness.”4 Here, the sacred evokes Rudolph Otto’s thoughts on the numinous quality of the holy: “It may burst in sudden eruption, up from the depths of the soul with spasms or convulsions, or lead to the strangest excitements, to intoxicated frenzy, to transport, and to ecstasy. It has wild and demonic forms and can sink to an almost grisly horror and shuddering.”5 The basic mystery contained in the churchwomen’s murder of the police inspector is not about consciousness, but motive and desire. We are limited in our ability to retrieve such sentiments, but I will argue that the violence was religiously motivated.


In addition to the sacred/holy, this episode brings to mind Emile Durkheim’s idea of collective effervescence. Durkheim sought to explain the origins of religion in the shared feelings and experience that transported believers from the mundane daily activities of everyday life into the “extraordinary powers” of the sacred world.6 William H. Sewell Jr. has worked through Durkheim’s insight in a suggestive reading of the July 14, 1789, assault on the Paris Bastille. “Joy and rage blend into one another,” he writes.7 The scene he points to as an illustration is the lynching of the Marquis de Launay, the commander who was in charge of the garrison at the Bastille. Once captured, he was taken to city hall. There the crowd overwhelmed his captors, and he was trampled, bayoneted repeatedly, and his decapitated head was set on a pike. Whether reading the grand opera of the French Revolution, or the little theater of Catholic Guadalajara, the phenomenon of collective violence seems to point to the importance of emotion as a determinant in social behavior. Furthermore, in the case of post-revolutionary Mexico, I see such emotion as grounded in religious sentiment, channeled through the (ambivalent) experience of the sacred.




Catholic Politics and Revolution in Western Mexico


In the following chapters, I examine Catholic politics in Mexico during the revolutionary generation, stretching from the beginning of the twentieth century until the 1926 collapse of the political sphere, which triggered the religiously inspired Cristero Rebellion. I analyze the Mexican Revolution in the context of a generational span that captures the rise of opposition politics, the fall of the old regime, the years of civil war, and the overarching process of state formation. The issues and events are all part of a process through which competing actors struggled to influence the shape, modes, and ethos of the nation. By framing the revolutionary period in this manner, the book diverts attention from the causes of revolution. Instead it asks how the collapse of the Porfirian state and the years of civil war following 1910 changed the political arena in Mexico, as well as the actors who might compete in it. The focus of my answer to this question is fixed on those social movements that claimed a significant Catholic inspiration for their actions.


These movements marked the emergence of a distinctly modern political Catholicism in Mexico. I see this phenomenon as modern due to its incorporation of and dependence on the tactics of mass politics, a basic characteristic that distinguishes these movements from nineteenth-century conservative parties. The term political Catholicism refers to political action that was Catholic in inspiration, rather than a simple recognition of Catholics involved in politics.8 Moreover, these movements should not be seen as a product of Church authorities; in fact, although the bishops and other clergy are present throughout this book, the main thrust of the argument emphasizes the actions of lay Catholics. At times they act with clerical consent, other times without; but I never see them as mere vehicles of clerical will. Their agency is central to my argument, and does not derive naturally from clerical dictates.


Political Catholicism was most developed and successful in western Mexico, particularly in the state of Jalisco, with its capital at Guadalajara. The nation’s second-largest city, Guadalajara was also the cathedral seat of a large archdiocese with a vast network of parishes. Since the eighteenth century, Guadalajara had been second in size only to the Mexico archdiocese,9 and at the start of the twentieth century, it remained a prosperous archdiocese, with a large population, active seminaries, and important pilgrimage sites. In comparison with central Mexico, Jalisco was drier and hotter, lower in altitude—Guadalajara is at 5,000 feet—and population density. It was less mountainous than central Mexico, and easier to cross on horseback or by mule. Communications and transport improved over the nineteenth century, and facilitated a model of modest commercial agriculture organized through a rancher economy.


Guadalajara was at the center of several contiguous regions. To its north, Aguascalientes, Zacatecas, Colotlán, and Bolaños were semidesertic and scarcely populated. These towns abutted the Chichimeca frontier of northern Mexico. To the west, the coastal region had not been effectively subject to the Spanish crown during the eighteenth century; Manuel Lozada marshaled his troops there in the nineteenth century, currying favor through ties to the local parishes.10 Yet the Guadalajara archdiocese maintained only a weak presence in the region at the dawn of the twentieth century. This area included such towns as Talpa and Guachinango and stretched northwest toward San Blas and Tepic.11 To the northeast of Guadalajara, the Jalisco highland region presented sharp contrasts in terms of poverty (Tepatitlán) and wealth (Lagos de Moreno and San Juan de los Lagos). The area was densely populated, and well integrated in the archdiocesan parish network. Since the eighteenth century, the central region of western Mexican Catholicism stretched from the Jalisco highlands down through Guadalajara and south toward Ciudad Guzmán. It was circumscribed by Lake Chapala to the east and Cocula to the west.
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MAP 1. Jalisco and Mexico. Source: Susana Urzúa Soto.





Indian villages in the Guadalajara region were distinct from those of Mexico’s central valley, having undergone a “more dynamic process of miscegenation.”12 Seventeenth-century Spanish chroniclers wrote that the Indians of the Guadalajara diocese were quick to assimilate peninsular customs, including consumption of meat and distilled alcohol, horses for transportation, farming and commercial practices, and “laughter and music of taverns and neighborhood parties.”13 During the eighteenth century, according to William Taylor, these pueblos were more open and less autarchic with respect to the colonial system. Indian and mestizo populations alike were more mobile than those of Mexico’s central valley. They emigrated in search of work or hacienda residence. They frequently owned their mule teams, and used them to access broader markets. Western Mexican society was more open, relied less on corn, had greater land distribution, but less fertile land.14


The main hypothesis guiding this book is that religiosity is central to the making of the Mexican Revolution. To take this abstraction and tease it out in terms of socially constructed human relationships, historians must be keen to the manifestations of devotion in diverse aspects of social life. A focus on devotion demands attention to believers in the many different, often contradictory, facets of their daily lives. It goes far beyond the conventional institutional logic of Church and state conflict. In particular, historians must be open to understanding the ways religiosity and politics mediate each other and thus condition the lifeworlds of women and men in concrete times and places. I tell the story of a popular Catholic political movement, centered in the Guadalajara archdiocese. The movement emerged after 1910, shaped the debates over citizenship and the revolutionary project, and constituted itself as an essential actor and interlocutor in post-revolutionary Mexico. In this manner, the movement was forged in conflict with anticlerical legislation and the widespread practice of revolutionary iconoclasm,15 and emerged in the form of a combative, intransigent Catholicism that disputed revolutionary authority and fiat. As a system of beliefs and customs, Catholicism impacted the way Mexicans experienced the revolution, and generally shaped the political sphere during the twentieth century. Political Catholics saw anarchy in revolution, tyranny in reconstruction, and feared the emerging state would outlaw worship, thus destroying a pillar of local culture. Thus, religious identity became a fundamental aspect of citizenship during the twenty years following the start of the Mexican Revolution.







A Fortress Mentality


The long nineteenth century was a time of crisis for the Catholic Church across Europe and in America. The ideas of the Enlightenment challenged religious orthodoxy with new understandings of the secular and philosophical discussion of atheism. The French Revolution forged new paths in Church–state politics.16 The pope and bishops countered with a reasoned rejection of liberalism, socialism, and the emerging phenomenon of the secular nation-state. By the 1830s, secularization became a central issue in the formation of independent states in Latin America, many of which developed anticlerical policies that sought to curb Church privilege, carve out spheres of institutional differentiation, or even limit religion to an imagined private sphere. State-building elites often saw politics and religion as antagonistic, two areas of life that should be legally separated. Across Western Europe, the revolutions of 1848 incited Vatican condemnation of the “perverse systems” of socialism and communism. As the Vatican became increasingly intransigent, liberal states responded in kind. In Mexico between 1854 and 1867, civil war and foreign military occupation violently altered the political terrain and destroyed the traditional conservative political elite; as a result, by the 1870s, liberals radically limited the wealth and power of the Church. At roughly the same time, Italian Republicans forged a nation at the expense of the Papal States, and anticlericalism became common across Western Europe.17 This historical process is often understood in terms of secularization.18


The crisis was general. Initially, the Vatican opted to retreat from the public sphere and reject these changes in favor of a model of “perfect” autonomy.19 The concept of a societas perfecta held that the Church did not rely on civil authority, but constituted a separate, autonomous authority in society, a Catholic “pillar,” parallel to the state. The 1864 Syllabus of modern errors condemned liberalism and progress, while mapping out a separate sphere in which Catholics might be protected from the secularizing world. In this controversial text Pope Pius IX called for Catholics to reject all aspects of modern society: to retreat materially and spiritually from Western secularization. The Vatican policy sought to protect Catholics from liberalism and eventually to reconquer, or reevangelize society from below and beyond the liberal state. However, at the same time, another Catholic response emerged in the form of confessional political parties in many countries, including Belgium, the Netherlands, Austria, Germany, and Italy.20 By the 1890s, Vatican policy would take a new turn. Pope Leo XIII was critical of liberalism and socialism as his predecessor had been. However, he favored a different strategy, one that would actively seek to confront the problems of the time, to shape the political arena in the new century, and with extraordinary zeal, to plot out a religiously inspired model for society.21


In 1891, Pope Leo XIII published Rerum Novarum, his encyclical on the condition of workers.22 The letter’s tone was provocative; it invited Catholics to play an active role in the solution of society’s problems, and to reject liberalism and socialism as viable alternatives.23 The philosophic inspiration of the Vatican policy dated from the thirteenth century, but the problems were novel. Thus, while the Church was faced with the separation of powers, the privatization of religion, the emergence of the individual, and the decline of corporate society, the pope sought answers in the theology of St. Thomas Aquinas. In Rerum Novarum, Pope Leo built on St. Thomas’s concept of society as a natural order, using it to criticize modern economic, political, and social arrangements.24 St. Thomas had written that the salvation of the spirit was tied to material life, and in particular, to community life. Derived from the work of Aristotle, his vision of community was defined in terms of political relations between thinking, reasoning actors.25 But contrary to nineteenth-century liberalism, Thomist society did not progress with individual interest as its motor. In fact, the notion of “progress” would have been strange for St. Thomas and, in any case, his interest lay in the “harmony” of society, an idea that caught the attention of the late literary master, Umberto Eco.26 This harmony should be the result of collaboration between individuals of different skills and rank, whose contribution was equally important for the common good. Rich and poor, employers and workers, statesmen and soldiers, men and women: all had a raison d’être and an ontologically stable identity in Thomist ideology. Their estates were as natural as their particular skills. For Pope Leo, “neither the talents, nor the skill, nor the health, nor the capacities of all are the same, and unequal fortune follows of itself upon necessary inequality in respect to these endowments.”27 The encyclical stopped clearly and consciously short of a call to organize politically. However, the issue was essentially moot, as Catholics in many countries were already doing so, without the bishops’ blessing.


One of the great puzzles of Catholic politics is the process by which nineteenth-century confessional parties opened the way for and eventually gave way to a more secular vein of politics in the twentieth century. In Europe, Catholic political parties and other organizations were built around Quanta Cura—and its Syllabus Errorum—Pius’s hallmark encyclical, a generation prior to Rerum Novarum. In these writings, Pius condemned the idea of popular sovereignty, the assertion of the right of civil society to interfere in religious matters, the separation of church and state, the doctrine of religious tolerance, and the idea of secular education. However, his writing did not call for the formation of confessional parties, or a lay-driven political arm to complement the power of the institutional Church. In fact, parties emerged in Belgium, the Netherlands, Austria, Germany, and Italy in spite of the Catholic Church.28 France was exceptional, in that no lasting party emerged in response to anticlerical politics, although there was a potent movement-based Catholicism. In the absence of such politics, it is unremarkable that Irish Catholics saw no need to organize a confessional party. In more authoritarian circumstances, small parties did emerge in Spain,29 Catalonia, Switzerland, Poland, Lithuania, Slovakia, Slovenia, and Croatia. But they ultimately had limited success.30


An important legacy of the nineteenth-century emergence of Catholic politics is the carryover of a “fortress mentality” into the period following the First World War. Martin Conway has described the “new mood of spiritual militancy” among European Catholics during the 1920s and 30s as an “enclosed world of distinctively and homogeneously Catholic spiritual, economic, social, and ultimately political organizations.” Their politics varied from conservative, to philofascist, to democratic, but the defensive reflex forged in earlier conflicts provided an overarching unity, at least within national borders. A basic aspect of the fortress mentality of early twentieth-century Catholic politics was the formation of “pillarized” parallel societies. Other groups formed similar identity-based organizations as well, including socialists, liberals, and Protestants. Catholic parties belonged to this phenomenon: rather than acting as autonomous movements, they were seen as the extension into the political sphere of their pillar.31


In Mexico, there were some marked differences with the European experience. However, an important similarity was the emergence of lay associations in the social, economic, and cultural spheres of life, that only gradually ventured into the field of politics. Furthermore, in Mexico, once party politics was no longer an option, laity continued to organize outside the formal political sphere. Paradoxically, they continued to organize through “pillarized” confessional associations, despite the fact that there were no explicitly non-Catholic pillars from which to distinguish themselves.







Secularization as State Formation


José Casanova has written that the modernity of Christian cultures is the result of secularization, a long-term historical process. He has conceptualized secularization in terms of a fundamental rupture in the arrangements that ordered the Christian world. In Public Religions in the Modern World, Christian cultures are characterized by a double duality of medieval inspiration. It consists first of a division between the temporal world and the hereafter, which Casanova calls the City of God.32 Second, it contains a duality within this world, between the religious sphere of the Church (the Papal Kingdom), and the secular sphere of the City of Man (the Holy Roman Empire and other Christian Kingdoms). The Church mediated both dualities in a system that functioned well as long as the doctrine of religious superiority over the secular prevailed.33 This was the case in New Spain. To this point, Dino Bigongiari wrote that the Thomist concept of justice and government did not recognize an autonomous empire of the secular world. Put in Casanova’s scheme, the City of Man was subordinate to the Papal Kingdom.34 A sphere of authority proper to the exercise of political power did exist, but the Pope was included in it. As early as the thirteenth century, St. Thomas addressed this in his discussion of justice: “The secular power is subject to the spiritual, even as the body is subject to the soul. Consequently the judgment is not usurped if the spiritual authority interferes in those temporal matters that are subject to the spiritual authority or which have been committed to the spiritual by the temporal authority.”35


Casanova characterized the process of secularization in terms of a gradual weakening and rupture in the order of spheres in this world, between the religious and the secular, and in the “sacramental structures of mediation” between this world and the City of God.36 He has proposed a stylized model of an affair that was—no doubt—messy, partial, and slow. It would nevertheless be possible to demonstrate, at least for Europe, that such a process was already under way in the sixteenth century.37 Reinhart Koselleck modeled it in terms of a shift in the “horizon of expectations,” and argued that time has moved much faster in the centuries since than it had during the millennia prior. The change points to an emerging mode of reasoning, roughly as of the sixteenth century, which cannot be derivative of expectations regarding the Last Judgment. He conceptualized this foreshortening of time as Neuzeit, literally a new “plane of historicity” in which practically all of our concepts in the social sciences have their roots.38 Alfonso Mendiola has explained this transformation by posing that reality no longer produces consensus, but dissent: “this dissent, proper to modernity, dictates that the only way that dialogue may be preserved is by asking why the other sees reality otherwise.”39


Perhaps, for the purposes of this argument, we merely need to recognize the rupture inherent in the eighteenth-century Bourbon reforms.40 A model similar to Casanova’s, but focused on Mexican history, might characterize seventeenth-century New Spain in terms of the religious, extended far and wide, with the secular tolerated in the interstices and at the margins. Similarly, it might characterize nineteenth-century Mexico in terms of the secular, extended throughout society, with the marginal perseverance of the religious. In this conjectural history, society was constructed previously in terms of the religious, and subsequently in terms of the secular. This argument parallels Michel Foucault’s interpretation of modernity as rooted in the fundamental shift from a society in which political power was articulated through control of the soul to one in which it became articulated through control of the body.41 But above and beyond the questions of how and when exactly the change took place, questions that are beyond the scope of this book, I wonder just how complete the dominance of the religious in society was? And how profound the secular thereafter? It may well be the case that history was no longer organized around Christian eschatology—Koselleck’s Last Judgment—but I argue here that citizenship was central to the Mexican Neuzeit, and that it was often constructed in concert with a Catholic “ritual constant.”42 One may readily find evidence of Casanova’s rupture in the “sacramental structures of mediation,” if one’s gaze is set upon the institutions of state and Church; however, to understand secularity, one must look beyond them, to the practice of citizenship. There, modernity’s dissent was plainly visible: the contentious relationship of politics to religiosity constructed citizenship in Reform-era and revolutionary Mexico.


By the late eighteenth century, the Spanish Crown was interested in limiting papal jurisdiction over subjects in New Spain, and this attempt at redefining the spheres of dominion between civil and ecclesiastic power generated conflict. The construction and delimitation of spheres of civil and ecclesiastic authority produced political conflict, with varying strains of anticlericalism. Broadly speaking, I think it is possible to discern a series of liberal policies of varied anticlerical accent that reflect particular moments unfolding between the decades of 1760 and 1940. In general, the events are widely known, but what I want to emphasize here is their diachronic logic. I do not wish to suggest there was only one possible path, nor do I believe this process simply reflects the unified work of generations toward a particular goal. We need to think more in terms of process than progress;43 we must ask how and why change happened. Nonetheless, I think we can speak in retrospect of a Mexican script, a shared experience through the generations, a plausible history in which the process of secularization has forged a particular continuity in the Mexican state. With diverse objectives, the architects of the Mexican state constructed institutions that were both liberal and secular,44 and in retrospect, the Mexican script offers points of comparison and contrast vis-à-vis other cases in Europe and America.45


Nineteenth-century liberal reformers generated divergent state policies and, in particular, varying grades of anticlericalism.46 Social scientists have modeled political change and the construction of the estado laico—a state rooted in secular power—in terms of “stages of development”47 as well as “thresholds of transition,”48 with all the conceptual traps that such language may imply.49 I will simply point out here that “stages” and “thresholds” would have to be analytically and methodologically distinct, the first dealing with different modes and moments of secularity, the second with the transitions that articulate them. In my opinion, both terms tend to push the discussion back in the direction of secularization as progress, an untenable position. One aspect of this discussion that may prove useful is the construction of a typology of anticlericalism. In Mexico, for example, I think there is a difference between the liberalism of 1830 and that of 1860, each with its attendant anticlerical ethic and repertoire of tactics—Annick Lempérière calls them armas disolventes—designed to undermine the remaining corporate structures of the ancien régime.50 However, such consideration should not lead us to conclude that the events of the nineteenth century have led Mexico properly down a hypothetical path of secularization toward modernity. Secularization, like modernization, cannot be directional or all historicity is lost.


I want to consider three aspects of the secularization literature: differentiation, privatization, and decline. All merit discussion and shed light on the construction process of a Mexican estado laico. The most common and convincing argument regards institutional differentiation and the separation of church and state. This is an internal phenomenon proper to predominantly Christian nations and readily lends itself to a comparative historiography focused on the timing, form, and spaces of the secularization process.51 On the basis of a discussion of similarities and differences, historians can compare the construction of modern states, the particular republicanisms that emerged in Latin America/Europe,52 divergent configurations and uses of public space, and varying grades and forms of anticlericalism.


In Mexico, as I suggested above, institutional differentiation goes back as least as far as the eighteenth-century absolutist policies of the Bourbon crown. To this end, William Taylor has written:




The parental metaphor of the “Two Majesties” (Dos Magestades)—with the crown as father and the church as mother of the Hispanic family, or the two together as the collective head of the social body—gave way to a fully masculine conception of politics, with only one head and one parent, the king. Regalism—the subordination of church authority—became a hallmark of the Bourbon reforms.53





With the institutional change that accompanied independence, this model would continue to inspire nineteenth-century state builders. The process of change was slow, however, due to the lag between the dissolution of juridical ties between Mexico and Spain, and the creation of a widely accepted legal framework for the new republic. This construction, Elías J. Palti has shown, was halting and slow, extending throughout much of the nineteenth century. “Circa 1843,” Palti writes, “in Mexico there were, in fact, five constitutional projects in play, none of which seemed to have a greater claim to legitimacy than any of its contenders.”54 In this context, some degree of chaos was reasonable, as long as no accepted framework existed that might sort out disputes in society; and there was no certainty at all of a clean break with the colonial regime. After a century of struggles, and in spite of the many changes experienced, aspects of this regalist absolutism would reemerge, articulated through the 1917 constitution, sin la corona.


Here the idea of a colonial legacy is relevant to the study of continuity and change over the nineteenth century. How important has this legacy been? It is a commonplace that the Catholic Church is the most important institution to survive independence. However, Fernando Escalante Gonzalbo has argued that this affirmation is inexact. To the contrary, he wrote, the Church was fundamentally changed in the process. Not without irony, he has mused that




the Church defended its separation from the state and refused to negotiate a concordat, while the state—faithful to colonial tradition—attempted to regulate devotion and intervene in the life of the Church. The ambitious secularization project promoted by liberal governments during the second half of the nineteenth century unfailingly bore this ambiguity, this trace of inconsequence.55





Escalante places the colonial legacy at the doorstep of the incipient Mexican state rather than with the Church.


Consonant with this line of reasoning, Annick Lempérière has demonstrated that the 1824 constitution founded a “corporatist republic,” in which liberal doctrine coexisted uncomfortably with the presence, or perhaps perseverance, of the traditional “political bodies,” constructed through the eighteenth century. Her argument throws into relief the inherent tension between liberalism and corporatism, and maps out the ways that the constitution’s liberal underpinnings gradually eroded the residual esprit de corps of what Habermas called “representative publicness.”56 That corporatism, steeped in Catholic ritual, ceased to exist legally with the 1856 Lerdo Law, a key moment for liberal ascendancy and the construction of a bourgeois public sphere. In short, “liberal principles abrogated the need for religion as the sacred bond between citizens.”57


The Liberal Reform may be seen as a historical moment bookended by the 1854 Ayutla revolution and the 1873 incorporation of the reform laws to the (1857) constitution. The reform institutionalized a series of binary oppositions that supposed the frank incompatibility of politics and religion.58 Triumphant liberalism pitted citizen against believer, state against church, and modernity against obscurantism; and in the nationalist historiography that followed, reason, progress, and modernity appeared as the virtues of the new state, while Catholicism was banished to a subaltern invisibility. However, this discursive or rhetorical authority always only masked the polyphony of Catholic voices that persevered at the margins of the public sphere.59 This book will argue that the binary opposition between citizen and believer is unstable and that religious identity shaped citizenship in the revolutionary period. In order to more clearly see the ways in which religiosity conditions politics, we must turn briefly to the concept of citizenship.


In Mexican historiography, modern citizenship is tied to the rise of Protestantism. Why is this? Basically, because citizenship is understood through the lens of liberalism, the doctrine of individual liberties, and Protestantism is cast in the role of protecting individual liberties against the communitarian tradition of Roman Catholicism. Jean-Pierre Bastian has argued that Protestantism fomented the “civic religion” of patriotism.60 Here, faith is seen as civic, not religious; it is tied to the construction of a legitimate authority, that of the nation-state. Citizenship, then, becomes the practice of a nonreligious faith, one that Protestantism actively cultivated. Meanwhile, in this argument, Catholicism privileged the group over the individual, actively defending a traditional Mexican society.61 This argument begs the question of what a Catholic citizenship might look like and whether it could be modern. More recently, Bastian has suggested that Catholicism was an impediment to religious modernity in countries like Mexico. A similar logic of laicization was found in Catholic societies on both sides of the Atlantic, he reasons. And yet the process was slower in countries like Mexico. The resistance of Catholics to laicization in Latin America was due to the strength of “communitarianism,” as well as endemic poverty and illiteracy. Such conditions permitted popular religiosity to be mobilized against state-sponsored modernization policy.62


There are several problems in this line of analysis. First, historians should avoid reducing citizenship to a liberal imaginary. Liberalism was a project in nineteenth-century Mexico,63 and even in the 1917 constitution, liberalism coexisted with other political philosophies. Bastian is correct to emphasize the civics of late nineteenth-century Protestants, but his findings should push historians to try and flesh out Catholic citizenship as well, rather than assume that the alternative was an anticivics. In particular, the communitarian logic of rural Mexico may well be understood as “traditional,” but it was the backbone of a kind of civics, a practice of citizenship, that has persevered throughout the twentieth century.64 Second, there is a basic flaw in the argument that Catholicism was an impediment or that liberal Protestantism facilitated religious modernity. It is the problem that much work in the area of postcolonial criticism has highlighted. For historians, religious modernity cannot be a set goal that all societies should work toward, and it makes little sense to suppose that Latin America should obviously follow the lead of Latin Europe, or that poverty and illiteracy permitted Catholics to resist laicization. This argument ultimately reduces religious modernity to a sort of mechanical modernization theory based on a Eurocentric idea of progress, just as it reduces Catholics to villainy. To this end, Dipesh Chakrabarty has critiqued Europe as the subject of all histories, and has argued that transition narratives are problematic precisely because they serve to characterize nonmetropolitan societies as not yet ready, not yet advanced enough.65


A more fruitful line of inquiry might try to understand how and why Latin America, or Mexico, took the path it did, and flesh out the ways it forged its own particular religious/political modernity.66 To do this, it will be necessary to ultimately bracket terms such as “secularization,” “laicization,” and “modernization.” They are simply overdetermined with Eurocentric historicism.67







Secularity and Public Religion


What then is the relation between “secularization” stories and the public sphere? Charles Taylor has warned of the traps that inhabit its theoretical formulations—what he calls secularization master narratives—and the need to distinguish empirically between differentiation, privatization, and decline. According to Taylor, one may understand secularity in more than one fashion, for example, in terms of public spaces allegedly emptied of God; in the falling off of religious belief and practice; or in the conditions of belief, that is, the move from a society in which belief in God is unchallenged or unproblematic to one in which it is understood to be one option among others.68 In a similar vein, Casanova has pointed out that all three facets correspond to separate hypotheses regarding the social change of which secularization stories tell.69 Both Taylor and Casanova are cautious in how they treat these conditions of faith. “Secularity in this sense is a matter of the whole context of understanding in which our moral, spiritual or religious experience and search take place.”70
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The phenomenon of privatization is more extreme than institutional differentiation. It is less common, characteristic of nations that have known radical anticlericalisms, cases characterized by greater Church and state conflict.71 It entails, basically, the systematic reduction of legal space available to believers in society with the goal of confining worship to an imagined private sphere. In Europe, the French Third Republic offers an example,72 and in America, Reform-era Mexico is characteristic. But social revolution in twentieth-century Mexico may offer more compelling evidence, a point to which I will return presently. In any case, Catholics’ quests for new forms of publicity were as important as the (anticlerical) policies of state.


The intensity of anticlerical measures may not be decisive. Casanova found that religious practice simply does not privatize well and that churches tend to seek out—and find—new modes of expression. In Mexico and elsewhere, the Catholic Church responded to nineteenth-century liberal reform by retreating. But with time, Rome and the bishops developed a new strategy to underwrite Church presence in society. With the loss of traditional rights and privileges, clergy ceded or delegated important aspects of worship, education, and religious organization to laity. Pioneering work by Manuel Ceballos Ramírez laid out this argument by centering the phenomenon of “social Catholicism” as a major current in late nineteenth-century Mexican society for a large and populated area stretching from Puebla to Zacatecas.73 Recent work by Edward Wright-Rios and José Alberto Moreno Chávez develop the ideas further. Wright Rios examines the tensions of Catholicism between Indian villages and the Oaxaca diocese. Moreno Chávez analyzes political and religious change in the Mexico Archdiocese as a problem of (anti)modernity. They both situate their work in the years between 1880 and the postrevolution.74


In effect, the Mexican case presents aspects of a conflictive secularization story, and a search for points of comparison in nineteenth-century Latin America reveals important differences. For example, Samuel Valenzuela and Erika Maza have argued that Chilean bishops favored a state-imposed concordat that essentially preserved the role of the Church in the public sphere. Sol Serrano demonstrated how Chilean women combined religious practice and civics in a liberal secular state.75 And Roberto Di Stefano described a reciprocal process in which Church and state constructed each other in Argentina. In his argument, the emergence of the modern state, a process born of the independence movements after 1810, “invented” the Church.76 The birth of the modern state was predicated on a redefinition of public space once considered religious. This aspect of secularization—separation of the religious sphere from secular life—not only gave rise to the state, but also to the Church, understood as a modern institution.77 In this sense, according to Di Stefano, the state can be thought of as inventing the Church: it did not as such exist prior to independence. And yet, Stephen Andes has shown that, when the Chilean state legislated separation in 1925, it was so favorable to the Church that the Vatican decided not to pursue a concordat.78 State power may be wielded in surprising ways.


Despite the problems inherent to the privatization of religious practice, it is crucial to recognize the importance of liberal reform in Mexico between the 1850s and 1870s. It is not only relevant in terms of an evolving anticlerical politics, or a shift from differentiation to privatization. Benito Juárez, Miguel Lerdo de Tejada, José María Iglesias, and their followers systematized and codified anticlerical policy in a manner reminiscent of the eighteenth-century Bourbon reform.79 It was a major event in Mexican history and played a significant role in the order of anticlericalism that would characterize the revolution after 1913. Even still, a careful reading reveals that the liberal reform contained a mixture of moderate and radical measures, and that these measures changed the conditions of belief understood in terms of the whole context in which moral, spiritual, or religious experience take place. For example, abolition of the jurisdiction of religious courts for civil and criminal cases may be counted among the moderate measures, along with the creation of a civil registry and legislation that put an end to Church administration of cemeteries. These measures were consistent with the objective of institutional differentiation. But there was a special symbolic violence involved in the law that stripped priests of citizen rights, prohibiting them from voting in elections. This measure was not only antiliberal, but ironically reinforced the idea that Church loyalties should not be to the state. These believers could not be Mexican citizens. Other measures went further, in the interest of limiting the economic power—the basis of capitalism—of the Church. One example was the prohibition on parish collections, the source of a local priest’s livelihood. Ultimately more important were strict limits placed on ecclesiastic property, which was reduced to those buildings used in the daily activities associated with worship—the temples. This forced the Church to relinquish a large number of properties through auction, and in practical terms forced the Church out of the credit market, where it had been the main lender since prior to independence.80


Whether measures were moderate or radical is ultimately academic; the Church, and often the faithful, perceived them as a frontal attack. In his classic Historia de la Iglesia en México [1928], the Jesuit Mariano Cuevas made a detailed representation of state hostility toward the nineteenth-century Church.81 Yet it was not the anticlerical measures as such, but the years of war, the Conservative Party and Church debacle of 1867, and the emergence of a triumphant group of liberals that sealed the tenor of the reform. These liberal state builders found themselves, under Sebastián Lerdo de Tejada in 1873, in conditions to impose the reform laws and simultaneously strip the Catholic Church of legal institutional recognition, reducing it to the status of a private association.82 But in the end, how successful was this attempt to limit faith and worship to the private sphere?


To focus clearly on privatization, we must distinguish it from religious decline, the falling off of religious belief and practice, typically associated with a more contemporary historical process. Arguments regarding decline usually look to explain phenomena characteristic of postwar Western Europe. According to Casanova, a major distinction may be drawn between nations that were home to a “caesaropapist embrace of throne and altar,” such as France and Spain, and others in which the Church never had the privileges associated with an absolute monarchy, such as Poland and Ireland. In the first group, religious decline became palpable during the twentieth century; for the second group, decline seems to have been tempered.83 For Latin American nations, historians must ask what role the history of colonialism played and whether it constitutes a third category, distinct from the two nominally European ones. In any case, Mexico seems to cut across the two European categories: it had, for a time, an official Church, and yet religion seems to have avoided decline during the twentieth century. In fact, a strong tradition of worship and popular Catholicism would seem to hint at similarities between Mexico and countries like Poland and Ireland. This is certainly related to the considerable tension that often characterized Church–state relations. But again, it emphasizes the need to think critically about the models of Catholic Europe, and rethink the historiography of late nineteenth-century Mexico with a view toward diocesan scales of analysis and the determinants of local religious practice.84


During the 1920s, revolutionary chiefs like Tomás Garrido Canabal in Tabasco, Francisco Múgica in Michoacán, and José Guadalupe Zuno in Jalisco imposed anticlerical measures that were sufficiently radical so as to create the impression that they sought to destroy the Church. Adrian Bantjes recently characterized their policies as “irreligious.”85 Moreover, Catholic clergy and laity alike believed that the objective of these caudillos was precisely the elimination of religion. Such points may be debated, and President Calles, for one, made a 1926 policy pronouncement in the New York Times, in which he rejected any interest in the “descatolización” of Mexico.86 Nevertheless, the anticlerical measures of Mexican radicals should be studied in terms of their impact on the privatization of religion, the reduction of space for worship to its minimum expression. They have no necessary link to decline in terms of the falling off of religious belief and practice. In fact, they may have the opposite effect.


Some pages up, I referred to the importance of bracketing secularization and remaining attentive to the ways it is constructed as a narrative of progress or modernization. It is easy enough to appreciate the dangers, and recognize in the historiography a heroic narrative of secularization as a triumph of the modern nation, forged through independence, liberal reform, and revolution. In contrast, there is a Catholic historiography that has interpreted secularization inversely, as retroceso, regress and setback. When writing the history of anticlerical conflict, sometimes acritically, sometimes with partisan zeal, historians on both sides have taken on the language of political struggle and the symbolism that emerged in the context of Church–state conflict, without distinguishing between historical time and their own time. In doing so, they have also often lost track of secularity, the conditions of faith as they were experienced by believers beyond the institutional strictures of state and Church.


The revisionist historiography of the past quarter century has often been able to moderate the heroic interpretation of the Mexican Revolution set forth by earlier generations. Yet it has generally shown little interest in treating the complex issue of religion and the Catholic (lo católico) as historical aspects of political actors, and has too often glossed over a central question, the relational nature of the state. As a result, one often encounters a reified state acting on an equally reified population of “fanatics” who are mobilized by the Church. In part, this problem announces something bigger, and, I think, more important. In effect, we can interpret the conflict in Mexico during the decades of 1910 and 1920 as a cultural revolution with deep roots in the nineteenth century.87 Both Jean Meyer and Manuel Ceballos Ramírez developed this argument.88
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FIGURE 1. Anacleto González Flores (right) with Archbishop Francisco Orozco y Jiménez (center), ca. 1921. Source: Archivo Histórico de la Arquidiócesis de Guadalajara.





This cultural transformation emerged as a system of political participation and representation based on the premise that, as a citizen, one could not be Catholic.89 Not only was public space emptied of God, as Taylor has put it, but modern citizenship was not permitted to situate itself in terms of God. Writing in the midtwenties, Anacleto González Flores recognized this problem: “The revolution has never permitted Catholics to vote.”90 In other words, beyond institutional differentiation, political speech was shackled. Except for a brief interlude between 1911 and 1914, political practice could not be expressed or manifested through religious belief.91 This was a basic aspect of secularity in revolutionary Mexico, and twentieth-century Mexico would not be home to a party politics of Christian democracy.92 In a longer view, nineteenth-century institutional differentiation may have defined—or even “invented”—state and Church,93 and constructed a political tradition in which religion and politics were formally separated through the exclusion of religion. It is the case that privatization seems to follow almost naturally from differentiation in the historiography. But history did not follow a progressive lineal narrative and, beyond the limits of government, the tension between privatization and deprivatization of worship produced critical changes with the 1910 collapse of the Díaz regime. This topic is richly argued, with attention to Catholics, Protestants, Spiritists, and Anticlericals in Matthew Butler’s important edited volume, Faith and Impiety in Revolutionary Mexico,94 and in a recent topical issue of The Americas.95


There are important moments throughout the Mexican Revolution in which aspects of this exclusion appeared, forged even as Catholics pressured to redefine the political sphere in more inclusive terms. The initial offensive took place somewhat haphazardly in 1914, and included the execution of priests, the rape of religious women, the mass deportation of foreign religious, the exile of some Mexican clergy, and iconoclastic violence, such as the destruction of religious icons and Church property.96 Antonio Villareal, the Constitutionalist army general, is famous for executing statues of saints by firing squad at Monterrey.97 Such episodes are rich in imagery; they allow us to glimpse the terms of a cultural revolution in the making. They also provide a point of reference for better understanding the Catholic view of revolution as ultraje, or outrage. Luis González has referred to this as the memory of the revolucionados: those who were the object of revolutionary violence and change, those who were acted upon.98


During the waning days of 1916, the constitutional congress at Querétaro upheld and strengthened the nineteenth-century reform laws, adding important new restrictions, such as the general extension of the Lerdo Law to all Church property. As a result, the 1917 constitution made every chalice, monstrance, and tabernacle property of the nation and subject to inventory, with far-reaching consequences. Also in 1917, the congress outlawed confessional politics in order to avoid the resurgence of a Catholic or Christian Democratic party. A few years later, the same proscription was extended to the emerging mass organizations, such as labor unions. In Jalisco where the Catholic labor movement was centered, governor Zuno outlawed Catholic unions in 1923. With the wave of a fountain pen, tens of thousands of organized Catholics found themselves outside the law, offered the choice between disbanding and going clandestine. Many eventually took part in a religious rebellion that raged through central and western Mexico from 1926 until 1929.99 But why did they rebel?


In a very real sense, the rebellion was a logical result of the collapse of the political sphere.100 Deploying symbolism rooted in sacred scripture, Anacleto González Flores referred to this as the advance of the desert.101 The desertion of civil society, the collapse of the political sphere, was the consequence of decisions made on both sides of the conflict. On one side, Jalisco governor Zuno and president Calles both pushed to limit the physical spaces where political Catholics might organize and project a public voice. On the other side, Catholic militants retreated from the spaces they had won, retrenching in religious defense leagues. As the tactics of religious defense played out through highly organized, but radically decentralized forms of association, the political importance of Guadalajara ceded to the local agency of parish-level groups throughout rural Jalisco, and spilling into Zacatecas, Colima, Michoacán, and Guanajuato. Drawing from the Catholic tradition of sacrifice,102 González Flores saw the advancing desert as producing a plebiscite of martyrs and offered himself up in that vein, as can be seen in the final chapter of this book. But the rural militants of political Catholicism saw the world somewhat differently. They were not as interested in the spiritual redemption of the martyr, and preferred the worldly honor of the soldier. They opted to fight against the army of the revolution in defense of their customs, their temples, and their own particular language of politics.103 This is the modernity of Mexican Catholicism: militant and proud of an idiosyncratic local worship organized around the parish. At the center of the parish was not necessarily the local priest, for they came and went. Rather, the center of worship was the temple itself and the saint within: they were eternal, and the idea of surrendering either to a godless government was anathema to local devotion.
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The book is organized into eight chapters. The first two treat aspects of Catholic organization and politics during the final years of the Díaz regime. The middle three chapters are concerned with the ebb and flow of political Catholicism amidst the grand storm of the Mexican Revolution. The final three chapters, then, tease out the dual threads of Catholic and anticlerical politics in the context of the emerging post-revolutionary state. The arch of the book focuses the reader’s attention on the complex series of events that gradually led militant Catholics to abandon politics and opt for rebellion in and after 1926. The consequences of this descent into rebellion are considered in the book’s conclusion.













2. Religion and Society in Social Catholicism







Thomas Aquinas if he were alive today … would not rewrite a Summa Theologica. He would take into account Marxism, the Theory of Relativity, formal logic, Existentialism, phenomenology. He would not comment on Aristotle, but on Marx and Freud. He would change his methods of argumentation that would become a little less harmonious and conciliatory. In sum, he would realize that it is not possible or proper to develop a definitive system, finished as architecture, but a sort of mobile system, a summa of replaceable pages, because in his encyclopedia of sciences it would be necessary to include the notion of the historical provisional.


—UMBERTO ECO, “IN PRAISE OF ST. THOMAS”





THIS CHAPTER EXAMINES the debates that formed social Catholicism in late Porfirian Mexico, and gave it a plan of action, often referred to as acción social, Catholic social action. The plan was openly debated and shaped at a 1906 meeting of Catholic activists, clergy, and laity, which convened in the city of Guadalajara. There, the most prominent intellectuals of social Catholicism attempted to lay the foundation for a distinctly Catholic sociology, a scientific tool that could be used to study society, analyze the “social question,” and pose realistic solutions that might serve as an alternative to socialism even as they explicitly tried to reform the excesses of liberal society. In some ways the plans and the sociology of the Third National Catholic and First Eucharistic Congress were unrealistic and would prove impossible to apply. In other ways society was rapidly changing all around these religiously inspired sociologists, and their 1906 prescriptions would be modified. However, in a basic sense, the vision they laid out would continue to influence social action, and later Christian democracy movements, up until and beyond the 1926 religious rebellion known as La cristiada for its epic importance.


The construction of a Catholic sociology in Mexico occurred during the first decade of the twentieth century.1 Catholic intellectuals, both clergy and laity, developed the basic topics and analysis. It brought together a description of contemporary social problems—alcoholism, penury, landlessness, and insufficient wages—and religiously inspired solutions. In this sociology they established the ideas and organizational forms that would articulate their struggle for a generation; in doing so, they began to construct a distinctive Catholic identity, religiously orthodox, often reformist, and potentially progressive, both socially and politically. With time, tempered by the struggles of the Mexican Revolution, this identity would also become increasingly combative.


The themes of Catholic sociology are evident in a series of congresses and seminars held during the first years of the twentieth century,2 but in 1906 a group of Catholics from all over Mexico met in Guadalajara, with the objective of setting the intellectual foundations of the new science. Jean Meyer wrote that the 1906 congress was the most important forum in the formation of a Catholic criticism of the old regime.3 Indeed, the papers delivered at the congress contributed to the development of a wide-ranging analysis of society’s problems. They also formulated a critique of the regime, of the organization of liberal society, and of socialism as an alternative. Social Catholicism was constructed in reaction to the dominant liberal paradigm of the period, but also within the discursive fields generated by the great liberal thinkers of the eighteenth century.4 I am not only referring here to the notions of “liberalism,” “republic,” and “sovereignty,” but also “sexual division of labor,” “social class,” and “citizenship.” Below I examine the collective work of the Guadalajara congress in order to demonstrate its breadth of focus, reveal the internal contradictions that characterized it, and demonstrate that the formation of social Catholic identity was necessarily entangled in, and mediated by, relations of class and gender.5 I seek to analyze the writings of Catholic thinkers, their theological grounding and constructions of history, and their contradictions and paradoxes, with the goal of forming a more complex notion of Catholicity during the Porfirian fin de régimen.


I understand the fin de régimen as a historical moment characterized by the construction of new political expressions during the years prior to, and immediately following, the overthrow of Porfirio Díaz. Many events marked the process. Demographic change was important, with the growth of urban areas creating new social and economic realities. Historians have tended to place particular emphasis on the emergence of the Partido Liberal Mexicano (PLM). Camilo Arriaga, the heir to a wealthy provincial family with impeccable liberal bona fides, published a manifesto calling for liberals to organize politically to confront resurgent clericalism. His call struck a chord, and soon fifty clubs sprang up in thirteen different states. The newspaper, Regeneración, provided ideology and a language of struggle for workers, and a revolutionary appeal to all who might sign up. Major strikes at Cananea Sonora (1906) and Río Blanco Veracruz (1907) were violently crushed. There is no hydraulic mechanism in play; the 1910 revolution was not caused by such change in Mexican society. But still, by 1908, president Díaz saw fit to announce in an interview that he would accept opposition candidates in the upcoming elections. The following year, opposition formed around the candidacy of General Bernardo Reyes for the office of vice president. Reyes declined candidacy, leaving his followers in the lurch. But many gravitated toward the 1910 presidential candidacy of Francisco Madero, a wealthy landowner from Parras Coahuila who founded the Anti-Reelectionist Party.6





TABLE 1. Catholic Congresses in Porfirian Mexico, 1903–1910





	Date


	Name and Place


	Topics











	1903


	1st National Congress, Puebla


	Organizational; mutualism; savings cooperatives; worker circles







	1904


	1st Agrarian Congress, Tulancingo


	Charity and the responsibilities of landowners







	1904


	2nd National Congress, Morelia


	Marian studies and “the social question”







	1905


	2nd Agrarian Congress, Tulancingo


	Alcoholism; child labor; family; mechanization







	1906


	3rd National Congress, Guadalajara


	Eucharist; family; class conflict; social justice; charity; agrarian reform







	1906


	3rd Agrarian Congress, Zamora


	Family; marriage; child labor; rural education; nutrition







	1908


	1st Social Seminar, León


	Social action applied to rural workers







	1909


	4th National Congress, Oaxaca


	Indians and peasants; evangelization







	1909


	1st Annual Meeting, Operarios Guadalupanos, León


	Election of leadership and platform







	1910


	2nd Social Seminar and Annual Meeting, Operarios Guadalupanos, Mexico City


	Work and wages; Operarios Guadalupanos platform










Sources: Primer Congreso Agrícola de Tulancingo (México: Tip. Particular de la Sociedad Agrícola Mexicana, 1904); Segundo Congreso Católico de México y Primero Mariano (Morelia: Talleres Tipográficos de Agustín Martínez Mier, 1905); Congreso tercero católico nacional y primero eucarístico, 2 vols. (Guadalajara, Imprenta de El Regional, 1908); Cuarto Congreso Católico Nacional Mexicano (Oaxaca: Tipografía de la Casa de Gama, 1913). The papers of the 1903 Puebla congress were never published, but the handwritten memory exists in two large format volumes at the Mexico City offices of the Secretariado Social Mexicano, an independent organization once linked to the Catholic Church; the 1908 León meeting is documented through local and national press; the 1909 León meeting is documented through the reports and correspondence of the Operarios Guadalupanos, which are preserved in the Miguel Palomar y Vizcarra Papers at the National University in Mexico City; for the 1911 Mexico City social seminar, the papers were published in the biweekly magazine Restauración Social.


The social Catholic movement initially belonged to this moment, and the cycle of Catholic congresses marked the emergence of a new form of political expression. This new language did not appear fully formed, but contradictory and partial. In Guadalajara, the debates revealed tension between the sacred and the profane. The motives of spiritual life coexisted, at times uncomfortably, with the imperatives of material life. The ideals of the delegates with respect to domestic and civil society did not necessarily correspond to the reality that they would later confront. Most notably, the participants had made no attempt to reach out to the rural and urban poor who were the subject of their discussions. The Guadalajara congress was, in the end, an elite affair. Once the masses of believers opted in to a political Catholic movement, and many thousands would, their presence would modify basic aspects of both religion and politics. Nevertheless, at Guadalajara some of the basic ideas and several of the protagonists that would shape Catholic policy during the revolutionary period first appeared. Basically, this policy aimed to reinscribe the relations between state and citizenry within the general vision of social Catholicism.


In this chapter I am interested in asking how those men formulated their demands, in whose name they did it, how they constructed the Catholic subject, and what differences existed among them. The chapter will treat three related themes with the objective of explaining how the participants imagined their world, what they saw as the main problems afflicting it, and how they thought that things might be properly resolved. In the first section, I examine the general ideas about society that congress participants presented, with particular emphasis on the intersection between society and religious belief. The second section focuses in on the central area of discussion at the congress, poverty and social class. In truth, the congress participants were unable to agree on a path of action for treating society’s problems. So, in the third section of the chapter, I turn to a broader body of writing circulating among the participants at the time of the Guadalajara congress, to look for the beginnings of a proposal for public action. The final argument of the chapter posits that Catholics will come to modern politics through the pilgrimage tradition, a forum in which all Catholics will participate, the rich and poor, men and women, city and countryfolk.




Domestic Society and Civil Society


The Guadalajara congress was inaugurated on October 19, 1906. All the speakers were men. One by one they presented their work in whole or in summary, between the twentieth and the twenty-sixth; the night of the twenty-sixth, the delegates received the governor of Jalisco, Colonel Miguel Ahumada, at a literary-musical gathering that ended a little before two in the morning;7 the closing ceremony was held on October 28. The congress brought together clergy and laymen from a large part of Mexico with the aim of reflecting on the problems of modern society, and the role of the Holy Eucharist as a factor of unity and remedy. The teacher’s college for women (señoritas, or unmarried women, presumably), the seminary major, and the cathedral were the setting of sermons, speeches, music (sacred and profane), and poetry. The centerpiece of the congress was the presentation of more than sixty “working papers,” divided into two groups: religious and sociological.8 These papers were previously gathered, evaluated, and subjected to the censorship of an organizing committee months prior to the congress.9


The organizational bifurcation of the work sessions may reflect the internal struggles between liberal and social Catholics.10 Manuel Ceballos Ramírez argued, in fact, that the mix of religious and social themes revealed the force that liberal Catholics still wielded.11 In the inaugural sermon, Ignacio Montes de Oca, Bishop of San Luis Potosí and symbol of an almost aristocratic Catholic traditionalism, reflected autobiographically on the cycles that mark the lives of churchmen. Enigmatic, “the … speaker reminisced about the Congresses he had attended, noting that in the first ones he had gone unnoticed, because he was still young, while in others he was acclaimed, and perhaps in future congresses he [would] be cast aside.”12 Undoubtedly, Montes de Oca was from another era, and another Church. Born in 1840, he belonged to the generation of clerics that experienced the French Intervention and the liberal reform. Like Archbishop Gillow, of Oaxaca, he was a liberal, whose view of Catholicism matched the pragmatism of president Díaz.13 He was not going to find his place among the social Catholics who began, in Guadalajara, to push Catholic politics in a new direction. In this palpable way, the congress highlighted a generational renovation, the end of one cycle and the beginning of another. Specifically, it marked the decline of the liberals and traditionalists, and the rise of the social Catholics and Democrats.14


It is likely that the struggles among groups had influenced the ideological composition of the Catholic congresses. Although it is difficult to trace these conflicts through the “proceedings” that were later published, at times they appear through the correspondence of the delegates. Some evidence supports Manuel Ceballos’s hypothesis that there was a latent conflict between liberals and social Catholics. For example, there were disagreements between liberals who sought to limit Catholicism to religious observances, and social Catholics, who sought to project their religious practice further into the public sphere or even into politics. Ceballos has argued that this was especially the case at the 1904 and 1906 congresses. The first, celebrated at Morelia, mixed social themes with the Marian cult, while the second, the Guadalajara congress, mixed social themes with the study of the Holy Eucharist. In both cases there is evidence of conflicting views. Francisco Traslosheros, for example, was not convinced by the idea of mixing social themes with the Marian cult at the Morelia congress. Nor did he care for the structure of the congress; in his opinion it was too controlled, even authoritarian. He preferred more debate and fewer speeches.15 During the 1906 congress, the Chihuahua newspaperman, Silvestre Terrazas, bristled at the idea of limiting the Catholic press by requiring that it extol the virtues of the Church. This was to reduce journalism to the realm of propaganda.16 With great clarity he advocated for a journalism inspired by Christian ideals, but ultimately independent, so as to be able to work at the margin of all causes. For Terrazas, the religious press was marked by its rigidity.17


Such complaints, however, were not limited to the laity. There were also disagreements among some within the clergy. For example, referring to the theological and pedagogical orthodoxy practiced by his superiors, Father José María Soto lamented that the old, outmoded ways of thinking were resilient to destruction. He complained about being totally separated from the information network of the social movements. “Nothing is known in these parts,” he wrote to Miguel Palomar y Vizcarra, referring to the Morelia seminary where he taught philosophy. “Or, rather, I am the one who knows nothing, because it may easily be the case that those of the upper spheres are informed, and I am as a stranger in my own house.”18 These comments date from early 1907, a few months after both participated actively in the Guadalajara congress.


In 1910 Soto would play an important role in defining the terms of one of the main issues of social action, the family wage. In a 1909 letter, he wrote with undisguised enthusiasm about the emerging social action movement, and advised Palomar y Vizcarra to throw down his books and take to the streets in pursuit of the cause. In a series of inspired letters, he outlined a proposal to reform the labor contract. Workers, he argued, ought to have an obligatory day off each week, preferably Sunday, in order to worship and rest. They ought to earn a wage sufficient to support their family, and the labor contract ought to protect them from the avarice of the wealthy; as it stood, they had almost no means of protection.19 Though his approach was religiously inspired, Soto was clearly referring to social rights, of the kind the 1917 constitution would later articulate for working people. Wrapped up in an interest for new thinking, Soto’s apprehension toward his superiors may well be part of the conflict between liberals and socials, but here it also reflects a difference attributable to generation, and expressed through new ideas and practices. Both generational and ideological differences were often intertwined at this conjuncture.


The reason such differences came to the fore is that there was a general conversation going on among Catholics regarding secularization, the proper place and limits of religious life and devotion in society. Refugio Galindo, the Tulancingo doctor, made a public name for himself by organizing Church-sponsored agrarian congresses that catered mostly to the interests of hacendados. In a series of 1907 letters, Galindo expressed his worries over the future of the congresses. There was pressure to make them more independent of the priests, a position he did not share. After suspending, and then resuming, preparation of the Fourth Agrarian Congress, he wrote to Palomar y Vizcarra that for Catholic social action to be viable, clergy should always guide it. The cooperation of laymen was necessary, but without the clergy absolutely nothing would be attained.20 The Jesuit intellectual Arnulfo Castro was much less sanguine regarding the expansion of Church activities in society. Commenting on the 1911 foundation of the National Catholic Party, he wrote to Palomar y Vizcarra in no uncertain terms that he saw the party’s openly Catholic identity as a limitation and a liability, for the Church, for the laity that would direct the party, and for the Catholic faithful in general. For Castro, the ideas expressed in the party platform were laudable and necessary, but the party should be a lay organization, without a self-consciously Catholic identity.21 Such diversity of viewpoints is not easily reduced to issues of ideological affiliation, or generational difference, nor is it necessary that it be. The messiness of such divergent opinions was part of the process of forming a social Catholic movement in Mexico, and points to the basic weakness of explanations that look for a singular Catholic character, or rely on the assumed power of the bishops within a rigid hierarchy.


On the level of ideas, the tension between different viewpoints, factions, and ideological positions was also manifest in another way, through the working papers presented at the congress. It is often difficult to draw strict conclusions about the opinions of one or another activist in regard to concepts developed in the papers. However, when reconstructing the foundations of a Catholic sociology, their conceptual diversity is immediately striking. The papers on sociological themes considered “the social question” in a schematic fashion, shifting between two founding concepts, the domestic society and the civil society. The first corresponded to the relations of family, and the second corresponded to the relations of the larger community. The civil society, in this sense, was analogous to the domestic society. One section was dedicated to presenting the basic actors and relationships of domestic society, of which there were two: (1) marriage, with its prime subjects, the father and the mother/wife; and (2) family, with its prime subjects the parents, the children, and the servants. The other section focused on the basic actors and relations of civil society, of which there were three: (1) the priest; (2) the associations; and (3) the social classes, with their corresponding hierarchical oppositions: owner–worker and capital–labor.22


In the Guadalajara congress, the opposition between the domestic and the civil was built on the family, which was theorized as the radical foundation of the entire society. Domestic society, therefore, was constructed by actors and the relationships that were formed through marriage. In accord with the Thomist notion of “natural order,” all society functioned because each had a place, and a particular and vital function. This notion articulated the domestic and the civil, because the domestic society reproduced a divine relationship that, in turn, should be the model for civil society.23 The social question was conceived as the study of the reasons why society deviated from this model. In this sense, domestic society and civil society do not mark discrete or different spaces, as would be the notion of “separate spheres.” Instead they suggest the form of society itself, conceived on a small scale, in the first case, and on a larger scale, in the second case. Civil society, then, reproduced the attributes of the domestic society: the state was to civil society as the father to domestic society.


In many of the papers delivered at the Guadalajara congress, sacred history determined the sociological relationships of contemporary society, creating a millenarian metanarrative.24 In creation, God established marriage as a unique human relationship and as an indissoluble link between man and woman. This link or association was necessary for the construction of what Catholic thinkers would call domestic society. According to this history, in the fall, domestic society was dragged to the lowest depths of abjection. Pagan civilization was characterized as the perversion of what had been a divine creation. The pagan husband considered his wife a slave. Man lavished his degrading attentions on woman, who was little more than an object of pleasure, while her beauty lasted. Divorce, adultery, and sensuality predominated. It was Jesus Christ who remedied that state of things, raising marriage from wretchedness to the dignity of sacrament. In the opinion of the Guadalajara lawyer, Perfecto Méndez Padilla, “since marriage is the basis of the family, and the family is the basis of society, it was natural that the Divine Reformer would concern himself with that institution, placing it as the cornerstone of the social structure.”25 For him, Jesus Christ appeared as the historical reformer who saved the family and, by extension, society. Only through Christ, then, could that family maintain or reproduce its dignity and avoid its former infamy. This was the key to understanding the importance of the Eucharist in Holy Scripture and Catholic sociology. The bread and wine, Christ’s sacramental flesh and blood, represented the ultimate sacrifice through which Christ secured the dignity of the Christian family. Family unity depended on Christ’s sacrifice.


The Christian union of marriage was sustained by sacrifice. Through the Eucharist, the family must continually renew its pledge with good. Here the Holy Eucharist was seen as the most important of the sacraments. Through it, Jesus Christ manifested himself in domestic society to remind each member of their duties: the husband must be faithful; woman will in turn esteem her husband as the most important part of her being, while he must love his wife as the weaker part of his own self; parents will care for their children; and children must love and revere their parents as Jesus reveres the Heavenly Father.26 Servants should feel themselves to be part of the family; they should participate in the Eucharist with the family. “With the family they kneel daily at home or in church, and address the same prayer to the Heavenly Father and to the blessed Mother. Seeing that the lowliness of their condition does not stand in the way of all this, gratitude will spring from their soul … toward their masters.”27 Through the Eucharist, the members of domestic society might reach reciprocity in the duties of the family, resulting in harmony.


Méndez Padilla’s emphasis placed on woman’s natural weakness was not casual, nor did it correspond only to a particular vision of the author. The contract theorists in general, and Jean-Jacques Rousseau in particular, promoted this characterization in the liberal tradition.28 Ireneo Quintero understood this weakness in ontological terms, as “the natural inclination of gender.” By way of example, he referred to the ritual of communion, the partaking of the Holy Eucharist. Women, Quintero noted, took communion with certain frequency, although he doubted that the practice reflected devotion: “Outside impulses, curiosity, and fashion have so much effect on them, [that] women run the risk of seeming devout without this devotion having in reality any great power over their souls.”29


In Catholic tradition, this characterization of women was based on the story of the fall. Agustín Navarro also used the notions of original sin and the fall to explain contemporary sociological relationships. He argued that women embodied the perpetual battle between good and evil, symbolized in the lives of Eve and Mary. In this representation, woman’s body was the site of a timeless battle on which the fate of domestic society was decided. On the one hand, he characterized Eve as “the black and endless waterfall from which flows evil over the damned surface of the earth; on its waves ride sin, diseases, and death; on its road we only find mourning, tears, misery, and desolation.” In the original fall, Eve, the weaker of the two, succumbed to temptation and brought Adam with her. Eve was carnal licentiousness, the imminence of sexual disorder. She represented the natural threat of the female body: earthly and sensual. If Eve was supposed to be the weaker of the two, there was no doubt in Navarro’s poetics that he placed formidable strengths in her body. Mary, in contrast, was “the diaphanous and pure fount of eternal life,” she was the mother of God, the womb that gave life. In the battle between good and evil, the Christian mother was the apostle of the home; the moral order of domestic society depended on her. Mary represented the mother/wife: abnegated guardian of good customs and prudent living. She was heavenly, virginal even in conception, and above all, orderly and controlled. Following Michel Foucault, we may see hers as a disciplined body, yet more in the tradition of Christian rejection—”the body detested”—than a bourgeois political economy of sexuality. Even so, both ideas may well have inspired the author of these lines.30


Like the sacrament of marriage, work was also suspended in the creation myth. From the beginning of time, the lot of mankind was to work. In the book of Genesis, God said to Adam, “in the sweat of thy face shalt thou eat bread.”31 This circumstance was interpreted as the daily absence of the man who worked, and understood to condition woman’s labors. To put it in another way, woman is understood in relation to a constructed man who is positioned as an ontological certainty.32




If he leaves his house because work demands it, he will not be able to watch his family, and if he does not work, they will lack the necessary things to subsist. What can a man do in his conflict of imperative and incompatible necessities? The Lord, who in his wise providence makes order shine in all the things that spring from His hand, has resolved this conflict by means of the companion He gives to the honest and hard-working family father.33





In the father’s absence, the woman was responsible for the house, the children, and the servant. She carried out the aim of Redemption. With Mary as an example, she must seek strength in the Eucharist, which “perfects and sanctifies the woman in all the states and conditions of her life: the child, with innocence, the virgin, with purity, the wife with abnegation, the widow with chastity.”34


Domestic society, constructed as such, collected and ordered social difference, producing in the home what would have to be produced in civil society. It depended on a sexual hierarchy in which strength was masculine, weakness was feminine, and the two complemented each other reciprocally. The father was the head and the husband represented Jesus Christ himself. In this context, “women are subject to their husbands, as they are to the Lord.”35 But it also reproduced a class hierarchy, in which the bourgeois nuclear family was reified as the only legitimate family. Domestic society implicitly produced the relationship between those from above and those from below, summorum e infirmorum. As previously noted, husband and wife should include their servants in the sacrament of the Eucharist; and the servants should feel part of the family; they must accept their master with love, fidelity, and respect.36 Finally, it rested on a generational hierarchy as well, explicit here in the case of woman, who is characterized by innocence, purity, abnegation, and chastity, according to the stages of the lifecycle.


In the Thomist intellectual tradition, civil society was analogous to domestic society, because civil society (“the body of the state”), was constituted through the medium of families.37 It was the equivalent of the basic family relationship on a grand scale. Domestic society was a differentiated group in which harmony depended on the timely contribution of each of its members, according to their skills and responsibilities; according to the place they occupied in the division of labor. Both societies took the individual as a model, and the social body should function as a human body. In domestic society, father, mother, child, and servant had their place; in civil society, employer and worker had their place, as well as the soldier, statesman, and artisan; all had their place. The basic lesson of Thomist theology was that harmony in society depended on a common, collective effort, and the inevitable division of labor. Leo XIII explained it in terms of reciprocity and order, with its resulting aesthetic:




Just as in the human body the different members harmonize with one another, whence arises that disposition of parts and proportion in the human figure rightly called symmetry, so likewise nature has commanded in the case of the State that the two classes mentioned should agree harmoniously and should properly form equally balanced counterparts to each other. Each needs the other completely: neither capital can do without labor, nor labor without capital. Concord begets beauty and order in things.38





In sum, through the filter of Christian morality, political economy revolved around the concepts of reciprocity and harmony of interests. This state of affairs was codified by Thomists as the “common good,” the unifying concept of civil society.


However, Leo XIII’s vision was more complex. He recognized the modern condition—class conflict—but not the socialist solution, since Christian morality condemned class struggle. He also recognized that class conflict was the direct result, the logical consequence of the liberal paradigm. The weak condition of artisan and proletarian alike, he believed, was due to the destruction of medieval corporations and the emergence of industrial society. The main dilemma for the pope was to outline a policy that addressed the conflict without resorting to means that would promote the tactics of the socialists. The way out of this dilemma would be to reprove socialism while recovering the guild tradition. With Leo XIII, the social Catholic theorists turned their gaze to the corporate tradition of medieval Europe. There they saw an ideal Christian fatherland, with a corporate society still valid as an ideal for their times.39 Like Leo XIII, the delegates of the Guadalajara congress turned to this ideal for inspiration. With remarkable simplicity and almost ontological certainty, the Jesuit Luciano Achiaga summarized a basic Thomist syllogism, “because man lives in society, he has a natural tendency to form associations.”40 That is, Man lives in society; society is constructed like a grand association; ergo Man has a tendency to form associations. The association, in this logic, is a metaphor for the family, and functions in much the same way. By 1900, the estate society of ancien régime France and Spanish America no longer existed legally, but the corporatist tradition had not disappeared and the social Catholics claimed it as part of their strategy.


Although socialism too had its origins in the European guild, Leo XIII recognized it as the organizational form that had assured worker welfare before the advent of liberal society. Therefore, he prescribed forming associations in the guild tradition. For Mexico’s social Catholics this notion was not illogical, because they lived in a society composed of estates (in practice, if not in law), made up of collective actors whose direct origin came from the old regime corporations and whose esprit d’corps partially survived nineteenth-century modernity.41 This corporatist vision –in Achiaga’s words, the natural tendency to form associations—provided a guideline by which Catholics would organize the many diverse actors and spaces of society, from mutualist societies and consumer cooperatives, to literary and scientific circles, confraternities, and prayer groups. But without a doubt, during the first quarter of the twentieth century, Catholic sociologists would focus most of their attention and efforts on professional associations, especially workers’ societies.







Summorum/Infirmorum


A central lesson of Rerum Novarum was that of a particular hierarchy of oppressions. The theme itself, “the condition of workers,” recognized class society, even if Leo XIII’s reading of society’s problems led him to reject class struggle as a political tactic. This hierarchy reveals one of the greatest paradoxes of social action: how to recognize the contingency (class conflict), without recommending the tactic (class struggle). Rerum Novarum suggested an answer, and the social Catholics, both in Europe and in Mexico, tried to adapt it to their circumstances. The answer it offered was the dream of a return to society built on the foundations of Christian morality. The project was utopian in its rejection of liberal and socialist paradigms, yet by constituting itself as a tercero en discordia, or third way, it revealed a realistic view of the prevailing political circumstance.42 As a self-proclaimed mediator between liberalism and socialism, the Vatican could not hope to do away with these powerful social forces. But perhaps it could strike some sort of middle path between the two. Leo XIII recognized as much in a conversation that was paraphrased in the Mexico City press. “Socialism is a flood: there are three solutions at hand. Stand in its way, and expose oneself to be swept away by it. Stand calmly to one side, which is the role of the pious dreamer. Channel it: here we have the true solution, that which corresponds to the very essence of the Church.”43


Pope Leo wrote about the problems of his time, the conflicts and contradictions of modernity. The goal that he outlined in Rerum Novarum was a “just” or family wage, and the means to obtain this was through association. Both aspects were remarked and contextualized in the encyclical, but Leo XIII stopped short of articulating a formula. The problems were particular to each place, and his recommendations could only serve as a general guide; they would have to be applied according to the needs and circumstances of each nation.


In the Guadalajara congress, following the initial discussions on the form of society, the delegates concentrated their efforts on the analysis of the main social problems of the day. Father Luis Macías began the discussion on workers’ societies. He posed two basic matters that would have to be resolved: first, what form would a workers’ organization assume, and second, what should be its objectives. In Macías’s ideas, the influence of Rerum Novarum was obvious, although he worked them through in more detail than the papal encyclical. The organizational framework he proposed consisted of three different bodies that would guide worker societies (figure 2). First, and of highest authority, a council general should be formed, presided over by a bishop and a group of officials, “men of culture,” who presumably would come from society’s privileged classes.44 The council would govern all the societies in a single diocese. Second, the council general would appoint an auxiliary board made up of artisans from each of the trades represented by worker societies. A workshop master (jefe de taller) and an “intelligent” artisan would represent each trade on the auxiliary board. Third, each worker society should form a local council, presided over by a priest and a group of dignitaries chosen by the priest from among the members of the society.45
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FIGURE 2. Proposed hierarchy of intermediaries for worker societies. Source: Congreso Tercero Católico Nacional y Primero Eucarístico, vol. 2 (Guadalajara, Imprenta de El Regional, 1908): 500–504.





The form that Macías proposed for the worker societies reveals a power relationship. It recalls the 1903 project discussed by the delegates to the First National Catholic Congress, held in Puebla.46 In Guadalajara, as in Puebla, the delegates considered models that imposed a desired social hierarchy. The Guadalajara model assumes the importance of social class woven into the ecclesiastic hierarchy that they hoped would order worker societies. Amidst the traditional channel, from bishop to parish priest to flock, Macías proposed that “men of culture” should form a further link in the chain, basically subordinate to the bishop, but above local parish priests. In other words, “cultured” lay activists should preside over these worker organizations as advisors, responsible only to the local bishop.


At least three other elements of the plan merit comment. First, the general council (bishop and men of culture) was accessible to workers and workshop masters through the auxiliary board. Supposing that the workshop heads were the workers’ bosses, the auxiliary board would function as a mixed commission in which both groups negotiated their differences. It was here that harmony among social classes would be sought, and the general council would function as an enlightened mediator. Second, the local council included workers as a type of parish cabinet. This circumstance would assure, at least, that the priest was abreast of the material lives of his flock. He would be obliged to leave the sacristy and relate to his parishioners in an earthly context. Third, and most significantly, the model defined a discursive field and geography of power. The discursive field derived from Thomist epistemology, and defined a hierarchy descending from the sacred to the profane, from the Church representatives to the flock. I will have more to say about this epistemological model in the final section of the chapter. The particular geography of power described by Macías reaffirmed the diocese as the center of social life, articulated through the network of parishes. The objectives and form of the worker societies reflected this arrangement. Macías centered his proposal on the tasks of the general (diocesan) and local (parish) councils, such that all material matters would be considered at the diocesan level, while spiritual matters would be considered at the parish level. The result of this arrangement was to limit the people making decisions about local working conditions, and at the same time promote the importance of spiritual health through the relationship between pastor and worker. But the intellectual legacy of Rerum Novarum was not limited to this binary dyad opposing the material and the spiritual, and nor was Macías’s proposal. Deploying the sociological language of the congress, he proposed three objectives for the worker society, all of them expressed in terms of “the worker’s possessions.” Worker associations should care for and foment the goods of the body (bienes del cuerpo), the goods of the soul (bienes del alma), and the goods of prosperity (bienes de fortuna), or worldly possessions, of their members.47


The goods of the soul should be the main priority of the worker association. Its chief objective was to moralize, to teach workers to be good Christians and Christian citizens. Moralization ought to form and discipline them in such a way as to make clear the absurdity of socialist doctrine. Practice was important, and Macías distinguished between spiritual exercises and licit distractions, both of which were necessary to promote Christian morality. Curiously, in regard to the spiritual exercises, Father Macías only recommended those of St. Ignatius, for fulfilling the demands of the holy days, confession, and annual communion, in addition to the general obligations of Christian life. He preferred to concentrate his interest (and perhaps his concern) on the aspect of leisure. Societies should offer an alternative to the taverns, since the vice of alcohol was considered a main cause of immoral behavior, material need, suffering, and even the loss of the family. The list of licit activities included excursions in the country, gymnastic exercise, listening to the gramophone, watching movies, participating in theater, building libraries, and gathering among members, especially with the goal of sharing moralizing stories that capture the attention.48 As a concept, the goods of the soul encompassed a socializing practice that was more intellectual than mystical, based on exercises of memory and social gatherings.


The goods of the body—that is, material conditions in general—were the natural complement to the goods of the soul. In all cases they should be increased, but the formula depended in each case on the worker’s circumstance. Macías proposed two different types. On the one hand, there were lazy workers, and it went without saying that they should work more. On the other hand, there were poorly paid workers. They should receive an adequate wage. In both cases, it was important to guide workers so that they did not consider taking usurious loans as a way out of poverty, or as an immediate response to en emerging problem. It was better to form mutual funds as a means of preparing for eventual sickness or death, although the topic of mutual funds formed part of another discussion, that of worldly possessions, the goods of prosperity.


The worldly possessions of the worker, which might also be understood as the worker’s capital, refer to the thorny problem of property. Often, the fundamental conflict between Catholics and Socialists was articulated in terms of their stance regarding property. Manuel F. Chávez, an early proponent of Christian democracy and future president of the National Catholic Party’s Jalisco chapter, expressed this conflict in terms of two paths. The revolutionary or socialist path sought universal wealth through the suppression of poverty, and led its followers to adopt violent procedures, propitiated by desperation. Most of those in attendance, unfamiliar as they were with socialism, most likely had a profound fear of such solutions. Chávez was careful to impress upon them the legitimacy of the problem. “All revolution,” he warned, “is the corruption of a true principle, the exaggeration of a just desire, the deviation of a legitimate trend.” If society were unwilling to attend to its very real problems, those problems would eventually force themselves on all. For this reason it was of paramount importance that the Catholic, “evolutionary,” path seek the greatest possible distribution of capital; that it diminish the ravages of misery and improve the condition of the lower classes. Once people’s needs were satisfied, they would seek their own individual and collective “perfection,” or development.49 However, he warned, “[if] the economic situation of the masses does not improve, neither will their intellectual and moral condition; in such circumstances the nation’s progress will continue to be superficial and incomplete.”50


To make the evolutionary way a real option, Macías stressed the need to save. If the key for the goods of the body was the wage, then savings was the key for the goods of prosperity. These two concepts, governed by an orthodox Christian ethics (goods of the soul), formed the basis of the Vatican recommendation, and over time they would become the favorite topic of Catholic sociologists. Beginning in 1903, Miguel Palomar y Vizcarra had advocated the Raiffeisen model of credit and savings cooperatives during the Puebla congress.51 The role of money (wage and savings), as the means for productive relations, shaped Catholic attempts to reform work relations, construct a modern (Christian) citizenship, and moralize rural and urban “workers,” including artisans. Although the vision was Christian and at least nominally antiliberal, the effort was similar to the “secular” policy that successive revolutionary governments would implement beginning in 1914.


The problem of the “evolutionary path” was how to convert workers into capitalists. The answer encompassed two different means: work and Christian charity. Regarding work, Manuel Chávez argued that the drops of sweat that soak the worker’s forehead were more valuable than the capitalist’s pesos. However, this paradox pointed out two dilemmas. On the one hand, how could work be made more fruitful without antagonizing capital? On the other hand, how, through work, could the worker assure economic and social security in the present, while saving for the future? In other words, how could workers be made into capitalists? Chávez thought that more agricultural, industrial, mining, and commercial businesses were needed. They should function in a healthy way, and this could be achieved if the workers were qualified, and if the workers and capitalists respected the work contract. The multiplication of agricultural businesses required, however, the moderate and prudent division of properties. This was not a proposal to expropriate private property, although in Chávez’s opinion it was necessary to increase the number of landowners. Small-scale landowners ought to play an important role in the economic reform needed to generate harmony between work and capital.52 In other words, Mexico needed a middle class, especially a rural middle class.


To increase the number of landowners, it was necessary to foment savings and protect the worker from unforeseen events that, frequently, propitiated the practice of usury. Leo XIII had written that the wage should not be less than what was needed to support a “thrifty and upright worker.”53 Faustino Rosales interpreted this to mean that Christian ethics allowed the play of supply and demand in the market, but its limit ought to be the welfare of a disciplined worker.54 The notion of limits to the free market suggests a mixed economy, one in which the state plays the role of assuring social welfare. Nicolás Leaño extended the argument, insisting that the wage was the touchstone between capital and labor. For him it was indispensable that wages be paid in a timely fashion and in coin, that they cover the expenses required to support a family, and that they allow for savings.55 Rosales, in turn, asserted:




All the Catholic economists agree that a worker is perfectly entitled to form a family, and in such a way that he can support it by himself without demanding aid from his wife and children, other than that which is compatible with the [wife’s] household chores, and with the physical, intellectual, and moral education that the [children] demand.56





In fact, the notion of the family wage was not universally accepted among the Catholic thinkers, and in Mexico as in Europe divergent stances were defined.57 However, opinions like those of Leaño or Rosales were not unusual, either in their support of the family wage, or in their stubborn insistence that the worker was a man. Women workers were common enough, but sociological analysis still tended to miss them, based as it was on the observations of men who were educated and socialized to believe that women should not work.58 In the spring of 1909, José María Soto O.G., wrote to Miguel Palomar y Vizcarra outlining a similar stance, formulating a sharp-edged critique of the greed of society’s “higher classes.”59 In October 1910, the Operarios Guadalupanos dedicated the Mexico City Social Seminar to the issue of wages, at which time they further developed their analyses based on Christian ethics.60 However, in Guadalajara Chávez warned that only the market could generate an increase in wages and the lowering of prices. He recognized the importance of these two circumstances, but insisted that legislating them or decreeing them would create an economic crisis. Although the market ought to set wages and the price of food, labor relations were another story, and could indeed be modified. In particular, rural workers were subject to numerous abuses in the haciendas. The three principal abuses were the tienda de raya, or hacienda store, that monopolized the distribution and cost of foods and other goods; the practice of debt peonage, which tended to devaluate wages in real terms; and payment through means other than coin money, a practice that prevented the worker from participating in the modern economy, saving, or buying. All these practices constituted abuses in his opinion, and could be vigorously combated. Finally, the most common obstacles to saving were squandering, caused by immoderate consumption of alcohol, and the existence of usurers who profited from the unforeseen crises of workers.61


Along with economic policy considerations, entangled in a discursive field fixed by liberal political economists, the other aspect of the “evolutionary path” was charity, an orthodox Christian concept. The delegates expressed their disagreement about whether to intervene in the “natural” rules of the economy, and in regard to the wage, Chávez’s stance would likely have been applauded in the offices of Monsignor Limantour. But charity was a theme apart. According to Catholic doctrine, it implied an act of love before God. It could not be legislated because it was an act of conscience, and charity was a widely recommended virtue. Manuel Chávez argued (from moralist doctrine), that the rich were not owners but administrators of the fruits of their wealth, and therefore were obliged to distribute “the surplus” among the poor.62 In the writings of Chávez, Faustino Rosales, and Nicolás Leaño, the notion of charity was more complex, and all of them applied it in a particular context, that of justice.


In their writing, the link between charity and justice is complex. Justice evokes two different circumstances: in the first place, good relations among “men,” and in the second place, between “man” and God. Charity, on the contrary, can have a bearing on the former, but belongs strictly to the latter. Let us consider first the question of justice.


When analyzing the social question, the congress members distinguished between two kinds of justice. There was natural justice, which preceded human laws, and commutative justice, which was characteristic of the exchange relations that occurred, for example, between employer and workers upon signing a labor contract. In this context, for example, Rosales insisted that the worker’s labor should be worth what nature asked it to be worth—that it be enough to support the worker and his family.63 His argument evokes commutative justice and refers to the ideal of the common good, but makes no direct reference to charity. It does, however, represent one school of thought, important to Catholic sociology, that held that the family wage was an issue of commutative justice. In this opinion Rosales was not alone, but found himself in the company of others such as Father José María Soto and Nicolás Leaño.


Manuel Chávez argued explicitly why charity could not be linked to justice. The reason, he wrote, was that to link the two would make charity a duty of commutative justice. In other words, to link charity to justice would be to subordinate it to contractual law. Thus, the deployment of charity, even in ordinary circumstances, as in the quest for welfare, would establish the grounds of a perfect right. According to Chávez, charity did not and could not constitute such a right, and to allow it would accommodate socialism.64


What did he mean by a “perfect right,” and what relation did it have to socialism? By “perfect” he meant autonomous or independent, that is, a right that did not depend above all on God. In other words, if charity were a perfect right, then anyone who lived in need or aspired to welfare could, in effect, demand to receive charity as an act of justice. This was not possible, because charity was founded on the Creator–creature relationship, the relationship between God and he or she who offered charity. It could not be demanded, and therefore was not a perfect right. In the tradition of the Summa Theologica, Chávez distinguished between the conscience before God and perfect right. Charity secured a sort of spiritual or moral justice, while perfect right could ensure certain aspects of the common good, such as wages paid in metallic currency, the prohibition of hacienda stores, or debt peonage. But if anyone might demand charity, this act would reach beyond contractual law to the realm of distributive justice; it would dictate that the wealthy appease the poor. Distributive justice, Chávez felt, opened the door to socialism. It was preferable to seek commutative justice through reformist legislation.65


Could the combination of reformist legislation and Christian charity assure the harmony invoked by Leo XIII in Rerum Novarum? Nicolás Leaño’s rejoinder to Faustino Rosales questioned the feasibility of the enterprise.66 At first glance the main difference between Leaño and Rosales seems more of temperament than the content of their arguments. Both, for example, subscribed to the notion of the family wage,67 but unlike Rosales, Leaño pushed at his ideas regarding the just wage and concluded that they entered into stark contradiction with prevailing social conditions. Also unlike Rosales, he abandoned the fiction of imminent social harmony, and compelled his audience, including a contingent of bishops, to face the scandal of rural Mexico. The modern counterpart of the unjust wage, as Manuel Ceballos has pointed out, was the strike. But the strike was a political tactic belonging to the repertoire of class struggle, and was reproved by the Vatican. The way out of this predicament was not clear, and the congress would be unable to resolve the dilemma. It is important, however, to consider Leaño’s contribution, since it defined the congress. The final part of his text is particularly convincing:




Unfortunately, as the costs fall … production grows and manifests itself in the property-owner’s luxury, but wages remain stagnant at the same level as years ago. What can be done by an unhappy laborer, a head of household with twenty-five centavos or a maximum of thirty-seven [per day] with which he must buy corn and beans at a price 550% greater than before? In what sort of dwelling does the hacienda owner have him? They seem more like pigsties than dwellings for rational people, as delicate and vulnerable as their masters, or more so, to lethal pneumonia! And what efforts do the majority of hacienda owners make for the moral and intellectual improvement of their servants? Oh! Whoever has had the opportunity to deal a little with these unhappy people can appreciate the responsibility that the owners have in this revolution that threatens us. The moral and religious formation of these poor people and their intellectual culture is so infinitely small that, there is no doubt, they would embrace with fanaticism and horrible fury any possibility of rebellion and revenge against their masters, who treat them thus, keeping them like a tinderbox that would burn until it consumes all or consumes itself.68





Nicolás Leaño began this rejoinder by praising thirty-three years of peace in Mexico that had allowed—indeed begot—the economic boom of the Porfirian era. Capital, he said, showered blessings; mining, industry, and agriculture progressed. The good judgment of the government, the good sense of the people, and Providence were to be thanked. This condition helped mining and industrial workers to prosper; and although their wage was not the “just equivalent” of their “labor power,” the population was scarce in these sectors and the job supply exceeded the demand, increasing the wages. For Leaño, the underlying dilemma was to be found in the difference between economic progress and the goods of the worker, those of body, soul, and fortune or prosperity. Leaño chose to illustrate this circumstance by virtue of a comparison between the industrial worker and the rural wage-laborer. As he saw it, the industrial worker earned relatively well, while the situation of the rural proletarian was deplorable, throwing into relief the fundamental injustice of the liberal system in Mexico. Leaño explicitly blamed the hacienda owners: they paid an unfair wage; they did not practice charity; they were responsible for a condition that went against any hope of harmony. For Leaño, class conflict was not only a European problem, but a Mexican problem as well. In the absence of both commutative justice and Christian charity, the revolution was imminent and the responsibility of the hacienda owners was obvious.69


The epitaph at the beginning of this chapter, words of Umberto Eco, suggests that had St. Thomas lived in the twentieth century, he would have changed some of his ideas. One of them, Eco proposed, was the idea of harmony. Nicolás Leaño, a twentieth-century Thomist, would have understood this. Leaño described a society that was starkly “less harmonious and conciliatory” than the Thomist utopia. In this sense, he demonstrated the possibility of a Christian moral, neo-Thomist in the tradition of Leo XIII’s powerful writing, yet incapable of evading the radical implications of class conflict.
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