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I. Introduction 
 
 
We must have population control at home, hopefully through a system of incentives and 
penalties, but by compulsion if voluntary methods fail. We must use our political power to 
push other countries into programs which combine agricultural development and 
population control. 
 

—Paul R. Ehrlich, The Population Bomb (1968) 
 
 
Stripped of all the economic arguments and political justifications, population control at 
its heart is a philosophy without a heart, in which human beings become objects to be 
manipulated. It is a philosophy of domination, for its architects must necessarily view 
people of different sex, race, and class as inferior, less human than themselves, or 
otherwise they could not justify the double standards they employ. 
 

—Betsy Hartmann, Reproductive Rights and Wrongs: The Global Politics 
of Population Control and Contraceptive Choice (1987) 

 

A. Abortion: Connecting Foreign Aid to Domestic Politics 

 

In the 1970’s abortion became one of the great political dividers in American politics, a 

facet of broader battles over values that are now referred to as the culture wars. Today, as 

in the 1970s, few topics in American politics garner as much attention. As Barbara 

Kinson Craig and David M. O’Brien note, “in the years since the Supreme Court handed 

down its [1973] ruling in Roe v. Wade…the politics of the abortion controversy has 

affected every branch and every level of American government.”1  

Heated rhetoric only fuelled the debate. The New Right, rising to power in the 

1980s with Ronald Reagan’s capture of the White House, pushed a “pro-life” agenda. 

“From the outset,” Malini Mehra explains, “[the New Right] preempted liberal opposition 

to its explicitly patriarchal and reactionary agenda by capturing the moral high ground in 

the war of self-definition.  The movement claimed it was pro-family, pro-life, pro-God, 

                                                
1 Barbara Hinkson Craig and David M. O'Brien, Abortion and American Politics (Catham, NJ: Chatham 
House, 1993), xiii. 
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and pro-America.”2 Both sides got in on the act, with abortion rights advocates adopting 

the term pro-choice.3 Both sides adopted rhetoric as political weaponry, brazenly 

expressing their philosophies.  

The terms’ longevity across four decades after the rise of this New Right coalition 

shows that the rhetorical battle lines have largely stuck.  But this rhetorical duality is 

deceptively complex. Indeed the two terms are firmly couched in an oppositional 

relationship both in their own right and also as aspects of broader social agendas. For 

instance, Steven Mosher of the conservative Population Research Institute has conflated 

issues such as prostitution, abortion, and homosexuality as part of a coherent set of social 

ills that are to be fought against.4 Thus issues like gay marriage join abortion as part of a 

pantheon of “anti-family” assaults on tradition. Abortion has become the subject of 

contemporary political battles constituting the tip of an iceberg of in the so-called culture 

wars.  

Indeed the debate touches some of the most contentious issues in American 

politics. Roe, for instance, was decided on the grounds of privacy under the 14th 

Amendment to the US Constitution. That amendment, being enacted to safeguard the 

rights of freed slaves, has since its adoption implied a terrifically complicated relationship 

between state legislatures’ authority and that of the Federal government. The Amendment 

requires that individual states guarantee “Due Process” rights, which was construed in 

Roe and other cases to overrule State authority in regulating abortion. “States’ rights” 

consistently comes up as a prototypical Republican concern, often as a veiled reference to 

abortion or other issues more conservative states may wish to exercise authority on. 

                                                
2 Malini Mehra, "The Mexico City Policy: An Examination of the Conservative Assault on U.S. 
International Population Policy and Women's Reproductive Rights, 1994," p. 6, Working Papers on Women 
in International Development, East Lansing. 
3 Craig and O'Brien, xv. 
4 Pam Chamberlain, "The Globalization of an Agenda: The Right Targets the UN with Its Anti-Choice 
Politics," The Public Eye 20, no. 1 (2006): 7. 
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Abortion thus overlaps with other legal and moral issues in a way that helps define 

political allegiances in the United States.  

As the abortion debate exploded in the 1970s and 1980s it shared the political 

landscape with related controversies over population control. In the 1950s and 1960s the 

US government began adopting formal population policies, both domestic and 

international, designed to shape the growth of populations according to various desired 

outcomes and began the process of internationalizing domestic fights. The two debates 

related insofar as abortion could be used as a means to reduce birth rates.  

Prior to the explosion of abortion debate with the Roe ruling, an erudite discussion 

about controlling population growth was well underway. On the domestic front, 

population control took a coercive turn mid-century. Thomas B. Littlewood notes that, 

“toward the end of the 1950s the dynamics of population and fertility control politics 

began changing dramatically…. The white majority perceived a need to ‘help’ racial 

minorities control their fertility.”5 The state sterilized welfare recipients, many of them 

Black and Hispanic, amidst growing concern about the growth of masses of poor, 

ethnically undesirable people.6  

In an international context the concern over population growth stemmed largely 

from worries about the impact of population on economic development and political 

stability abroad, specifically in the developing world.7  A 1968 book by Stanford biology 

professor Dr. Paul R. Ehrlich shocked and scared with its title: The Population Bomb. 

The cover of his book declares that “while you are reading these words four people will 

have died from starvation.  Most of them children.”8 A diagram of a bomb, fuse lit, 

                                                
5 Thomas B. Littlewood, The Politics of Population Control (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 
1977), 3. 
6 Ibid., 81-82, 109-112. 
7 Mehra, p. 3. 
8 Paul R. Ehrlich, The Population Bomb (New York: Ballantine, 1968). 
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accompanies the text “the population bomb keeps ticking.” Above the title runs the 

question, “Population control or race to oblivion.”  One might look back sceptically at 

such obviously sensational marketing. But between May of 1968 and March of 1969 

Ballantine Books issued four reprints. Betsy Hartmann explains the Ehrlich’s reliance on 

an old trope: 

the alarmists draw their ideological inspiration from Thomas Malthus, the British 
clergyman-turned-economist who wrote in the late 1700s and early 1800s. 
Malthus maintained that, unless restrained by ‘preventive checks,’ human 
populations would double every twenty-five years. The result would be geometric 
growth—1, 2, 4, 8, 16, 32, 64, 128, etc.—outstripping the earth’s capacity for 
food production.9   

 
Without controlling population both domestically and internationally the limited 

resources of earth would spell starvation and doom. Or so went the logic.   

 Population caught the attention of Congress and led to hearings, initiated by 

Senator Ernest Gruening and culminating in 1968, 

 on every aspect of population growth and family planning, both in the United 
 States and worldwide…. [that] created a new climate of opinion in Washington 
 about birth control, defined a new issue for government responsibility, and set 
 the stage for other actions in Congressional committees that had more direct 
 jurisdiction in matters involved in the subject.10 
 
Population control, both domestic and international, thus emerged as an appropriate 

subject for governmental regulation just before the explosion of the abortion debate with 

the deciding of Roe in 1973. 

 In 1961 Congress approved reforms to the American foreign affairs bureaucracy 

that would later help bring abortion and international population disputes together in the 

1980s. Amongst other things, the Foreign Assistance Act of 1961 sought efficiency by 

creating the United States Agency for International Development (USAID) to oversee 

                                                
9 Betsy Hartmann, Reproductive Rights and Wrongs: The Global Politics of Population Control and 
Contraceptive Choice (New York: Harper & Row, 1987), 13. 
10 Marshall Green, "The Evolution of US International Population Policy, 1965-92: A Chronological 
Account," Population and Development Review 19, no. 2 (1993): 305-306. 
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development assistance, including population assistance. Passed in the context of post-

Marshall Plan assistance efforts and rivalry with the Soviet Union and its surrogates, 

American foreign policy attempted to influence the popular perception of the United 

States abroad.  

 These reforms assured that American “culture” would be spread around the world, 

but not which interpretation of that culture would form the basis of policy. Foreign policy 

naturally expresses the views of those who control the political system. The policy 

pursued according to the Foreign Assistance Act reforms thus sought to mitigate the 

spread of views throughout the world that were seen as contrary to American interests. 

Population assistance as a component of development aid, for instance, focused in part on 

preventing the spread of communism.11 Indeed, Jessica C.E. Gienow-Hecht writes, “U.S. 

policy makers and scholars believed that the promotion abroad of an enterprise-based 

culture would spread more democracy around the world and contain fascism, 

communism, and other unpalatable foreign ideologies,”12 even as American “culture” 

remained an ambiguous concept.13   

 In 1984 the desire to spread American values around the world combined with 

anti-abortion politics to bring population policy in a new and controversial direction. 

James Buckley, a strongly conservative former Senator and Under Secretary of State for 

Security Assistance, and then-president of Radio Free Europe, presented the new 

approach on behalf of the Reagan administration at the 1984 United Nations-sponsored 

International Conference on Population in Mexico City. Buckley announced that the 

United States would go farther than the 1974 Helms Amendment and ban US population 

                                                
11 USAID, USAID History (3 Apr. 2009, accessed 22 June); available from 
http://www.usaid.gov/about_usaid/usaidhist.html. 
12 Jessica C.E. Gienow-Hecht, "Shame on US?: Academics, Cultural Transfer, and the Cold War--a Critical 
Review," Diplomatic History 24, no. 3 (2000): 467. 
13 Ibid. 
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assistance to any foreign non-governmental organization performing or promoting 

abortion as a family planning method. Going further, Buckley announced a wholesale 

paradigm shift in the population field: that population was a “neutral” phenomenon and 

that population growth would decline on its own over time through the introduction of 

free markets and free enterprise. To implement the policy USAID required that foreign 

NGO’s providing family planning services with U.S. money sign contract provisions 

forbidding the performance of or promotion of abortion. The policy would thereafter bear 

the name of the Mexico City conference. 

The Mexico City Policy (MCP) met a population assistance apparatus that had 

developed with an eye toward extending America’s influence abroad.  The Reagan 

administration took a conservative view of abortion and used the wide presidential 

authority given to him to oversee population assistance to advance a domestic anti-

abortion agenda. Buckley’s role in the announcement of the change seems all the more 

appropriate given his post at Radio Free Europe, an organization funded by the U.S. 

Congress and charged with promoting democracy in countries with controlled media, 

extending into such Cold War enemies as Russia, Iran, and the Eastern Bloc.  

The policy direction taken by the United States at the time of the Mexico City 

Policy’s emergence hinged on the prior development after World War II of concern for 

America’s role assisting countries in need and preventing the spread of communism. As 

population became a concern both domestically and internationally, awareness of the 

issue paved the way for the Mexico City Policy. When the New Right came to power 

with Ronald Reagan at the helm, therefore, the question was not whether to have a policy 

on population issues but what direction to steer it. The conservative New Right’s answer 

to that question was the Mexico City Policy. 
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B. Methodology 

 
This essay asks how domestic abortion debate influenced the adoption or rejection of the 

Mexico City Policy (MCP) from 1984-2001. Given the policy’s roots in the multiple 

intersecting debates presented above, an answer to that question relates to several 

different areas of academic interest including reproductive rights and feminism, 

population, history, cultural studies, and international relations.  

Literature on reproductive rights reflects the evolving case for women’s equality. 

The moral debate about abortion revolved largely around two issues, the autonomy of a 

pregnant woman to make decisions about her own body and health versus what, if any, 

inherent “right to life” a foetus has. Judith Jarvis Thompson argues “if a human being has 

any just, prior claim to anything at all, he has a just, prior claim to his own body.”14 The 

“right to life” view, in contrast, argues for a foetus to be seen as a being unto its own with 

its own rights that counter those of the mother.15 Feminist theorists draw a line from 

autonomy to equality. Catherine MacKinnon argues that the argument underpinning Roe, 

that a right to abortion derives from a right to privacy, relegates reproductive control to 

the private sphere where women’s autonomy is often circumscribed or overruled by male 

power.16  Implicit in her argument is the quintessential feminist maxim that the personal 

is political, or, that the private sphere—sometimes referred to as the domestic sphere—

constitutes a location that relegates women and their interests to a place where they can 

be controlled. Barbara Hinkson Craig and David M. O’Brien’s Abortion and American 

                                                
14 Judith Jarvis Thomson, "A Defense of Abortion," Philosophy and Public Affairs 1 (1971): 54. 
15 Belinda Bennett, ed., Abortion, ed. Michael D. Freeman, The International Library of Medicine, Ethics, 
and Law (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2004), xiii. 
16 Catharine A. MacKinnon, "Reflections on Sex Equality under Law," The Yale Law Journal 100 (1991): 
1311. 
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Politics demonstrates in spades that abortion politics concerned who got to define the 

moral status of abortion and, consequently, who got to control the procedure itself.17 

The literature on population reflects the persistent autonomy and control themes 

in the literature on abortion.  Most of the relevant parameters of debate about this have 

been laid out above, between Paul Ehrlich’s bombastic concern for the planet’s limited 

resources and Betsy Hartmann’s passionate rebuke of those who would seek to control 

others’ reproduction for the way it objectifies them and makes way for bias to justify such 

control. Littlewood’s chronicle of population control in America vindicates Hartmann’s 

fears by showing what happened when paternalistic concern for non-whites translated 

into their mass sterilization. But a further and important feature, more in the history of 

population policy itself and attitudes toward it than in the literature on it, was the deep 

scepticism with which countries in the developing world reacted to attempts by developed 

countries to control their populations’ growth. Many saw this as imperialism. Hartman 

has noted how “ironically, the [Mexico City] policy statement [presented by Buckley in 

1984] served to legitimize the position of the population establishment by casting them in 

the role of the defenders of reproductive rights.”18 Yet the establishment position 

remained, essentially, top-down. It was not until 1994 at the International Conference on 

Population and Development in Cairo that the discourse on population would take a 

strong turn toward individuals’ reproductive rights in the context of the need to moderate 

population growth as an element of development strategy.19 

                                                
17 Craig and O'Brien. 
18 Hartmann, 125. 
19 At the International Conference on Population and Development (ICPD) of 1994 in Cairo reproductive 
rights were accepted as central to development. This constituted a significant turn away from population 
“control.” See Programme of Action; Adopted at the International Conference on Population and 
Development, Cairo (United Nations Population Fund, 1994).  For analysis see, C. Alison McIntosh and 
Jason L. Finkle, "The Cairo Conference on Population and Development: A New Paradigm?," Population 
and Development Review 21, no. 2 (1995). See also, Shareen El Feki, "The Birth of Reproductive Health: A 
Difficulty Delivery," PLoS Medicine 1, no. 1 (2004).  
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The history of culture and its role in American diplomacy constitutes another area 

already touched on above but with a much wider literature base than will be dealt with 

here.  As it pertains here, the debate within that history of American diplomacy reflects 

three general trends: 

First, the ‘cold warriors’ lamented the absence of an aggressive cultural foreign 
 policy among U.S. officials. Their successors, the ‘critics of cultural imperialism’ 
 identified the export of American culture as thinly veiled global exploitation. 
 Finally, a group of countercritics then defied the concept of cultural imperialism.20 
 
Within this latter group are scholars like Rob Kroes and Richard Pells, who see American 

cultural exports in the context of the post-World War II and Cold War cultural diplomacy 

discussed in the previous section above, as largely absorbable and redeployable. Scholars 

like Kroes and Pells thus stress receivers’ agency.21 By contrast, others fit in the second 

category. Victoria DeGrazia sees American impact primarily in imperial terms, 

contending that American consumer culture “conquered” European markets by adapting 

capitalist mass consumption to them.22 Richard Kuisel’s Seducing the French is less 

pessimistic, and seems to fit in the third category with Kroes and Pells, but argues 

nevertheless that America’s cultural ambitions caused the French to react in a way that 

occasionally allowed certain aspects of American culture to take hold at the same time 

that it inspired a somewhat reactionary process of defining “Frenchness.”23  At issue was 

not only the specific history of cultural export then but also the normative question of 

what to make of it. 

                                                
20 Gienow-Hecht: 465-466. 
21 Kroes specifically addresses the many forms of mass culture, that is, items produced en mass for mass 
consumption. See Rob Kroes, If You've Seen One, You've Seen the Mall: Europeans and American Mass 
Culture (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1996). Pells, as the title of his book suggests, deals with the 
tortured process of cultural interaction, ultimately portraying America’s cultural influence as somewhat 
benign. It is worth noting Pells’s citation of Kroes in explaining the similarity of their positions. See 
Richard H. Pells, Not Like Us: How Europeans Have Loved, Hated, and Transformed American Culture 
since World War II (New York: Basic Books, 1997).  
22 Victoria De Grazia, Irresistible Empire: America's Advance through 20th-Century Europe, 1st paperback 
ed. (Cambridge: Belknap, 2006). 
23 Richard F. Kuisel, Seducing the French: The Dilemma of Americanization (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 1993). 
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 Not surprisingly, culture has recently become a concern in the sometimes-

parochial professional study of international relations. Gienow-Hecht noted that in the 

history of American cultural diplomacy it has not always been clear what “culture” 

meant.24 With respect specifically to international relations literature, Julie Reeves 

suggests that this is because the term “culture” occupies a political role as means to its 

user’s interpretive end: 

 When people speak of their ‘culture’ or of other communities having a different 
 ‘culture’, we do not learn much about the substantive content of an authentic 
 thing called ‘culture’ or even of how different people really are.  What we glimpse 
 is a vision or statement of how people would like their world to be and of their 
 perceptions of others. In short, references to the essentialist concept of culture 
 provide us with a good insight into other people’s epistemologies (how they see 
 the world) and better still, their politics.25  
 
The history of American cultural diplomacy only underscores the terms’ flexibility, 

encompassing as it has both the mass-produced and mass-consumed mass culture as well 

as erudite high culture.   

 Whatever its definition, international relations literature manifests culture as 

concept subject to certain trends—in the words of Gienow-Hecht, as part of “an 

increasingly academic dispute over culture as an instrument of power that either ‘worked’ 

or ‘did not work.’”26  Perhaps the example par excellence of this trend in international 

relations arises in Joseph S. Nye’s now famous concept, “soft power,” or “the ability to 

get what you want through attraction rather than coercion or payments.”27 Though “soft,” 

culture still constitutes a means of exerting power, or, “the ability to influence the 

behaviour of others to get the outcomes one wants.”28  A second broad trend, writes 

Reeves, is the transition from a humanist concept of culture connoting cultivation and 

                                                
24 Gienow-Hecht: 469. 
25 Julie Reeves, Culture and International Relations: Narratives, Natives and Tourists, Routledge Advances 
in International Relations and Global Politics (Oxfordshire: Routledge, 2004), 181. 
26 Gienow-Hecht: 466. 
27 Joseph S. Nye, Soft Power: The Means to Success in World Politics (New York: PublicAffairs, 2004), x. 
28 Ibid., 2. 
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refinement at the beginning of the twentieth century to an anthropological notion of 

culture that defines identities.  Culture does not exist out there but performs the function 

of creating coherent communities where their coherence may not otherwise be obvious.  

It is this tactical function of culture, Reeves argues, that scholars like Samuel Huntington 

deploy in lumping people together into coherent “civilizations” that, according to him, are 

destined to clash. 

  The reader may find discussion of such seemingly disparate literatures lumbering 

and distracting, but they form a constellation of ideas of supreme relevance to the MCP, a 

topic about which little or no academic literature has been specifically written.  It will be 

shown that a series of domestic contests over “cultural” issues like abortion meant that 

the MCP and decisions over its instatement or repeal constituted political contests defined 

by the pursuit of domestic political control, which in turn would decide whose concept of 

reproductive control would be exerted at home and abroad. 

This link that I draw between the domestic and the international derives from 

Cynthia Enloe’s Bananas, Beaches & Bases: Making Feminist Sense of International 

Politics. As I noted with regard to MacKinnon above, Enloe explains “one of the simplest 

and most disturbing feminist insights is that ‘the personal is political’. Disturbing, 

because it means that relationships we once imagined were private or merely social are in 

fact infused with power.”29 What constitutes a child and whether and how it has rights 

that countervails its mother’s, how the family becomes variously defined, who gets to say 

or decide what and when about the nature of the divide between the domestic and the 

public spheres—these are all contests that demonstrate how the dividing line between the 

personal and the public is political. In the specific case of abortion and contest over its 

                                                
29 Cynthia Enloe, Bananas, Beaches & Bases: Making Feminist Sense of International Politics (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 1989), 195. 
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meaning, whether it signifies women’s autonomy or the killing of helpless human lives or 

something else entirely, pertains directly. 

But Enloe’s added value lies in the way she theorizes this connection beyond the 

national boundaries where national politics are elaborated—a way of demarcating and 

contesting a different domestic sphere. She claims: 

Conventional analyses stop short of investigating an entire area of international 
relations, an area that women have pioneered in exploring: how states depend on 
particular constructions of the domestic and private spheres.30 

 
By illustrating several ways that inter-state relations have relied upon particular gendered 

configurations of domestic and private space Enloe establishes that the “international is 

personal.” She thus does for international relations analysis what others did for domestic, 

that is national, politics: contested the barriers behind which the gendered dynamics of 

power could be hidden from view and thus reinforced.  As perhaps the prime domestic, 

again national, example of the personal-is-political saying Enloe’s extension of it allows 

us to put the Mexico City Policy and its domestic political origins squarely in the 

spotlight and to ask, what dynamics of power are at work here? 

I argue that the MCP participates in the kind of non-conventional politics of 

culture that Enloe, Reeves, and Gienow-Hecht direct attention towards. Of course, 

conventionality is a relative term. The MCP is not an international agreement and may 

not be conventional by some standards. Yet providing development assistance, which 

includes population assistance funds, through non-governmental organizations (NGOs) is 

rather standard. What was not conventional, at least at the time the MCP was enacted and 

in the specific history of U.S. foreign aid, was the way that the United States attached 

religiously motivated conditions to population funds it distributed through this system. As 

such the MCP is a concrete expression of abstract “cultural” values. 

                                                
30 Ibid., 197. 
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 Scholarship on religious conservatives like those who support the MCP generally 

take national boundaries as the limits of investigation.31 But the MCP with its support 

base among religious conservatives reflects the need to take international perspectives on 

domestic phenomena.  Doris Buss and Didi Herman explain that the MCP illustrates the 

power of such groups to project their influence outside domestic space.32  With what they 

label the increasing “globalization” of “family values” ample justification, if not need, 

exists to examine domestic abortion politics from the vantage of its relationship with 

international affairs.  

 The MCP provides a good opportunity therefore to explore the connections 

between domestic politics of abortion, international policy, and their relationship to 

cultural politics. In keeping with that approach, this essay examines the proposition that 

the cultural politics of the Mexico City Policy ultimately did much more than simply 

bring domestic abortion debate into the realm of foreign affairs.  But before that case can 

be built, we must face an even more contested topic than culture: imperialism.  

 The literature on American empire is vast and constitutes one of the more 

controversial debates in academia today. Consequently, I cannot attempt to summarize all 

of its dimensions.33  Nor do I want this to be considered “yet another empire paper.” In 

conducting the research for this thesis I in no way set out to prove the existence of 

American empire, imperial actions, or the utility of the concept itself. Consequently the 

term is absent from the two substantive chapters between this introduction and the 

                                                
31 Doris Buss and Didi Herman, Globalizing Family Values: The Christian Right in International Politics 
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2003), xvi. 
32 Ibid., xv. 
33 This debate carries on along many axes, and includes thinkers like Andrew Bacevich, Charles 
Krauthammer, Edward Said, Michael Hardt and Anthony Negri, amongst others.  Whereas some see empire 
in formal political terms, others see it in terms of cultural imperialism. With recent conflicts in Iraq and 
Afghanistan under George W. Bush, and before that genocide intervention in the Balkans under William J. 
Clinton, the debate has continued to find new subjects and dimensions to explore.  It is thus an urgently 
contemporary topic.  
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conclusion. But I believe in the end that the concept of imperialism can be used 

productively to frame the MCP as a concrete development by making sense of the link 

between the MCP and domestic politics.   

 I rely on a particular concept of imperialism elaborated by Edward Said that 

examines the connection between culture and empire in terms of narrative.34 He explains 

that “the power to narrate, or to block other narratives from forming and emerging, is 

very important to culture and imperialism, and constitutes one of the main connections 

between them.”35  Later he writes that “‘imperialism’ means the practice, the theory, and 

the attitudes of a dominating metropolitan centre ruling a distant territory.”36 In imperial 

projects, narrative helps form identity and attitude. Narratives created by those at the 

imperial center justify the subjugation of others at the imperial periphery. They create 

distinctions between “us” and “them.”  The narrative process of constructing identities 

illustrates Enloe’s principle that the international is personal, especially when one 

considers that these narrative processes reduce both the ‘us’ and the ‘them’ to 

undifferentiated blocks.   

C. Chapter Outline  
 
Concretely, what does this mean for an interpretation of the relationship between 

domestic abortion politics and the MCP? My interpretation of various sources reflect the 

concerns presented by Enloe and Said. Speeches by Ronald Reagan, analysis of legal 

thinking on the Mexico City Policy, congressional hearings, and the congressional record, 

articles from the Population and Development Review, and select newspaper articles 

                                                
34 Said highlights the ways that literary forms represent the attitudes, what he calls structures of feeling and 
attitude, endemic to formal empire in cultural forms such as the novel. With respect to this use of the word 
“culture” Said notes that there are two senses in which he uses the word, here the relevant definition being 
“all those practices…that often exist in aesthetic forms, one of whose principle aims is pleasure.” See 
Edward W. Said, Culture and Imperialism (London: Vintage, 1994), xii. 
35 Ibid., xiii. 
36 Ibid., 8. 
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comprise the primary sources, supplemented by histories of the New Right and American 

politics after the 1970s.   

 This chapter outlines the parallel historical developments that led to the MCP’s 

enactment in 1984 and the methods of this project. In Chapter II I argue that the 

emergence of the New Right and the election of Ronald Reagan connected abortion to the 

New Right’s free market economic ideology.  The chapter shows how they became 

intertwined in the MCP, tied in rhetoric and agenda to the task of America acting as an 

example to the rest of the world.  In Chapter III I argue that the abortion debate as it 

pertained to the MCP shifted in emphasis from population to focus more on the issue of 

abortion itself. This accompanied a more intense push by the Bush administration to 

project its values into the wider world. Debate about this reflected differing worldviews 

with respect to sovereignty and the nature of American leadership.  In Chapter IV I argue 

that the MCP constitutes an imperialist policy and argue that such an approach to foreign 

policy is not in the interests of the United States or any other country.  
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II. Ideology and the Mexico City Policy 
 

A. The New Right and Ronald Reagan 

 

Conservative Christians, Protestant and Catholic, played key roles in abortion politics and 

made up an important component of the New Right coalition that brought Ronald Reagan 

to the White House in 1981. Robert D. Woodberry and Christian S. Smith describe 

rampant confusion even amongst scholars over how to categorize “conservative 

Protestants” that make part of this coalition. In their own words, 

 Defining conservative Protestantism is difficult because conservative Protestants 
 (CPs) belong to such a jumble of different denominations and movements, and 
 they do not agree on any one label or set of beliefs. To add to the confusion, many 
 social scientists and journalists use the terms "fundamentalist," "evangelical," "born 
 again," "conservative Protestant," and "religious right" indiscriminately without 
 considering the differing meanings of these terms.37 
 
Entering into particular debates about divisions between sub-movements within 

Christianity cannot be the province of this paper.  

 Steve Bruce adopts the term “new Christian Right” (NCR) to describe “the 

mobilization of conservative Protestants which can be dated from the late 1970s and 

which peaked with the Reagan Administration.”38 The term describes a set of movements 

by a network of actors and religious institutions to influence electoral politics.  Bruce 

recognizes a trend within conservative Protestantism, particularly amongst 

fundamentalists, or those who believe in the literal truth of the Bible, in the 1960s and 

1970s toward political mobilization. According to Bruce, 

 …the market for the New Christian Right was created by the interaction of a 
 number of trends.  On the one hand, an increasingly liberal state, committed to 
 promoting interests (such as those of blacks, women, and homosexuals) which 

                                                
37 Robert D. Woodberry and Christian S. Smith, "Fundamentalism Et Al: Conservative Protestants in 
America," Annual Review of Sociology 24 (1998): 25. 
38 Steve Bruce, The Rise and Fall of the New Christian Right: Conservative Protestant Politics in America 
1978-1988 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1988), Preface. 
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 fundamentalists opposed, was intervening more and more in the sub-societies 
 and subcultures of conservative Protestant America.  On the other, the rise of the 
 South  and the stronger profile of evangelical religion gave conservative 
 Protestants reasons to feel both that they were not getting their due and that their 
 due could be got if they organized to claim it.39   
 
 Scholar Erling Jorstad joins Bruce in pointing to Jerry Fallwell and his 

fundamentalist40 Christian institutions as exemplar of the New Christian Right and its 

mobilization. Bruce noted the perception of an encroaching state and increasingly 

permissive culture, and Falwell exemplified an institutionalization of fundamentalist 

beliefs emblematic of larger trends. Indeed, Bruce explains, Falwell’s “Thomas Road 

Baptist Church is by no means unique. On only a slightly smaller scale, ‘Bible Baptism’ 

has shown similar growth in many American cities.”41 Thomas Road was the focal point 

of an ever-larger set of institutions that helped cement the Church’s views.  A summer 

camp, a home for alcoholics, broadcast sermons, and ever-larger buildings to 

accommodate the burgeoning Church membership offer a view into the mobilization of 

resources taking place.  

 Charismatic leaders became key to mobilizing the NCR. Jorstad notes that this 

self-promotion was indicative of broader organization extending into and relying heavily 

on television broadcasting. Indeed,  

 …substantial agreement [between Falwell and like-minded pastors] is abundant.  
 They are all steadily improving the technical quality of their broadcasting; they 
 have large, effective staffs, but keep their own names at the center of their 
 programs for identification and to hold the loyalty of supporters…. All 
 unabashedly proclaim America as the most Christian nation on earth, God’s 
 instrument to do his will…. All three condemn secular humanism and political 
 liberalism as satanic threats to America; all three call for revival now.42  
 

                                                
39 Ibid., 49. 
40 Falwell believed in the literal truth and inerrancy of the Bible’s text. See James T. Patterson, Restless 
Giant: The United States from Watergate to Bush v. Gore, ed. David M. Kennedy, The Oxford History of 
the United States (New York: Oxford University Press, 2005), 138. 
41 Bruce, 48. 
42 Erling Jorstad, The Politics of Moralism: The New Christian Right in American Life (Minneapolis: 
Augsburg, 1981), 51. 
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Beyond these means of mobilization, the New Christian right found the height of its 

political mobilization in the Moral Majority, an overtly political advocacy organization 

headed by Falwell.  

 The New Christian Right allied itself with the agendas pertaining to a broader 

conservative coalition credited with the election of Ronald Reagan. It was a “New” 

Christian Right because it’s strikingly visible political role was new. But it was not 

unique in being politically active on a conservative bent. Jorstad writes that, “both Moral 

Majority and Christian Voice [it’s West Coast equivalent] had overlapping programs with 

groups such as the American Life Lobby, The Christian Action Council, Citizens for the 

Right to Bear and Keep Arms, Coalition for the First Amendment (headed by [fellow 

fundamentalist] James Robison), the Heritage Foundation,” and others.43   

 This alliance extended into the realm of foreign policy. For example, at the 

Washington for Jesus rally on April 29, 1980, “many speakers denounced the alleged 

military weakness of America and called on the administration to spend more for 

armaments.  Other speakers demanded a return to ‘Christian America,’ apparently 

something like a religious theocracy. In all the rhetoric, the exact meanings of such 

statements were hard to define.”44 Bruce notes that “the old Christian right was concerned 

with the threat from ‘world communism,’” a concern shared by the New Christian Right 

of the 1970s and 1980s.45 Eventually, fear of a global threat would be transferred to the 

United Nations.  Buss and Herman explain “conservative premillenial Protestant belief 

about the Antichrist coalesced around the idea of ‘one world government.’ Within this 

form of thinking, the Antichrist will successfully unite large swaths of the world under a 

superficially appealing philosophy of unity. The emergence of the United Nations, with 

                                                
43 Ibid., 76. 
44 Ibid., 79. 
45 Bruce, 33. 
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its subsequent growth and empowerment, has played a crucial role in confirming, for 

believers, the truth of this scenario.”46  

 Professional organizers helped the Moral Majority mobilize and become a core 

Republican constituency. A few individuals in particular played important roles in 

providing the New Christian Right with the tools for political advocacy.  Using funds 

from magnates like Joseph Coors, Paul Weyrich founded the above-mentioned Heritage 

Foundation, a conservative think tank.  Richard Viguerie, a master of direct-mail 

campaigns credited with drawing 4 million new Republican contributors, committed “to 

spread the gospel of Republican conservatism beyond the confines of country clubs and 

upper-middle-class suburbs and to reach Catholics and blue-collar workers who had 

previously voted Democratic.”47  Thus at the same time the New Christian Right was 

coalescing around a set of its own leaders, it had been invited into a broader coalition of 

agendas organized by party activists. This was the New Right coalition, of which the New 

Christian Right was part.  

 Abortion concerned a range of religious groups within the New Right in addition 

to the NCR such as Catholics and conservative Jews.  As Patterson notes, “the Roe v. 

Wade decision of 1973 aroused special outrage among conservative Catholics, who 

swelled the membership of a National Right to Life Committee—and in short order, the 

voting power of Republican political candidates” like Representative Chris Smith of New 

Jersey, elected in 1980 along with president Reagan and who became one of the most 

vicious opponents of abortion in the Congress.48  

 A distinction needs to be drawn between the NCR and a broader, shifting network 

of opportunistically aligned personalities and organizations whose specific ideologies and 

                                                
46 Buss and Herman, 12, 19-32. 
47 Patterson, 132-133. 
48 Ibid., 133. 
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goals overlap on abortion issues and whose membership from context to context may 

change as their interests diverge. Buss and Herman note that conservative Protestant 

organizations may align strategically with organizations with other faith orientations at 

the international level, their participation in advocacy at such institutions as the United 

Nations itself contrasts with the wishes of anti-U.N. Protestant conservatives of similar 

religious background but different strategic vision.49 Conservative protestants in the New 

right similarly compromised religious unanimity for uniformity of message vis-à-vis 

abortion.  

B. Rhetoric and Ideology of Ronald Reagan 

 
President Reagan’s public rhetoric between his election and the instatement of the MCP 

reflects the commingling of priorities in the New Right coalition. In a 1982 letter to 

Senators regarding an Amendment to a spending bill put forth by Senator Jesse Helms, 

Reagan urged passage for the measure on the grounds that it “affirms the humanity of the 

unborn child in our society” while at the same time “provides the Supreme Court to 

reconsider its usurpation of the role of legislatures and state courts in this area.”50   

 Such rhetoric was often tied into a larger conservative agenda woven rhetorically 

and conceptually by the Reagan Administration to create political power. In another 1982 

speech, this time to the Conservative Political Action Conference, he paid tribute to those 

with whom he had “slowed the spending juggernaut and got the taxpayers out from under 

the Federal Steamroller.”51 Pushing back against government involved cuts to welfare 

programs, trimming the state to rid it of “a permanent welfare constituency and in 

                                                
49 Buss and Herman, xx. 
50 Ronald W  Reagan, Letter to Selected Members of the Senate on an Antiabortion Amendment to a 
Federal Debt Ceiling Bill( Ronald Reagan Presidential Library, 30 March 2009 1982, accessed 3 Mar. 
2009); available from http://www.reagan.utexas.edu/archives/speeches/1982/90882b.htm. 
51 Ronald W Reagan, Remarks at a Conservative Political Action Conference Dinner February 26, 1982( 
Ronald Reagan Presidential Library, 1982, accessed 3 Mar. 2009); available from 
http://www.reagan.utexas.edu/archives/speeches/1982/22682b.htm. 



Warners       Abortion in U.S. Foreign Relations: The Mexico City Policy, 1984-2001 
 

23 

government programs that reinforce the dependency of our people” on it. This “attempt to 

give government back to the people” led directly into a discussion of abortion.  

 The move is somewhat awkward because in almost the same breath Reagan 

implied that to “give government back to the people” meant reducing their dependence on 

government while, immediately afterwards, he exhorted, “we must with calmness and 

resolve help the vast majority of our fellow Americans understand that the more than 1 ½ 

[sic] million abortions performed in 1980 amount to a great moral evil, an assault on the 

sacredness of human life” (my emphasis). Critics may point out that this attitude, of a 

paternalistic helping-to-understand, contradicts the notion of “give[ing] government back 

to the people.”52 But abortions “amount to a great moral evil, and assault on the 

sacredness of human life.”  To Reagan, morality was the fundament of federalism.  

 He then moved from abortion to a discussion of crime, proclaiming that, “society 

has a right to be protected from those who prey on the innocent.” Such a statement after a 

discussion of abortion, the killing of children in many conservatives’ eyes, probably was 

not coincidental. This elision of crime and abortion makes sense under the rubric 

forwarded by Reagan that “we live today in a time of climactic struggle for the human 

spirit, a time that will tell whether the great civilized ideas of individual liberty, 

representative government, and the rule of law under God will perish or endure.” The 

speech concluded with the setting of this “climactic struggle” in anti-communist 

sentiments and fears, exhorting listeners to join in “a new crusade” against the challenges 

facing the country. Thus in a speech delivered not to a forum tied to conservatism of the 

New Right and not just the New Christian Right, Reagan tied together sentiments against 

the centralizing power of Federal government held jointly by the New Christian Right 
                                                
52 This is a criticism that has been made. See U.S. Congress, House, Representative 
Barbara Boxer of California speaking on Government on the Backs of the People, 98th 
Cong., 2nd Sess., Congressional Record 130, pt.1 (31 January 1984): 1061. 
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and other players in the New Right coalition, extending them into the realm of undefined 

enemies. All the while he wove anti-abortion sentiment inextricably into a broader world 

agenda.  

 To Reagan, the international arena was never quite separate from the domestic 

because the ideology underpinning the New Right constituted a vision of boundless moral 

truth and righteousness. In a speech to the Supreme Council of the Knights of Columbus 

he remarked that  “it’s only in these values, only in the faith that sees beyond the here and 

now, that we find the rationale for our own daring notions about the inalienable rights of 

free men and women.”53 Reagan characterised international developments, like domestic 

ones, as controllable phenomena that could be shaped to conform to a certain set of 

values. “Contrary to what followers of Marx and Lenin would have us believe, we're not 

hopelessly buffeted by the tides and currents of history, for history is not the stuff of 

impersonal forces or unalterable laws. Free men and women, inspired by their deeply 

held beliefs and values, are capable of turning those tides of history and setting them 

running again in the cause of freedom.”54  

 Indeed, after a discussion of foreign policy ranging from El Salvador to defense 

against ballistic missiles, Reagan proclaimed “for many years, American foreign policy 

has suffered from a defensive posture, a shyness about the values and beliefs that form 

the heart of our political consensus and our civilization. Well, we're on the defensive no 

longer.”55 This remark appeared in the context of discussing communist threats but 

become explicitly linked to the domestic agenda of “family values” that stood as a 

hallmark of the New Right coalition, and New Christian Right aspirations in particular. 

                                                
53 Ronald W Reagan, Remarks at the Centennial Meeting of the Supreme Council of the Knights of 
Columbus in Hartford, Connecticut(The Ronald Reagan Presidential Library, 1982, accessed 3 Mar. 2009); 
available from http://www.reagan.utexas.edu//archives/speeches/1982/80382a.htm. 
54 Ibid.(accessed). 
55 Ibid.(accessed).  



Warners       Abortion in U.S. Foreign Relations: The Mexico City Policy, 1984-2001 
 

25 

Contrasting testimony from one man’s life under communism to life in the United States, 

Reagan declared “in these words, I think we find the justification for the importance of 

the values of family, community, and religion, and some of the changes we’ve made in 

Washington during the last 18 months.”56  

 At least in terms of rhetoric then the moral worldview of Reagan embodied a 

certain aspiration toward the unrestrained, a kind of liberty in the context of universal 

values. Reagan fondly referred to the United States “as a city upon a hill,” a telling detail 

as, notes Patterson, “the phrase ‘city upon a hill was Puritan leader John Winthrop’s, 

delivered in 1630 on the ship Arabella as it sailed to what was to become Massachusetts 

Bay Colony.  At Reagan’s funeral in June 2004, Supreme Court Justice Sandra Day 

O’Connor read Winthrop’s words, emphasizing that Reagan often used them during his 

presidency.”57 Indeed, before election, “the future president had emphasized again and 

again his belief that the United States was an exceptional nation that was destined to 

outlast and ultimately to overcome tyrannical systems such as Communism and to spread 

its democratic values throughout the world.”58 

C. The New Right in Congress 

 
As the president expressed his vision for the United States and the world, battles over 

abortion raged.  Following the introduction of the Equal Rights Amendment in 1982 after 

the lapse of the 1972 ERA, anti-abortionists expressed concerned about the implications 

of the amendment for the constitutional right to privacy that in the 1973 Roe decision 

gave women the right to access abortion. On 25 April 1984 Senator E.J. Garn shared 

concern about the connections between the ERA and abortion.  He noted that National 

Conference of Catholic Bishops would not support the ERA unless it were, “amended to 

                                                
56 Ibid.(accessed). 
57 Patterson, 152. 
58 Ibid., 200. 
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make it neutral with regard to abortion and abortion funding.”59 Garn was a close Reagan 

ally whose efforts to deregulate financial markets with the Garn-St Germain Depository 

Institutions Act of 1982 were met with praise. Reagan deemed  the act, co-sponsored by a 

Democrat colleague and widely supported between both parties, “the most important 

legislation for financial institutions in the last 50 years… It's proconsumer…. And…it 

means help for housing, more jobs, and new growth for the economy. All in all, I think 

we hit the jackpot.”60 This same Reagan ally noted that the defeat of attempts to amend 

the proposed ERA language only instilled in antiabortionists a stronger notion that the 

ERA, as drafted, would constitutionally protect abortion.61  

 Two months after Senator Garn shared his concerns and the position of the Catholic 

Bishops with the Congress, Congressman Mark Siljander attempted to codify the status of 

an unborn child as a person under law.  In such a formulation abortion would be murder. 

Siljander had won support from Moral Majority and an endorsement from then-President 

Reagan when he ran for office and was elected in a special 1981 election to represent his 

Michigan district. Siljander declared in Time magazine that, 

 "I'm part of the silent majority that was heard Nov. 4 [when President Reagan was 
 elected]," says Siljander. "My support comes from morally concerned citizens who 
 are sick of the situation in this country." Siljander pledges to battle the Equal Rights 
 Amendment, pornography, abortion, school busing and "big spending." He will 
 champion the neutron bomb, the MX missile and prayer in public schools.62 
 
Firmly ensconced in the politics of the New Christian Right, himself a “fundamentalist” 

according to Time,63 the congressman offered an amendment that was short but blatantly 

aimed at abortion. The Congressional Record states Siljander’s proposal: “Amendment 
                                                
59 U.S. Congress, Senate, Senator Jake Garn of Utah speaking on Catholic Bishops See Abortion-ERA 
Connection, 98th Cong., 2nd Sess., Congressional Record 130, pt.7 (25 April 1984): 9909. 
60 Remarks on Signing the Garn-St Germain Depository Institutions Act of 1982 
October 15, 1982 http://www.reagan.utexas.edu/archives/speeches/1982/101582b.htm Accessed 16 April 
2009 
61 U.S. Congress, Senate, Senator Jake Garn of Utah speaking on Catholic Bishops See Abortion-ERA 
Connection, 98th Cong., 2nd Sess., Congressional Record 130, pt.7 (25 April 1984): 9909. 
62 "True Believer," Time, 4 May 1981. 
63 Ibid. 
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offered by Mr. Siljander: Page 10, after line 22, insert the following: Sec. 6. For the 

purposes of this act, the term ‘person’ shall include unborn children from the moment of 

conception.”64  

 Lest one doubt the sincerity of antiabortion advocates who saw abortion at the heart 

of a pathology of decay in the American moral landscape, Congressman Dan Lungren of 

California, also a Republican, proposed early in 1984 that the department of Health and 

Human Services perform a study of the connections between child abuse and abortion 

along with another study on the connections between pornography and child abuse. 

Connections, he suggested, seemed likely.65 Lungren, Siljander, and Garn gave voice to 

antiabortionist causes at the same time that the Administration was reviewing the official 

U.S. stance toward international population assistance, which would come to be 

enshrined in the now infamous Mexico City Policy at the 1984 International Conference 

on Population in Mexico City. 

 

D. Making the Mexico City Policy 

 
Despite the New Right’s appearance as a powerful political coalition its influence was 

muted somewhat by the Congressional elections of 1982, which saw control of the House 

of representatives return to the Democrats, hindering Reagan’s ability to follow up on 

what Craig and O’Brien call the most passionate and consistent antiabortion rhetoric of 

any president to that date.66  

                                                
64 U.S. Congress, House, Representative Mark Siljander of Michigan speaking on the Civil Rights Act of 
1984, Amendment Offered by Mr Siljander, 98th Cong., 2nd Sess., Congressional Record 130, pt.14 (26 
June 1984): 18865. 
65 U.S. Congress, House, Representative Dan Lungren speaking on Child Abuse Amendments of 1983, 
Amendment Offered by Mr. Lungren, 98th Cong., 2nd Sess., Congressional Record 130, pt.2 (2 February 
1984): 1444-45. 
66 Craig and O'Brien, 169, 172. 
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 Account that claim Reagan had minimal impact on abortion wrongly characterize 

his impact. It is more accurate to say that his domestic impact was minimal. Craig and 

O’Brien, like Patterson, acknowledge that Reagan’s impact on abortion politics was 

significant but both assert that his mind was devoted much more to the economy. Craig 

and O’Brien write that “Reagan’s record in pushing Congress to enact a constitutional 

amendment and other legislation limiting the availability of abortion failed to match what 

his antiabortion rhetoric had promised.”67 Patterson clarifies that the term “Reagan 

Revolution” applied to the realm of fiscal policy, and that “the domestic concerns that 

most excited him involved taxes and spending.”68 Yet this metric focuses almost 

exclusively on the domestic sphere.  Admittedly, this is the relevant environment to 

measure political achievements via-a-vis the desires of those who do the electing.  

Nevertheless, as the Mexico City Policy shows, the accounts provided by O’Brien and 

Patterson need to be augmented by a broader account encompassing the MCP. Especially 

internationally with the MPC Reagan’s impact on abortion was anything but rhetorical. 

 By June of 1984, drafts of a statement to be presented by the Reagan administration 

at the United Nations International Conference on Population began to receive attention 

from proponents and critics alike, exposing fissures within the Administration itself as to 

the appropriate place of antiabortion ideology in policy.  On June 7 Congressman John 

Porter of Illinois expressed concern in a House session about rumors of a drafted 

statement for the Mexico City conference being circulate by the National Security 

Council.  “Now,” he stated, “I understand that this draft policy paper presents views 

substantially different [from policies of past administrations and similar ones under the 

Reagan Administration], making light of the serious development and economic 

problems faced by many of the countries in the developing world, including Mexico, the 
                                                
67 Ibid. 
68 Patterson, 157, 170. 
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host country of the conference.”69  Particularly confusing to him was the impression that 

the administration had pushed for an expansion of population assistance funds while 

radically altering the paradigm behind it.  

 Over the next few days the press picked up the story. In response, Senator Jeremiah 

A. Denton of Alabama presented the rumoured draft statement, as well as alternate 

statements from the State Department and AID, as well as a criticism of the draft by Dr. 

Alan Guttmacher, the noted population expert and one-time lead player in both Planned 

Parenthood Federation of America and the International Planned Parenthood Federation.  

Denton, a prisoner of war in Vietnam for more than seven years, started a foundation in 

1983 “dedicated to issues regarding national security, the concept of One Nation under 

God, the institution of the family, welfare reform, and peacekeeping and humanitarian 

affairs.”70 As an internationally concerned senator concerned with such quintessential 

New Right issues as “the family” and the place of religion in public life (“One Nation 

under God”) Denton favourably contrasts the controversial White House draft against its 

alternatives.  He stated, “Both the [Department of] State paper and its AID counterpart 

stand in stark contrast to the policy statement developed at the White House. That 

statement sounds so much like our President—candid, optimistic, humane, sensible, 

unafraid to challenge time-worn shibboleths—that it may already bear the imprint of his 

hand, as it surely reflects his head and heart.”71  Scarcely a more positive endorsement 

could have been made. 

 The White House Draft Statement for the conference in Mexico City makes a series 

of grand claims that both depart from the status quo in the population field and reflect 

                                                
69 U.S. Congress, House, Representative John Porter of Illinois speaking on White House Undermining 
U.S. Leadership in International Family Planning, 98th Cong., 2nd Sess., Congressional Record 130, pt.11 (7 
June 1984): 15366. 
70 http://www.dentonfoundation.org/2.html Accessed 16 April 2009 
71 U.S. Congress, Senate, Senator Jeremiah Denton of Alabama speaking on Population and World 
Economic Development, 98th Cong., 2d Sess., Congressional Record130, Pt.12 (18 June 1984): 16891. 



Warners       Abortion in U.S. Foreign Relations: The Mexico City Policy, 1984-2001 
 

30 

New Right ideologies on abortion and economics. Perhaps the most shocking statement, 

at least to those in the population field, was the declaration that “in any particular society 

today, population growth is, of itself, a neutral phenomenon.”72 Population growth around 

the world, no matter differences in contexts or variables specific to them, was “not a 

failure but a success. It demonstrated not poor planning or bad policy but human progress 

in a new era of international assistance, technological advance, and human compassion.  

The population boom was a challenge; it need not have been a crisis.”73 This presented a 

stark paradigm shift, noted by academics, activists, and members of Congress, away from 

a supposed “consensus” that population control and development should go hand in hand.  

More than a paradigm shift for a field, the statement served as a strong declaration of 

values more than it was a plan. 

 The Statement casts the challenges presented by ballooning world population in 

terms similar to those used to explain the perception of America’s moral and economic 

decline before the traditionalist and pro-market policies of the New Right entered the 

White House and Congress with Ronald Reagan in 1980. “The first of these factors,” said 

the Statement, “was governmental control of economies, a pathology which spread 

throughout the developing world with sufficient virulence to keep much of it from 

developing further.”74 It continued to note that, “the worst consequence of economic 

statism was that it disrupted the natural mechanism for slowing population growth in 

problem areas,” namely the economic growth resulting from free enterprise.75 Pro-market 

policies, like “the family,” were “natural.” Problem areas existed because of insufficient 

                                                
72 U.S. Congress, Senate, White House: Draft Statement, 98th Cong., 2d Sess., Congressional Record130, 
Pt.12 (18 June 1984): 16891. 
73 U.S. Congress, Senate, White House: Draft Statement, 98th Cong., 2d Sess., Congressional Record130, 
Pt.12 (18 June 1984): 16891. 
74 U.S. Congress, Senate, White House: Draft Statement, 98th Cong., 2d Sess., Congressional Record130, 
Pt.12 (18 June 1984): 16,891. 
75 U.S. Congress, Senate, White House: Draft Statement, 98th Cong., 2d Sess., Congressional Record130, 
Pt.12 (18 June 1984): 16891. 
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economic growth, not because of population growth itself. The statement sought to 

harness UN precedent to bolster its position against population control and abortion 

specifically as a way to achieve it. The Statement pronounced that, “the United Nations 

Declaration of the Rights of the Child (1959) calls for legal protection for children before 

birth as well as after birth; and the United States accordingly does not consider abortion 

an acceptable element of family planning programs and will not contribute to those of 

which it is a part.”76 In addition to the Mexico City Policy this sentiment would affect the 

U.S. position towards the United Nations Population Fund (UNFPA), discussed below. 

 On 30 June 1984 The Economist, in an article ironically entitled “Leave it to 

Malthus,” summed up the Reagan position thusly: 

 Population growth was good for the United States in the frontier days, so it should 
 be good for developing countries today. If things haven’t worked out that way, it is 
 because too much government (“economic statism”) has made for too many babies 
 (“localised crises of population growth”).  Since economic growth is nature’s 
 contraceptive, the answer to over-population is to let free-market economics rip.  
 This  is the sophisticated argument against birth control in general and abortion in 
 particular  which the Reagan administration will present to the International 
 Conference on Population in Mexico City in August.77  
 
The Draft Statement thus reflected abhorrence for abortion as well as the proposition that 

free market mechanisms would render it, as a family planning method, unnecessary.  

 State Department and AID alternative drafts contained more data and in contrast to 

the White House sought to reaffirm the principles of the population consensus that valued 

a balanced approach between population control and economic development.  The State 

Department struck a more pragmatic tone than the White House Draft Statement, saying 

“a demographic watershed occurring in many Third World countries of vital concern to 

U.S. interests had critical implications for political stability, economic development, and 

health and humanitarian concerns.  For this reason, international population policy is of 

                                                
76 U.S. Congress, Senate, White House: Draft Statement, 98th Cong., 2d Sess., Congressional Record130, 
Pt.12 (18 June 1984):16892. 
77 "Aid and Abortion; Leave It to Malthus," The Economist, 30 June 1984. 
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high priority to U.S. foreign policy.”78 The State Department Draft underscored the 

importance for “human dignity and family values” in population policy also refuted the 

White House’s neutrality thesis. It noted that, “although rapid population growth is only 

one factor contributing to rising dangers of social unrest, political instability, and 

potential international conflicts over land, water, or resources, its influence should not be 

ignored.”79  The White House certainly could not have “ignored” these factors, but the 

State draft implies that the White House ignored important demographic trends that made 

population growth not just a moral or economic issue but also a security issue.  This may 

seem odd considering the White House Draft was issued by the National Security 

Council, specifically charged with advising the president on how to maintain national 

security.  The State draft conceded that “the problem is not the population growth in itself 

is bad,” but “the problem is that rapid population growth compounds already serious 

problems faced by both public and private sectors in accommodating changing social and 

economic demands.”80  Individual initiative in the market, it other words, could not 

overcome all obstacles. 

 AID struck many of the same notes. The AID statement proclaimed “rapid 

population growth requires heavy investments in schools, health care facilities, and other 

infrastructures, thus imposing major demands on resources needed for investment…. The 

Impact of the current rapid population growth is to sorely strain the resources of LDC’s 

[less developed countries] which could be used or investment for economic growth, but 

are needed for basic infrastructures and services for burgeoning populations.”81 Not only 

                                                
78 U.S. Congress, Senate, State Department Draft U.S. Scope Paper for the International Conference on 
Population, 98th Cong., 2d Sess., Congressional Record 130, Pt.12 (18 June 1984): 16892. 
79 U.S. Congress, Senate, State Department Draft U.S. Scope Paper for the International Conference on 
Population, 98th Cong., 2d Sess., Congressional Record 130, Pt.12 (18 June 1984): 16892. 
80 U.S. Congress, Senate, State Department Draft U.S. Scope Paper for the International Conference on 
Population, 98th Cong., 2d Sess., Congressional Record 130, Pt.12 (18 June 1984): 16893. 
81 U.S. Congress, Senate, A.I.D. Position Paper for the International Conference on Population, Mexico 
City—August 5-13, 1984, 98th Cong., 2d Sess., Congressional Record 130, Pt.12 (18 June 1984): 16894. 
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did the AID statement contradict the White House and National Security Council position 

that free markets would counteract growth on their own, but AID insisted that slowing 

population growth was instrumental in helping markets function. This key statement 

should be quoted in full: 

 By helping developing countries slow their population growth through support for 
 effective voluntary family planning programs, in conjunction with sound economic 
 policies, U.S. population assistance contributes to stronger saving and investment 
 rates, speeds the development of effective markets and related employment 
 opportunities, reduces the potential resource requirements of programs to improve 
 the health and education of the people, and hastens the achievement of each 
 country’s graduation from the need for external assistance.82 
 
This amounted to insisting that governments in their regulatory capacity were vital to 

economic growth, a thesis contradicting, or suggesting the need to introduce a great deal 

of nuance, to Reagan’s economic agenda. In this regard the ideological continuity 

between policies directed internally and externally seems striking. 

 The documents demonstrate conclusively that domestic struggles over abortion 

were being pushed into the international arena.  Said the AID statement, “the proposed 

Recommendation puts a UN intergovernmental population conference on record for the 

first time as not favoring abortion, a position fully consistent with U.S. policy.”83 In 1983 

Donald Lambro of the conservative publication Human Events asked “Why is Pro-

Abortion AID Official Still There?”84 As late as three years into the Reagan 

administration, Lambro’s headline implies, one would have expected a purge of “pro-

abortion” AID officials.  

 On August 8, several thousand miles away and on the same day that Ambassador 

James Buckley announced the Mexico City Policy, Senator Jesse Helms of North 

                                                
82 U.S. Congress, Senate, A.I.D. Position Paper for the International Conference on Population, Mexico 
City—August 5-13, 1984, 98th Cong., 2d Sess., Congressional Record 130, Pt.12 (18 June 1984): 16894. 
83 U.S. Congress, Senate, A.I.D. Position Paper for the International Conference on Population, Mexico 
City—August 5-13, 1984, 98th Cong., 2d Sess., Congressional Record 130, Pt.12 (18 June 1984): 16895. 
84 David Lambro, "Why Is Pro-Abortion AID Official Still There?," Human Events 43, no. 7 (1983). 
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Carolina introduced an amendment to supplemental appropriations bill H.R. 6040.  

Amendment 3624 to that bill sought to declare that, 

 …it is the sense of Congress that the President is to be commended for his 
 outstanding leadership in condemning abortion at home and abroad as a grave 
 injustice against unborn human beings and that, consistent with law, the President 
 should be encouraged to continue to modify the domestic and foreign policies of 
 the United States Government to protect unborn human beings from the violence 
 of abortion.85 
 
Though the amendment failed, the evidence demonstrates a range of expressions 

approving of and attempts aimed at the extension of restrictions or prohibitions on 

abortion not just within the United States but also without. Critics’ concern that “limiting 

access to family planning services in developing nations will mean more children, more 

abortions, more desperation, poverty, and starvation,” appears to have gone mostly 

unheeded by those pursuing the extension of anti-abortion policies into the international 

arena.86  

 The more surprising element to the bursting of domestic antipathy to abortion on 

the scene of international policy is that abortion politics found their way into the 

international arena along side, if not due to, New Right economic ideology. Staunch anti-

abortionist Congressman Henry Hyde of Illinois asked on June 29, 

 Is it to unthinkable to suggest that instead of encouraging the State Department 
 and AID to devote millions of dollars and hundreds of employees to population 
 programs in recipient countries, however benign such bilateral programs might 
 seem, wouldn’t the United States be better off diverting these scarce resources to 
 obtaining economic and political policy changes that would encourage democratic 
 free enterprise to flourish?87 
 
To some, it was just as he said, unthinkable. In Hyde’s and others’ vision free market 

                                                
85 U.S. Congress, Senate, Senator Jesse Helms of North Carolina speaking on Second Supplemental 
Appropriations, 1984—Amendment No. 3622, 98th Cong., 2nd Sess., Congressional Record 130, pt. 16 (8 
August 1984): 22745-6. 
86 U.S. Congress, Senate, Senator Robert William Packwood of Oregon speaking on Senate Concurring 
Resolution 135—Relating to International Population and Family Planning Assistance, 98th Cong., 2nd 
Sess., Congressional Record 130, pt.17 (9 August 1984): 23341. 
87 U.S. Congress, House, Representative Henry J. Hyde of Illinois speaking on The White House Paper on 
Population Control, 98th Cong., 2nd Sess., Congressional Record 130, pt.15 (29 June 1984): 20341 
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policies were supposed to lead to the “natural” outcome of individual enterprise and a 

stable population.  

 

E. Conclusion 

 

The population debate at the time of Reagan’s election lay at the nexus of moral and 

economic issues. Abortion as a signature issue for New Right conservatives commingled 

with the supply-side economics of New Right ideology.  There abortion became tied in 

terms of rhetoric and agenda to the spreading of free markets around the world, couched 

in language of liberation from dependence and American exceptionalism.  While the New 

Christian Right helped carry Reagan to the White House, it thereafter exacted certain 

demands on it. The birth of the Mexico City Policy signalled the breaking down of the 

distinction between domestic and international agendas insofar as domestic political 

power meant the power to achieve similar ideological goals internationally. That would 

be much debated over the course of the next two decades. 
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III. Ronald Reagan to George W. Bush, 1985-2001 
 
 
The political pressure groups that demanded a new U.S. population policy have an 
ambitious agenda.  They do not want to reform family planning programs; they want to 
abolish them. In making major concessions to such groups, the Reagan Administration 
has given them courage to push on. 
 
   —Sharon Camp, “The Impact of the Mexico City Policy on  
   Women and Health Care in Developing Countries,” 1987. 
 
 
 
 
Since the Reagan Administration enacted the Mexico City Policy in 1984 the population 

aid landscape has been subject to regular and repetitive change. The quarter-century 

following the MCP’s initial appearance has seen the policy repealed, reinstated, or 

changed at least five times, with Republican presidents sustaining or reinstating and 

Democratic presidents repealing or resisting it. It was sustained by Republican George 

H.W. Bush upon assuming office in 1989, repealed by Democrat William J. Clinton upon 

assuming office in 1993, reinstated as part of a legislative compromise between the 

Congress and President Clinton in 1999, and fully reinstated and slightly adapted by 

presidential order under President George W. Bush in 2001. President Barack Obama 

repealed the policy as of 22 January 2009, but analysis here focuses on the period up to 

the 2001 reinstatement.  

 The policy’s cyclical appearances and disappearances may be attributed to the 

sharp partisan politics that characterized the United States at the end of the 20th and the 

turn of the 21st centuries. Reagan’s presidency help set the stage with his triumphal 

attitudes toward America’s role in the world and the important place of “values” in 

government.  Reagan could not himself be held responsible for the injection of debate 

about social issues, nor the backlash against the 1960s. But his views about American 

exceptionalism extended well beyond the realm of so-called social issues that so often 
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took the spotlight. Indeed, the previous chapter showed that particular attitudes toward 

abortion rode out along with visions of limited government and free markets.  Patterson 

has noted that the Iran-Contra scandal, in which the Administration funnelled money 

from arms sales in Iran to battling communists in Nicaragua, serves as an example of 

Reagan’s determination to spread American values while ignoring those who would 

caution against “imperial overstretch.”88 But his presidency was a conduit through which 

those feelings and opinions, and crusaders to promote them, were channelled from the 

grassroots to the levers of power in America’s government.  To supporters, the sudden 

end to the Cold War may have provided an important vindication of Reagan’s legacy.  

 

A. The Transition from Reagan to Clinton 

 
The Reagan presidency cast a long shadow. The back and forth between Democrats and 

Republicans on a range of political matters has since the 1980’s relied heavily on Reagan 

as a political symbol for the conduct of ideological debate.  In President George W. 

Bush’s campaign for the presidency in 2000 he was branded as a “compassionate 

conservative,” a notion deeply resonant with the image of an affable Ronald Reagan who 

despite his smiles and conservative economic and social views insisted that those 

positions were taken in the interest of all Americans. He believed, for instance, that lives 

and livelihoods were best safeguarded by self-sufficiency and a “culture of life.” In 

today’s political debate even, “Ronald Reagan” persists as a symbol of the strength, 

determination, and ideological clarity sought by the Republican party as it confronts the 

wildly popular President Obama and his synthesis of moderate tone with liberal policy. 

 Despite the strong symbolic and substantive effects of the Reagan presidency, 

resistance to the Mexico City Policy and to limitations on abortion was consistent and 
                                                
88 Patterson, 202-204. 
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strong. Patterson even argues that liberal social values generally won out more than 

conservative ones while goals of the religious right went unfulfilled or only partially 

achieved.89 Though Administration officials staked out a decidedly conservative stance 

on abortion and related issues most people held more moderate views. Everett C. Koop, 

Reagan’s Surgeon General, opposed contraception in addition to abortion.90  But such 

views were not dominant in the media and popular magazines contradicted such 

definitive stands. Their views on population tended to advocate population control and 

the family planning methods vital to that effort.91  

 Koop’s more radical stance toward contraception and not just abortion 

foreshadowed a heightening of stakes and expansion of scope in the politics of sexuality 

in the United States. This intensification started with Reagan but also marked the 

transition into the first Bush administration.  Around the same time the MCP was 

introduced, Secretary of Health and Human Services Dr. Otis R. Bowen advocated for 

elimination of domestic funding of abortion services. Craig and O’Brien note that Bowen 

became even more militantly anti-abortion in Reagan’s second term, and began using the 

regulatory powers of the executive branch to ban private organizations using federal 

funds under Title X from providing abortion counselling, promoting abortion or engaging 

in advocacy related to it, and requiring family planning organizations’ family planning 

operations to be separated from prohibited abortion conduct.92 These were key features of 

the Mexico City Policy; they prevented foreign NGOs from conducting advocacy to 

spread abortion services, prevented family planning providers from giving referrals to 

                                                
89 Ibid., 267-269. 
90 Craig and O'Brien, 188. 
91 John R. Wilmoth and Patrick Ball, "The Population Debate  in American Popular Magazines, 1946-90," 
Population and Development Review 18, no. 4 (1992): 658-663. 
92 Craig and O'Brien, 189. 
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abortion services unless they were asked under specific conditions for them, and sought, 

above all, to erect a high wall between family planning and abortion. 

 These debates spilled over directly into the first President Bush’s rhetoric, so 

much so that in their detailed account Abortion and American Politics, Craig and O’Brien 

characterized his presidency with the section title “In Reagan’s Shadow: The Bush 

Presidency.”93 Bush’s language and actions largely mimicked Reagan’s, with the 

increased use of federal regulation to prevent foetal tissue transplants in research as an 

indication of the broadening of the scope of debate about sexual and reproductive ethics.  

Bush followed the same course as Reagan with the MCP. 

 

International Law and Domestic Courts 

 
The period of transition from Reagan to Bush is easy to overlook, but the end of the 

Reagan era is important to explore in depth for the degree to which the period thereafter 

was forced to contend with what happened at that time.  One illustrative development in 

that period was the formulation of arguments against the MCP under international and 

domestic law. Ultimately, those arguments would reaffirm the need to contend with 

domestic political realities of abortion. The international dimensions of the MCP ran up 

against the domestic origins of its legal authority. Courts tend to defer to the executive if 

it is perceived to be operating within its authority to conduct the foreign relations of the 

United States. These powers are reserved almost exclusively to the executive by the 

Constitution. Nevertheless, MCP detractors saw principles like freedom of speech at 

stake in these cases and they came to define the main parameters of liberal critiques of the 

MCP.  

                                                
93 Ibid., 191. 
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 Early arguments based on international law, such as those in a 1987 International 

Law and Politics symposium on the MCP, were not based on settled cases nearly so much 

as they dealt with perceived flaws in the justifications for such a policy and general 

principles of international law. John W. Ratcliffe rejected the Reagan Administration’s 

contention that birth rates would decline in response to economic growth, a key rationale 

for the MCP. Indeed, he wrote, “fertility rates decline most rapidly when both widespread 

social advances and effective delivery of contraceptive services are occurring in a 

society.”94 He especially contests the “City Upon a Hill” notion so dear to Reagan that the 

United States serves as a model for all countries. Ratcliffe wrote that in one development 

study “socialist nations showed consistently higher outcomes on all quality of life 

measures than did the capitalist countries at the same standard of living level.”95 

 Ratcliffe’s contestations highlight a key theme running through the symposium 

articles: the notion that the MCP disrupts the proper relationship between domestic 

politics and international policy. Ratcliffe is blunt: “Metaevaluations of the impact of 

Western aid for development conclude that the primary reason for providing such funds is 

less to assist Third World nations to develop than it is to further the economic and 

strategic interests of the industrialized nations.”96 To Sharon Camp, “the Mexico City 

Policy is an open invitation to an increasingly internationalized anti-abortion movement 

to step up its monitoring of U.S. population assistance programs, to bring charges against 

individual family planning organizations, and generally to raise the level of political 

tensions under which family planning programs already operate overseas.”97 To Joan 

Fitzpatrick Hartman, “the United States is selectively using its financial leverage to 

                                                
94 John W. Ratcliffe, "The Reagan Population Policy: An Error of the Third Kind," International Law and 
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95 Ibid.: 289-291. 
96 Ibid.: 292. 
97 Sharon Camp, "The Impact of the Mexico City Policy on Women and Health Care in Developing 
Countries," International Law and Politics 20, no. 35 (1987): 49.  
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influence intimate family decisions by foreign citizens within their own borders.”98 

Stronger still, “one way to view the Mexico City policy is as an exercise in cultural 

imperialism….[T]he right to self-determination is well-established in international 

law.”99Rebecca J. Cook observed that “the Mexico City Policy is directed only at NGOs, 

and not governments, because the Administration recognized that directly compelling 

other states to refuse to support abortion services would violate their sovereignty.”100 

Finally, to Aryeh Neier, the MCP “undercuts the historical commitment of the United 

States to uphold free expression both at home and abroad.”101 

 The articles use various bases for defining what constitutes the proper basis for 

foreign relations.  Neier makes the case that the MCP constituted a break from the 

example the U.S. had made by promoting freedom abroad. In several regards, she argued, 

the United States played key roles in international treaties to guarantee free expression. 

Domestically, too, the U.S. had been active in promoting free speech: “Altogether, there 

are about thirty provisions of U.S. law that use similar language to condition foreign 

assistance on the human rights practiced of the recipient country.”102 The higher order 

concern regarded sovereignty and imperialism.  

 These scholars saw the MCP as a harmful intrusion into the politics of foreign 

states, but by no means did they caution against trying to influence other countries’ 

values or practices when it came to freedom of speech or human rights. Neier noted the 

desirability of influencing foreign governments to promote the cause of human rights, 

                                                
98 Joan Fitzpatrick Hartman, "The Impact of the Reagan Administration's International Population Policy on 
Human Rights Relating to Health and the Family," International Law and Politics 20, no. 169 (1987): 180-
181.  
99 Ibid.: 188. 
100 Rebecca J. Cook, "U.S. Population Policy, Discrimination, and Principles of Equality under 
International Law," International Law and Politics 20, no. 35 (1987): 97-99. 
101 Aryeh Neier, "The Right to Free Expression under International Law: Implications of the Mexico City 
Policy," International Law and Politics 20 (1987): 230. 
102 Ibid.: 229. 



Warners       Abortion in U.S. Foreign Relations: The Mexico City Policy, 1984-2001 
 

42 

while it was a problem to “export censorship.”103 Ratcliffe accused the Reagan 

administration of using the Third World to advance its own objectives at the same time he 

advocated the “social” instead of the economic development of those countries.104  It was 

a problem for Sharon Camp that “political pressure groups” hostile to family planning 

were allowed to meddle with the internal affairs of other countries and women’s lives.105 

Concerns over sovereignty only nodded in the direction of Ratcliffe and Hartman’s more 

accusatory allusions to imperialism.106   

 The symposium ultimately dealt with contesting the Administration’s vision of 

U.S. foreign affairs.  Ultimately, in other words, they dealt with political questions that 

while certainly linked to core principles like freedom of speech, had few grounds to 

support legal action.  Hartman, exploring topic in international law, saw her article more 

as a means of crafting counter-arguments to the Administration than a litigation 

strategy.107 Recourse to any legal claim meant litigation in U.S. courts despite the fact 

that complaints regarded the international ramifications of U.S. policy.  To some this 

must have seemed like setting the fox to guard the hen house since in the United States 

the executive is entrusted with wide authority to conduct the country’s foreign policy.  

 But this did not stop some from asking the courts to overturn the MCP. While 

appeals to international law in eliminating the MCP were vigorous and rigorous they 

ultimately yielded obviously political questions. In the end this meant that domestic legal 

actions to overrule the MCP were unsuccessful. MCP detractors met an initial success at 

the US District Court for the District of Columbia in 1988,108 but the United States Court 

of Appeals for the Second Circuit ruled in 1990 that the MCP was constitutional, and in a 
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2002 a case brought before the same court Judge Sonia Sotomayor ruled in favor of then-

President Bush and the MCP.109What legal appeals there were made it clear that the war 

over the MCP would be won and lost in domestic political battles.  

Congressional Hearings   

 
Congressional hearings echoed several of the critiques levelled by the symposium.  In 

fact, Cook was asked to testify at a 1989 hearing of the House Subcommittee on 

International Operations, a sub-part of the Committee on Foreign Affairs. The hearing 

took place in light of the introduction by then-Congresswoman Olympia Snowe of Maine 

with Congressman Chet Atkins of Massachusetts of the International Family Planning 

Protection Act (IFPPA), which would essentially index restrictions on family planning 

aid abroad to the restrictions placed on federal family planning funds given to foreign 

governments.  Congressional hearings, two around 1990 and one later during the 

Administration of George W. Bush in 2002, saw some of the stronger advocates and 

detractors of the MCP square off on its merits.  

 The panels largely resulted in each side restating its opinions to unreceptive 

opponents. Congresswoman Snowe, echoing the views of the symposium discussed 

above, regarded the MCP as a gross “double standard” that would erode medical care for 

women in developing countries.110 Representative Christopher Smith of New Jersey 

reiterated the standard defence, saying the MCP was “both pro-family planning and pro-

life.”111  

 As a counter to MCP detractors, supporters of the policy used Congressional 

hearings as a way to discredit worries about improperly interfering in other states’ affairs 
                                                
109 "Center for Reproductive Law and Policy v. George W. Bush,"  (United States Court of Appeals for the 
Second Circuit, 2002). 
110 "The Effect of the Mexico City Policy on International Family Planning," in Committee on Foreign 
Affairs, Subcommittee on International Operations, United States House of Representatives (Washington, 
DC: Government Printing Office, 1989), 2-3. 
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by painting the MCP critics as imperialists. Smith used the opportunity to paint family 

planning organizations as rabid “abortionists,” essentially murdering children. He takes 

Planned Parenthood to task for what he sees as a change in position, using an old 

document saying that “an abortion kills the life of a baby after it has begun” to show that 

abortion rights advocates are, in fact, killing children.  This, to Smith and others with pro-

life leanings, is the evil at the heart of “IPPF’s aggressive abortion promotion in 

developing countries.”112 Citing a 1983 IPPF report by its Working Group on Promotion 

of Family Planning as a Basic Human Right, the Congressman concludes that “a major 

goal of IPPF of London and PPF of America [PPFA] is to make abortion available on 

demand, everywhere, even if it means violating anti-abortion laws in a given country.”113 

 Representatives from the National Conference of Catholic Bishops (NCCB) 

backed Smith up. Richard Doeflinger of the NCCB refutes the notion that the MCP is a 

radical policy.114 Rather, “organizations like the International Planned Parenthood 

Federation have used foreign assistance funds from this country to gain entry to 

developing nations, win the trust of their governments, and to subsidize an overall 

network of family planning services and have then used other funds to integrate abortion 

into this network.”115 Further, he ascribes to AID the notion that the  MCP was intended 

to protect the United States from being seen as a pro-abortion country.116  For Doeflinger 

the imposition of abortion on foreign countries stemmed from a decidedly domestic 

source:  

 It is the opposite policy, which is currently the policy of the Supreme Court—or 
 should I say, until recently has clearly been the policy of the U.S. Supreme 
 Court—that abortion is a fundamental right—that is more likely to cause 
 resentment [in developing nations], especially when it is perceived as a means by 
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 which the West is attempting to impose population policies and fertility control 
 programs on developing nations as conditions for their receiving development 
 assistance.117 
 
Two years later in a second hearing on the IFPPA, Edward P. Grant, an attorney for 

Americans United for Life, argued that “there is a difference between a government 

which is sovereign over its own jurisdiction and an international organization which goes 

intoa  number of jurisdictions and affirmatively seeks to change laws or cultural practices, 

or challenge laws or cultural practices that are prevailing.”118 Thus while the opponents of 

the MCP saw it as an imposition of pro-life policies on other countries, proponents of the 

MCP saw or framed the issue in reverse.   

 The debate about the International Family Planning Protection Act constitutes a 

nexus where domestic abortion politics and questions about development aid collide. 

While Doeflinger saw the push for contraceptive and abortion services as a symptom of a 

Western attitude that devalues fertility, he also saw such issues as separate from the more 

“basic problems” facing developing countries.119 Thus two convoluted and charged 

debates were brought together into one that still channels the essence of the Reagan 

policy announced at Mexico City: that abortion and its relation to family planning, while 

an important moral issue in its own right, is a red herring vis-à-vis economic development 

which, in the vision embodied by the MCP, would address population growth on its own. 

 Naturally, MCP opponents saw things differently and charged that “in effect, the 

Administration tried to ‘Mexico City-ize’ the domestic family planning program” by 

imposing regulatory restrictions on Title X funds.120 Congresswoman Olympia Snowe 

noted, “the Mexico City policy in effect did introduce this whole debate in the domestic 
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family planning issues as we have seen to date.”121 If anything, MCP proponents were 

selling the rural poor up the river over an ideological matter.  

 Opponents thus rejected MCP proponents’ accusations of cultural imperialism. As 

Dr. Pramilla Senanayake, Assistant Secretary General of IPPF said, “the traditionally 

hard to reach sectors [sic] of the population usually better served by NGOs than by 

government programs have borne the brunt of IPPF’s shrunken capacity to provide family 

planning services.”122 They pointed out that IPPF had refused to endorse breaking local 

laws in providing abortion services,123 and could also point to a 1989 chart of 67 

countries representing a combined population of 1,67 billion and 398 million women of 

reproductive age subject to the MCP when local laws were themselves more lenient on 

abortion.124 Even if the 1989 International Family Planning Protection Act seemed to 

propose that the US should spread its domestic regime of abortion regulations abroad, by 

the time 1991 rolled in MCP opponents had remade their case “to prohibit the denial of 

international population assistance funds to nongovernmental organizations or 

multilateral organizations on the basis of any criterion that is not applicable to foreign 

governments that receive such funds.”125 Women all over the world were seeking 

abortions whether illegal or not, they pressed, so according to MCP detractors it was the 

cultural imperialism charge that was the red herring.126 In the words of Jodi Jacobson, 

then of the Worldwatch Institute, “we twist it, [the issue of culture,] we take it and we 

turn it around to our side, and we claim cultural imperialism, but we are the ones that are 

oversimplifying.”127 
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United Nations Population Fund (UNFPA) 

 
The politics of the Mexico City Policy coincided with controversy over the 

withdrawal of United States support for the United Nations Population Fund. 

The initial decision to defund came under the Reagan Administration in 

1985, on the premise that the People’s Republic of China was carrying out a 

coercive family planning program, with rumors of forced abortion and 

sterilization, and therefore that the United States’ support for UNFPA, which 

gave population assistance to China, should be withdrawn. 

 This controversy mimicked that of the MCP. A shared motivation 

backed both policies: desire to dissociate the United States from abortion. 

There is no question that coerced abortion made up part of the Chinese family 

planning program.128 But the assault on funding for UNFPA has clear origins 

in the same New Right aversion to abortion. It happens that UNFPA 

provided another target where the New Right could avoid a number of 

domestic obstacles to achieving their goals.129 This was true despite the fact 

that the substantive contributions of UNFPA to China’s population program 

did not relate to The politics of funding for UNFPA would continue to be an 

issue in parallel with the MCP into the presidency of George W. Bush.  

Reinstating funding became an objective of the Clinton administration. 

 

B. From Clinton to Bush 
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On 22 January 1993, newly sworn-in President William J. Clinton sent a memorandum to 

the Acting Administrator of AID ordering an end to the Mexico City Policy. Calling the 

MCP conditions “unwarranted,” and as having detrimental effects on family planning, 

Clinton swept the MCP aside with the stroke of a pen.130  

 Early Clinton moves also loosened restrictions on abortion in the domestic sphere.  

Whereas presidents Reagan and Bush had used the regulatory powers of the executive to 

restrict the range of abortion activities and services clinic funded by the federal 

government could perform, Clinton began moving in an opposite direction. But that 

would not be the end of disputes about abortion, either domestically or in America’s 

foreign relations.  

 In the 1990s, abortion remained common in the United States and was interpreted 

by conservatives as a part of larger and threatening cultural changes.131 James Dobson, a 

conservative Christian leader, was quoted on the floor of the House of Representatives: 

“what is occurring in our country today is the moral equivalent to war.”132 Representative 

Chris Smith, one of the leading anti-abortion voices in Congress employed similar 

rhetoric, declaring that, “the Clintonites have begun to systematically wage war against 

unborn children.”133 Smith further accused Clinton of “Orwellian double speak” for 

promoting freedom of choice when it comes to abortion while, in Smith’s view, 

massacring the next generations.134A string of assassinations targeting abortion doctors in 

the early 1990s attached a death toll to these debates, though pro-life advocates would 

argue that the abortion issue was already associated with the deaths of millions of unborn 

                                                
130 William J. Clinton, "Memorandum for the Acting Administrator of the Agency for  
International Development ", ed. The White House (Office of the Press Secretary, 1993). 
131 Patterson, 270-271. 
132 U.S. Congress, House, Rep. John Doolittle of California speaking on Important Issues Facing the 
American Family. 103d Cong., 1sr Sess., Congressional Record ONLINE, Thomas (19 May 1993): H2582. 
133 U.S. Congress, House, Rep. John Doolittle of California speaking on Important Issues Facing the 
American Family. 103d Cong., 1sr Sess., Congressional Record ONLINE, Thomas (19 May 1993): H2582. 
134 U.S. Congress, House, Rep. John Doolittle of California speaking on Important Issues Facing the 
American Family. 103d Cong., 1sr Sess., Congressional Record ONLINE, Thomas (19 May 1993): H2582. 
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children.  Under Clinton and well into George W. Bush’s term the subject of abortion 

maintained such potency that its purview extended beyond U.S. borders. 

 The 1994 elections giving control of Congress to Republicans paved the way for 

more battles over the MCP. President Reagan enacted the MCP using discretionary 

powers granted to him by the Foreign Assistance Act of 1961, but from 1994 a group of 

legislators attempted to write the restrictions into law.135  This would take the MCP out of 

presidential control and put the issue into the hands of the Congress, where anything short 

of two-thirds majorities in both houses would make it very difficult for Democrats to 

remove the provisions from law. Family planning advocates interpreted the attempt as 

part of a broader swipe at contraception and family planning, linking domestic anti-

abortion and anti-contraception agendas with a 1981 attempt to eliminate all family 

planning assistance from being given by USAID.136 

 The attempts by Congressional Republicans to pass MCP restrictions into law 

came to a head in 1999.  After vigorous attempts to write the MCP into foreign relations 

legislation the Clinton administration and Congressional Republicans struck a deal in 

1999.  Republicans threatened not to allow the payment of U.S. dues to the United 

Nations unless the appropriation bill included the MCP restrictions. Under the 

compromise NGO’s were subject to the MCP if their contracts with USAID were worth 

more than fifteen million dollars.137  The conditions extended into early 2001, when it 

would be up to the next president to reinstate the MCP conditions. 

  On 22 January 2001 George W. Bush ordered the MCP reinstated.  The 

symbolism could not have been lost on the pro-life or pro-choice sides of the debate.  Roe 

                                                
135 Eric Schmitt, "Abortion Discord Holds up U.N. Dues and U.S. Budget," The New York Times, 11 Nov. 
1999. 
136 Barbara B. Crane and Jennifer Dusenberry, "Power and Politics in International Funding for 
Reproductive Health: The US Global Gag Rule," Reproductive Health Matters 12, no. 24 (2004): 130. 
137 Ibid. 



Warners       Abortion in U.S. Foreign Relations: The Mexico City Policy, 1984-2001 
 

50 

v. Wade had been decided on the same day twenty-eight years earlier to the day.  In a 

memo to the Administrator of AID on 28 March 2001 Bush provided additional 

instructions, altering certain aspects of the MCP contract provisions that family planning 

organizations would need to sign in order to receive funds. Anecdotal information had 

indicated some AID grantees hesitated to treat victims of botched abortions, and the 

revisions issued by the Bush administration made it explicitly permissible to treat or 

provide referrals for women seeking treatment after botched abortions.138  The new 

contract language did not alter the main thrust of the MCP however. Talking about 

abortion, advocating for the liberalization of abortion laws, and providing referrals to 

abortion services all were deemed unacceptable to the Bush administration.  Furthermore, 

while the prohibitions pertained only to USAID before the second Bush Administration,  

the President saw fit to extend the conditions to State Department programs as well.139 

 A 2002 hearing of the Senate Foreign Relations Committee puts a finer point on 

the issues than either the 1989 or 1991 hearings of in the House. Senator Barbara Boxer 

of California, a fierce pro-choice advocate chaired the hearing, taking the place of the 

official committee chairman, then-Senator Joseph Biden of Delaware. Boxer put things 

bluntly: “I believe this policy causes abortion; you think it prevents it. That’s where we 

have a disagreement.”140 Rep. Chris Smith used his characteristically grave rhetoric to 

heighten the stakes:   

 We would not hire the Tobacco Institute to run an anti-smoking campaign, not  
 even if the organization carried out its pro-tobacco activities with its own 
 money…Similarly, it makes no sense to hire abortionists or abortion lobbyists to 
 run programs that purport to reduce abortions.141 
                                                
138 "Mexico City Policy: Effects of Restrictions on International Family Planning Funding," in Committee 
on Foreign Relations, United States Senate (Washington, D.C.: Government Printing Office, 2002), 21, 23. 
See also, George W Bush, "Memorandum of March 28, 2001--Restoration of the Mexico City Policy," ed. 
Federal Register (Government Printing Office, 2001), 17306. 
139 Susan A. Cohen, "Global Gag Rule Revisited: HIV/AIDS Initiative out, Family Planning Still In," The 
Guttmacher Report on Public Policy  (2003): 3. 
140 "Mexico City Policy: Effects of Restrictions on International Family Planning Funding," 6. 
141 Ibid., 8. 
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Proponents and opponents of the MCP had distilled their message on it to pointed 

characterizations of what the policy was.  

 This distillation itself reflected the political environment of the times and not 

necessarily an essential or unchanging understanding of the Mexico City Policy. The 

parties involved often failed to come to agreement on what the policy concerned. At 

times the debate has addressed a “double standard” in care for women in the Third 

World,142 environmental impacts of growing world population,143 the relationship 

between the MCP and foreign states’ sovereignty,144 and the promotion of democracy and 

democratic values abroad,145 among others. But the trajectory of the discussion was away 

from population issues and toward a focus on abortion and the same concomitant issues 

taking center stage in domestic abortion debates: health and democratic values.146 To 

Smith and others the policy was about abortion and whether or not to encourage it. To 

Boxer and other anti-MCP advocates the policy was about saving lives by relaxing 

restrictions, a stance Smith found antithetical to the goal of saving lives.  

D. “Contra-Contraception” and PEPFAR 
  
The development of the political messages of both pro-life and pro-choice advocates 

relative to the MCP took place parallel with other developments. During the same time 

period that the MCP came into being and was fought over, American habits and attitudes 

toward family and sexuality were shifting. But some groups resisted these shifts, 

including the conservative Christians who helped bring Ronald Reagan to power in 1980. 

                                                
142 See, e.g., "The Effect of the Mexico City Policy on International Family Planning," 2-3. 
143 See, e.g., Ibid., 14-16. See also "The International Family Planning Protection Act," 90-98. 
144 See, e.g., "The International Family Planning Protection Act," 99-109. 
145 See, e.g., "Mexico City Policy: Effects of Restrictions on International Family Planning Funding," 74. 
146 See, e.g., Susan A. Cohen, "Reproductive Health and Rights: Keys to Development and Democracy at 
Home and Abroad," The Guttmacher Report on Public Policy  (2001).  See also, Susan A. Cohen, "Global 
Gag Rule: Exporting Antiabortion Ideology at the Expense of American Values," The Guttmacher Report 
on Public Policy  (2001). 
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Under George W. Bush this meant a deepening of religious influence on the values 

America promoted abroad.  

 A specific strain in the debate about cultural change concerned sex and 

contraception, fuelled at least in part by groups taking a stance that journalist Russell 

Shorto called “contra-contraception” in an extensively research piece for The New York 

Times.147 According to Shorto there was no single locus of this movement. Shorto 

described the movement thus: 

 As with other efforts—against gay marriage, stem cell research, cloning, assisted 
 suicide—the anti-birth control campaign isn’t centralized; it seems rather to be 
 part of the evolution of the conservative movement.  The subject is talked about in 
 evangelical churches and is on the agenda at the major Bible-based conservative 
 organizations like Focus on the Family and the Christian Coalition.  It also has its 
 point people in Congress—including Representative Roscoe Bartlett of Maryland, 
 Representative Chris Smith of New Jersey, Representative Joe Pitts and 
 Representative Melissa Hart of Pennsylvania and Senator Tom Coburn of 
 Oklahoma—all Republicans who have led opposition to various forms of 
 contraception.148  
 
Note here that two figures cited in the previous section appear here as part of this 2006 

article. James Dobson founded the Focus on the Family organization, dedicated to set of 

conservative Christian family values. Representative Chris Smith is one of the most 

forceful proponents of the MCP.   

 While Shorto wrote in 2006, the movement started well before that. He suggests 

that the emergence of a contra-contraception movement may have started as early as one 

of Roe v. Wade’s predecessor cases and that the movement gained serious momentum 

from the election of George W. Bush in 2000.  One of his subjects, now-Senator Olympia 

Snowe and one of few longtime Republican opponents of the MCP, specifically noted a 

two decade long shift in attitudes toward birth control: “Two decades or more ago, I don’t 

think there was much o a divide on contraception and family planning…It was one area 
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both sides could agree on as a way to reduce unwanted pregnancies.  Now it becomes 

embroiled in philosophical disputes.”149 Indeed, a new “quiet war on abortion” was being 

waged where numerous procedural roadblocks made obtaining abortions more costly and 

riskier to perform.150 Political polarization seems to have been accompanied 

simultaneously with a polarization of attitudes regarding sex and the family, especially 

within the socially conservative communities mobilized as part of the New Right first in 

support of Ronald Reagan, and then George H.W. Bush, and George W. Bush.  

 The emergence of the contra-contraception movement in America reveals the 

politicization not just of abortion, but a wide range of issues related to sexuality 

generally. A signature of the movement was an assault on sex education in public 

schools, leading to the second Bush administration’s infamous “abstinence only” 

education program that taught teens to stay away from having sex. In Shorto’s words, 

“the emphasis there is squarely on promoting a moral framework that puts sexuality in a 

particular place.”151  Again the domestic agenda indicates the direction of international 

policy. 

 The President’s Emergency Plan for AIDS Relief (PEPFAR) embodied aspects of 

this same program. The PEPFAR program committed 15 billion USD over five years 

2003-2008, to fighting the HIV/AIDS pandemic in fifteen countries where the disease 

was hitting hardest. The program embodied an ambitious agenda focused, in part, on 

changing sexual behavior. A brochure about the program proclaims that while the fight 

against HIV/AIDS had not gone well to that point, “it is time, however for new thinking 

and approaches.  Past and current prevention messages have often failed to achieve the 
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widespread behavior change that is necessary to end the pandemic.”152 This behavioural 

modification was to be encouraged along specific lines: “‘ABC’ behaviours—A for 

abstinence, B for being faithful, and C for correct and consistent use of condoms as 

appropriate.”153 The plan emphasized that young people could be persuaded to conform 

to the ABC model by faith-based organizations in particular, and that sex within a 

monogamous marriage was key to preventing the spread of HIV/AIDS.154  Condoms 

constituted a method to avoid HIV/AIDS transmission too but the Plan preferred the 

values of abstinence and sex within marriage over the notion that condoms, properly 

used, could prevent HIV/AIDS transmission regardless of the context in which they were 

used.  For the Plan, where and between whom sex happened mattered.  It was to be 

between two adults who were married to each other.  That, in the Plan’s vision, was sex 

in its rightful place.  The Plan thus packaged a set of cultural values with epidemiology to 

achieve not just a reduction in disease but also cultural change.  

 The new PEPFAR initiative ran afoul of the MCP, however, and this occasioned 

the relaxation of part of the MCP restrictions. Cohen writes, “administration officials 

themselves, despite considerable effort, could not come p with a scheme that would not 

negatively affect the program’s operations” while also preserving the MCP. Thus, despite 

efforts to curb their involvement, some of the organizations best positioned to aid the 

United States in fighting HIV/AIDS, like IPPF, had refused to be subject to the MCP and 

getting them ob board required relaxing restrictions on the PEPFAR program.155 Keeping 

the abortion activities of, for example, IPPF affiliates separate from their HIV/AIDS 

activities was a complicated task, prompting Population Action International to publish 
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an unofficial guide to navigating the process of keeping abortion and HIV/AIDS 

programs separate.156   

 

E. Conclusion  

 
The Mexico City Policy in the period from Reagan to the second Bush Administration 

demonstrated the constant and inextricable connection between domestic abortion politics 

and American foreign policies in the area of population assistance.  Particularly later, 

though building throughout this period, a vocal movement to promote a conservative 

Christian vision of sexual morality developed. The debate about the MCP itself shifted in 

emphasis from population to focus more directly than ever on the abortion issue.  The 

MCP and debate about it reflected differing visions about sovereignty and the nature of 

American influence abroad.   
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IV. Conclusion 
 
 
On 19 July 2001, U.S. Senators George Allen and Barbara Boxer sat in a hearing before 

the Senate Committee on Foreign Relations in room SD-419 of the Dirksen Senate Office 

Building in Washington, D.C. They were there to discuss the Mexico City Policy and its 

effects. Among the many directions the discussion took was an inquiry into a new aspect 

of the MCP introduced by President George W. Bush that explicitly allowed recipients of 

funds subject to MCP restrictions to provide assistance to the victims of botched 

abortions. Said Senator Allen: “I think it’s a good change. I think it should have been 

there before. It just never arose or came to my attention, nor was I here to worry about 

such matters when one is worrying simply about the Commonwealth of Virginia.”157 He 

later remarked that it might be a good idea to notify recipients of AID funds that this 

aspect of the policy had been clarified.  Senator Barbara Boxer replied: “That’s true. 

People in Nepal may not read the Federal Register.”158 Thus two members of one of the 

most powerful Senate committees addressed the only major change in the actual text of 

the Mexico City Policy between 1984 at its enactment and 2001.  

 This exchange serves as a metaphor for the imperialist attitude embedded in the 

Mexico City Policy. Senator Allen’s comment surely was nothing more than a banal 

recitation of his representative function. But in the end his ignorance of the practical 

implications of the MCP is telling. Analogized to the conduct of foreign affairs, the self-

centeredness of the Mexico City Policy looks much the same. Boxer on the other hand 

thought more broadly about those impacted by the policy. She displayed keen insight into 

actions by the United States that were systematically shaping the lives of those in regions 

receiving population assistance by defining recipients’ interests in terms of the moral 
                                                
157 "Mexico City Policy: Effects of Restrictions on International Family Planning Funding," 24. 
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agenda emanating from Washington. The Mexico City Policy could hardly embody the 

classic imperial center-periphery dynamic more starkly.  Thus while the Mexico City 

Policy stayed more or less unaltered in its textual form its imperial function was an active 

one. The Mexico City Policy constituted an imperial action because it used population 

assistance policy to create moral subjects without their consent.  

 This function became clear by examining the policy’s history. Chapter I sets the 

stage for this argument. It argues that coinciding developments in abortion politics, 

population policy, and the propensity of America to project its moral will in the 1950s 

and1960s set the stage for abortion politics to go international. The Foreign Assistance 

Act of 1961, as amended in 1973 and 1974, authorized presidents to grant family 

planning assistance funds so long as the U.S. did not directly finance abortion. Ronald 

Reagan made use of this executive authority to shape international aid monies’ disbursal 

according to a conservative religious ideology by instating the Mexico City Policy.  

 Chapter II argues that Ronald Reagan’s rise to the presidency elevated abortion 

politics to a nexus of varied moral, economic, and political concerns. Reagan’s rhetoric 

brought together anti-abortion ideology with supply-side economics and a view of 

America as a global exemplar, frequently invoking the notion of America as a “city upon 

a hill.” Ideology thus positioned abortion as a moral and political issue in a conceptual 

space that spanned the domestic and foreign arenas.  To this end, the Reagan 

administration mimicked its international limits on abortion by such means as altering 

Title X regulations. 

 Chapter III argues that as debates about abortion and morality intensified, debate 

over the MCP among lawyers and in the Congress drifted away from debate about 

population policy per se and concentrated more on ideals like the meaning and proper 

place of democratic values, sovereignty, and the meaning or sanctity of life in America’s 
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foreign family planning programs. As time went on, in other words, the Mexico City 

Policy increasingly signified the same issues at contest in domestic abortion politics. As 

government involvement in defining moral standards widened with the expansion of the 

MCP to cover the State Department, and deepened by encouraging abstinence through 

sex education at home and faithfulness with PEPFAR abroad, defenders of abortion rights 

too sought to define the proper impact that America was to have on the rest of the world.  

 The Mexico City Policy did more than simply reflect a debate over abortion 

within the United States, however. In fact, it constituted an imperial exercise in 

subjugation. The controversies were decidedly domestic while the subjects of the policy 

were clearly foreign. By situating the United States as an exemplary moral center, the 

Mexico City Policy facilitated the projection of a certain view of sexual morality onto a 

largely faceless, unruly and sexually immoral periphery.  

 The rhetoric of some MCP defenders naturally contrasts with this assertion. Some, 

Representative Chris Smith among them, would argue that the withholding of funds for 

organizations that “promote” abortion meant only that the United States itself was 

abstaining from promoting it.  But this is fantasy. The notion that the single largest donor 

of family planning assistance in the world could suddenly, erratically, and unpredictably 

associate and then dissociate itself from the most well-developed and funded family 

planning organizations in the world, like IPPF or UNFPA, while having a small or 

insignificant impact quite simply defies logic. Not only does it imply the withdrawal of 

family planning providers from a wide array of locales but it also meant forcing NGO’s 

with misgivings about the MCP to rethink their funding strategies. The extent to which 

this caused structural change or substantive strategic changes in the NGO community, 

and thereby in the nature of services on the ground, should not be underestimated. Much 

less could the impact be neutral when the policy was itself instated, repealed, and 
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reinstated five times over a quarter-century. With such swings in funding support and the 

ideological strings attached thereto one easily imagines that the MCP frustrated 

coordination of population policy and family planning delivery. All this when the 

purportedly narrow ideological objection was to abortion. 

 Ideology thus trumped logic or empirical facts in the form of an intense will not to 

know the empirical effects of the Mexico City Policy.  Over and over again proponents of 

the Mexico City Policy preferred to be ideologically consistent with themselves. They 

insisted that the form of population assistance itself conform to their moral standards 

rather than asking how best to achieve concrete results that reflected their morals.   

 But there is no such thing as a politically neutral policy change and the Mexico 

City Policy demonstrates this in spades. Few had any illusions about the effort to act 

abroad according to “American” ideals (read: the views of the particular administration in 

power) and that this would constitute the spreading of those ideals. Both proponents and 

detractors of the MCP saw America as marshalling values in the way it interacted with 

the rest of the world. How could it not? Nevertheless, population growth was supposed to 

be a “neutral” phenomenon. So was withholding funds from organizations that provided 

abortion or that advocated for the liberalization of abortion laws. Neutrality was a red 

herring. 

 The real questions concerned what the nature of American influence abroad 

should be and the means that should be employed to achieve it. This is why legal scholars 

in a 1987 symposium were so concerned about the notion of sovereignty. This is why 

congressional opponents of the MCP adopted the stance that defending and spreading 

democratic values like free speech abroad would empower others to make decisions. This 

is why the Reagan and both Bush administrations embraced the MCP. Enacting or 

repealing the Mexico City Policy constituted steps toward realizing one of two radically 
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divergent versions of American values into practice. There was and is no neutral stance.  

The only real choice was this: to whom would the power over reproductive decisions be 

granted? This is the very debate instigated by the Mexico City Policy and the likely 

reason that abortion became the central issue in debates putatively about development 

policy.  Moral outrage against abortion providers and promoters hid to a certain extent the 

real decision being made, the deep normative choice that support for the policy implied, 

which was that it was acceptable to make decisions about sex and reproduction on behalf 

of a large group of faceless development aid recipients.   

 The key difference between enacting domestic and international policies designed 

to limit access to abortion and family planning was of course that the women, men, and 

children whose lives were touched by the Mexico City Policy’s effects had little or no 

political recourse to the decision not to provide abortion and the concomitant disruptions 

to family planning that came with it. They were in the thrall of American moral decision-

making, probably without knowing it. Their voices were rarely heard in debate about the 

MCP because by dealing with NGOs, the U.S. government put NGOs in a position of 

speaking for those the policy ultimately affected. These people who received aid subject 

to the MCP could not all be heard because the NGOs through which they received 

services could not seem to “promote” abortion. What we see in the Mexico City Policy, 

to quote Said, is “the practice, the theory, the attitudes of a dominating metropolitan 

centre ruling a distant territory.”159  The policy seems almost better designed to subjugate 

than formal empire because it partly obscures the imperial dynamics afoot by acting 

directly on NGOs.  

 From a contemporary standpoint this analysis of the Mexico City Policy 

highlights important questions facing scholars and citizens of America, and, at some 

                                                
159 Said, 8. 



Warners       Abortion in U.S. Foreign Relations: The Mexico City Policy, 1984-2001 
 

61 

level, all people. At this most abstract level, the MCP displays what Said calls “the battle 

within [America]…between advocates of a unitary identity and those who see the whole 

as a complex but not reductively unified one.”160 The same dynamics are afoot elsewhere 

and, moreover, they present real dangers.  

 As the world grows increasingly interconnected it will become more important 

than ever that scholars and political leaders furnish answers to questions about national 

identity that do not reduce citizens to “us” and others to “them.” The rise of xenophobia 

in debates such as those over the Burqa in France, Muslim integration in the Netherlands, 

illegal immigration in the United States, to name just three Western examples, show we 

are in the throws of these dynamics already.  The kind of us versus them thinking 

displayed by politicians like George W. Bush, scholars like Samuel Huntington, and 

ideologies like American exceptionalism cannot be allowed to go unchecked.  To this end 

it is important that “culture” be used thoughtfully. The fact that it is a political term, 

grouping things together into a unified concept for particular reasons, does not mean it is 

somehow unreal.  Rather, it means that when the Samuel Huntingtons of this world use it 

as a way to explain the essential differences between people we need to point out the 

illogic of such arguments.  There is no such thing as monolithic culture, only a term 

whose definition allows its user to describe values and objects they see as related. It 

would be a great failure on the part of scholars and politicians to allow such dangerous 

thinking to progress to its logical extreme, its fascistic endpoint and a cruel repetition of a 

history we should all like to banish forever.  How we label ourselves, to what and to 

whom we swear allegiance will reflect more than ever the principle that the personal is 

international.  We must ensure that we never embrace or allow monolithic definitions of 

identity or “culture.”  
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 But this is a matter that cannot be addressed at such an abstract level. Focusing in 

on the United States, the case of the MCP displays a ‘battle within’ over sexual morality 

and attendant issues in the developing world. America exerts hugely disproportionate 

global power and thus presents more of a challenge to an international system based on 

cooperation than most other countries. For people whose opportunities for personal and 

national decision-making have been circumscribed by U.S. policy, the personal is 

international in a truly urgent sense because the realization of the ability to make choices 

for oneself depends more on the results of international political arrangements than it 

does for U.S. citizens.   

 Perhaps fortunately, then, recent developments suggest shifts in America’s status 

as a sole superpower and commentators like Fareed Zakaria speak of  

“the post-American world.” India and China are both rapidly developing into regional 

power brokers, though China itself fails to allow its citizens some basic freedoms. 

Andrew Bacevich, participant in the great debate over American empire, now writes 

about “the limits of power.” As the world flattens, to paraphrase Thomas Friedman, we 

realize more and more how it is becoming “hot, flat, and crowded,” which suggests the 

possibility, indeed the necessity, of a decidedly more cooperative international dynamic.  

For sure, instability throughout Africa and the Middle East provides many causes for 

concern, but consensus between these pre-eminent thinkers gives reason for hope. 

 Such cooperation will require local solutions to international challenges.  

Assuming that Emile Durkheim was right in claiming that human beings require an 

appropriate degree of social cohesion to live happily and productively, there is no way 

that people could live in a world homogenized by globalization. As Cynthia Enloe wrote, 

the international is personal. In our contemporary and future world we have every reason 

to believe that will be true to a greater degree than ever before.  



Warners       Abortion in U.S. Foreign Relations: The Mexico City Policy, 1984-2001 
 

63 

 The broad ramifications of these observations and predictions will clearly have to 

be played out and examined in other forums. As for the United States, however, the 

direction they point in is clear.  The Mexico City Policy is no way to grant population 

assistance, no matter the moral concerns that motivated it. Morality and values will 

continue as they always have to be primary components in the formulation of foreign 

policy. But the way this is done matters.  The MCP set up an impossible contradiction. It 

defined American values monolithically for the sake of projecting them abroad while 

domestically those values were themselves highly contested. Imperialist policies are not 

in the best interest of the United States or any other country.  A policy by a country that 

has the potential to reduce citizens to a monolithic “us” does those citizens themselves a 

disservice. No society, including the ones from which imperialist originate, is 

homogenous or uniform. At least in the United States asserting otherwise would subvert 

another key, hopefully cherished, value: democracy. 
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