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Since the 1970s, both foreign and U.S. opponents of U.S.-Central
America policy have cited the 1969 Rockefeller Report on the Amer-
icas: The Official Report of a United States Presidential Mission
for the Western Hemisphere as the beginning of U.S. government
efforts to eradicate liberation theology. During the 1980s, progressive
Catholic press accounts in the United States and abroad emphasized the
similarities between the Report and President Ronald Reagan’s
approach to Central America. But, critics’ charges are misplaced. The
Report supported the Church’s leftward turn, and Nelson Rockefeller
was the reason. Early report drafts and Rockefeller’s comments reveal
that he enthusiastically welcomed the Medellín documents. It was family
planning that preoccupied Rockefeller, not communist subversion.
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In a January 1989 pastoral letter, Archbishop Próspero Penados del Barrio
of Guatemala railed against Protestants’ growing influence in this Central

American nation. From 1969 to 1989, Guatemala’s Protestants increased
from 2 percent to approximately 33 percent of the population, the most dra-
matic increase in Latin America. The archbishop blamed the United States
for this growth.1 As he alleged, “The diffusion of Protestantism in
Guatemala is more part of an economic and political strategy” of U.S. busi-
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ness and political interests, “than of an authentic religious interest.” To
Penados, the U.S. desire to promote Protestant conversion was nothing new.
In 1969, Penados noted, New York Governor Nelson Rockefeller recom-
mended that President Richard Nixon support Protestant churches’ attempts
to counter the Catholic Church’s social justice efforts in Latin America.2

Nixon asked Rockefeller to consult with Latin Americans to assess U.S.-
Latin America policy and to inform its future development. As part of this
project, Rockefeller evaluated the Alliance for Progress, the U.S. aid pro-
gram to Latin America initiated by President John F. Kennedy in 1961.
Based on visits to twenty countries, Rockefeller’s findings were publicly
released in 1969 as the Rockefeller Report on the Americas: The Official Report
of a United States Presidential Mission for the Western Hemisphere (Report).3

Penados was not alone in making these accusations. In the 1970s and
1980s, U.S. and Latin American Catholics who opposed U.S. policy toward
Central America cited the Report as the beginning of U.S. government efforts
to eradicate progressive trends in the Catholic Church. In a 1978 interview,
Bishop Sergio Méndez Arceo of Cuernavaca argued that U.S. analysts seemed
“very preoccupied with the paths the church is taking.” As his first example, he
cited the Rockefeller Report’s discussion of the 1968 Medellín conference,4 at
which the Latin American bishops concluded that both internal and external
structures of society oppressed the majority of Latin Americans through “insti-
tutionalized violence.”5 In 1980, journalist Penny Lernoux argued that Rock-
efeller “warned the U.S. business community of the anti-imperialist nature of
the Medellín documents.” She also contended that the Report’s observation
that the Catholic Church was “vulnerable to subversive penetration” provided
the basis for 1970s U.S. policy toward the Church in Latin America.6
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In the subsequent decade, progressive Catholic press accounts in the
United States and abroad extended Lernoux’s argument by emphasizing
the similarities between the Report and President Ronald Reagan’s
approach to Central America.7 Critics linked the Rockefeller Report to the
Santa Fe document in which presidential candidate Reagan’s advisers
asserted that “Marxist-Leninist forces have utilized the church as a politi-
cal weapon against private property and productive capitalism by infiltrat-
ing the religious community with ideas that are less Christian than Com-
munist.”8 These allegations regarding the Rockefeller Report have
continued into the twenty-first century.9

The charges exist within academia as well.10 Some scholars have
argued that the Rockefeller Report advocated the use of conservative reli-
gious groups to stamp out progressive Catholicism. As one academic has
alleged, the Report noted that “the Catholic church has ceased to be an ally
in whom the U.S. can have confidence” and therefore recommended that
the U.S. government counter the growth of liberation theology through
“an extensive campaign with the aim of propagating Protestant churches
and conservative sects in Latin America.”11 Neither passage exists in the
Report, as at least one scholar has noted.12
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Although the Report did state that the Church was “vulnerable to sub-
versive penetration,” it did not comment on potential implications for U.S.
policy. Observers of the Report have combined this statement, Rockefeller’s
footnote on the Medellín conference, and subsequent U.S. government
opposition to liberation theology together with Rockefeller’s push for mil-
itary aid to all Latin American governments, to conclude that the Rocke-
feller Report was the source. The opposite was true.

Contrary to the claims of many, the Report adopted a sympathetic,
even supportive, position regarding the Catholic Church’s turn to the left.
Based on information learned by the mission team, the final report could
have stressed radical trends in the Church and warned of their implications
for U.S. policy, but it did not. Rockefeller was the reason. He was con-
cerned about the Catholic Church, but not because he feared liberation
theology or because he worried that the U.S. government would lose the
Church as a cold war ally, as critics charge. Early drafts of the report and
Rockefeller’s comments about the draft report reveal that he enthusiasti-
cally welcomed the Medellín documents. Population growth preoccupied
Rockefeller, not communist subversion. He focused on the Church’s oppo-
sition to artificial methods of birth control because exploding population
threatened to derail the Alliance for Progress. Although Kennedy avoided
what he regarded as a “politically and medically impractical and morally
dubious” issue, Latin America’s population growth at 2.9 percent annually
was the world’s fastest.13 Rockefeller’s final report reflected his desire not
to lose the Church’s quiet support for family planning that many Latin
Americans said existed. It was the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA), not
the Rockefeller Report, which warned of leftist trends among Catholics and
their potential ramifications for U.S. policy.

This article reveals Rockefeller’s decision to omit discussion about
subversion in the Church by explaining (1) why President Nixon asked
Rockefeller to study the issue, (2) the Report’s conclusions about the
Church, and (3) why the Report said so little about subversion, given
Nixon’s request. It is argued here that a reexamination of the Rockefeller
Report provides a more nuanced view of U.S.-Latin America relations in
two ways. First, Rockefeller’s support for leftist trends in the Church ques-
tions the notion that the U.S. government always viewed liberation theol-
ogy as a challenge to U.S. influence in Latin America. Rockefeller’s sup-
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port for liberation theology bucked the trend among Latin American mil-
itary governments and U.S. support for them. Second, the misunderstand-
ing of the Report’s treatment of the Church underscores the importance of
intra-Catholic conflict in U.S.-Latin America relations. Progressive
Catholics argued that the Report revealed the U.S. government’s desire to
squelch liberation theology, but they failed to acknowledge that their
fellow Catholics opposed liberation theology without any nudging from
the U.S. government.14 In this way, this article heeds Eric Zolov’s call for
historians to continue moving beyond the rigid categories of right and left
in 1960s Latin America in which the left was seen as representing the pop-
ular will, whereas the right was “influenced if not directly shaped by Wash-
ington and the (ever-present) bogey-man, the CIA.”15 For progressive
Catholics, the Report provided an easy way to blame the U.S. government,
rather than to examine the divisions among Catholics caused by liberation
theology. 

Rockefeller examined subversive trends in the Catholic Church
because President Nixon asked him to do so. A meeting with Colombian
President Carlos Lleras Restrepo prompted Nixon’s demand. In his first
meeting with a Latin American head of state in June 1969, Nixon invited
Lleras to raise topics. Lleras discussed trade, arms, and radical movements
in Latin America, among other issues. As he explained, Latin America
faced “two radical trends”: communism and “revolutionary priests and even
bishops.” Both groups linked ideas about social change to anti-U.S. views,
namely charges of U.S. imperialism. Lleras warned that radical priests
posed a potential danger because their “simple, unsophisticated” ideas
about economics could easily be conveyed to the masses.16

In elaborating on his remarks the next day, Lleras explained that sub-
versive clergy, some of whom were Americans, held anti-U.S. views. Both
clergy and Marxists spoke of “imperialism” and “capitalist exploitation.”
Colombia’s foreign minister added that some clergy had adopted violent,
revolutionary means, and Lleras noted that some who did so were foreign
missionaries—namely Maryknoll priests, the oldest U.S. missionary order.
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The Colombian president concluded that communist infiltration might
not exist, but a “convergence of discontent, slowness in reform and desire
to improve things which led the churchmen to simplistic thinking and to
sympathy with the simplistic scapegoats the extremists suggested.”17

Lleras’s decision to mention one order, which was U.S.-based,
revealed his attempt to show how U.S. clergy fostered instability and per-
haps the notoriety of the Melville incident among Latin Americans. In
1967 Maryknoll expelled two priests, brothers Thomas and Arthur
Melville, and Sister Marjorie Bradford from Guatemala for involving
themselves and others “in plans for starting an armed revolution” in the
country.18 The episode drew international attention to Maryknoll, as U.S.,
Mexican, and Guatemalan newspapers covered the incident.19 The
Guatemalan secret police conducted surveillance of Maryknollers, and the
government linked the order to revolutionary violence.20

Colombian representatives pointed to U.S. Maryknollers, but they did
not mention how one of their own, Camilo Torres, joined the guerrillas.
Torres, from an upper-class family, aimed to create a mass organization to
overthrow the government. His efforts led to conflict with his country’s
church hierarchy, the most conservative in Latin America. Torres left the
priesthood rather than face excommunication. Several months later, facing
assassination threats, he joined the National Liberation Army. Torres con-
cluded it was better to die in armed struggle than at the hands of an
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unknown assassin. He died in his first fight with the guerrillas in 1966.21

Lleras may have emphasized Maryknollers to grab Nixon’s attention and
to solicit U.S. assistance. Nixon was likely more open to Lleras’s charges of
radicalism within the clergy given the involvement of U.S. priests and nuns
in anti-Vietnam War protests.22

Lleras’s charges led Nixon to order reports on the Catholic Church in
Latin America from the CIA, State Department, and Rockefeller. At the
administration’s first National Security meeting on Latin America, Nixon
raised his concern that the Catholic Church was no longer a force for sta-
bility in the region. He then asked the CIA to study the issue.23 The pres-
ident wanted a country-by-country analysis of the Church’s role, its lead-
ers, and current trends, as well as an assessment of both foreign clergy and
non-Catholic missionaries.24 Nixon called on the State Department to
analyze what led some Catholics “to be radical.” Finally, the president
requested that Rockefeller investigate the Church’s role in Latin America
as part of his evaluation of the Alliance for Progress.25 At that point, the
Rockefeller mission had already begun its work. 

Likely heeding Nixon’s request, Rockefeller publicly announced the
addition of James Noel to the mission four days after Nixon’s meeting with
Lleras. Director of Catholic Relief Services for Central America and the
Caribbean, Noel lived in Mexico. He joined the mission after the team had
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taken two of its four trips to Latin America. Mission files’ description of
Noel suggest that he did not focus exclusively on the Catholic Church.
Although Noel met with religious and philanthropic leaders in Brazil,
Argentina, Jamaica, and the Dominican Republic, files characterize his
role in broader terms: “Catholic Church Affairs advisor,” “Social welfare
advisor,” and “cultural advisor.”26

In submitting their reports in fall 1969, the CIA, State Department,
and Rockefeller mission reached different conclusions about the Catholic
Church’s role and its potential impact for the United States. The CIA was
most concerned about the Church. In “conclusions,” the declassified four-
page excerpt of its report, the CIA warned that if Catholics turned to rev-
olutionary means, they might direct their activities against the United
States. The agency argued that progressives’ influence was “irreversible,”
although conservative forces still held power both in influence and num-
bers. The CIA cautioned that, if frustrated with their inability to bring
about societal change, progressives and “radical churchmen” might turn to
“increasingly disruptive” means. The agency argued that these changes
held implications for the United States because progressives blamed “for-
eign domination” for impeding economic development in Latin America.
According to the CIA, progressives would likely view the United States as
the “principal scapegoat” in this regard.27

Whereas the CIA warned of “radical churchmen” turning to “increas-
ingly disruptive means,” the State Department report, submitted under
contract by the RAND Corporation, did not believe this was the future.
Instead, examples such as Colombian Camilo Torres and Maryknollers the
Melvilles were outliers who demonstrated “the unrest within the Church
and the limits of its political radicalization.”28 In contrast to the CIA’s
largely classified report, in eighty-one published pages, the RAND report
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downplayed radical trends and placed Catholic divisions in an historical
and worldwide context. 

The authors of the RAND report portrayed the Catholic Church as
experiencing a “crisis of relevance.” The Church struggled to balance its
encouragement of social change with its desire to maintain its “ideological
and institutional coherence.” As the authors explained, this debate
occurred among Catholics worldwide. In Latin America, it began with the
independence movements a century earlier, yet the Church was “probably”
experiencing “greater ferment” than at any time in its history. Catholics
divided over whether the Church was primarily an institution or a move-
ment responsible for advocating for a “just and good society.”29

Rather than singling out the United States, the RAND report argued
that anti-U.S. sentiment grew out of Catholic teaching and Latin Amer-
ica’s colonial past. The RAND authors explained that Catholics were more
receptive to anti-U.S. views because historically, the Church criticized eco-
nomic capitalism and liberal democracy. Additionally, Catholics in Latin
America were wary of “foreign” influence on the Church. Many associated
foreign clergy with colonial and neo-colonial practices. In fact, some Latin
Americans considered U.S. church members in Latin America to be
“unwitting agents of U.S imperialism” and part of the U.S. Church’s
attempt to impose its brand of Catholicism.30

Perhaps even more sympathetic than the RAND report, the publicly
released Rockefeller Report characterized revolutionary change as a posi-
tive movement led by the institutional Church. The Report noted that the
Catholic Church and the military—two pillars of the status quo—were
“moving rapidly to the forefront as forces for social, economic, and polit-
ical change.” Associated with the colonial government since the conquest
and later with the powerful of society, the Catholic Church was now
“more responsive to the popular will.” The Report concluded that the
Church was “a force dedicated to change—revolutionary change if neces-
sary” and cited the Latin American bishops’ statement at Medellín. In
describing the Church’s changed outlook, the Report stressed the
Church’s good intentions, but warned that naiveté made it “vulnerable to
subversive penetration.”31
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Although critics have used these passages to argue that the Rockefeller
Report marked the beginning of the U.S. government’s campaign against
leftist trends in the Church, the final report said surprisingly little about
the Church, downplayed the radical trends about which Lleras warned
Nixon, and failed to explicitly mention any repercussions for the United
States. Rockefeller’s pre-travel meetings with outside advisers, his enthusi-
asm for the Medellín documents, and his concern with population growth
explain why. 

Before Rockefeller embarked on his trips to Latin America, outside
mission advisers told him that the United States should see the Catholic
Church as a source of welcome change and that Catholic forces on the
right posed a greater problem for the United States. During a discussion
on political questions, former senator, U.S. ambassador, and vice-presiden-
tial candidate Henry Cabot Lodge Jr. argued that communism in Latin
America did not present a threat. Lodge contended that the United States
should choose between supporting stability or change in the region. He
advocated that the United States back “vehicles of change,” such as “the
radical Church,” modernizing military men, entrepreneurs, and university
students.32 Likewise, while discussing security threats emanating from
Latin America, three RAND researchers contended that “over time” polit-
ical forces on the radical right might threaten U.S. interests more than
those on the left. As the RAND researchers explained, these radicals
sought to change the political order through “authoritarian and often vio-
lent methods.” Some were “intensively motivated religious activists,”
Catholics who drew on anticommunism and “nationalist sentiment” to
attract support.33 (These RAND researchers later were among the authors
of the State Department report requested by Nixon.) This pre-mission
advice made an impression on Rockefeller. As he later told Senator Charles
H. Percy (R–IL) during a congressional hearing on the Report, he was
“surprised” to hear from pre-trip advisers “that there was no internal secu-
rity threat from communism in the Western Hemisphere.”34

The final Report not only followed pre-mission advisers’ advice by
downplaying the threat of subversion within the Church to the U.S. gov-
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ernment but also did not mention the potential political implications for
the United States of intra-Catholic divisions, despite mission materials on
the issue. In preparation for their trips, mission members received briefing
papers. The Argentine report noted that “militant Catholics” on the right
ran the government and enacted many policies that reflected their religious
views. At the same time, Third World Priests, a group that advocated a
position between capitalism and communism, promoted worker and stu-
dent demands, and participated in protests. Although some members had
been jailed, the backgrounder stressed that no reports of group members
supporting violence or of being connected to guerrilla activities existed.35

The “Brazil Briefing Paper” outlined societal divisions since the 1964 coup
with the government on one side and students, “militant priests,” and some
“high-ranking Catholic Church officials” on the other.36

Similarly, U.S. newspaper articles contained in Rockefeller mission
files described Catholic divisions and church-state conflicts. In the midst
of the team’s travels, the New York Times discussed how disagreements
among Catholics led to violence. Brazilian conservatives sought to remove
communism from the country and the Church. In response to clergy’s
social activism, these conservatives killed a priest and they “regularly”
sprayed churches with slogans condemning communist infiltration of the
Church. The group Tradition, Family, and Property, present in several
Latin American countries, implored the pope to purge the Church of com-
munists. At the same time, clergy in Argentina taught people how to
demonstrate and some even advocated violence, while Colombian Camilo
Torres had joined the guerrillas. As the reporter reminded readers, this
conflict among Catholics and between the Church and military govern-
ments was a problem in Brazil, Peru, Chile, Argentina, Colombia, and
Paraguay.37 Unlike Lleras’s assessment, the reporter did not explain how
these Latin American developments might impact U.S. policy. 

Although the U.S. press may have overlooked the potential ramifica-
tions for the United States, mission team members heard firsthand how
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church-state conflict in Latin America was often entangled with, and in
some cases bred, anti-U.S. sentiment. One mission member met with two
“dissident clergy” in Ecuador whose frustration with economic inequality
included a critique of the United States. The men emphasized the need for
change, especially economic redistribution, but concluded nonviolent
change was not possible because of opposition from the powerful. These
men saw U.S. influence in nearly every aspect of Ecuadoran life. The
United States allied with “the propertied classes, the industrialists” and the
importers and exporters of Ecuador, “directed” the 1964 coup, and trained
the military. The report did not indicate whether the two men were
Ecuadorans or foreigners.38

Mission Catholic Church adviser Noel took a broader approach by
explaining the connection between church-state conflict in Latin America
and anti-U.S. views. Based on his conversations with church leaders in
Argentina, Brazil, Paraguay, Uruguay, and Chile, Noel traced how the
Church moved from a conservative view of political, social, and economic
life that prioritized eternal salvation to an emphasis on social justice and
human development on earth. This new advocacy often brought the
Church into conflict with military regimes as governments’ focus on eco-
nomic development often led to restrictions on “civil liberties and civic
expression.” Governments’ descriptions of Church programs as “subver-
sive” or “communist” aroused anti-U.S. feeling because many Catholics
believed that U.S. pressure caused their governments’ preoccupation with
communism. These Catholics saw an inherent contradiction between these
communist accusations and important social programs they believed fos-
tered U.S. democratic values, such as liberty and free expression.39

Clergy’s critiques of U.S. influence, combined with the violence that
greeted the mission, might have led the governor to conclude that subver-
sion existed in the Church. Students and workers vehemently protested
Rockefeller’s presence. Security forces killed a student in Honduras.40 Stu-
dents in Nicaragua burned a U.S. flag and chanted, “Rocky, go home!”41 In
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flyers, Uruguay’s Tupamaros National Liberation Movement proclaimed
that Rockefeller was a “[m]ember of a family of exploiters, a greedy capi-
talist.”42 The group bombed the General Motors building, causing $1 mil-
lion in damage. During a demonstration before Rockefeller’s arrival,
Argentine police killed a trade union leader. The day of the funeral, 10,000
troops armed with machine guns and accompanied by dogs escorted Rock-
efeller through Buenos Aires.43 Fearing similar violence, Bolivia’s president
met with Rockefeller at the airport, and leaders of Venezuela and Chile
cancelled the visit.44 Yet Rockefeller’s notes give no indication that he tied
these disruptions to the Church. 

Even with these experiences, information about anti-U.S. sentiment
among religious, discussion of intra-Catholic tensions in briefing papers
and press reports, and a presidential request, Rockefeller did not include
subversion in the final report, likely based on an outside adviser’s sugges-
tion. Viron Vaky recommended omitting a proposed discussion on the
“Church & Subversion” because he was “not sure it should be said.” As
he argued, “the Church has been all through this in Europe with the
worker-priest movement,”45 in which priests, wearing civilian clothing,
toiled as laborers among the working class. While the worker-priests
sought to “raise the social-justice consciousness of Catholics,” critics
charged the men with failing to address their parishioners’ spiritual needs
and with being communists.46 Vaky’s recommendation was surprising
because he knew that Nixon ordered the mission to examine the Church.
As a National Security Council staffer, Vaky was present when Nixon
and Lleras discussed the clergy’s role in radical movements in Latin
America and when Nixon requested that the Rockefeller mission study
the issue.47
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Unfortunately, archival records do not contain a copy of “Church &
Subversion,” although hints of what the section may have addressed exist.
Mission files include a 1969 document, “Subversion of the Church in Latin
America.” The author argued that the Church was facing a worldwide
problem and that in Latin America, the clergy was the “backbone of sub-
versive action of communist imperialism.” It is unclear if any mission team
member, including Rockefeller, read the document because it contains no
markings.48 But, in a draft of the report, a mission team member echoed
these sentiments by arguing that a “radicalization” of the Church had
occurred in Latin America. As he alleged, church leaders consciously
decided the Church would become an “instrument of the revolution” to
maintain “its viability.”49

Although he did not mention it, Vaky’s experience with Catholics and
revolution in Guatemala may have influenced him. As the U.S.
Guatemalan embassy’s second-in-command in the late 1960s, Vaky used
the Melville incident to criticize Guatemala’s counter-terror tactics and
U.S. support for them. He argued that the priests’ decision to adopt radical
means—he only mentioned priests—illustrated the profound anger pro-
voked by Guatemala’s policies. As he contended, Guatemala’s “brutal”
counter-terror tactics blurred the line between communist and noncom-
munist in many people’s minds and instead “convert[ed] it into an issue of
morality and justice.” Vaky argued that Guatemala’s approach was a liabil-
ity for the United States in Latin America and at home; therefore, the
United States should reconsider its policies and stop deluding itself regard-
ing its role. As he insisted, 

We have condoned counter-terror; we may even in effect have encour-
aged or blessed it. We have been so obsessed with the fear of insurgency
that we have rationalized away our qualms and uneasiness. . . . Murder,

14                                                       MEDELLÍN IS “FANTASTIC”

pre-mission meeting on political questions and several post-mission discussions about how to

change U.S. policy. Discussion Meeting Report: Latin America–NAR, April 9, 1969, Digest

of Discussion, Folder 1155, Box 146, Series O, RG 4; Conference on Presidential Mission re

Latin American Affairs in Rockefeller Boat House, Seal Harbor, Maine, August 12, 1969,

Folder 996, Box 122, Series O, RG 4; Conference on Presidential Mission re Latin American

Affairs in Rockefeller Boat House, Seal Harbor, Maine, August 14, 1969, Folder 996, Box

122, Series O, RG 4, NAR Papers.

48. “Subversion of the Church in Latin America,” undated, Folder 100 “Church in

Latin America,” Box 12, Subseries 2, Latin American Mission, 1968–1972, Series 7, James

Cannon Files, 1968–1971, RG 15, NAR Papers. 

49. “Nature of the Challenge,” n.d., pp. 3–4, Folder 998, Box 122, Series O, RG 4,

NAR Papers.



torture and mutilation are all right if our side is doing it and the victims
are Communists.50

Scholars often cite Vaky’s memo as evidence that someone within the State
Department questioned U.S. anticommunist policy toward Latin
America.51 Although true, Vaky’s memo also reveals the Melville incident’s
high profile within government circles and suggests that the episode may
have prompted Vaky to raise concerns about U.S. policy. In advising Rock-
efeller, Vaky likely recalled the uproar surrounding the Melville incident
less than two years earlier. 

Besides the suggestions of outside advisers, Rockefeller’s notations
and comments indicate that he welcomed changes in the Catholic
Church. He expressed surprise—with two exclamation marks —upon
reading Noel’s conclusion that a move to the left among church leaders
was not only “certain,” but also “rapid.” Noel’s interviews revealed that
those “on the right are becoming moderates, those in the middle are lean-
ing to the left, and those on the left are even becoming radicals.”52 After
Noel alerted Rockefeller to the Medellín conference, Rockefeller carefully
read the concluding documents, as his markings indicate.53 The Latin
American bishops condemned “institutionalized violence” as oppressing
the majority of people, and they targeted both domestic and foreign social
institutions as perpetuating inequality, poverty, and injustice. To address
the situation, the bishops declared a “preferential option for the poor,”
which meant not simply working with the poor, but recognizing unequal
social systems and seeking to transform them through religious values.54

The bishops proposed that people be liberated from oppression through
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conscientization, a process of self-reflection in which people developed an
awareness that their situation was not the result of fate, but of humanly-
created societal structures of injustice.55 While discussing a draft of the
report, Rockefeller described the Medellín documents as “fantastic!” He
explained that communist forces, intellectuals, and “newspaper people”
were already calling for change, and with the addition of the Church and
the military, such a movement would have a “tremendous impact on the
minds of young people.” He likened the situation to what was happening
in the United States.56

The Medellín documents prompted Rockefeller to reconsider his view
that the Church was responsible for stifling Latin America’s economic
progress. In early drafts, Rockefeller attributed the existence of democracy
and successful economic structures in the United States to the country’s
religious heritage. As he explained, 

We must constantly keep in mind the contrast between the conquest of
Latin America by the highly individualistic Conquistadoes [sic] and the
Catholic Church with the Pilgrim Fathers arriving in the United States
seeking religious freedom and banding together in activities for the
common good.57

Rockefeller’s assessment reflected modernization theory’s view that Latin
America’s economic troubles resulted from the region’s Catholic and
Mediterranean histories. But later drafts excluded this contrast and
revealed Medellín as the reason. The seventh draft of the report character-
ized Medellín as inspiring a democratic movement—“a quiet revolution”—
within the Church. As the author noted, 

The outgrowth of this Conference was a series of documents, on such
subjects as peace and justice, which detailed the new role of the Church as
a force dedicated to change—revolutionary change if necessary. However,
deep divisions are evident among the clergy and within the hierarchies in
all parts of the hemisphere. An institution whose own tradition is author-
itarian seems not to understand the forces of grass-roots democracy.58 
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The final report excluded this argument, but in discussions with mis-
sion advisers, Rockefeller also contended that Medellín challenged the
Church’s traditional structures. In a meeting one month before Rockefeller
submitted the Report to Nixon, George D. Woods, mission adviser on
finance and former World Bank president, was skeptical that Medellín sig-
naled a change. As he asked, 

They talk about human rights and human dignity, and all of this. Is the
Catholic Church providing the best background? The whole Latin-
American scene—well, the Caribbean is full of those monsignors and
bishops, just as fast as they can be, walking around with all these kids
who are undernourished—pre-natal and post-natal—undereducated, and
even if they grow up they haven’t got . . . the grey matter to do anything
for themselves. And this is what the Church has accumulated—all this
tax-free real estate. But they do nothing about it.

Rockefeller disagreed: Medellín “is not for that. They are for overthrowing
all of this.”59

Based on Rockefeller’s notations and remarks, one might argue that he
embraced Medellín insofar as it meant overturning internal Catholic
Church structures and breaking-up Catholic power, such as landholding.
As Woods argued, the Church held vast wealth, while poverty was preva-
lent. For this reason, the U.S. government and U.S. businesses could have
viewed the Church as impeding their influence in Latin America. If Rock-
efeller was thinking this way, he might have supported radical changes
within the Church that decreased its economic power and thereby poten-
tially benefited U.S. business. 

Based on his notes, however, it is unlikely that Rockefeller held such
a narrow interpretation of Medellín or misunderstood what the bishops
said. He underlined passages in which the bishops proposed a reorganiza-
tion of economic and political power outside the Church. Rockefeller
marked the bishops’ denunciation of both “liberal capitalism” and Marx-
ism: “We must denounce the fact that Latin America sees itself encircled
between these two options and remains dependent on the centers of power
which control its economy.” Also in blue pen, Rockefeller underlined the
bishops’ call to restructure society for the benefit of all, especially the lower
classes. As they asserted:
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The Latin American Church estimates the situation in such a way as to
encourage the formation of national communities, that reflect a global
organization, where all of the peoples but more especially the lower
classes, have by means of territorial and functional structures an active
and receptive participation, creative and decisive, in the construction of a
new society.60

In praising Medellín, Rockefeller disagreed with military governments
such as Brazil’s, which regarded social activism within the Church both as
communism and as a threat to the state. In 1964, military generals over-
threw Brazilian President João Goulart. The men portrayed the bloodless
coup as an act that saved both the Catholic Church and country from com-
munism. Fear of subversion continued after the coup, as some in the mil-
itary referred to progressive priests as “bacteria” that threatened to infect
Brazil with communism. As one general explained to his troops, “Even
though they are Catholic, these individuals have betrayed the Revolution.
Today they are working for the opposition, not the one in Congress and
the press, but the one that wanted to Communize Brazil in 1964.”61 The
general was not alone. Just months after Medellín, on December 13, 1968,
Brazil’s President General Costa e Silva issued the repressive Institutional
Act No. 5, which led to crackdowns, including those against the Church. 

Rockefeller’s support for Medellín also challenged U.S. alliances with
Latin America military governments and anticommunist Catholics, like
those in Brazil. Among the Brazilian generals’ most visible supporters were
middle-class Catholic women,62 who charged Goulart with turning the
country over to communism and with being an atheist whose policies
would threaten Catholics’ ability to practice their faith. The women wrote
letters and marched in protest. After the coup, both the U.S. press and
government promoted the women as anticommunist models, which under-
scored the U.S. government and Catholic Church’s shared cold war aims.
Reader’s Digest argued that “with determination and intelligent planning,
an aroused citizenry can rid itself of even a deeply entrenched communist
threat.” The Digest encouraged readers to spread the word about the
women in “How You Can Use This Article to Best Effect.” The State
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Department arranged for fourteen women to speak across the United
States in fall 1964.63

Although the U.S. government promoted the anticommunist Brazil-
ian women who would have opposed Medellín, Rockefeller approved of
the Church’s leftward trend. He did not characterize the bishops’ language
at Medellín as “an attack on bourgeois society, private property, and mili-
tary institutions,” as one Salvadoran priest later did. Nor did Rockefeller
agree that the bishops’ talk of “community ownership” and “social reform”
was the same as Marxist party language.64 Overall, Rockefeller seemed
unconcerned about communist infiltration in the Church, and he raised no
worries about Medellín threatening U.S. influence in Latin America.

Besides viewing the Church in a new light given Medellín, Rockefeller
also did not discuss subversion in the final report because he was more
focused on population growth. His decision reflected both his family’s
funding priorities and U.S. concerns at the time. In 1952, Nelson’s older
brother, John D. Rockefeller III, founded the Population Council, “the
world’s preeminent institute for policy oriented research in demography
and contraception, but also the nexus for all the other major players in the
field.”65 The year before the Report’s publication, Paul Ehrlich’s bestselling
The Population Bomb warned that overpopulation would lead to mass star-
vation,66 and Pope Paul VI announced the encyclical Humanae Vitae,
which prohibited all forms of artificial birth control. These two strands—
fear of overpopulation and the Church’s opposition to birth control—came
together in assessments that the Alliance for Progress failed because pop-
ulation growth outpaced any positive results from the program. 

Rockefeller submitted his report to Nixon thirteen months after
Humanae Vitae sent shockwaves through the Catholic community world-
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wide. Against the recommendations of a group that Paul VI commissioned
to examine the issue, Humanae Vitae prohibited all forms of artificial birth
control. The encyclical was surprising because the group’s proposal that the
Church change its policy had already been published in North America
and Europe.67 As scholars have recognized, the nearly two-year delay
between the group’s end and the encyclical’s announcement “fed the rebel-
liousness that marked its reception.”68 Feminists were not the only ones
who refused to follow the encyclical; “the laity almost universally ignored
the doctrine.”69 The Church seemed out of step with the changing times.
As the Church pondered the issue, the U.S. government began including
funding for family planning programs abroad, and the United Nations
declared that the decision about the number and spacing of children was a
human right.70

In discussing population growth in the Report, Rockefeller may have
also considered his ties to the Church in his home state. Politicians nick-
named New York’s Cardinal Francis J. Spellman the “American Pope”
because they saw him as the voice of U.S. Catholics.71 The cardinal
opposed family planning. At least partially in response to his urging, the
Rockefeller Foundation decided not to pursue population control efforts in
Japan in the 1950s.72 Rockefeller had an unusual relationship with the
Catholic prelate. According to the governor’s former aide, Spellman
“embraced” Rockefeller in 1962 as the governor faced public rebuke, espe-
cially from fellow Protestants, over his divorce.73

Population growth was a popular, bipartisan issue in the late 1960s. In
1968, both the Republican and Democratic Party platforms cited popula-
tion control as a priority. The G.O.P. described the “world-wide popula-
tion explosion . . . as a menace to all mankind.”74 On July 18, 1969, Nixon
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dedicated a special message to Congress to the “Problems of Population
Growth.” Nixon noted that the recently released report “World Popula-
tion: A Challenge to the United Nations and Its System of Agencies”
urged “expanded action and greater coordination.” John D. Rockefeller
chaired the UN panel. The president called for the creation of a U.S. com-
mission to study population growth, and he urged additional governmental
action before the committee’s findings were released.75 The president later
appointed John D. Rockefeller to lead the Commission on Population
Growth and the American Future. 

Given the concern with population growth, it was unsurprising that
during hearings on the Report members of Congress asked about the
Church’s position on family planning, not Catholics’ support for revolu-
tionary activities. Four months after Nixon’s special message to Congress,
Senator Percy quoted the Report’s assertion that “[t]he church is a force
dedicated to change, revolutionary change if necessary, ready to undertake
a revolution if necessary to end injustice.” He assumed the passage con-
cerned family planning. Percy interpreted “revolutionary” as a major change
in approach, not as a resort to arms. He referred to a “touchy subject” on
which there was an “internal struggle within the Church,” and then began
discussing high birth rates in Latin America. He wondered what the United
States could do “to save the future” of Latin America. Percy implied that
Catholicism was an impediment because he noted family planning progress
in India, which presented no problem of “religious inhibitions.” Rockefeller
then assured Percy that people in and outside of government were working
on the issue. But, Rockefeller said the Report omitted discussion of the
Church and family planning because “this is a sensitive subject with many
groups there, and I pointed out the problem.”76

Senator Frank Church (D–ID) also focused on family planning and
expressed surprise over the governor’s silence. Although the Report indicated
that population gains had “kept” economic growth “to something less than 2
percent,” Rockefeller made no recommendations on the issue. In response,
Rockefeller emphasized Latin America’s Catholic nature. As he explained, 
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it seems to me that is something that is so obvious that it is hardly nec-
essary for me to recommend to 23 or 24 sister sovereign nations that we
impose family planning on a Catholic country . . . But I felt that this is a
very personal question, that it would be taken as an insult for me to
express, as an individual, to the President of the United States what our
friends in the Western Hemisphere should do about family planning.77

Privately, Rockefeller feared that discussing family planning would
lead the Church to “single out” the Report. After an aide noted that the
Alliance for Progress failed because population grew faster than any posi-
tive changes, Rockefeller acknowledged that “everybody knows that. This
subject is what everybody is talking about,” but he worried that church
leaders would condemn the report for “intervening in their province” and
that the Communist Party would call it “imperialism.”78

The placement of population growth in the Report reflected Rockefeller’s
desire not to provoke the Church. Although Rockefeller repeatedly stressed
how the population increase was the most “compelling” concern in the “other
Hemispheric nations,” he discussed the matter at the end of the Report. As
the Report concluded, “Of all the broad concerns of the other Hemisphere
nations, none is more compelling—in terms of public health, economic
growth and social progress—than the increase in population.”79 But Rocke-
feller made no recommendations focused specifically on population.

As Rockefeller hinted to Percy, he feared jeopardizing existing efforts.
The Report stressed that “In country after country,” physicians, public
health officials, educators, scientists, leaders of women’s groups, economic
ministers, and planning directors “voluntarily” raised “the problem of pop-
ulation growth, and the need for family planning to slow that growth.”
These same individuals, however, also noted that “they could not take a
public position in favor of family planning because the issue of birth con-
trol in some hemispheric countries is too emotional and controversial. In
private, however, they were candid and realistic.”80 What Rockefeller heard
was consistent with what the United Nations had concluded. Its demo-
graphic center in Chile (CELADE) found that by 1965, the majority of
women in Chile, Peru, and the Caribbean “had already tried some method
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of contraception.” Data from 1968 found that 38 to 65 percent of women
living in Bogota, Caracas, Mexico City, and Rio had as well.81 To mission
team members, women’s organizations described their efforts to dissemi-
nate information about birth control. As one woman explained, “both the
government and the Church turn their backs” on these programs.82 Like-
wise, mission adviser Noel reported that the Church had decided to remain
largely silent so long as it did not feel people were being coerced.83 As sen-
ators’ questions of Rockefeller revealed, population growth, not subversion,
was lawmakers’ concern with the Church in 1969. 

Instead, congressmen most questioned Rockefeller’s support for mili-
tary aid to all Latin American governments. The Report praised “a new
type of military man,” who was “prepared to adapt his authoritarian tradi-
tion to the goals of social and economic progress.” Though there was
potential for repression, the greater danger was Marxist influence. To
counteract it, the Report advised “exposure to the fundamental achieve-
ments of the U.S.’ way of life . . . through the military training programs
which the U.S conducts.”84 Senator Church was “disturbed” by the recom-
mendations, whereas Senator Claiborne Pell (D–RI) described the aid as
“already overbeefed.” Rockefeller protested. If the United States did not
sell military equipment, Latin Americans would buy it elsewhere. U.S.
military aid, he argued, could foster greater security, leading to democracy’s
reestablishment. 85

But Rockefeller knew what military governments were doing. While
in Brazil, his principal speechwriter, Joseph E. Persico, heard from Brazil-
ian friends, “roughly the equivalent of middle-of-the-road Republicans,” of
their friends who had been disappeared, tortured, or jailed. Following their
advice, Persico urged Rockefeller to speak about democracy. A “furious”
Rockefeller responded, “Don’t you understand? That’s exactly what these
people resent, our sticking our noses in their business, Americans trying to
tell them how to run their internal affairs.”86 To Rockefeller, the eradica-
tion of subversion was important, not how it was accomplished. 
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Although Rockefeller and Congress separated discussion of the
Church from military aid, the two were intertwined, as governments
increasingly targeted Catholics in the name of fighting Marxism. Priest and
theologian José Comblin, who worked with Archbishop Dom Helder
Cámara of Olinda and Recife in Brazil, critiqued what he called the
“national security doctrine,” under which military governments prioritized
the state’s security above all else. Although the model originated with the
U.S. National Security Act of 1947, which created the CIA and the
National Security Council, Latin Americans “copied” this approach.87 As
Comblin explained in 1976, “Any movement that advocates leadership
training or grass-roots organizing is regarded as subversive by the military
rulers.” As the military sees it, “some Christians, including priests and bish-
ops, are either infiltrating Marxists or useful dupes. Consequently, it is left
to the armed forces to save the church from the danger it cannot see.”88 In
many countries, the only remaining voice after union leaders, politicians,
and students were silenced was the Church.89 From 1968 until 1982, nearly
1000 priests, bishops, and nuns were murdered, imprisoned, or exiled.90

Whereas Latin American clergy believed the U.S. government was
targeting Catholics, Nixon determined that Catholics were aligning with
communists. By spring 1971, Nixon had concluded that a strong current
of Marxism existed in the Latin American Church. In a meeting with sev-
eral advisers, the Quaker-raised Nixon described himself as “the strongest
pro-Catholic who is not a Catholic” and noted that one-third of Catholics
in Latin America were Marxists, one-third center, and one third
“Catholics.” He referred to “the deterioration of the attitude of the
Catholic Church” but praised the U.S. Church’s decision “finally . . . [to]
condemn[] . . . an awful lot of Catholics in Latin America and everyplace
else.”91 Just as Nixon heard the Colombian president’s warnings of radical
clergy as U.S. religious protested the Vietnam War, Nixon made these
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comments as so-called radical clergy were again in the news. In January
1971, six people, including Jesuit Philip Berrigan, were indicted on charges
of plotting to kidnap Secretary of State Henry Kissinger and to blow up
federal buildings. Shortly after, Time magazine featured the Berrigan
brothers—“rebel priests”—on its cover.92

Just as Nixon echoed conservative Catholics regarding Marxism in the
Church, he sided with them regarding population growth as well. Although
in 1969 Nixon advocated population growth efforts, by spring 1972, he had
publicly distanced himself from the Commission on Population Growth
and the American Future. The president ordered his officials to ensure no
legislative measures would come of the commission’s recommendations,
which included greater access to abortion and contraception, because he
opposed legalized abortion and sought to win Catholic votes in the 1972
election.93 Nixon’s retreat from population control reflected broader U.S.
political shifts, as abortion became the more salient issue. In this regard,
Rockefeller proved prescient in worrying about Catholic opposition.

Although the U.S. government grew more concerned with liberation
theology’s spread during the 1970s and 1980s, critics have pointed incor-
rectly, although understandably, to the Rockefeller Report as the source.
Rockefeller’s push for military aid made it easier for military governments,
trained and funded by the United States, to target their own people,
including the Church. By 2001, the U.S. School of the Americas had
trained more than 60,000 Latin Americans, including “some of the hemi-
sphere’s most notorious dictators, death squad operatives, and assassins,”
such as the two accused of murdering Blessed Óscar Romero, archbishop
of San Salvador.94 The devastating impact of U.S. military aid on left-lean-
ing Catholics seemed like a targeted campaign. Such an approach was
more believable, given the Rockefeller family’s economic ties to Latin
America and that Nelson Rockefeller’s protégé, Henry Kissinger, served as
national security adviser, secretary of state, and leader of the bipartisan
commission on U.S.-Central America policy under Reagan. The theory of
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the Report persisted because there was no alternative. The Report was
public, whereas documents from Nixon’s meeting with Lleras and his
request for the CIA, State Department, and Rockefeller reports were not
released as part of the Foreign Relations of the United States until 2009. The
misunderstanding matters because the characterization of the Report as the
source of U.S. government opposition to liberation theology overlooks
how, at times, the U.S. government inserted itself into, rather than created,
tensions among Catholics. With its aid to the Salvadoran government and
the Nicaraguan contras in the 1980s, the U.S. government simultaneously
bolstered liberation theology’s opponents and encouraged progressive
Catholics to believe that a government campaign to eradicate leftward
Catholic trends began with the Rockefeller Report.

26                                                       MEDELLÍN IS “FANTASTIC”


