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ABSTRACT 

 
Although secularization has early antecedents in Mexico’s history, the generation who 

embodied the Constitutionalist faction of the 1910 Revolution undertook an unprecedented 

campaign to achieve it. Strong anticlerical provisions proclaimed in the 1917 Constitution were 

implemented and gradually escalated in intensity by the administrations of Presidents Álvaro 

Obregón and Plutarco Elias Calles. This ignited an armed uprising known as the Cristero 

Rebellion that arose in rural Mexico in 1926. Beyond the armed conflict, this dissertation 

analyzes the cultural effects caused by the implementation of such a legal and institutional 

agenda that reveal a substantial confrontation in the public sphere between two opposed concepts 

of society—religious and non-religious. As a result, society became highly polarized while the 

government pushed its secularization aims to the extreme as never before. New laws intervened 

more intensely on private rights, transforming people’s everyday ideas about religion, nation, 

law, justice and citizenship. By looking at citizens’ experiences with such law enforcement, this 

work elucidates how the state finally neutralized radical Catholicism by stigmatizing it as non-

patriotic in the public sphere. This phenomenon that happened between 1917 and 1929 can be 

conceptualized as the secularization of patriotism and the transformation of people’s notions of 

the legal system— defined as the legal popular culture— that was central to Mexico’s social and 

cultural Revolution. 
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INTRODUCTION:  

An Alternative History of Patriotism, Secularization, and the Rule of Law   

“La lucha de la revolución contra la Iglesia,  
es la lucha de la revolución contra la nación mexicana” 

Aquiles P. Moctezuma1  
 
 

 

Figure 1 Drawing by José León Toral, circa February 1929.  
Source: Centro Cultural e Histórico José de León Toral (CCHJLT),  

Photograph Collection. 
 

 A so-called “fanatic Catholic” murdered elected President Álvaro Obregón on July 17, 

1928, while he attended a luncheon celebrating his reelection, within the context of a severe 

religious rebellion historically known as La Cristiada. The assassin José de León Toral, a twenty 

seven-year old, high school art teacher, declared he had killed Obregón to save Catholic religion 

and to preserve the rule of Jesus Christ as the king of Mexico. Such a declaration sounded radical 
                                                 
1 Aquiles P Moctezuma, El conflicto religioso de 1926: sus orígenes, su desarrollo, su solución. (México: Editorial 
Jus, 1960), 261. 
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and fanatic to the revolutionary government, but, put in context Toral’s version encompasses 

also the vision of many middle class, urban, Catholics who felt that their reality— including their 

identity and their concept of nation—was at risk of being destroyed by the Revolution.2 Once in 

prison, while he was waiting for his death sentence to be fulfilled, Toral expressed this complex 

idea in a single drawing located above this paragraph. In his view Mexico and the Church, which 

used to be an inseparable unity, were breaking apart. Toral himself is represented as a soccer 

player upholding one of the broken pieces, while the other is supported by a nun usually 

identified as Sor Concepcion Acevedo y de la Llata (also known as la Madre Conchita)— the 

alleged “intellectual murderer” of Obregón. The two standing columns resisted firmly the 

pressure on the inseparable unit representing Mexico and the Church, finally was irreparably 

fragmented by the trembled times of the Revolution.  

 The crime story of Toral killing Obregón, and the whole legal process he went through, 

presents the ordinary Catholic side of the religious conflict, and reveals the complex cultural 

transformation society went through between 1917 and 1929, while the revolutionaries attempted 

to consolidate the Revolution. On that fateful day of July of 1928 at La Bombilla, while 

Obregón’s body laid still warm on the floor in the middle of chaos and shock, Deputy Aurelio 

Manrique3—Obregón’s fervent follower—cried for revenge claiming that the “symbol of the 

Revolution” had died in the hands of the nation’s enemies. No doubt his rhetoric epitomized the 

official position towards the conflict with the Church. It also reflected the belligerent, vengeful 

attitude toward the murder analogous to the relentless justice of the Revolution toward radical 
                                                 
2 A sintesis of this idea of losing the nation as a result of the Revolution can be found at: Salvador Abascal, La 
revolución antimexicana (Editorial Tradición, 1978). 
3 Biographies of Aurelio Manrique are scarce, two are: Jesús Silva Herzog, Una vida en la vida de México: y, Mis 
últimas andanzas, 1947-1972 (Siglo XXI, 1993); Alberto O Partida, Aurelio Manrique: trabajador de la razón 
([Mexico]: Comite Organizador “San Luis 400,” 1992). 
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dissenters of its secularizing project. By looking at this case and other citizen engagements with 

the laws and regulations of religious practices between 1917 and 1929, this dissertation analyzes 

the cultural effects caused by the implementation of the revolutionary legal agenda intended to 

contain the Catholic Church’s influence in society, and to regulate everyday religious practices.  

The enactment of anticlerical laws, in a predominantly Catholic nation, translated into a 

fundamental confrontation in the public sphere between two diametrically opposed 

conceptualizations of ntion—religious and non-religious. Consequently, society became highly 

polarized in the midst of unprecedented secularization efforts. The interventionist nature of the 

new laws and their encroachment on private rights that substantially transformed people’s 

everyday ideas about religion, nation, law, justice and citizenship. Cultural manifestations of the 

legal system are expressed in judicial files, legal discourse, music, cinema, and press and 

demonstrate how citizens experienced this transformative period of legal and judicial 

controversies. It elucidates how the regime managed to neutralize radical Catholicism in the 

public sphere by stigmatizing it as non-patriotic. This phenomenon can be conceptualized as the 

“secularization of patriotism,” one of the central features of the country’s social Revolution. This 

is the history of how legal popular culture was transformed from a Catholic to a lay orientation, 

and how notions of patriotism became officially secular.  

 

The Revolutionary Legal Agenda for Secularization 

Revolutionary Mexico had changed irrevocably since Father Miguel Hidalgo sparked the 

war for independence under the protective banner of the Virgin of Guadalupe (1810). Whereas in 

the early national period (1821-1855) it would have been inconceivable to remove Catholicism 
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from public, institutional or civic life, the new revolutionary regime was determined to cleanse 

religion from those areas through drastic means, if necessary. During the late colonial period 

religion was broadly considered fundamental for sentiments of proto-nationalism,4 yet long gone 

were the days when Agustin de Iturbide (1783-1824) united the country against Spanish rule by 

proclaiming three guaranties as the cohesive means for nationality: union, independence, and 

religion. By the revolutionary era, no president would change his name to honor a religious 

national patron like Guadalupe Victoria did in1824. After the armed phase of the Revolution, a 

huge cultural change happened to such an extent that, after 1929, it became politically incorrect 

for government officials to display openly their religious beliefs. This made it politically 

incorrect to show religious beliefs for most functionaries and officials up to the end of the 

century.5 A central research question of this dissertation asks how this change happened.  

Although secularization has early antecedents, the generation who undertook what was 

arguably the country´s most radical project related to it, was the same one that embodied the 

Constitutionalist faction of the 1910 Revolution. First and foremost it is important to define the 

limits of the concept of seculatization in the revolutionary agenda. In recent years a group of 

scholars have been studying the religious dimensions of the Revolution. 6 Among them Alan 

Knight identifies a strong anticlericalism as a key component of the revolutionary mentality and 

                                                 
4 See D. A Brading, The origins of Mexican nationalism (Cambridge, England: University of Cambridge, Centre of 
Latin American Studies, 1985). 
5 From the list of twentieth century presidents only one, Manuel Avila Camacho (1940-1946) openly declared he 
was a believer in 1982, Jose Lopez Portillo allowed the Pope John Paul II to visit the country without restoring 
diplomatic relations with the Vatican.  
6 See Adrian Bantjes, “Religion and the Mexican Revolution: Toward a New Historiography,” in Martin Austin 
Nesvig, Religious Culture in Modern Mexico (Lanham, Md.: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, 2007), 223–54. 
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he traces its roots back to the Bourbon era and the French Enlightenment.7 This era generaterd a 

rational worldview based on empirical standards of proof, scientific knowledge of natural 

phenomena, and technological mastery, which challenged the central principles of the Catholic 

Church.8 Thus, essentially secularization can be defined as the systematic erosion of religious 

practices, values and beliefs as Pippa Norris and Ronal Inglehart sustain.9 As they appoint, many 

seminal social thinkers from the nineteenth century such as August Comte, Herbert Spencer, 

Emile Durkheim, Max Weber, Karl Marx, and Sigmond Freud, believed that religion would 

gradually fade in importance and cease to be significant with the advent of industrialized 

societies.10 In Mexico, however, such a process was significalty problematic due to the 

institutional power of the Catholic Church. Consecuently, as Alan Knight argues, after the 

independence—concretely after the Reforma War— there was an aim for separating the Church 

and the State, rather than any anti-religious aspirations. There was a time, however, when 

anticlericalism became stronger. This term, which specifically refers to opposition to clericalism, 

should be distiguised from anti-Catholicism, anti-Cristianity, deism, irreligiosity, and atheism as 

Bantjes appoints.11 In the case of Mexico, as Pamela Voekel affirms, anticlericalism was not 

totally incompatible with religiosity, at least during the nineteenth century.12 French historian 

René Rémond sustains that while moderate political anticlericalism advocates the independence 

of the state and freedom of conscience, more radical forms of anticlericalism con easily derive 
                                                 
7 Alan Knight, "The Mentality and Modus Operandi of Revoltionary Anticlericalism” in Matthew Butler, Faith and 
Impiety in Revolutionary Mexico (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2007), 21. 
8 Pippa Norris and Ronald Inglehart, Sacred and Secular: Religion and Politics Worldwide (Cambridge University 
Press, 2004), 7. 
9 Ibid., 5. 
10 Ibid., 1. 
11 Adrian A Bantjes, “Mexican Revolutionary Anticlericalism: Concepts and Typologies,” The Americas 65, no. 4 
(2009): 468. 
12 For an extensive explanation of this argument see: Pamela Voekel, Alone before God: The Religious Origins of 
Modernity in Mexico (Durham: Duke University Press, 2002). 
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into a broader attack on the “clericalized” laity and the religious phenomenon itself.13 This would 

be the case of the revolutionary campaigns undertaken after 1917 in order to limit the strong 

influence of the Catholic Church in society. In that terms, this dissertation looks at the 

secularizing aims ar revolutionary anticlerical laws. Anticlericalism became stronger in the late 

porfiriato, once a new generation was influenced by new intellectual tendencies such as 

anarchism, Jacobin liberalism, Protestantism, Spiritism, and Freemasonry.14 By 1900 the Church 

hierarchy and the Porfirian government (1876-1911) had settled into a harmless modus vivendi 

that allowed them to coexist, ignoring the Jacobin legal frame stipulated in the 1857 Constitution 

that, in theory, kept public affairs beyond ecclesiastical reach. This mere simulation of a secular 

state angered a new generation of radical liberals15 such as Ricardo Flores Magón (1874-1922), 

whose ideals ultimately fueled some of the Revolution’s anticlerical basis.16 Thus, the term 

anticlericalism should be understood as a component of the Mexican secularism, and also should 

be distinguished from anti-Catholicism, irreligiosity, and even atheism, considering that its main 

target was the elimination of the pivilegies for the clergy as opposed to democratic and 

egalitarian principles of popular sovereignty of the nation.  

                                                 
13 René Rémond, L’anticléricalisme en France, de 1815 à nos jours (Paris: Fayard, 1976), 33. 
14 Benjamin Smith, “Anticlericalism, Politics, and Freemasonry in Mexico, 1920-1940,” The Americas 65, no. 4 
(2009): 559–88. 
15 In 1901 many of the liberals met in San Luis Potosi at the Congress of the Mexican Liberal Party. A classic 
explanation of this meeting and its repercussions see: James D. Cockcroft and Paul Avrich Collection (Library of 
Congress), Cockcroft wrote this book, what is the Collecton. You need to fix this footnoteIntellectual Precursors of 
the Mexican Revolution, 1900-1913 (Austin: Published for the Institute of Latin American Studies by the University 
of Texas Press, 1968). 
16 See: Ward S. Albro, Always a Rebel: Ricardo Flores Magon and the Mexican Revolution (Fort Worth: Texas 
Christian University Press, 1992). 
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As Charles Hale17 examined the intellectual roots of liberalism in nineteenth century 

Mexico, he affirms that during that peiod theorist and politicians developed their own 

interpretation of French enlightened ideas including those related to secularism or laïcisme—

which does not have English translation. Closer to this French term is the Spanish word of 

laicidad or laicismo which has been widely used in Mexican politics related to secularization. 

Roberto Blancarte affirms that laicidad is a very difficult concept to be definded because 

sometimes is misused as a synonimum of Church-State separation.18 The instauration of an 

Estado Laico was a priority for the liberal party since the times of Benito Juarez and it was 

revived for the new generation of liberals who later joined the Revolution in 1910. For this 

reason is critical to understanding its meaning within revolurtionary ideology. Blancarte sustains 

that the closer concept to laicidad is popular sovereignty and constitutiona legitimacy of the state 

before religion. From that point of view the state is laico when religion is not any more one of its 

elements for integrating society or national unity.19 It also means, according to Blancarte, as the 

exclusion of religion from the public realm. In sum, anticlericalism, at least in the Mexican 

context, was not incompatible with religiosity but it was taken to an extreme during the analized 

period of 1917 to 1929 in order to secularize society in a deeper ways in order to establish an 

Estado Laico. That is why this dissertation looks at patriotic notions, rethoric and legal popular 

culture within the public sphere of authority.  

                                                 
17 Charles A. Hale, “ The revival of Political History and the French Revolution in Mexico” in Joseph Klaits and 
Michael H Haltzel, eds., The Global Ramifications of the French Revolution (Washington, D.C.]; Cambridge 
[England]; New York, N.Y., U.S.A.: Woodrow Wilson Center Press ; Cambridge University Press, 1994), 159–61. 
18 Roberto J. Blancarte, “Laicidad y secularización en México,” Estudios Sociológicos, 2001, 846, 
http://www.redalyc.org/articulo.oa?id=59805712. 
19 Ibid., 847. 
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The Revolution became gradually anticlerical, despite the fact that Catholic parties and 

organizations supported Francisco I. Madero’s call to arms in 1910.20 Between 1910 and 1917 

liberal and left-wing revolutionaries pursued an old and persistent aspiration: eliminating the 

Church from the public sphere of authority and consolidating an authentic secular society and 

that was reflected in the new constitution. At the early years of Revolution, Catholic groups were 

gradually excluded by liberal and Jacobin leaders, however, they could still participate to certain 

point in politics.21 For example, at the opening session of Congress in 1912 representatives from 

four different political ideologies—one of them Catholicism—were still admitted by 

revolutionaries. By 1913, some members of the National Catholic Party, founded during 

President Madero’s era, decided to support Victoriano Huerta after his coup against the 

president.22 This episode became a huge black label on Catholics, who were perceived as 

supporters of Madero’s murderers, a sign of disloyalty to the Revolution, which fueled anger at 

the most radical Jacobins. Catholics also became political competitors against the revolutionaries 

as they embraced new approaches to social problems and democracy, which were well received 

among peasants and workers.23  

By 1914, the two more popular warlords of the Revolution— Zapata and Villa— agreed 

to call for all the factions to participate at the Convention of Aguascalientes,24 in which the anger 

                                                 
20 For a detailed survey on Cathoilcs' participation in the revolution’s inicial phase see Manuel Ceballos Ramı́rez, El 
catolicismo social: un tercero en discordia : Rerum novarum, la «cuestión social» y la movilización de los católicos 
mexicanos, 1891-1911 (México, D.F.: El Colegio de México, 1991). 
21Ibid., 
22 For the National Catholic Party can be found at: Eduardo J Correa, El Partido Católico Nacional y sus directores: 
explicación de su fracaso y deslinde de responsabilidades (México: Fondo de Cultura Ecónomica, 1991). 
23 For an extenisve explanation of this ideological and practical approaches see: Manuel Ceballos Ramı́rez and 
Coloquio de Antropología e Historia Regionales, eds., La democracia cristiana en el México liberal: un proyecto 
alternativo, (1867-1929) (México, D.F.: Instituto Mexicano de Doctrina Social Cristiana, 1987). 
24 Two essential works on the Convention of Aguascalientes are: Vito Alessio Robles, La Convención 
Revolucionaria de Aguascalientes (México: Patronato del Instituto Nacional de Estudios Históricos de la 



19 

against the Church became explicit. At the opening session, General Antonio Villarreal said that 

revolutionaries should take everything from the clergy, because they had enlarged their wealth 

during the conciliatory times of Porfirio Diaz. 25 He also mentioned that the clergy it was only 

allowed to use the churches but they could not own anything. Catholic jurist, philosopher, and 

historian Aquiles P. Moctezuma categorized these turbulent years as “Pre-constitutionalism or 

the factual enslavement of the Church.”26 Revolutionary leaders, in his view, persecuted the 

Church de factum not de jure,27 which means in practice not legally. Moctezuma argued that at 

certain point all the revolutionary leaders became opponents of the Church and started mutually 

to others based on their attitude towards the church. He cited, for example, a manifesto released 

in those years by Francisco Villa that accused Carranza of destroying freedom of conscience and 

persecuting the Church by allowing governors to ban religious practices in public, and thereby 

imposing penalties to those who celebrated religious ceremonies.28 Carranza, on the other hand, 

also accused Villa of discrediting the Church by exaggerating those versions of clerical support 

to Victoriano Huerta. Moctezuma affirmed that Villa looked for a reconciliation with the Church 

at some point, but not before he many times expressed publicly his hatred for the clergy. 

Moctezuma viewed in general this revolutionary religious conflict as a three-stage historical 

process of persecution; he uses the law as a referent: 

 

                                                                                                                                                             
Revolución Mexicana, 1979); Robert E Quirk, The Mexican Revolution, 1914-1915; the Convention of 
Aguascalientes. (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1960). 
25 Aquiles P Moctezuma, El conflicto religioso de 1926: sus orígenes, su desarrollo, su solución. (México: Editorial 
Jus, 1960), 266. 
26 Ibid., 263. 
27 It is a classic Latin expression that means “of right, by right, according to law,” literally from law.  
28 Moctezuma, El conflicto religioso de 1926, 1960, 264. 
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There is a first stage when a lawless Revolution predominates: the pre-constitutionalism, 

which is the period when the Church was factually enslaved (de la esclavitud de hecho); 

the next phase starts with the promulgation of the constitution, which is the time when the 

Church was legally enslaved (de la esclavitud legal); and finally, the third phase starts 

when Calles implemented his campaign against the Church in 1926, which is the period 

when the enslavement of the Church was legally enforced (de la esclavitud legal llevada 

a la practica).29 

 

In general terms, Moctezuma’s timeline summarizes the way Catholics understood the 

revolutionary campaigns for secularization. His model argued that, while the government was 

technically enforcing the law, in his view it as enslaving the Church. Whether it was a violation 

of rights, or an effort to build a new strong rule of law, the effect on ordinary lives was deeply 

transformative. The project of erasing religion from the public realm forced everyone in society 

and within the government to take a side. Such increased pressure on officials pushed many to 

distance themselves from religion—at least in their public life—which eventually resulted in the 

secularization of the public authority. 

The political estrangement of the revolutionaries from the Church was explicitly reflected 

in the strong anticlerical provisions proclaimed in the 1917 Constitution and the newly scripted 

policies of enforcement. Revolutionary determination to take the Church out of the public sphere 

became evident during the debates of the Constituent Congress in late 1916 and early 1917. The 

new Constitution included strong anticlerical provisions which transcended people’s private 

                                                 
29 Ibid., 262. 
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rights. According to articles 3, 5, 24, 27, 123 and 130, the Church was now under the total 

control of the government, because the constitution proscribed the ecclesial legal personality, its 

property and political rights. The suppression of these rights brought about essential changes for 

the Church, which were perceived as inconceivable by most of the people, who were in the 

majority Catholic. It is possible to schematize those changes in five principles: 1. Denial of the 

Church’s legal entity (article 130); 2. Prohibition for the Church to provide education at any 

academic level (article 3, section IV); 3. Prohibition of religious vows and monastic orders 

(article 5); 4. Religious practices were only permitted in authorized and registered churches and 

private homes (article 24); 5. No legal ability was granted for the Church to own property and all 

ecclesiastical buildings were nationalized (article 27). Although some of these principles were 

already established since the time of Benito Juarez, many were strengthened in the 1917 

Constitution.  

In civil terms the government did not recognize any legal personality for the Catholic 

Church as it was considered as any other religious denomination or sect in the country. In such a 

situation the only way for the Church to exist as a legal entity was to subjugate itself to the 

government and be registered under the same conditions as other religions. This was 

unacceptable for an institution that had been the protected religion for at least three centuries. As 

a nonexistent corporation under the law, the Church lost the right to establish monastic orders, 

convents, and schools for children or young Catholics who were willing to become priests. 

Priesthood was also declared to have no academic value and priests were not allowed to vote or 

to be elected as officials. 
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Article 3rd of the Constitution intended a stronger secularization of schools as radical 

revolutionaries, like Francisco Múgica,30 believed that Catholic education had to be banned 

because the Church restricted the natural rights of the people and did not give them the ability to 

think freely31. According to Múgica public education shall be designed under clear and neutral 

criteria, under rigorous scientific principles, for developing harmoniously all the faculties of the 

human being at the same time as patriotism. A secular education should also provide students 

with a consciousness of international solidarity, independence and justice.32 In accordance to 

article 3, article 24 established that all the education imparted by the federal government should 

be maintained totally apart from any religious doctrine and, should be based on the results of 

scientific progress, striving against ignorance and its effects, like servitude, fanaticism and other 

prejudices. This article also established restrictions for the Mass and other ceremonies and 

clearly stated that everyone was free to embrace the religion of his or her choice and to practice 

all ceremonies, devotions, or observances of this respective faith, either in places of public 

worship or at home. No religious act of worship were allowed to be performed in public, only 

inside places authorized and previously designated as temples; all of them must be available for 

official supervision at all times. 33Article 5 technically eliminated any religious order, as it 

specified that the government did not granted the execution of any contract, covenant, or 

agreement that impose restriction, loss or irrevocable sacrifice of the liberty of men or women, 

                                                 
30: Javier Moctezuma Barragán, Francisco J. Múgica: un romántico rebelde (México: FCE, 2001).Do not make 
comments in the footnotes, just give the reference. 
31 Katherine Ryan-McIlhon, “The Anticlerical Articles of the Federal Constitution of 1917 and Their Historical 
Consequences,” SSRN Scholarly Paper (Rochester, NY: Social Science Research Network, May 1, 2012), 531, 
http://papers.ssrn.com/abstract=2239474. 
32 Germán List Arzubide, La gran rebelión de los constituyentes de 1917; génesis de los artículos 3,̊ 123 y 27. 
(México: Ediciones Conferencia, 1963), 27, 28. 
33 Mexico, Mexico, and Secretaría de Gobernación, Constitución política de los Estados Unidos Mexicanos. 
(Mexico: Impr. de la Secretaría de Gobernación, 1917), Article 24. 
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whether for work, education or religious vows.34 That is why, the Constitution and all the 

correspondent new laws would not permit the establishment of monastic orders no matter what 

their denomination or purpose was.  

The delegates to the Constituent Congress, particularly the most radical ones like Múgica, 

saw the Catholic Church as an opponent of liberalism and democracy. Their intention as 

legislators was to restrict as much as possible the Church’s influence in society, so the 

government had to use all its strength against any one or institution no matter who or what it 

might that invaded and violated individual liberties of citizens. They believed there was no area 

of life in which the government could not intervene for what they called “the common good.”35 

The delegates used all their power to bring the Church under the control of the federal 

government, but they also empowered state legislatures to limit the number of priests that would 

be permitted to exercise their ministry within their jurisdictions. By the mid 1920s many of the 

States had set quotas of Catholic priests in their territory supposedly based on the proportional 

needs of their population. In truth, every State set such quotas in different ways as is evident in 

that the number of allowed priests was based more on the ideological tendency of each state 

government.36 It is possible to see such a disproportion in a map produced by the Catholic 

organization that circulated around the country during these years.  

 

                                                 
34 Ibid., Article 5. 
35 Niemeyer and E. V, “Anticlericalism in the Mexican Constitutional Convention of 1916-1917,” The Americas 11, 
no. 1 (1954): 48. 
36 Charles C Cumberland and James H. Sutton Jr. and Sylvia Leal Carvajal Collection, Mexico: The Struggle for 
Modernity (New York: Oxford University Press, 1968), 276. 
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Figure 2. “The Church in Mexico” [“La Iglesia en México,”]  
Undated map. Source U. A. Special Collections Online Exhibits. 

 

From 1917 to 1920 the enforcement of the Constitution at the federal level was not very 

intense as Venustiano Carranza disapproved much of what the Constituent delegates had 

proclaimed regarding religious practices. As Robert Quirk points out, Carranza was more 

conservative than other revolutionaries as he made almost no effort to enforce the most radical 

sections of the Constitution, so almost all the clauses dealing with religion and the Church 

remained a dead letter during his term.37 Carranza was overthrown and killed as a result of the 

proclamation of the Plan de Aguaprieta by Alvaro Obregón which opened the door for him to 

win the general elections of 1920 and becom president for the term 1920-1924. During his first 

year, he pursued a conciliatory policy with the other revolutionary factions, but definitely began 

to watch over the Church particularly after January of 1923 as a result of a massive religious 

gathering of about 40,000 Catholic people at the hill of Cubilete in Guanajuato. It was the 

inauguration of the construction works for a monument dedicated to Christ the King, to which 

                                                 
37 Robert E Quirk, The Mexican Revolution and the Catholic Church, 1910-1929 (Bloomington: Indiana University 
Press, 1973), 102–3. 
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many people came to see the Apostolic Delegate Ernesto Fillippi as he laid the cornerstone as the 

proclamation of the Church’s temporal sovereignty. Apparently Obregón saw this event as an 

open challenge to his authority so he decided to show his power by expelling the delegate for 

having officiated at that place.38 This happening shocked Catholic people so thousands of 

protests were mailed to the President as covered in Chapter 2. The expulsion of Fillipi and the 

subsequent official harassment against the Eucharistic Congress held in Mexico City in October 

of 1924 were two pivotal events that initiated the hostilities between the government and the 

Church, hence those were very traumatic for millions of Catholics.39  

The increasing implementation of constitutional principles at the state level and the 

attitude of Plutarco Elias Calles toward Catholics once he took office, polarized society even 

more. Again there occurred some other symbolically powerful events in which the government 

baited the Church more aggressively so that triggered Catholics’ fear, frustration and anger. As I 

explain in Chapter 2, Jose de Leon Toral’s testimony at judicial interrogatories refers those 

events, and reveal how an urban, middle class young Catholic citizen reacted to such 

provocations. Among those events the most shocking was that President Plutarco Elías Calles 

(1924-1928) promulgated a law incorporating anti-clerical provisions into the Penal Code and 

established penalties for the violation of those rules. This set of reforms, which was promulgated 

by Presidential decree on June 14, 1926, became known as the “Ley Calles”40 (Calles Law). It 

contained thirty three articles that intensified the Catholic Church’s anger. Article 1 for example 

made it a crime for a foreigner to function as clergyman in the country. Article 3—another that 
                                                 
38 John Watson Foster Dulles, Yesterday in Mexico; a Chronicle of the Revolution, 1919-1936. (Austin: University 
of Texas Press, 1961), 288, 289. 
39 David C Bailey, Viva Cristo Rey! The Cristero Rebellion and the Church-State Conflict in Mexico, (Austin: 
University of Texas Press, 1974), 43. 
40 Diario Oficial de la Federación, Junio 14, 1926.  
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was received scandalously—made it a crime to teach religion in public and private schools of 

any educational level. Article 6 outlawed religious orders and required the disillusion of 

monasteries and convents. Article 10 made it a crime for priests to criticize the government, the 

law and the institutions. Article 17 made it a crime to hold religious ceremonies outside of 

churches or non-authorized temples. Article 19 required priests to register with the civil 

authorities to exercise their ministry. And lastly, Article 22 gave the government the authority to 

determine which churches would be used for worship and which would not. For every offense 

listed as a crime in these various articles, a punishment was set for. For example, the failure of a 

priest to register was punishable by a five hundred pesos fine or fifteen days in jail. Criticism of 

the government by a priest was punishable by five years in prison.41 The “Ley Calles” was made 

known to the public on June 14 and was scheduled to go into effect on July 31, 1926.42   

Once the new Penal Code provisions were made public, the Catholic high clergy met and 

released a collective pastoral letter protesting against it on July 24. In such a protest they 

announced the suspension of all kinds of worship and religious services to the public starting on 

July 31, 1926. People immediately began flooding the churches to receive sacraments before the 

suspension went into effect. In Mexico City, at the Sagrario Metropolitano alone, at least 2000 

children were baptized in one day. On July 28, Mexico City’s Archbishop collapsed from 

exhaustion as a result of administering confirmation for hours to more than 5000 children. More 

than 600 marriages were performed in Mexico City alone in one day. At midnight on July 30 the 

suspension officially began so no masses, no confessions, no ceremonies took place in Catholic 

                                                 
41 Antonio Rius Facius, Méjico cristero; (México: Editorial Patria, 1960), 50–52. 
42 Ibid., 53. 
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churches all around the country.43 As described in Chapter II, this escalation of tension is 

referred to Toral as a gradual hardening of an official religious persecution. By the time of the 

suspension the lay people had organized and the conflict began to unfold.  

On August 21, 1926, a committee representing the National Episcopate met with 

President Calles at Chapultepec Palace. The president kept firm in his position of enforcing the 

law and he said that: “as long as the Catholics remain within their churches and the law, they 

may do rather much what they please, the government cares nothing for dogma nor doctrine.”44 

As a result of Calles’s determination, the Clergy endorsed plans for an economic boycott against 

the government. Official reaction to it was harsh as the Attorney General denounced this was a 

seditious act and ordered the arrest of the people who promoted it. The boycott only lasted for a 

few months as it resulted a failure, so by October 1926 the Episcopal Committee announced that 

the Clergy would no longer promote it.45 As I describe in Chapter II, as a result of the 

suspension, a major Catholic civil organization was founded to confederate all the existent group 

of lay supporters such as the Knights of Columbus, the Catholic Ladies Union and the Mexican 

Youth Catholic Association. This federation was denominated the National League for the 

Defense of Religious Liberty (From this point on LNDLR or the League).46 In late summer 1926, 

the League decided to follow an armed strategy at different regions of the country. The Cristero 

                                                 
43 Quirk, The Mexican Revolution and the Catholic Church, 1910-1929, 1973, 173, 174. 
44 Plutarco Elías Calles et al., Pensamiento político y social: antología (1913-1936) (México: Instituto de Estudios 
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rebellion formally began on January First 1927 in rural areas of Jalisco, Michoacán, Durango, 

Zacatecas and Guanajuato.47  

Regardless of the violence, President Plutarco Elías Calles appealed for a “revolution of 

consciences,” strengthening the extensive strategy of legal enforcement and symbolic 

confrontation against the Church and its followers. As some have argued Calles and the men 

around him seemed to welcome the war and they saw it as a means of achieving their goal of 

ridding Mexico off the Catholic Church as Roger Gouran affirms.48 Calles’s own words cited by 

Jean Meyer in his seminal work La Cristiada seem to confirm this assertion: 

 

I believe we have reached the moment when the lines of battle are definitely drawn; the 

hour is approaching for the decisive battle; we will see whether the victory of the 

Revolution has been ephemeral.49 

 

This dissertation, however, does not seek to examine the rural armed conflict, it rather 

focuses on its cultural effects looking into the urban, middle class Catholic citizens and their 

experiences with the anticlerical laws and regulations over their religious practices. While in 

1895 an estimated 99.3 % of all the population (12.5 million people) declared to be Catholic, 

data seems to decline compared to 2010 when 84,217, 138 people, that is to say 89.3%, admitted 
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to be Catholic.50. A critical aspect to be analyzed by this dissertation as one central argument is 

that the social polarization provoked by the religious conflict, reflected a cultural transition of 

legal culture from a catholic oriented into a secular one. Most of the anailzed sources come from 

urban centers, and the involved people were literate. As of 1921, 31% of the opulation used to 

live in urban centers (places 2,000 inhabitanst and higher) and the iliterate rate was that only 

38.8% of the population was able to read and write by 1930.51 For this reason it is really 

important to notice that this dissertation look at the transformation of ideas of patriotism by 

urban Catholics and the process by which the government achieved to discredit it and eliminated 

it from the official conception of nationalism, imposing a secular approach to patriotic 

sentiments promoted from the government as the only legitimate one.  

This dissertation proposes a closer analysis into the views of fervent Catholics52 at 

different levels, which reveals a fundamental antagonism they faced while undergoing 

anticlerical law enforcement, as their religious values came under question. An ontological 

contradiction was thus established, putting at odds their social role as believers and citizens. That 

explains how determinant was this symbolic environment of escalating pressure against 

Catholics during the Obregón and Calles administrations, for them to organize, and making 

desperate actions of resistance, and even belligerency against the government. Such gradual 

escalation of pressure was perceived as a real “religious persecution” and created an alternative 

historical narrative from the Catholic viewpoint. Toral, who belonged to a lay organization for 

                                                 
50 See: “Instituto Nacional de Estadística Y Geografía - Temas Estadísticos,” INEGI, accessed July 24, 2016, 
http://www3.inegi.org.mx/sistemas/temas/default.aspx?s=est&c=19004. 
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Crossing Swords: Politics and Religion in Mexico (New York: Oxford University Press, 1997). 
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and dogms. 
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the defense of catholic religion, matched the profile of thousands of people of middle and upper 

class who decided that violence was the only, and still legitimate, solution for their problems. A 

major influence for León Toral, the engineer Luis Segura Vilchis, believed that any hostility to 

the Catholic religion was an actual aggression against the Patria–fatherland— itself because 

Catholicism for him was the only true basis for the Mexican nationality.53 This statement shows 

the depth of the personal and collective consequences of a total denial of the Catholic Church’s 

legal existence, which the 1917 Constitution literally proclaimed.  

The peak of social tensions resulting from the conflict with the Church was the harsh 

milieu Catholics faced in late 1927, as political campaigns for the presidential succession put 

more pressure on them. A series of intrigues, repression acts, murders and killing attempts 

around Álvaro Obregón, also depict a tense environment of authoritarianism around his 

campaign for a second term in office. Those conditions were extremely compelling to Catholics 

for protesting and reaffirming their patriotic role within such a circumstances. Andrés Barquín y 

Ruiz argued in his biography of Luis Segura Vilchis, that the idea of killing Obregón grew in the 

mind of Catholic leaders as a result of such a desperate situation. He affirms that Segura Vilchis, 

who by then was the Jefe de Control Militar of the ACJM ( Catholic Association of the Mexican 

Youth), took this decision, together with other leaders, because they thought Obregón was 

becoming a supertirano against the entire nation, as he no longer respected even his friends and 

followers anymore.54 Apparently the repression and subsequent assassination of the Generals 
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Arnulfo R. Gomez and Francisco Serrano—in Huitzilac on November 3, 192755— were the 

straws that broke the camel’s back.  

On November 13, 1927, Luis Segura Vilchis perpetrated a failed bombing attempt on 

Alvaro Obregón’s car near Chapultepec forest. Vilchis and his accomplices Nahúm Lamberto 

Ruiz and José González were convinced of perpetrating the attempt, considering it as a “patriotic 

and “Christian” execution.”56 Luis Segura Vilchis made the bombs and recruited another 

member of the military wing of the ACJM, who was well-known as brave and obedient: Juan 

Tirado Arias. Unlike José de León Toral, these three young Catholic helpers certainly belonged 

to urban lower working classes, whereas Vilchis was an upper middle class professional, just like 

Toral. In the morning of that November 13, the four attempters intercepted Obregón’s Cadillac 

near Chapultepec. Then they throwed some bombs against his car but they failed the objective, 

and two of them were caught in their car while intending to escape. Segura Vilchis ran away and 

later attended a bull fight that evening, where he actually came across Obregón.57 The car, 

however, became a problem for other members of the ACJM, as the police used it as a clue to 

find the planers of the attempt. Toral’s best friend, Humberto Pro— brother of the famous priest 

Miguel Agustin Pro— was legally the owner of that car, so the police apprehended both brothers 

and blamed them as part of the conspiracy. With no judicial procedure, and despite Vilchis’s 

confession absolving the Pro brothers as part of the plot, a “superior” order mandated the 

immediate execution of all those who were caught. On November 23, 1927, Segura Vilchis, Juan 
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Tirado, Humberto Pro and the priest Miguel Agustin Pro were executed by a firing squad. Toral, 

moved by terror and indignation, as were thousands of Catholics, attended the massive funeral 

for the executed, despite the official prohibition of public mourning. That episode was a 

powerful trigger for José de León Toral, sparking his idea of killing Obregón. His testimony, as 

the evidence shows, follows the progression of the legal campaign of secularization implemented 

during the period of study, and comprises the traumatic memories of Catholics toward suich a 

law enforcement. 

 

Conceptual, Methodological and Historiographical Frame 

This dissertation has an interdisciplinary approach that combines methods from 

intellectual, cultural and legal history. The new intellectual history is an interdisciplinary branch 

that focuses on the pragmatic context of social practices and representations, looking at its 

symbolic and meaningful setting.58 In that regard this work owes a debt to different approaches 

and wider scopes of analysis on culture, such as Reinhart Koselleck’s conceptual history,59 

Clifford Geertz’s cultural anthropology,60 Robert Darnton’s mentalities history,61 Michel 

Foucault’s archeology of knowledge,62 and Pierre Bourdieu’s symbolic field of cultural 
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Editores, 1968). 
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production.63 This dissertation also builds on concepts taken from sociology like the public 

sphere of authority by Jürgen Habermas. 64  

Essentially this research focus on how ordinary people experienced a new secular legal 

and political relation with the state created by the Revolution, which in the case of Catholics was 

a tough one. Such experience definitely changed their ideas toward secularism. As originally 

proposed in my prospectus this research examines the popular expressions of a new 

revolutionary culture of citizenship, rights and justice. In that sense it is important to understand 

how some scholars have approached popular culture and identity in relation to Mexico. William 

H. Beezley and Linda Curio Nagy, for example, argue that popular culture is synonymous with 

national identity. We may agree if we think that, in twentieth century, popular culture embodied 

common identity attitudes among different social groups within the national space.65 According 

to these scholars we may consider that popular culture consists of a set of practices, images, and 

interactions that set apart and define a community, which in turn constructs a particular 

identity.66 But beyond nationalism per se, from my approach, it is possible to consider that there 

are different realms and identities created and recreated in popular culture. In that regard I sought 

to explain how legal and institutional realms can be related to identity in popular culture 

manifestations. Michael Asimov and Shannon Mader provide a provocative approach to law and 
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popular culture67 that is a cornerstone for this dissertation. They define it as “the entire universe 

of knowledge, behaviors, beliefs, and attitudes that circulate in a particular society or subgroup 

of that society.”68 They do not constraint popular culture to the realm of national identity. Based 

on this concept they built a joint definition between the law and popular culture, which they call 

popular legal culture. In the simplest way it “refers to everything people know, or think they 

know about law, lawyers, and the legal system.”69 This concept is also essential to this study.  

Additionally, this research is concerned with a complex cultural process that can be 

conceptualized as the secularization of patriotism, which is reflected in cultural manifestations 

toward the legal system like music, cinema, press, legal discourse and judicial practices. This 

corpus of sources was generated out of the revolutionary campaign of secularization, and from 

the legal enforcement of anticlerical legislation that sought to regulate religious practices in 

public spaces and realms. The effect of such a process was the gradual exclusion of religion from 

the official domain and out of government’s institutional practices and rhetoric. For this reason 

the period of study (1917 – 1929) is considered as a profound conjuncture of change in the 

country’s modern history, because many of the current institutional practices got settled during 

those formative years. Such practices actually became a basis for the legal and political system 

that has lasted until nowadays. This process triggered a profound cultural transformation of 

people’s understandings towards the rule of law from Catholic oriented to non-religious.  

Although the main topic of the dissertation is not the Cristero rebellion, this study is part 

of the historiography of the movement. In the first three decades after the conflict mostly partisan 
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works were published—either favoring viewpoints from the state or the Church. Those either 

overvalued or demonized participants and main actors. The earliest work that actually was 

published with official support in 1927 was entitled La Iglesia y el Estado en México.70 Authored 

by Alfonso Toro, this work seems sided to favor Calles’s administration policies and to discredit 

Catholics as fanatics. Blood-Drenched Altars written in 1935 by Bishop Francis Clement Kelley, 

and The Power and the Glory by Graham Greene71 seem the opposite side of the story. In those 

novels the official campaign for secularization was portrayed as an unfair and sanguinary 

persecution. On the same line Mexican Martyrdom by Wilfrid Parsons was published in 1936.72 

Between the 1940s and the 1960s, those partial tendencies continued, although the published 

works from this period showed themselves to be more rigorously researched. An example of this 

trend was the seminal work entitled Mejico Cristero by Antonio Rius Facius,73 which seems 

Catholic partisan still, but well researched. It is the first effort to examine Catholic civil 

organizations whose role in the conflict was essential, like the Catholic Association for the 

Mexican Youth (Asociación Católica de la Juventud Mexicana—ACJM from this point on). Rius 

Facius collected an enormous corpus of sources and his work is very detailed, however it is still 

tendentious and exaggerates the narrative to apologize for Cristeros as heroes who—in his 

words— defended their religion against a revolutionary conspiracy against Catholicism.  

In the last four decades of the twentieth century, scholars increasingly analyzed the 

movement now called Cristiada and the broader religious conflict of the 1920s and 1930s, 

considering them either as a counterrevolution or an alternative movement to the 1910 
                                                 
70 La Iglesia y el Estado en México: estudio sobre los conflictos entre el clero católico y los gobiernos mexicanos 
desde la Independencia hasta nuestros días (Ediciones El Caballito, 1927). 
71 Phyllis Eleanor Bentley, The Power and the Glory (Macmillan, 1940). 
72 Mexican martyrdom (Macmillan, 1936). 
73 Antonio Rius Facius, Méjico cristero; (México: Editorial Patria, 1960). 
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Revolution. Those historiographical tendencies have focused mostly on the extreme actors and 

events of the confrontation, especially examining either leaders or peasants. Robert E. Quirk 

classic from 197374 provides a detailed evaluation from the top of society. It focuses basically on 

central figures’ interaction from both the Church and the State, and giving prevalence to their 

leadership over the conflict’s final outcome. On the other extreme, there is Jean Meyer’s 

influential work and the interpretation it has generated since its first edition from 197475. Meyer 

approaches the conflict from the ground up relaying mostly on its rural and regional driving 

forces, motives and outlooks. This has resulted in interpretations elaborating and expanding the 

argument over identity, politics and motivations for participants to join the rebellion. These 

studies address a complex panorama of particularities at the regional level, which basically 

reinforce Jean Meyer’s thesis that overstresses rural participation over the rest of the historical 

actors of the movement.76 Curiously after Meyer’s work the Cristero rebellion, and the whole 

conflict in a broad sense, has been largely studied from regional standpoints, the opposite of the 

general pattern for Mexican history that usually pays closer attention to the capital and 

nationwide approaches.  

From the 1980s new approaches have analyzed the Cristiada using different methods, 

scopes and sources, which has resulted in a more balanced and inclusive history of this still 

traumatic historical event. These works stress more on the views of the true victims of the 
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conflicts, those people who suddelty became enemies although they were members of the same 

social classes. Another salient feature of this historiographical trend was that these works 

brought out concrete faces, names, places, actions and particularities of the movement to the 

academic discussion. An outstanding work that exemplifies this trend is Servando Ortoll’s 

dissertation77, which examined the role of Catholic organizations in the Church-State conflict 

from an innovative sociological point of view. Ortoll’s main contribution is to examine the 

conflict through the finer fabric of diplomatic adjustments, engagements and negotiations, 

without leaving loose ends at the level of civil organizations who actively influenced the 

conflict’s aftermath both from inside and outside the country. Ortoll’s work in fact constitutes a 

solid counterpoint to Meyer’s work as it demonstrates the critical role played by the Vatican and 

the Mexican Clergy, without underestimating urban civil society, nor overestimating rural 

participation and critical role in the conflict.  

An indispensable work for those interested in broader and finer implications, and 

revisionist views on the long lasting aftermaths of the Cristero movement is Peter L. Reich’s 

Mexico’s Hidden Revolution: The Catholic Church in Law and Politics since 1929.78 This 

sociological analysis was pioneering in demonstrating how the prevailing Church—State 

arrangement was based on a network of extralegal compromises in order to evade the 

Constitution and its anticlerical legislation. Reich’s work was also ground-breaking by 

recognizing this Catholic Church accommodation as an actual contribution to the modern 
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political system exercised by the revolutionary regime. On a similar line Ben Fallaw’s Religion 

and State Formation in Postrevolutionary Mexico79 expanded our knowledge on the religious 

question as one of the main forces that shaped the process of postrevolutionary state formation. 

Looking at the period from 1929 to 1940, Fallaw examines Lázaro Cárdenas’s policies providing 

a complete portrait of how the Mexican state’s anticlericalism, socialist reforms on education, 

land reform, and indigenism were heavy balasts towards the regime consolidation. He argues that 

scholars have overlooked the pervasive influence of Catholicism in complicating 

postrevolutionary state formation. In many ways Reich’s and Fallaw’s findings strengthen the 

subjacent argument of my dissertation, that the secularization of patriotism and the legal culture 

in the revolutionary era was an institutional simulation underpinning a compromised rule of law 

which last up today.  

More recently, a wave of new research has been concentrated on aspects never before 

explored, such as the cultural repercussions of the Cristero war and the so called religious 

movement. A collective effort edited by Servando Ortoll and Julia Preciado Zamora took the step 

forward again in the first decade of the twentieth first century. Los guachos y los mochos: Once 

ensayos cristeros80 is a compilation of innovative views on particular aspects of the Cristiada 

through the eyes of different actors, groups, and regions. The term mocho (a) applies colloquially 

to those individuals considered hypocrite, fake devote, and it is also a pejorative term applied to 

those followers of conservative politics and religious tendencies.81 Probably the main 
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contribution of this collective book was the intention of decenter the discussion on the Cristeros 

out of the Church and the State debate. In these stories we see humans full of social and 

historical agency who actively participated in the religious conflict. In their introduction, Ortoll 

and Preciado coincide with a fundamental point addressed by Demetrio Sodi—Toral’s defense 

attorney—during the judicial hearings: Those poor soldiers who were fighting either on the side 

of the Church or the Federal Government, those who were killing each other in the isolated hill 

areas of Jalisco, Guanajuato and Michoacán, all were just humans, Mexicans, and Catholics, who 

no matter how they dressed up as soldiers or Indians, inside all they maybe carried a scapular of 

the Virgin of Guadalupe for their spiritual protection. As a tribute to Alberto Issac’s satirical 

views on the Cristiada, the authors intended to synthetize the complex years of the conflict by 

reproducing one of his political cartoons on the cover. That cartoon represents the Cristero war 

as a two panel drawing in which the upper plane are two people shaking hands as a signal of 

agreement, they are a general and a bishop. At the lower plane two contending male couples are 

preparing to shoot each other, two of them wearing green military uniforms and the others 

wearing white peasant clothes and hats.  
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Figure 3. Book cover from Los guachos y los mochos: Once ensayos cristeros, 
Edited by Julia Preciado and Servando Ortoll. Mexico, Red Utopia A.C. 2009. 

 

By using this carton as their book cover, the authors of this collective work intended to 

express their interest in the history of those who fought and died in this religious war, but have 

been largely ignored in their intimacy as believers, in their everyday setting that was horribly 

disturbed by the obstinacy of two contending powerful elites. This collection looks at ordinary 

people whose right to believe was invaded either by the Church or the state. Beyond the upper 

powers involved in the conflict, it is a major intention of this dissertation to explore these 

personal stories, their perceptions, fears and struggles within a complex process of imposing and 

resisting modern secularization. This provocative collection by Ortoll and Preciado brings 

together a new generation of scholars whose work has expanded our knowledge on the Cristiada 

in recent years. Robert Curley, Julia Preciado Zamora, Eva Orozco Garcia, Eitan Ginzberg, Julia 

Young, among many others, explore regional case studies, central actors as bishops, generals, 

and unexplored sources. Many of these authors have worked lately from new and revisionist 



41 

angles and have used formerly restricted collections82 and archival materials, which enriched 

original interpretations.  

The process identified as the secularization of patriotism intersects with diverse 

interpretative trends.83 According to Daniel Newcomer, historians writing at the time of the 

Cristero Rebellion or during its close aftermath posed a dilemma as they viewed the Revolution 

as an authentic popular uprising seeking land reform, so in many ways they overlooked the 

popular character of the Cristeros, no matter that such scholars often admitted that revolutionary 

anticlericalism went too far against the masses.84 Newcomer identify these authors as “populist” 

because “they implicitly suggested that increased secularization, especially in the area of 

education, would benefit Mexico by enabling it to modernize.”85 This “populist” viewpoint, as 

Newcomer called it, underestimates popular Catholicism and dismisses Cristero militants as 

religious fanatics. Such a viewpoint is represented by Ernest Gruening,86 Frank Tannenbaum,87 

and Carleton Beals.88 This approach mirrors the official narrative promoted by the revolutionary 

state in order to justify historically the extensive and violent campaign for secularization 

implemented during the 1920s and 1930s. After Meyer’s popular approach of the rebellion, there 

have been some scholars focusing on rural groups looking at popular dynamics toward the 
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conflict. Jennie Purnell’s regional case study from Michoacán questions why members of the 

same rural classes supported the Cristeros while others backed the state.89 Mattew Butler’s 

Popular Piety and Political Identity in Mexico’s Cristero Rebellion: Michoacán, 1927 – 192990 

deals with local religion as a major factor to determine whose side communities supported. In 

many ways studies that use identity as a category of analysis, contribute to our understanding of 

ordinary life in the midst of the rebellion at the rural level. More limited are the studies dealing 

with popular culture as an interpretative channel for understanding the transformative everyday 

experience of Catholics toward secularization. 

One of the scholars who recently payed close attention to popular culture by focusing on 

the presence of religion in everyday life was Adrian A. Bantjes. In 1994 a chapter by Bantjes 

was included in the seminal work edited by Beezley, English Martin and French Rituals of Rule, 

Rituals of Resistance.91 In that chapter Bantjes examined the Sonoran defanaticization campaign 

implemented from 1931 to 1935, which consisted of the desacralization of the old cultural order 

through acts of iconoclasm, satire and religious persecution. These were regional repercussions 

of the symbolic campaign described in this dissertation as a way to eliminate religion from the 

public sphere. In the book The Eagle and the Virgen92 edited by Vaughan and Lewis, Bantjes 

examined extensively local religions as a popular way to resist anticlericalism, and accommodate 

popular groups themselves in the revolutionary version of secular modernity. Faith and Impiety 
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in Revolutionary Mexico93 edited by Matthew Buttler also includes a work by Bantjes in which 

he analyses, from a more political angle, the regional dynamics unleashed by revolutionary 

anticlericalism and defanaticizacion campaigns. Published after his unfortunate passing, a two 

volume work in Spanish included a more extensive chapter by Bantjes on popular religion 

entitled Religión Popular y Revolución en México: Una perspectiva de larga duración.94This 

chapter encompasses Bantjes’s search for popular religiosity from a long duration perspective. 

He argues that throughout the country’s history it is possible to identify certain “reforming 

waves” undertaken by elites seeking to control and purify popular religiosity and subaltern 

cultures, either by means of ecclesial or state’s reforms. In sum, this work builds on this whole 

historiographical corpus by means of an ample interdisciplinary approach.  

Although scholarship has covered many aspects of this historical process, insufficient 

attention has been paid to the interplay—neither its repercussions nor its effects on the private 

and public spheres of authority— between law and popular culture within the conflict.95 This 

dissertation offers a pioneering approach that reveals unexplored constraits on the formation of 

the modern legal system. No previous work deals with the whole exercise of examining what law 

specialists call the “law in action” theory96 applied to a massive experience of conflictive law 

enforcement. It is doubly important as it encompasses so meaningful an aspect of national life as 

religion and its practice. No previous work explores a wide range sources that comprise judicial 
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cases, official records, intelligence reports, civil organizations’ files, press, literature, discourse, 

popular music(corridos), and mass media (film and radio).  

There are valuable concepts and methods from scholarship on music and 

ethnomusicology that provide this dissertation with useful analytical tools. First, considering that 

popular music functions as a real site of everyday construction of memory, identity and 

contestation, the binomial of music and conflict would be applicable to this project. According to 

Jordan Morgan O’Connell and Salwa El-Shawan Castelo-Branco, music provides a great 

medium for interrogating the character of conflicts and for evaluating the quality of conflict 

resolution. In this sense they argue: “While language as prose tends to delimit interpretation 

according to the partial dictates of authorial intention, music as practice serves to liberate 

interpretation according to multiple views of audience reception.”97 For this dissertation, 

considering that the revolutionary government intended to create a new set of values, principles 

and rhetoric related to the Revolution—such as the concept of social justice— then it is logical 

that such concept was received, interpreted and sometimes contested by people, same happened 

to the concept of secularization. Music liberated interpretations according to multiple views of 

people among different groups and regions, like for example peasants or workers whose 

interpretation varies. These irregular interpretations reflected in music showed popular notions of 

law, religion, justice, rights and citizenship. In sum, ethnomusicology was an important tool for 

this analysis because it recognizes “the variable character of musical meaning, a partial truth 

dependent on an unstable relationship between musical text and cultural context.”98 
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This dissertation also use film because movies were used for promoting the revolutionary 

agenda massively. Indeed, the official agenda for creating an integrative and stereotypical 

identity among all regions and social groups is evident in cinema from this period. Cinema 

representations of core concepts and values promoted by the government such as “the 

Revolution,” “Social Justice” and “fanaticism” among others were created or consolidated in the 

1920s and 1930s.99 On that regard Mark Slobin100 argues that: “The invention and evolution of 

each new film genre only strengthens the indelible impression that the dominant system makes 

on the minds of film makers, critics, and audiences alike.”101 He creates a typology of global 

cinema systems which function as institutional modes of representation on the screen.102 This 

would apply to the Mexican case as film production also created and followed specific 

conventions. The official viewpoint had to be credible and sellable according to popular 

aspirations and thoughts; it also was used in trying to conduct civic values, notions of citizenship 

and attitudes towards claims, rights and justice. The revolutionary agenda had to be 

accomplished at least on the screen in order to prevent new conflicts, but no matter what the 

official intention was popular music like corridos also reflected conflict and contestation.    

In terms of method, the analysis by Alejandro L. Madrid Sounds of the Modern Nation: 

Music, Culture and Ideas in post revolutionary Mexico provides interesting insights to my 

research. His questions about how notions of tradition and identity are discursively created are 

ideal for me to research on the actual design of the official viewpoint toward Catholicism. His 
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work is a history of the ideas that gave meaning to the musical aesthetics that coexisted in 

Mexico during the 1920s.103 Although his analysis centers on the works of famous figures of the 

national musical scene like Julian Carrillo and Carlos Chavez, his object of study is not musical 

style per-se; he understands music as: “a process that is shaped by and also shapes its cultural 

surroundings.”104In such terms, his methods were useful to this dissertation as I tried to explain 

how people responded through and towards music according to their own place at the 

revolutionary, modern and secular society. As Chapter IV describes, the 1920s were a harsh 

cultural surrounding where people and government constructed and contested notions of a 

secular legal system through music and other cultural manifestations.  

Legal scholars have considered law to be a shaper of the entire social experience of 

meaning everywhere and at all times.105 Based on this premise, this dissertation seeks to find 

how much anticlerical and secularizing law enforcement influenced the process of re-signifying 

Catholics’ everyday ideas about nation, justice, law, and patriotism. Religion and its practice are 

fundamental in my study as they became the central terrain for the legal and discursive dispute 

between the Church and the state from 1917 to 1929. This dissertation explores the symbolic and 

discursive battle that was fought alongside the armed conflict. This reflected actual disputes of 

rights and ultimately projected legal arguments that inflamed patriotic sentiments and notions of 

justice and the legal system at all social levels. My inquiry into the views of Catholics revealed a 

fundamental antagonism they faced while undergoing such enforcement, as their religious values 
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came under question. An ontological contradiction was thus established, putting at odds their 

social role as believers and citizens. 

In sum, this work seeks to inform the formation of a secular political and legal system 

promoted by the Revolution and to make clear how it became legitimized through a new and 

imposed legality, which ultimately has significant broader implications for the country’s current 

social and institutional life. The most relevant of those effects was the foundation of Mexico’s 

modern democracy and secular institutional life—at least in appearance— that was shaped by 

creating a loyal opposition106 made from Catholic citizens by keeping the Church legally and 

legitimately out of politics.  

 

José de León Toral: A Cultural Biography of the Religious Persecution 

Exploring the way citizens experienced laws and regulations of their private and public 

exercise of religion was not an easy task, but a harder one was to find a case in which individual 

thoughts on the matter were expressed directly by ordinary people, and to see how they reacted 

to such a law enforcement. Curiously, the case that explicitly exposed such kind of reactions 

toward the law at the public sphere, was the one in which no particular regulation of religious 

practices was actually at stake: this was the story we found behind Álvaro Obregón’s 

assassination. In that case, José de León Toral— the assassin— was not accused in court for 

violations of laws on religious practices. He was legally processed because of a common 

homicide, and no anticlerical or secularizing laws were specifically disrupted or controverted in 
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this case. During his public trial, however, Toral and the most prominent lawyers of the country 

ended up unexpectedly addressing very thoughtful speeches on what they called “a religious 

problem” or “a religious persecution,” which basically reflected a collective debate over the 

revolutionary campaigns for secularization. This was the reason for this study to use José de 

León Toral’s criminal case, trial and condemnation, as a continuous tread in the dissertation for 

analyzing a wider process. Its particular characteristics allow us to see a complex cultural 

transformation through the eyes of a single individual, which mirrors collective experiences 

toward the law.   

The significance of the trial for Toral and Madre Conchita first relies on its symbolic and 

massive notoriousness. Richard Sherwin states that notorious trials are useful barometers and 

meaning makers that reflect deep cultural changes that are of interest to society as a whole.107 By 

analyzing Toral’s court case, this dissertation addresses critical inquiries on how the 

revolutionary regime built new understandings of justice, and reset popular perceptions regarding 

citizenship and the rule of law under the new 1917 Constitution. The public trial for José de León 

Toral and La Madre Conchita left a significant footprint in the way that Catholics and non-

Catholics conceived, for the first time, of a real secular public sphere of authority. According to 

Habermas, the public sphere is a discursive space for individuals and society to discuss issues of 

common interest, whereas the public sphere of authority deals specifically with the state or 

official policy.108 By exposing the risks of radical Catholic fervor at the trial for Toral, the 

government gained a symbolic battle, maybe the most important one, to fortify an ongoing 

                                                 
107 Richard K Sherwin, When Law Goes Pop: The Vanishing Line between Law and Popular Culture (Chicago; 
London: University of Chicago Press, 2002), 5. 
108 See: Habermas, The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere. 
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process of secularization that had started back in the nineteenth century. As never before, citizens 

realized that radical religious fervor, would not be legitimate anymore at the dimension of the 

public sphere of authority. That old Mexico where religion, nation, justice, and law once used to 

be collided, began to disappear as one of the cultural effects of the Revolution, which reshaped a 

new secular mindset for Catholic citizens. The assassination of the elected president is a prime 

example of this cultural change, and is an evidence that this case inflamed the public discussion 

on a whole range of issues related to secularization of both, the public sphere and the public 

sphere of authority.  

The assassination of Alvaro Obregón cannot be explained as a single happening either, 

for it drew up on a complex background. One critical circumstance to consider was that the 

public’s bad opinion on Obregón was a determinant in his murder, because such perception 

moved Toral’s to commit the crime. In that regard this dissertation argues that José de León 

Toral was neither a fanatic, nor a mental ill, he was just a common citizen compelled by an 

enormous cultural change provoked by a strong secularization campaign. His profile and 

background provide us a glimpse of how the average, middle class Catholic perceived the 

government and the new rules over religion. Many Catholics viewed law enforcement in this 

context as a real religious persecution. Over the years, the revolutionary state has been able to 

diminish that perception and Toral’s case sealed the debate by symbolically discredit Catholic 

patriotism.  

Whether such persecution really existed or not was a central question of this dissertation 

that led us to see a whole set of alternative historical narratives about the Revolution. Toral’s 

declarations reveal how enforcing the laws on religious practices led to an escalation of pressure, 
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perceived as injustice and persecution among Catholics. By examining Toral’s claims at his trial 

it is possible to trace this escalation of symbolic violence in the eyes of Catholic public from a  

private sphere point of view, such escalation is described by Toral and mirrors the most 

significant and symbolic actions taken by the government against the Clergy since the early 

1920s. This dissertation elaborates on Carlo Ginzburg’s analytic paradigm as it has proven that is 

possible to reconstruct an individual’s mindset, perception and understandings, by doing a 

meticulous scrutiny of his background and having at hand a judicial file with personal 

declarations.109 Italian historiography has been prolific in enriching our knowledge on the social, 

political and legal history by expanding the study of crimila records. The volume entitled History 

from Crime edited by Edward Muir and Guido Ruggeiro proposes innovative approaches to the 

judicial realm and criminal records considerding that this kind of documents “can never be 

simple windows into the past; rather, they are higly crafted images fashioned in accord with lecal 

procedures, statutes, precedents, and the cultural and power dynamics of the past.”110 In a few 

words Muir and Ruggeiro rightly argue that judicial texts serve as scripts in a theather of 

authority.111Very recently Robert Weis published an innovative approach on the legal interplay 

between anticlericalism and crime in postrevolutionary Mexico.112  

In many senses, this dissertation consider the trial of Toral and La Madre Conchita as the 

catharsis of the entire conflict between the Church and the State based on some particular 

elements. For the first time, the embryonic political system engendered by the Revolution had to 

                                                 
109 See: Carlo Ginzburg, The Cheese and the Worms: The Cosmos of a Sixteenth-Century Miller (Baltimore: Johns 
Hopkins University Press, 1992). 
110 Edward Muir and Guido Ruggiero, History from Crime (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1994), ix. 
111 Ibid. 
112 Robert Weis, “PIOUS DELINQUENTS: Anticlericalism and Crime in Postrevolutionary Mexico,” Americas 
(00031615) 73, no. 2 (2016). 



51 

deal with new and powerful factors to keep political control over the nation, such as the 

emergent mass media and the judicialization of conflicts as means for creating consent. 

Obregón’s murder and José de León Toral’s trial provide a prime example of this process that 

resulted in a deep transformation of the legal popular culture as the State dealt with this crisis in 

a particular way that became institutionalized from that point on. Although the elected 

president’s assassination exposed the existent political chaos and government’s inexperience in 

dealing with a crime of such magnitude, revolutionaries obtained a remarkable success. By 

ultimately controlling mass media and using the judicial system as legitimizer, Calles’s regime 

maximized the cultural, political and social consequences of a deep crisis. Thus, this crisis 

became the most powerful symbolic victory for the revolutionary state over the Church. By 

stigmatizing Toral as a fanatic and non-patriot, the government neutralized both the clergy and 

the most extremist Catholics in the country. In this way, the government consolidated a non-

religious rhetoric that—although exclusive—became legitimately official until nowadays. 

That is the reason for this dissertation to examine revolutionary and official strategies for 

secularization through the eyes of Toral, looking at the way ordinary people perceived those 

official actions. This dissertation examines the cultural repercussions of such a revolutionary 

legal campaign for secularization by looking at different layers or levels that correspond to the 

basic realms for the rule of law to operate: First, the creation of the law; second, its execution 

and third, its application.113 Additionally I explore a non-traditional realm which covers the 

signification of law, which ultimately is reflected in cultural and everyday people’s notions and 

conceptions about the rule of law and the legal system. Ultimately, by looking at citizens’ legal 

                                                 
113 This corresponds to the three branches of government. 



52 

engagements caused by the application and enforcement of secularizing and anticlerical laws, 

this dissertation seeks to enlighten the knowledge about the scaffolding of the legal system and 

it’s functioning on society.  

The argumentative design of this dissertation is not chronological, taking into account the 

synchronic nature of the analyzed process, which no matter its deep complexity unfolded in a 

very brief conjuncture. In such regard, this work is organized in four chapters that correspond to 

different analytical layers covering thematically different levels of experience. Hence, all 

evidences and examined cases come from the period between 1917—year of the promulgation of 

the revolutionary constitution—and 1929—, when a political crisis propelled structural and 

political changes, and defined a new era of institutional and cultural secularism. In the first 

chapter the assassination of Álvaro Obregón and the public trial for José de León Toral are 

discussed, looking at different layers of the story to explain how and why this case is key to 

understand the religious conflict as a legal and cultural confrontation. Although this event 

happened in 1928 and was resolved in 1929, the decision of touching on this case in the first 

place was because it will serve as the matrix to explain the whole process in retrospective 

through the eyes of José de León Toral. Here his profile is examined as a middle class, urban, 

catholic citizen. By analyzing the trial and its protagonists: the lawyers and jurors, this chapter 

also shows how all this cultural confrontation reflected actual disputes of rights, and ultimately 

projected legal arguments that inflamed patriotic sentiments and notions of justice and the legal 

system.  

Chapter II explores how secularizing and anticlerical provisions were executed by 

different means such as supporting religious opponents to Catholicism, cleaning bureaucracy of 
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disloyal Catholics, and espionage. It looks at people’s experiences, memories, and perceptions of 

those governmental actions while enforcing anticlerical laws, and seeks to demonstrate that the 

idea, or collective memory, of a religious persecution can trace an unofficial history of the 

conflict as experienced through daily, regular, mundane interactions as the law is enforced. 

Between 1917 and 1929, specific episodes found in Catholic narratives regarding the conflict 

between the Church and the state provide a collective chronology of symbolic actions that many 

Catholic believers perceived as state-sanctioned religious persecution. Toral’s story opens this 

chapter because it mirrors the chronology of events from the Catholic perspective; his 

declarations name concrete people, facts and memories that form the Catholic counter-narrative 

of state-sponsored violence against urban middle class Catholics.    

Chapter III examine the process of judicialization of religious life by the Supreme Court 

of Justice from 1917 to 1929. Judicializing something, like a specific sphere of rights, usually 

entails both, an increase of judicial procedures related to that domain, and an expansion of the 

judicial power associated with it.114 By analyzing court cases solved by the Supreme Court 

related to religious practices, this chapter examines the court’s role in the process of enacting the 

anticlerical provisions brought about by the Revolution. During this period the Supreme Court 

faced strong challenges and became a major passage to the implementation of the revolutionary 

secularizing legal project. By constitutionalizing the government right to override the social 

influence of Catholic Church, the court sometimes invalidated Catholics’ real protection of their 

liberal individual rights (garantias individuales). This way the court informed the basis of a new 

secular legal system and made clear how a new relation of subordination for the catholic religion 

                                                 
114 ‘Rethinking Judicialization: Towards a Better Empirical Model’ by Ryan J. Levan,” accessed February 4, 2015, 
http://repository.upenn.edu/curej/124/. 
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in society became legitimized through legality, which ultimately changed people’s legal culture 

about religion related to their own spheres of rights. 

Finally, chapter IV pictures a complex era of cultural transformation—1917 to 1929—

and analyzes some Catholic and non-Catholic experiences, rethoric and practices reflected in 

public discourse and popular culture in cinema and music. By looking at films and corridos, this 

chapter explains the significance of law in society and the transformation of people’s legal 

popular culture. Again the case of José de León Toral is a continuous thread that provide a lens 

to see how official and non-official memories about the conflict were created and recreated 

during this years and the following. This chapter wraps up the dissertation by analyzing 

alternative narratives excluded from the official version of history,115 looking at some of their 

cultural projections in the historiography of Toral’s crime and his projection as a major enemy of 

the nation. This process reveals a victory for the revolutionary side as the memory of Catholic 

patriotism and religious notions of the law and justice were systematically erased and excluded 

from the mainstream versions of a secular nation.  

In sum, this work seek to expand our understanding of a fundamental cultural breaking 

point in the modern history of Mexico. It marks a victory for the state that finally neutralized 

radical Catholicism by making it stigmatized as non-patriotic among the public sphere. This 

symbolic and discursive battle was fought in parallel the armed rebellion in the country side. 

                                                 
115General Joaquin Amaro, who served as Secretary of War in three administrations (Calles, Portes Gil, and Ortiz 
Rubio) actively participated in construction the oficial point of vie won the religious conflict. Between 1920 and 
1930 he founded some publications that combatted the influence of the Church in society. See: Martha Beatriz Loyo 
Camacho, Joaquín Amaro y el proceso de institucionalización del Ejército Mexicano, 1917-1931 (México: UNAM, 
Instituto de Investigaciones Históricas : Fideicomiso Archivos Plutarco Elías Calles y Fernando Torreblanca : 
Instituto Nacional de Estudios Históricos de la Revolución Mexicana : Fondo de Cultura Econ ómica, 2003); Robert 
Carriedo, The Man Who Tamed Mexico’s Tiger: General Joaquin Amaro and the Professionalization of Mexico’s 
Revolutionary Army, 2005. 
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Unlike the rural conflict, this one was fought in courts, through petitions and protests, through 

public debates and private actions, either by means of the press or using films and music on the 

streets. Government fought that battle by means of censorship and control over popular 

expressions, empowering allied groups, using intelligence, purging bureaucracy of fervent 

Catholics, and controlling the emergent massive media. All this confrontation reflected actual 

disputes of rights and ultimately projected legal arguments that inflamed patriotic sentiments and 

notions of justice and the legal system at all social levels. This phenomenon is conceptualized as 

the secularization of patriotism and the transformation of the legal popular culture that was a 

fundamental process to understand Mexico’s social, institutional, and cultural Revolution.  
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CHAPTER I 
When Cain feared Abel:  

TheTrial that Changed Mexico’s Popular Legal Culture. 
 

“Cuando aparece la noticia de la ejecución del gran jefe bárbaro,  
los padres, los hemanos y los amigos de Jose no  

quieren creer que este haya sido el magnicida, ‘no es posible’ Pepe es muy bueno 
y es incapaz de hacerle daño a nadie.”116 

Salvador Abascal.  
 

 

Figure 4. Cartoon entitled “Meditating on the example of the elders” 
[“Meditando sobre el ejemplo de sus mayores”] Anonymous, Ca. 1927. 

It portrays Obregón as a pupil of Porfirio Diaz and Santa Anna. 
Source: Archivo General de la Nación (AGN), Fondo Presidentes Obregón Calles. 

 

Introduction: “I will last until a brave man exchanges his life for mine.”117 

According to the lyrics of the song Limoncito—one of the favorite melodies of President 

Álvaro Obregón—which was actually being played when he was assassinated—a good lime has 

to be green to be dyed purple, and love has to be concealed to be lasting118. Apparently, 

                                                 
116 Salvador Abascal, Prologo en María Toral de De León, Memorias de María Toral de De León, madre de José de 
León Toral. (México: Editorial Tradición, 1972), VII. 
117 José Vasconcelos affirmed in his memoires that Obregón used this phrase because he knew he had so many 
wanted to kill him. See: José Vasconcelos, El desastre, tercera parte de Ulises criollo, continuación de La tormenta. 
(México: Ediciones Botas, 1938), 329. 
118 Original lyrics in Spanish are: «El limón ha de ser verde para que tiña morado, y el amor para que dure debe ser 
disimulado.» A good version from the 1920s can be found at Youtube performed and recorded by the Trio Garnica 
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Obregón’s biggest mistake when he decided running for reelection was that he did not 

understand that power—as love in the song—has to be concealed to be lasting. By 1927 the 

unbeaten general of the revolution had become fanciful and arrogant, and decided to pass over 

anyone—even his friends and supporters—to be president again. His megalomania was critical 

to the point that even he decided to bypass one of the Revolution’s cornerstone: the sacred 

principle of no reelection. Even his former and emblematic Minister of Education, José 

Vasconcelos, wrote in his memories that by the late 1920’s Obregón was conscious about the 

collective hatred accumulated over his head as “a hidden thunder inside a cloud”119, but he did 

not step back his attitude. By then Obregón was totally convinced that no one could prevented 

his apotheosis, and he decided to impose himself as candidate passing over enemies and friends. 

He undertook a bloody campaign, comparable to a Russian purge against anyone who dare to 

challenge him, and many people held him to be the only one responsible for the magnitude of the 

so-called religious conflict. By 1927 he could not counterbalance this negative public opinion 

when he became the official candidate to the presidency for second time. Actually, a strong 

rumor was in the air right after he proclaimed his electoral victory; this rumor said that he never 

would reach office alive.120 His assassination was, in certain way, predicted121 and this helps 

explain why José de León Toral—a fervent Catholic who killed him in a public event—selected 

him over President Calles as his target. Most of the people considered Obregón to rule over 

                                                                                                                                                             
Ascencio, see: TRIO GARNICA ASCENCIO - LIMONCITO, 2009, 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=U2d4TWG3yDU&feature=youtube_gdata_player. 
119 Vasconcelos, El desastre, tercera parte de Ulises criollo, continuación de La tormenta., 328 
120 Felipe Islas and Manuel Múzquiz Blanco, De la pasión sectaria a la noción de las instituciones (México: [s.n.], 
1932), 133–34; Agustı́n Sánchez González, El general en La Bombilla: Alvaro Obregón, 1928, reelección y muerte 
(México, D.F.: Editorial Planeta Mexicana, 1993), 29–30. 
121 Cuauhtémoc Fernández, León Toral no ha muerto (México, D.F.: Ediciones Selectas “Mundo nuevo,” 1945), 19. 
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Calles; he was considered a supertirano among radical Catholics, so the idea of a justified 

tyrannicide grew on their minds as he ran for reelection.122 

Some years earlier, when Vasconcelos was still minister of education, President Obregón 

attended an official event organized to inaugurate a new public school in Mexico City. The 

school Gabriela Mistral, named after the famous Chilean poetess, was filled with hundreds of 

teenagers who threw confetti over the presidential car as it arrived. Once all the officials were 

seated, people enjoyed a colorful and varied spectacle, followed by official speeches closing the 

event. The school’s assistant manager, a young lady who spoke in front of the president, finished 

her discourse with a Biblical passage in clear reference to the violent uprising generated by the 

government’s enforcement of the law against the Catholics. She said: “Now is time for Cain to 

sheathe his sword, so the concord among us Mexicans can be reestablished.”123 When Obregón 

heard that last phrase, he whispered in Vasconceslos’s ear: “Well my dear minister, we need to 

think that in this country, if Cain had not killed Abel, Abel would definitely kill Cain first.”124 In 

July 1928, while Vasconcelos was a visiting scholar in the U.S., he received the news that 

Obregón’s assassination was perpetrated by a Catholic, and this exchange came back to his mind. 

As he recorded in his memoires, in reflection of that day, he told himself: “Obregón was killed 

by Abel”125, in a clear reference to the Catholics. This chapter deconstructs some of the stories 

behind this previously announced death and, by analyzing the trial for the responsible of the 

murder, it also explores its legal and cultural aftermaths, which reveal a change in the popular 

                                                 
122 Reguer, Dios y mi derecho, 11 Vol.  2. 
123 Vasconcelos, El desastre, tercera parte de Ulises criollo, continuación de La tormenta. p. 332. 
124 Ibid. 
125 Vasconcelos, El desastre, tercera parte de Ulises criollo, continuación de La tormenta., 332. 
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legal culture126 and a transformation of society towards a symbolic secularization of Mexico’s 

public sphere of authority127.  

 As the mainstream history says, on July 18, 1928 General Álvaro Obregón was murdered 

while attending a luncheon celebrating his reelection. His assassin, José de León Toral, took 

advantage of his talent as caricaturist and approached Obregón showing a drawing he made of 

his face, then he shot him six times. On November 7, 1928, Toral was condemned to die for the 

murder in a trial that became the most scandalous of Mexico’s twentieth century. Despite all the 

versions and rumors around the crime, it cannot be explained as a single event in history; it is 

directly related to the religious conflict that arose in 1926, as a result of a systematic policy of 

enforcing anti-clerical laws. It happened when the revolt reached its highest vehemence, as Toral 

chose to exchange his life for the President’s (he was executed six months later) in the hope of 

becoming a martyr and savior of his religion and the Church. Toral declared he was convinced 

that killing Obregón was the only way to finish a national problem, which many Catholics 

perceived as a real religious persecution. But despite the popularity of his crime among 

thousands of radical parishioners all across the country, ultimately his act was condemned 

publically by both the government and the high clergy. This left Toral vulnerable to scapegoating 

by both sides. Thus, the trial forever erased his aspirations of martyrdom, while the Church was 

constrained to rearrange the nature of its conflictive relations with the revolutionary regime, 

upon new legal practices and conceptions about politics, religion and nation, about justice and 

                                                 
126 It is an academic trend that focus on the insersection between law and popular culture. Legal Popular Culture 
refers in a very broad sense to everything people know or think they know about law, lawyers and the legal system. 
See: Michael Asimow and Shannon Mader, Law and Popular Culture: A Course Book (New York: P. Lang, 2004). 
127 According to Habermas, the public sphere is a discursive space for individuals and society to discuss issues of 
common interest whereas the public sphere of authority deals specifically with the state or official policy. See: 
Jürgen Habermas, The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere: An Inquiry Into a Category of Bourgeois 
Society (MIT Press, 1991). 
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citizenship. But beyond this, Toral’s case also portrays a desperate and sad experience that 

thousands of Catholics lived during the conflict, and ultimately reflects how those people were 

abandoned, just like Toral, both by the Government than by the Church. For them the crime of 

Toral and his trial were just another tangible sign of that real persecution, which the government 

always considered just a fictitious hysteria of fanatics. 

This chapter analyzes different layers of the case to see how the government, headed by 

Plutarco Elias Calles, utilized the concomitant crisis that resulted from Obregón’s death, in favor 

of its secularizing agenda. As discussed in the following sections, this case reveals a substantial 

confrontation in the public sphere between two opposed concepts of society —religious and non-

religious. In agreement with this dissertation main argument, Toral’s case is the prime example 

that portrays how, as a result of that conflict, society became highly polarized because the new 

laws intervened with a wider range on private rights, transforming people’s everyday ideas about 

nation, law, justice and citizenship. Legal scholars have considered law to be a shaper of the 

entire social experience of meaning everywhere and at all times.128 Based on this premise, this 

work asks what influence anticlerical law enforcement had, in the process of re-signifying 

Catholics’ everyday ideas of patriotism and the rule of law. For people like José de León Toral, 

religion and its practice—which traditionally had been a central piece of their everyday life— 

gradually became a problem as the new regime’s rhetoric, and its laws regarding secularization, 

challenged the legitimacy of their patriotism and their loyalty as citizens. That is how a trial, like 

the one for José de León Toral and Madre Conchita, became a central terrain for a legal and 

                                                 
128 Kahn, The Cultural Study of Law. 
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discursive dispute between three entities involved in the religious conflict: the state, the Church, 

and the Catholics. 

 

“What we can do? The only way out is to kill Obregón.”129 

“En aquel país de bombas 
Tierra de Hidalgo y Costilla 

Lo que no hicieron las bombas 
Vino a hacerlo una “Bombilla”130  

 

 

Figure 5. Obregón’s unfinished meal and cutlery service at “La Bombilla” restaurant. July 17, 1928. Source: 
http://www.bicentenario.gob.mx/index.php?option=com_content&id=126:la-muerte-de-un-caudillo 

 

In July 12, 1928 Mexico was shocked by the news of the death of famous Mexican 

airplane pilot Emilio Carranza. Carranza had become something of a national hero; he was so 

                                                 
129 The inventory of Toral’s belongings, when he was apprehended and taken to the Police Station, included a 
personal notebook where he wrote some final thoughts before killing Obregón. One of those writings contained this 
phrase: «Qué hacemos? Matar a Obregón». See Gerardo Villadelángel Viñas, Edgardo Ganado Kim, y Vicente Riva 
Palacio, El libro rojo: continuación (México, D.F.: Fondo de Cultura Económica, 2008), 7. 
130 “Ultimo Radiograma del infierno recibido el 1º de agosto de 1928” Anonymous. Mexican National League for 
the Religious Liberty Defense (LNDLR). CEHM-CARSO, Fdo. Rius Facius, CLXXXVI, Folder 7, File 648, p. 1.  
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revered that he received military honors from the U.S. government as part of his funeral. News 

releases flooded every region of the country giving high detail about Carranza’s life and death to 

the public. President-elect Obregón declared festivities for his victory to be suspended as a sign 

of mourning without knowing that only a week later his own funeral would be overshadowed by 

Carranza’s. More than 250,000 people congregated in Mexico City to mourn the pilot,131 many 

more than came to pay respects to Obregón. Some devoted Catholics apparently believed Emilio 

Carranza received divine punishment for his rumored action of bombarding the monument of 

Christ the King132 located at the Cubilete hill in Guanajuato in early 1928. 133 A casual 

conversation in a streetcar overheard by José de León Toral about Carranza’s death, was 

apparently the final spark that encouraged him to assassinate Obregón. León Toral heard that 

Emilio Carranza died from lightning striking his plane while flying over Washington, so he 

mentioned this to his friend and spiritual guide Sor Concepcion Acevedo y de la Llata—also 

known as Madre Conchita. “Why doesn’t God make lightning strike Obregón and Calles 

instead?”—Toral asked her. The mysterious abbess responded to him: “I certainly don’t know; 

what I know is that the only way for things to get better in Mexico would be Obregón’s, Calles’s 

                                                 
131 Amanda M Lopez, Cadaverous City: The Everyday Life of the Dead in Mexico City, 1875--1930. ([S.l.]: 
Proquest, Umi Dissertation, 2011). Pp. 153-156. 
132 There is no concrete reference about Carranza’s responsibilty on the destruction of the monument. Some sources 
just refer that the monument was dinamyted on January 30th, 1928. See: Monumento a Cristo Rey. (México: s.n., 
1970), 26. 
133 Apparently the origin of this rumor started by a report filled by local custodians of the monument. The actual 
report is conserved at the site museum of the monument in Silao Guanajuato, but Carranza’s responsibility seems 
improbable considering it was impossible that anyone could see the pilot’s face from earth’s view. Actually it has 
been never confirmed that the monument was bombarded from above or just dynamited from below. It is interesting 
though to see how such a rumor grew, and even now it is still included in some touristic and empirical accounts on 
the history of the monument. See Benjamin Arredondo, «El Bable: Breve historia del monumento a Cristo Rey.», El 
Bable, 2 de marzo de 2012, http://vamonosalbable.blogspot.com/2012/03/breve-historia-del-monumento-cristo-
rey.html. References to this rumor taken as a real fact also can be found in some touristic descriptions of local 
attractions from Silao Guanajuato. See for example the one at the website of City Express Hotel Silao Areopuerto. 
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and Patriarch Perez’s deaths.134 Later those seemingly innocent comments were actually used as 

the legal basis for the government to consider her as the mastermind of the president’s 

assassination. This section examines how news of the crime was released to the public. It 

attempts to explain how the central actors in the conflict: the Government and the Church, used 

the crime as a symbol to engage the public in a discursive confrontation regarding the 

government’s efforts to legitimize an official agenda of extreme secularization.  

The circumstances around Obregón’s death have not been totally cleared up and even 

today still provoke controversy, suspicion and even fantasy among historians and writers. This 

section does not seek to clarify such circumstances nor to engage in speculation. Rather, I intend 

to elucidate how the public received the whole event through the press and how the government 

used it as a symbolic projection of its secularizing aims towards society. Here it is important to 

recall that this dissertation analyzes the cultural effects caused by the implementation of the 

government’s legal agenda on secularization. As a result of such conflict, society became highly 

polarized while the government pushed its secular aims to an extreme. The case of the 

President’s murder is, in fact, the most public and notorious example of citizens’ experiences 

with the enforcement of anticlerical laws. Although this crime was only indirectly related to 

anticlerical laws and their implementation, it is possible to claim that Toral’s reasons for 

committing the crime were deeply rooted in the legal and ideological agenda of anticlericalism. 

Actually, his judicial declarations make evident he was influenced by specific scandalous events 

that resulted from the government’s actions against Catholics since early 1920s. The 

                                                 
134 According to Toral’s declarations this conversation happened in early July. A detailed explanation of this episode 
and the circumstances around it is included in Fernando M González, Matar y morir por Cristo Rey: aspectos de la 
cristiada (México: Plaza y Valdés : Universidad Nacional Autónoma de México, Instituto de Investigaciones 
Sociales, 2001), 210-219. 
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government, however, was interested in using his crime in its favor. The government tried to 

make the crime look like a simple homicide, but somehow connected to the involvement of the 

clergy. In this way the revolutionary regime looked for public approval for their side wile 

discrediting its opponents: radical Catholics and the Church. Thus the trial on those implicated in 

the crime, became a sort of public battle-field for the central groups involved in the religious 

conflict, in which—it is fair to say— the revolutionary government overpowered the Church, 

more successfully than any previous liberal regime in Mexico. It is interesting to analyze how the 

public received details about Obregón’s reelection, his murder and the trial of his murderers. 

Editorials in newspapers and radio of the era confirm and project the huge legal and ideological 

contest around this case. 

On Sunday July 1, 1928 while the presidential elections took place, Obregón went back 

to Sonora to wait for the results. Later, his friend Aarón Sáenz, by then director of the 

Obregonista Party, sent him a telegram confirming his victory. According to the official results, 

he got about one million and a half of the votes, most of them, coming from the Federal District 

and the state of Guanajuato.135 We can consider that crucial changes and issues concomitant to 

Obregón’s triumph determined his assassination. For the public and his opponents, the three 

most sensitive issues were: First, the Catholics’ fear of a new escalation of restrictions on the 

Church and their religious practices; Second, negative perception of the constitutional changes 

that allowed Obregón to be reelected indefinitely—passing over Madero’s venerated 

revolutionary principle of no reelection; and Third, the fact that Obregón’s new term in office 

was going to be longer, since the new constitutional period was now six years instead of four. 

                                                 
135 Hernán Robleto, Obregón - Toral, la madre Conchita (México: Ediciones Botas, 1935), 242–245. 
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For many people those conditions opened the door to a new era of authoritarianism, a kind of 

new Porfiriato. However many people opposed his reelection, there was also plenty of support 

for the new President. Obregón received congratulations from national and international 

spectators. Given this context, he ignored rumors of security risks and freely traveled to Mexico 

City, stopping by some cities and towns along the route.  

With a busy schedule of events and public displays, the reelected president arrived in 

Mexico City’s train station on Sunday July 15, 1928 at 12:30 pm. By then José de León Toral 

had already made his unstoppable decision of seeking his death. Approximately 30,000 people, 

including important politicians, governors, ministers and dignitaries came to the station making a 

multitudinous reception for the Caudillo invicto de la revolución. Despite warnings from his 

followers, the Caudillo decided to head to the Obregonista headquarters at Avenida Juárez, 

riding an uncovered truck, so he could be closer to the crowd while the vehicle drove slowly 

down the road. Escorted only by the boy scouts, he arrived at the Obregonista center and walked 

to the balcony to give his speech. By then, Toral was already there in the crowd and, as he later 

declared, he could have shot on the president at that very moment, but he feared killing someone 

innocent so he decided to wait. 136 For moral reasons Toral was determined to find the best spot 

to kill Obregón without an unwanted casualty.  

Later on the same day Obregón’s followers organized a huge banquet for 10,000 people 

where barbacoa for everyone was served at the expense of the Obregonista Party, which paid for 

five hundred goats, fifty lambs, twenty five steers, and ten pigs in order to prepare enough food 

for the event. Two thousand kilograms of corn tortillas, seven hundred kilograms of pasta soup, 

                                                 
136 Ibid., 245. 
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one thousand kilos of beans and fifty litters of salsa accompanied the meat. This was surely an 

embryotic version of the future political and corporatist meetings, institutionalized by the PNR 

years later. “Human waves” of campesinos, looking for a place in the Asturias Park, came 

supporting a president who was reelected in a controversial poll, and many just came begging for 

one piece of bread out of the fifteen thousand that were given to the attendees.137 Local music 

bands from Xochimilco, Tlahuac, San Juan Ixtayopan, Mixquic, Milpa Alta and other places 

arrived to sing revolutionary corridos like “La Adelita” and “La Valentina”. Such a practice 

would become common for future voters of the Revolution throughout the twentieth century. 

Although Toral was already around there, he knew that such a gathering was not ideal for his 

purpose, and he waited for a new opportunity in the following days. The next forty eight hours 

after this massive banquet were slower than usual for Toral who continued his “spiritual 

preparation” for the crime hiding from his own family. As per his declarations in court, he did 

not get back to his house during those days, telling his family that he was at a “religious 

retirement”. Several people involved in clerical and Catholic actions against the government 

helped to hide him from his family during those days. Then, while he attended masses and other 

Catholic services at hidden spots, he asked for spiritual comfort from his confessors and friends 

such as Madre Conchita and the priest Father Jimenez. 

On July 17, 1928 the congressmen of Guanajuato organized a more discrete and elitist 

luncheon for the elected president. They wanted to celebrate their electoral victory at a bucolic 

place, so they looked for a campestre restaurant in a simple but elegant style, far from 

downtown. The chosen place was “La Bombilla” located at the town of San Ángel, next to 

                                                 
137 Ibid., 250. 
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Coyoacán, south of Mexico City. This place, liked by Obregón, was one of the favorites of 

revolutionary politicians back then. When he accepted his postulation in March 1927 a group of 

intellectuals and politicians organized an event for him at this place. Also, on May 14, 1928, 

before the election, the Liga de los Ayuntamientos Obregonistas del Distrito Federal gave a 

farewell party to the Caudillo, when he went back to Sonora after closing his political 

campaign.138 Although this was a private and closed business, Toral thought it was a better place 

for him to reach the president so he asked for divine intervention to succeed. “If I can get in the 

place without trouble or suspicion that will be a signal of God’s approval”139—he thought.  

That day Toral watched Obregón’s house, located at Avenida Jalisco at Colonia Roma, 

for hours. The president’s retinue planned on heading to “La Bombilla” around 1 pm. Once 

Obregón got into his car, one of his companions asked him about previous attempts on his life, 

and he joked about this saying: “Calm down dear friends, those attempts were made with bombs 

but today, there only will be “bombillas” (little bombs) so we are safe.” All of them laughed at 

his joke and got ready to leave together. Outside the house, Toral suddenly saw a motorcade 

getting out and heading south of the city. He calmly took a cab and asked the driver to go to San 

Angel, as he knew there were quite a few places for political gatherings there. He stopped at 

couple of places along the route where he thought Obregón was, but as there were no visual 

signals of gathering, he asked to be taken to “La Bombilla”. Once there, Toral realized he was 

now at the right place because there were so many well-dressed people and nice cars around. He 

                                                 
138 --y la revolución volvió a San Angel. (México, D.F.: Instituto Nacional de Estudios Históricos de la Revolución 
Mexicana de la Secretaría de Gobernación con la Delegación Álvaro Obregón del Departamento del Distrito 
Federal, 1995), 58. 
139 José de León Toral et al., La version taquigráfica del jurado de José de León Torral y Concepción Acevedo de la 
Llata: celebrado en San Angel D.F. del dia 2 al 9 noviembre inclusive, de 1928 ... ([Mexico]: Gobierno del Distrito 
Federal, Departamento Administrativo, 1929) Vol.1, pp. 8-21. 
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went to the bar and asked for a beer to calm his jitters, as he knew his target was getting closer. 

Located at a reserved area, on the other side of a huge porch, there was a large table and a big 

banner made of flowers designated as a “Tribute of Honor to Álvaro Obregón from the Citizens 

of Guanajuato.”140  

Obregón’s closest friends and supporters sat at the main table. They were enjoying a 

Mexican country style menu while the president’s favorite orchestra was playing popular music. 

It was the Esparza Oteo’s “Orquesta Típica” that had been supported by Obregón during his first 

term at office. Among the invitees were prominent revolutionaries such as Aaron Saenz, Arturo 

H. Orci, Ricardo Topete, Antonio Valdez Ramirez, Jesus Guzman Baca—President of the 

Supreme Court—Antonio Diaz Soto y Gama, Ezequiel Padilla, David Montes de Oca and the 

potosinan Aurelio Manrique, whose veneration for Obregón was ardent. Heading the table was 

Obregón, Deputy Federico Medrano at his left, and Saenz at his right.141 At the bar, trying to 

avoid any suspicion, Toral asked a waiter for general Cedillo, former governor of San Luis 

Potosi. The waiter showed Toral the way to the main area where the gathering was taking place, 

and immediately gained access by saying he was a caricaturist looking for job among the 

attendees. Once there, Toral reached the restroom where he unlooked his pistol—a Spanish 

revolver Star caliber 705142—and hid it in his jacket. He slowly approached to the main table, 

making drawings of those politicians who were closer to the president. Esparza Oteo’s Orchestra 

was playing Obregón’s favorite song when Toral finished some of his drawings and he 

approached Aarón Sáenz, the one right next Obregón. There were some attendants who eyed that 
                                                 
140 Alfonso Serrano Illescas, Un crimen que cambió el destino de México: informes inéditos, nunca antes revelados, 
acerca del asesinato del general Alvaro Obregón (México, D.F.: Editores Asociados Mexicanos, 1982), 118–21. 
141  --y la revolución volvió a San Angel., 61. 
142 See Angeles Magdaleno, "Que hacemos? Matar a Obregón. at Villadelángel Viñas, Ganado Kim, and Riva 
Palacio, El libro rojo, 2008, 5. 
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young man in the brown suit with suspicion, but Toral looked so inoffensive to Obregón and his 

closest friends. He finally got right behind the president and he showed him a drawing of his 

profile with the left hand; then, suddenly he shot him several times with his right hand in the face 

and mid body. “When I walked below your window, you threw me a lime; the lime hit my face 

and its juice hit my heart”— were the lyrics of Limoncito143 that sounded while everyone in the 

table saw Obregón falling to the floor. Everything was confusion around and Toral was 

immediately caught. Some wanted to lynch him right there but Deputy Aurelio Manrique said: 

“Don’t kill him! His life is the key for resolving this crime!” Amidst the surrounding chaos, the 

body still warm on the floor, and Manrique cried for revenge, claiming that the “symbol of the 

Revolution” had died in the hands of the nation’s enemies; “we should swear all of us will 

sacrifice ourselves in saving the Mexican Revolution”144 he concluded. No doubt his rhetoric 

epitomized the government’s official position regarding the conflict with the Church. It also 

revealed a belligerent, vengeful attitude toward those whom committed the crime, which in turn 

reflected the revolutionary government’s relentless pursuit of justice over radical dissenters of its 

secularizing project. 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
143 Spanish translation: “Al pasar por tu ventana, me tiraste un limón, el limón me dio en la cara y el sumo en el 
Corazón.” 
144 Robleto, Obregón - Toral, la madre Conchita, 262. 
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José de León Toral:  

Martyr, Fanatic, Patriot or just a Desperate Citizen? 
 

“Este es el corrido de José Toral 
Que murió juzgado por un tribunal;  

El solo fue mártir de su religión, 
Cambiando su vida, cambiando su vida, por la de Obregón”145 

 

 

Figure 6. José de León Toral surrounded by mural artwork  
circa 1925. Source: CCHJLT. Photograph Collection. 

 

The scandalous news about the crime circulated furiously fast, feeding public’s 

speculation. Obregón died at 2:20 pm, and almost immediately after El Universal Grafico 

released an extra issue that same afternoon which sold out so rapidly. By 4:00 pm the public in 

                                                 
145 Corrido de José Toral (Anonymous), Performed by Los Trovadores Tapatíos, at Folklyric/ Arhoolie Records, The 
Mexican Revolution, Disc IV (CD 7044) Post-Revolutionary Corridos and Narratives, 1996. Lyrics’ English 
translation: “This is the corrido of José Toral/ Who died, convicted in court./ He was only a martyr for his faith,/ 
Trading his life, trading his life,/ For that of Obregón.” According to some sources this corrido was recorded on 
February 21, 1929, only a few days after Toral’s execution. A good version can be found in Youtube at: LOS 
TROVADORES TAPATIOS - EL CORRIDO DE JOSE TORAL 2 VERSIONES, 2014, 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=c2xzXd0L9_Y&feature=youtube_gdata_player. 
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the capital and the nation had received the first details of this sinister story.146 Toral’s mother 

says in her memoires that she got the first news around 4:00 pm while she was at a hidden 

convent located at El Chopo Street. She arrived there for listening a mass and got the news from 

the people who were clandestinely gathered there. Although her son’s name was not yet publicly 

known, she strangely suspected he was responsible when people told her that the killer was a 

young caricaturist dressed in brown who said his name was Juan. She knew that name was a 

pseudonym taken by Toral within the Catholic organization he belonged to: The National League 

for the Defense of Religious Liberty (LNDLR).147 The real full name of the murderer was still 

unknown to the public in those initial hours. The news described how Obregón’s closest friends 

took the justice into their own hands and interrogated Toral to find “the truth” about the crime.148  

Obregón’s body was taken by his closest friends Saenz, Topete, Orci and Manrique in his 

own car from La Bombilla to his house in Colonia Roma. Toral, on the other hand, was taken to 

the Police Station, located near to Reforma Boulevard to be interrogated. The news in the press 

stated that President Calles personally arrived to the Police Station once the assassin was already 

there, in order to closely track the matter. This initial follow up by Calles, however seems very 

intriguing for various reasons. It is not only that President Calles himself came to talk directly to 

the criminal—which is totally plausible— but the fact that the press filtered such information 

immediately in the first releases about the crime.149 Wheter or not this coverage was planned by 

the government is what is intriguing.  

                                                 
146 In San Luis Potosi for example the local newspaper Acción released an extra issue around 7:00 pm as first 
unofficial news came from Mexico City around 4:00 pm and the official confirmation came around 6:00 pm through 
Municipal officers. Acción, San Luis Potosi, S.L.P., Extra, Tuesday July 17th, 1928.   
147 Toral de De León, Memorias de María Toral de De León, madre de José de León Toral., 44. 
148 El Universal Gráfico, July 17, 1928. 2. 
149 “El General Calles en la Inspección,” El Universal Gráfico, July 17, 1928, 2. 
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There was a general suspicion on a possible participation of President Calles on a 

conspiracy against Obregón. This was because, although Obregón’s murder was apparently 

desired by different political elites, evidently the one poised to benefit the most was Calles and 

his group. This idea sparked the public’s imagination, many thought that Calles was responsible 

for Obregón’s death, but certainly there is no concrete evidence for supporting this suspicion. 

Beyond those assumptions Calles attitude towards the press regarding the crime deserves closer 

attention. His outlook towards the public was very cautious and the way the press portrayed his 

encounter with Toral, shows how Calles wisely drew suspicion on himself by focusing 

abstractedly on the religious conflict. The president wanted to persuade the public to disapprove 

fanatic Catholics in general, and to blame the Church indirectly for the crime without point 

directly to specific clergymen or any particular religious leadership. 

Calles’s interview with Toral has become a fabulous feature of the crime because it 

spread widely and rapidly, even out of Mexico, in the first few days after the event.150 It is 

evident that this publicity on the interview was officially authorized, otherwise the inclusion of 

the President’s name as one of the first interrogators would have been rapidly censored by the 

government. Actually it is important to notice that the interview has been taken as true no matter 

                                                 
150 The conversation between Toral and Calles was published by the New York Times on July 20th, 1928. It was 
taken from the Mexican newspaper Grafico. Special Cable to THE NEW YORK TIMES, “OBREGON’S 
ASSASSIN WINS LEASE OF LIFE; TRIAL TO BE PUBLIC: Court Restrains Military and Police From taking 
Action Against Young Art Student. ORDER GOOD FOR 3 DAYS More Arrests Are Made and Police Question 
Priests, Sacristans and Other Catholics. DELAY ON PRESIDENCY SEEN Obregonista Fancied Now--
General’sBody Carried Over Mountain Because of Blocked Tunnel. Inquiry Goes On, Say Police. See Delay on 
Presidency. OBREGON’S ASSASSIN WINS LEASE OF LIFE Court Trial a Big Surprise. Funeral Train Is 
Delayed. Obregón’s Speech Recalled. Toral Trial to Be Public. Woman Sent to Jail. Leaflets Found, Say, Police. 
Labor Backs Calles. Burial Tomorrow Indicated. Calles Involves Clergy.,” New York Times, July 21, 1928, 4, 
http://search.proquest.com.ezproxy2.library.arizona.edu/docview/104515949/abstract/72C1ED2E6C84332PQ/42?ac
countid=8360. 
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that, up to now, there is no copy of any official police record of it, and the only primary sources 

at hand about it are press releases and personal testimonies.  

According to The New York Times from July 20, 1928 the interview happened within an 

hour of Obregón’s assassination, when Toral was brought into the presence of Calles at the 

Police headquarters. The Times reproduced the entire version of the interrogatory taken from El 

Grafico, but curiously both versions differ one from the other maybe due to translation issues. 

The English version says Calles asked Toral what motivated him to kill General Obregón. He 

responded that it was by order of Christ the King because his laws should have due effect in 

Mexico. Other Spanish versions say Toral responded Calles that he did it alone, and the reason 

for his crime was that he wanted Christ the King to reign in Mexico completely not partially. 

María Toral de León, murderer’s mother, describes it that way in her memoires and her version 

should be based on her son’s testimony. There has been so much hearsay around it and there is 

no definitive version, however it can be argued that official intention was getting Toral exposed 

as a dangerous fanatic. 

Historian Pedro Castro, present-day Obregón’s biographer, speculates on some possible 

explanations about this episode. He argues that there was a strong rumor wondering that 

President Calles questioned Toral about the intellectual perpetrators of the crime, because he was 

actually one of them. Castro proposed that Calles wanted to make sure Toral really did not know 

that he had been only an involuntary instrument for the real planners of the assassination, who 

remained undercover even for the assassin. Calles wanted to be certain that Toral was convinced 

that he was the only one responsible for the crime, although surely he had been manipulated by 



74 

others who sought to take advantage of his strong Catholic beliefs.151 This version supports the 

idea of Toral as being unconsciously controlled by unidentified and powerful people, but this 

cannot be proved. What is evident is Calles’s purposeful interest in portraying Toral as an 

“incurable” fanatic who was not totally guilty of the crime, but an involuntary victim of religion. 

Beyond the whole range of versions, one fact is persistent in all the related press releases. 

They agreed that after a few questions and responses, Calles was convinced that Toral was a 

“mystic” and a lost case of mental and “social” disease. All the chronicles said that Calles gave 

up continuing the interrogatory, as he thought it was useless to interact with a demented person. 

Thus, the way the incident was portrayed by the press under Calles tacit approval, give us a 

glance of the President’s opinion of Toral specifically, but in general it also shows his personal 

views on Catholics as a group. It seems that he considered fanatic attitudes as a real sickness 

caused by exposure to Catholicism so he was indirectly blaming the Church for the crime.  

This is confirmed in a letter sent directly by President Calles to Toral’s attorney Miguel 

Angel Collado, just a few days before the public trial for Toral and Madre Conchita. In this 

surprising document, dated on October 26, 1928, Calles “graciously” gives some advice and 

arguments in favor of Toral, and suggest that his lawyers to use them as a strong defense, 

considering he was just a “poor alienated mystic-fanatic” man.152 Calles stated that the Church 

was the only responsible partialy because it “pathetically” promulgate the idea of “eternal 

punishment by fire” to those who sin and believe in the existence of heaven and hell. These 

beliefs, according to Calles, had been highly detrimental for people, causing thousands of 

                                                 
151 Pedro Fernando Castro Martı́nez, Alvaro Obregón: fuego y cenizas de la revolución mexicana (México, D.F.: 
Ediciones Era, 2009), 394. 
152Copy of Letter from President Plutarco Elias Calles to Lic. Miguel Collado, Mexico City October 26, 1928. 
Fondo Presidentes Obregón-Calles [hereafter AGN-POC], Box 31, Exp. 104-E-89, Extracto 8228, p. 3 



75 

“victims of mental insanity.” In his opinion José de León Toral was exposed to such ideas to a 

point that his brain adversely affected and that is why he committed the crime. The President 

said that Toral assassinated Obregón looking for a fictitious glory and tried to escape the “eternal 

punishment of hell,” so that made him an “unhappy victim not responsible for his actions.” He 

also argued that “the clergy was the only party responsible for propagating such brutal falsities” 

labeling God as a “monster of cruelty and evil.”153 Such ideas, as Calles wrote in this letter, were 

a negative point for Catholicism, promoted only by the clergy frighten people for no reason, 

because “God is not like that, he is merciful and just”.154  

In this letter, Calles portrays himself as a believer, but he also exposes his own prejudices 

against the Clergy and Catholicism. He said that ideas of eternal damnation could provoke an 

actual abnormality in the brains of “those poor, foolish, unwary and unhappy” who believe in 

such “brutal lies.” Calles sustained that based on these arguments, Toral should not be freed, not 

just condemned to remain permanently in a madhouse. It did not matter that forensic physicians 

had said that Obregón’s murderer was mental healthy—Calles said and deeply believed that 

Toral was “abnormal”, and that his beliefs regarding hell were a “proof of his sad mental 

affection.”155 Around the same argument, Calles makes an interesting syllogism: Toral killed 

Obregón in moments of “full abnormality” provoked directly by beliefs that pushed him to act, 

thereby influenced by an “irresistible moral force,” that was indirectly provoked by the tolerance 

of previous governmental administrations, that allowed the clergy to “inject the people’s minds 

with the false and terrifying idea of hell and eternal damnation.”156 Finally, Calles states that he 

                                                 
153 Ibid. 
154 Ibid, p. 4. 
155 Ibid, p. 5. 
156 Ibid, p. 4. 
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hoped his ideas could be beneficial, not only for Toral but for a “multitude of believers” of those 

false ideas of the clergy, and he concludes by asking something very thought provoking: “If you 

believe these positions that I propose, making them public to the press, I believe you would do a 

true and great action for the good of all of those unhappy victims of the Catholic clergy.”157 

It is curious that Calles did not exonerate Toral, offering him indulgence if he was so 

interested in getting him declared not responsible for the crime. It is evident that Calles simply 

wanted the public to know his reasoning about the religious conflict so he assumed his ideas 

were going to be discussed by others during the trial. Calles had the power and the legal option 

to release Toral from punishment, but he did not want to earn disapproval from the Obregonistas, 

nor did he wish to inflame rumors about his own supposed participation in a conspiracy. He 

maximized the crisis provoked by this “common homicide”—as police and judicial authorities 

categorized the crime— getting all the attention abstractedly focused on the religious conflict. He 

also neutralized the Church and Obregón’s followers washing his hands like Pilate did with 

Jesus, because he left the case in the judge’s hands. On the other hand, Calles made sure that the 

public interiorized a negative image of fanatics as embodied by Toral. Beyond all possible 

conjectures, this letter and the press coverage of this incident, give us important insights into the 

symbolic use of the case by the president.  

Before Calles sent this letter to Toral’s attorney in October, he put the clergy on the 

defense, because he declared they might be linked to the crime. This reveals that his original 

interest was to implicate the Church in Obregón’s assassination, not only symbolically, but 

openly. Apparently it did not work that way. On July 18, 1928, just one day after the murder, 

                                                 
157 Ibid. 
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Calles released a famous message to the nation where he stated what the official attitude was 

going to be towards the assassin, the mastermind and the nation. Also he made clear his position 

about religion and the clergy as he said: “The criminal already has confessed that his crime was 

incited for religious fanaticism, and all the authorities on charge of this investigation have 

assured information involving directly the clergy.”158 He declared the government was not 

overwhelmed by the “new and tenebrous system used by enemies against institutions” so he 

reaffirmed that the “liberal principles of the revolutionary social movement” would not be 

dawned. He said it was impossible to imagine “Mexico getting back to the old times of 

obscurantism.”159 The Revolution was going to be always running in the benefit of the “great 

Mexican family” he concluded.160 In July 20, 1928 The New York Times published a new 

declaration by President Calles given to the New Orleans Association of Commerce in response 

to their condolences. There he clearly stated again that the clergy “appeared responsible” for the 

crime.161  

No matter how tough his public declarations, Calles tried to keep his presidential image 

away from the investigation, and therefore he was determined to support the idea of having a 

formal judicial process for the murders instead of a summary execution as in previous cases of 

attempts. By the time of the assassination, everyone still recalled the insufficient investigation 

the government made on the bombing attempts after Obregón occurred in fall 1927, which 

actually resulted in four people executed without a trial, one of them the priest Miguel Agustín 

                                                 
158 Plutarco Elías Calles, “A la nación,” Mexico July 18, 1928. At El abogado cristiano, July 26, 1928. 1 
159 Ibid. 
160 Ibid. 1. 
161 TIMES, “OBREGON’S ASSASSIN WINS LEASE OF LIFE; TRIAL TO BE PUBLIC,” 4. 
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Pro.162 The New York Times reported as a “big surprise” the statement made by the authorities 

that when the police investigation was concluded Toral would be consigned to the criminal court 

for trial.163 The Washington Post also reported that a Mexican federal district court restrained 

police and military authorities from taking any action against Toral without a public civil trial 

and hearing.164 According to these American papers these were “surprising news” because 

similar cases had usually been handled by the police authorities and settled by them exclusively, 

hence Toral’s transfer to the criminal court was seen positively by foreign observers of Mexican 

affairs. Some of them declared that “President Calles and his advisers have resolved to satisfy 

not only the Mexican Public but the whole world that a full and fair investigation must follow the 

assassination”165Calles was determined to keep his image clean, using the crime positively in his 

favor, not only in Mexico but internationally, and he succeeded. By the end of July, as The New 

York Times informed, all the circles in the U.S. were impressed by reports from the American 

government declaring that there was confidence in the “Northern republic” that President Calles 

knew how to handle any possible situation arising from the death of the President-elect.166    

The judicial process, however, was still biased because the president left free hands for 

Obregón’s followers in the investigations. He did not want any claims from the strongest 

political groups in the country that were still loyal to Obregón’s memory. To neutralize them he 

appointed a fervent obregonista, General Antonio Rios Zertuche, as the new Police Chief. That 
                                                 
162 A chronicle of these events and some primary sources about the executions can be found in Reguer, Dios y mi 
derecho, 43–60 Vol. 2. 
163 TIMES, “OBREGON’S ASSASSIN WINS LEASE OF LIFE; TRIAL TO BE PUBLIC,” 4. 
164 “SLAYER OF OBREGON TO GET CIVIL TRIAL AND PUBLIC HEARING: Court Enjoins Police and 
Military Action in Case for Next 72 Hours. CATHOLICS TERRORIZED BY NUMEROUS ARRESTS Labor Party 
Offers Peace to Obregonistas; Calles’ Retention Is Urged.,” The Washington Post (1923-1954), July 21, 1928, 5, 
http://search.proquest.com.ezproxy2.library.arizona.edu/docview/149874684/abstract/13D3286EF2550AF944/22?ac
countid=8360. 
165 TIMES, “OBREGON’S ASSASSIN WINS LEASE OF LIFE; TRIAL TO BE PUBLIC,” 4. 
166 Ibid. 
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way the president kept pressuring Catholics indirectly through the obregonsitas. At the same 

time, he could show a neutral court case for those many international observers who had Mexico 

under scrutiny. Impartiality was legal but effective only in appearance because he knew 

obregonistas were going to fiercely question the Church and the Catholics, inciting fear and 

diminishing clergy’s moral and symbolic power. 

The clergy’s attitude towards official suspicion and blame was one of caution. High 

prelates knew that Obregón’s assassination was potentially dangerous to their public image. This 

dissertation argues that the crime became a turning point that made radical clergy men abandon 

their sympathy towards rebellious and violent practices of the Cristeros. One of the most 

combative and belligerent clergy man was San Luis Potosi’s Bishop, Miguel de la Mora,167 who 

tried to save the Church’s reputation after the crime. On August 6, 1928 he made a declaration 

trying to convince the public about the Church’s “pristine innocence” in the assassination. He 

said it was not possible to consider the clergy responsible just because the police found a priest 

and a nun implicated. Using an analogy, he said that if a soldier is found responsible of one 

crime, that single case does not make the whole army guilty of that individual’s actions. “It is 

true, as per the investigations, that the murderer is a young Catholic, who’s deeply rooted ideas 

of religion are logically linked to the education he received from his honorable and devoted 

family,” De la Mora declared. And he added: “But if he is Catholic, that fact is not surprising in a 

country where ninety five percent of the people is Catholic.”168 About the implicated nun, Sor 

Concepcion Acevedo, Bishop De la Mora made stronger and more pejorative declarations. He 
                                                 
167 An extensive work on De la Mora’s life and role in the religious conflicto can be found in: Jesus Alfaro Saldana, 
“En olor a santidad, Miguel M. de la Mora (1874 – 1930), Biografia critica y la conformacion de una devocion en el 
Mexico posrevolucionario” (M.A. Thesis, El Colegio de San Luis A.C., 2007). 
168 “Las declaraciones del Obispo de San Luis Potosí” México, August 6, 1928. At El abogado cristiano, August 23, 
1928. 1 
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said: “It is of public domain that her brain is not normal and that, unfortunately in her family 

have been some cases of madness in the past.”169 

Such a scandalous declaration reinforced —on the one hand—Calles’s argument about 

Toral’s abnormality; and on the other hand, incited a strong public reaction of criticism by those 

religious and non-religious groups favorable to the government. Among them were some old 

opponents to Catholicism, like Christian and Protestant leaders, who also wanted diminishing 

Catholicism among Mexicans. Juan Diaz, an editorialist at the periodical El Abogado Cristiano, 

replied to De la Mora two weeks later in August 23, 1928.170 He found it unbelievable that a high 

clergy man was not eager to see the negative implications of the crime for the Catholic Church. 

He said: “Those of us who are not slaves of Rome, as devoted Christians, recognize that our 

cause is the progress of Mexico, so Toral’s crime had damaged our cause heavily, because he has 

deprived the nation of a great man of progress”171. Diaz also condemned the fact that Bishop De 

la Mora praised Toral as a young Catholic from an “honorable family”, because it was evident 

that Toral was educated within the Roman Church’s ideas. Thus Diaz argued that by accepting 

the claim that Madre Concepcion Acevedo was known as insane, which De la Mora and the 

clergy accepted automatically, they had irresponsibly left young people’s education in the hands 

of insane tutors, was a very serious charge. Sarcastically, Diaz wrote: “If the president’s assassin 

is a young Catholic whose ideas come from his morally superior religious mentors, who is guilty 

                                                 
169 Ibid. 
170 Ibid. 
171 Ibid. 
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for the crime then?”172 “We hope—he concluded—never to be accomplices in the formation of 

abnormal beings whose actions make our poor country to cry in the future.”173  

Reactions to Calles’s pursuits against the Church provoked panic among Catholics in 

general, but especially among those who were involved in what they called “the defense of their 

religious liberty.” The Washington Post affirmed there was “Terror among Catholics” in the 

country. In a note published on July 21, 1928, this paper reported several additional arrests 

connected with the assassination made by General Rios Zertuche.174 According to this note the 

police said they had in their possession printed pamphlets secretly distributed among Catholics, 

which stated that the days of Obregón and President Calles were numbered. The pamphlets 

contained this expression: “Every dog has his day and the day of Obregón draws near.”175 The 

Chief of Police declared that the investigation would continue upon the line that had marked it 

hitherto, which was “the responsibility of the Catholic Clergy.”176 The police were holding on 

previous investigations maybe connected to the crime, mostly looking at cases of Catholics 

arrested in the past on charge of violating the religious laws by hearing mass in schools or 

private residences.177 Those prisoners included residents of the Villa de Guadalupe, site of the 

sanctuary devoted to the Virgin in northern Mexico City.178  The newspaper El Sol declared that 

terror prevailed in Catholic circles, especially priest of the shrine of Guadalupe and members of 

the Knights of Columbus. Hysteria among Catholics reached a critical point by late July as the 

                                                 
172 Ibid. 2. 
173 Ibid. 
174 “SLAYER OF OBREGON TO GET CIVIL TRIAL AND PUBLIC HEARING,” 5. 
175 Ibid. 
176 Ibid. 
177 Ibid. 
178 One of those was Jorge Gallardo Pavon, who was part of the same organization Toral belonged to. He declared in 
his momoires, just recently published by his son, that the pistol used to kill Obregón was actually his. See: Jorge 
Gallardo Pavón, Los Cristeros sin rifle, 2013. 
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press continued narrating chilling raids conducted by the police over ordinary citizens. It was 

common to find newspapers reports about terrified people like a housemaid who was overheard 

by a policeman to say “Thank God, Obregón is dead” and that was promptly sent to jail.179  

Along these tense months before the trial, Catholics were subject to scrutiny by the public 

and the Church’s moral power slowly weakened softening prelates’ position towards the crime 

and the secularization enforcement carried out by the government since the early 20s. Many 

Catholics and non-Catholics condemned the crime as a logical reaction. The Christian paper El 

Abogado Cristiano undertook a campaign against El Universal Grafico caused by a dissembled 

empathy this latter source had towards Toral. On August 16, 1928 the Christian periodical 

replied to an interview given by the assassin where he described the moment of the assassination 

to the reporter. Toral said when he killed Obregón he was “fine with God” because he prayed to 

the Virgin Mary before he shot him. Editorialists from El Abogado Cristiano intensely criticized 

such a declarations by asking: “What does Toral understand by being fine with God?”180 They 

said that was evident that Toral misunderstood Cristian precepts, because the Church had 

erroneously taught people that being fine with God was to just mechanically pray, take 

communion, confess and repeat devotions. This public perception of Toral and Madre Conchita 

as “incurable,” “abnormal,” “dangerous,” fanatics became gradually stronger, and Church’s 

position within the conflict became weaker, so the clergy abandoned them to the hands of the 

government.  

                                                 
179 TIMES, “OBREGON’S ASSASSIN WINS LEASE OF LIFE; TRIAL TO BE PUBLIC,” 4. 
180 “Estaba bien con Dios” At El abogado cristiano, August, 16, 1928. 5. 
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Figure 7. Toral posing as an artist with some of his artwork behind.  
México 1920s. Source: CCHJLT, Photograph Collection. 

 

 

But, wheter Toral was a criminal or not is also a matter of perception that relies on the 

very roots of the so called religious conflict and its aftermaths. Until now, Toral’s public image 

has been either negative or positive, based on the tendencies traced by many sources about his 

life, but it is evident that his portrayal as an “insane fanatic” has been the most prevalent among 

the official and public history around the conflict. This is another proof of the revolutionaries’ 

triumph over the Church within this process of secularization. Such a description of Toral 

curiously coincides with the Church’s version because it is obvious that his success in killing 

Obregón, erased any possibility for him to be a saint sanctioned by the Pope, for obvious 

reasons. On the other hand, there have been many popular versions from serious militant 

Catholics—some of them almost fundamentalist—which have claimed that Toral was a saint or 
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at least a martyr, who deserves to be remembered as a model of devotion.181 Far from being a 

saint, a martyr, a fanatic or an insane killer, we argue that José de León Toral was just an average 

middle class Catholic man who belonged perfectly to his times. His education, religion and 

values were deeply rooted in his family’s past and within the social circles to which he belonged. 

This man was transformed into a criminal, pushed by real, structural and symbolic circumstances 

and forces that he did not quite fully understand. Unfortunately there were many thousands of 

people involved in this conflict who did not understand this either. 

Before the Revolution settled in 1917 with the promulgation of a new Constitution, it is 

possible to say that lower class and average middle class Catholics used to do the same religious 

practices and the same things which Toral was familiar with. Even today, religious ceremonies 

like baptisms, first holy communions, weddings, masses, confessions, processions and so many 

others, are everyday features that provide the background for more than eighty percent of 

Mexicans life, so it is interesting to think how such practices became a proof of abnormality and 

fanaticism in cases like Toral’s. With some exceptions at the state’s level where local authorities 

became gradually more radical in restricting Catholic practices after 1910, it is possible to say 

that until 1917 those practices had never been a problem for Toral and people like him, but that 

changed in such an extreme manner that pushed him—and millions of members of the Mexican 

society— to a dramatic polarization with no precedent in Mexico’s history. By criminalizing 

many religious personal and public acts, the government invaded the private sphere of people as 

never before, and this change became a legal problem at the national level until the new 

                                                 
181 An interesting example of this version was a biographical novel published in Argentiva some years after the 
crime. Fernando Robles, El santo que asesinó; vida, crimen y calvario de José de León Toral. (Buenos Aires: 
Talleres Gráficos J. Perrotti, 1936). 
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constitution was released and enforced. On the surface, the strong anticlerical provisions 

proclaimed in the constitutional articles 3rd, 5th, 24th, 27th and 130th focused on restricting just the 

Church’s influence on education, abolishing ecclesial right to own property, limiting religious 

cult at public places, and eliminating priests’ rights to vote or being elected as officials. At the 

bottom of society, however, the actual implementation of such laws was perceived for many 

Catholics as a violation of their personal and private sphere of rights, and in many cases, their 

reality became into an actual persecution. Toral is the prime example of this process and his case 

supports the entire argument of this dissertation, because his biography shows he had been just a 

very quiet man of family until the years when the government undertook concrete anticlerical 

acts in order to enforce the laws for secularization. The gradual escalation of this enforcement 

perturbed the daily life of most of the Catholics not only in the rural areas but also in cities where 

literacy and living conditions were higher. Toral’s case proves how extreme and compelling this 

process was for ordinary people like him.  

One of the fairest biographical approach to José de León Toral is by the Mexican scholar 

Manuel Ramos Medina. He sustains Toral was an upper middle class, a member of the urban 

“clase media acomodada,” who belonged to an honorable, decent and working family, very 

respected by their profound exercise of Catholic religion. Back then in the 1920s, a Catholic 

background was everything but shameful for a “decent” family formed by “hombres de bien”182 

like León Toral’s ancestors. This was totally normal and even a sign of proud within a society in 

which “having a son lawyer, a physician and a priest” per family was a signal of success and 

                                                 
182 An interesting explanation of the term “hombres de bien” in nineteenth century Mexican society can be found in 
Michael P Costeloe, The Central Republic in Mexico, 1835-1846: Hombres de Bien in the Age of Santa Anna 
(Cambridge [England]; New York, NY, USA: Cambridge University Press, 1993). 
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“buenvivir” for parents, friends and relatives. His mother’s side of the family, however, 

exceeded an average relation to Catholicism and the clergy. The first Toral who came from Spain 

back in the colonial era, Don José María Toral, procreated twelve male children but only one got 

married and the rest studied theology and became priests.183 José’s father came from a less 

Catholic background but from an equally honorable family of mining entrepreneurs from Saltillo 

Coahuila. 184 In the heyday of the Porfiriato, on November 10, 1888, Don Aureliano de León and 

Doña María Toral—José’s parents— got married at the age of 25 and 23 respectively. Because 

of the itinerant nature of his business, Don Aureliano carried his family over different locations 

in Northern Mexico, and José was born in Matehuala, San Luis Potosi in December 23, 1900. 

Among their nine children, José—the sixth— was the quietest, the best behaved and softhearted.   

José’s education could be desirable and even enviable back then in traditional cities like 

Guadalajara, San Luis Potosi, Queretaro or Puebla. After his family left Matehuala185 he coursed 

primary and secondary school in some of those cities, always studying at private religious 

institutions managed by Lasallians and Marists. 186 In 1911 the family moved to Mexico City 

where José concluded his education and began to work. In 1917 he finished his studies of 

commerce and started to work at “Casa Gerber”187 and then with his father. They were living 

happily in the modern middle class neighborhood of Santa María La Ribera when the crime 

happened in 1928.  

                                                 
183 Toral de De León, Memorias de María Toral de De León, madre de José de León Toral., 3. 
184 Ibid., 21. 
185 See Manuel Ramos Medina, “Jose de Leon Toral” at Centro de Estudios de Historia de México CONDUMEX 
Conferencias Los Cristeros, ed., Los Cristeros. (México: Centro de Estudios de Historia de México CONDUMEX, 
1996), 98. 
186 José de León Toral mártir de la fe ( Mexico City: Centro de Estudios Historicos Jose de Leon Toral, Pamphlet) 
187 Ibid. 
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Although his personal character was very inclined to religion, which was fomented 

mostly by his mother, José de León, had a pretty normal life in the standards of early twentieth 

century Mexico. In the years of his youth he devoted his time generally to work, religion and 

sports like gymnastics and soccer. He used to do jogging and swimming but he also had a deep 

proclivity to painting and drawing so he took some courses at the Fine Arts Academy in Mexico 

City. He worked some years with his father but when the family’s business closed he became a 

teacher of drawing and painting at the private school Colegio San Borja. During this time he also 

worked as draftsman at the newspaper Excelsior188 and he also used to work part- time drawing 

diagrams on demand for people who wanted to register patents’ of new inventions and products. 

Once he felt economically independent at the age of 25 he freely chose to marry Paz Martin del 

Campo, a “virtuous miss” from Lagos de Moreno Jalisco. They married on January 24, 1925, as 

they got previous approval from their respective families as their circle’s good costumes 

demanded.189  

Although he was reserved, misanthropist190and somewhat reluctant to socialize, José de 

León always made good friends with young people from his neighborhood, but he gradually got 

more involved in formal Catholic organizations, which eventually reduced his circle. As soon as 

he developed an adult conscience, he took more seriously his role as promoter of civil activities 

in support of the Church, while official anticlericalism became increasingly harder. As explained 

in previous chapters, many Catholics reacted to official restrictions organizing diverse groups 

increasingly after 1910. Such organizations reached different levels of disapproval towards 

                                                 
188 Centro de Estudios de Historia de México CONDUMEX Conferencias Los Cristeros, ed., Los Cristeros. 
(México: Centro de Estudios de Historia de México CONDUMEX, 1996), 99. 
189 Toral de De León, Memorias de María Toral de De León, madre de José de León Toral., 29. 
190 Robleto, Obregón - Toral, la madre Conchita. 
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secularization. There were those who kept their actions at legal and non-violent platforms but, 

according as official enforcement came tougher, some sectors of Catholicism became belligerent 

and violent as we explained in previous chapters. Thus, José de León Toral, as many others with 

similar profile, radicalized his attitudes against the government and many of them were recruited 

by groups that secretly began promoting terrorists actions as the only option to counteract the 

official policies of secularization.191 

 

 

Figure 8. Toral (extreme right, middle row) and Humberto Pro (extreme left, middle row),  
posing with the soccer team they belonged to. México circa 1920. CCHJLT Photograph Collection. 

 

 

On June 30, 1918, the Marists founded a sports center called Centro Unión for 

counteracting the raising influence of the protestant organization Young Men Christian 

Association (YMCA). This facility, inaugurated by the Marist leader Joachim Chanel and 

                                                 
191 A detailed explanation of how these groups formed and how they operated can be found in: Enrique Guerra 
Manzo, “Los católicos y la revolución Mexicana: El caso de las células terroristas que asesinaron a Álvaro 
Obregón,” paper presented at the XIII Reunión de Historiadores de México, Estados Unidos y Canadá, Querétaro, 
October 29, 2010.  
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affiliated to the National Defense League for Religious Liberty (LNDLR), was designed to 

promote sports and discussion circles among Catholic youth, who debated around different social 

problems faced by Catholicism back then. This center sought to attract mainly students and 

former students educated at French Schools (Colegios Franceses) based on the premise that they 

were particularly exposed to those dangerous “dissolvent doctrines” of socialism and 

“Bolshevism.” Those kinds of centers had the goal of neutralizing the “forces of social 

revolution.”192 Toral joined the Centro Unión in 1920 and there he met new people who enjoyed 

sports as much as him, like his best friend Humberto Pro Juarez—brother of Padre Agustin Pro. 

Both used to go there every day for gymnastics, swimming, and specially to play soccer, which 

actually became a passion for them. They used to attend mass daily and getting communion 

every Friday together. After Church they used to go to work and then, every night, they used to 

attend the League’s activities.193 By early 1920s the league shifted gradually into a conspiracy’s 

organization against the government and Toral, as many of his friends, also shifted their attitude 

to radical against official secularization. This is a crucial breaking point in Toral’s life as he 

transformed himself from being non-violent to violent based on religious justifications.  

That same year he became formally a member of the Catholic Action of the Mexican 

Youth (Acción Católica de las Juventudes Mexicanas ACJM) 194 and also he was invited to 

affiliate to the National League for Religious Liberty Defense. In his free time he was in charge 

of organizing clandestine religious services at his neighborhood Santa Maria la Ribera under the 

orders of Humberto Pro. By 1926 he had escalated positions in this organization and he 
                                                 
192 Ibid., p. 2. 
193 Los Cristeros., 1996, 99. 
194 This militant organization was founded in 1913 by the Jesuit priest Bernardo Bergöend in order to organize 
young Mexicans and reestablishing the Christian Social Order. For a detailed description see: Antonio Rius Facius, 
México cristero: Historia de la ACJM 1925 a 1931 (Editorial Patria, S.A., 1960). 
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substituted Pro as the supervisor of that zone. Besides these covert activities, since 1927 Toral 

participated more intensively in public protests like boycotts. On November 4, the league 

organized a massive releasing of balloons with flyers over Mexico City with subversive 

messages against the government. One of his neighbors denounced José to the police and he 

almost was sent to the prison located at the Islas Marias.195 Once released, Toral continued his 

clandestine activities while political conditions for Catholics and Obregón’s opponents became 

even tenser. 

By that time the Centro Unión used to offer discussion groups led by the renowned 

Catholic leader Miguel Palomar y Vizcarra whose ideas regarding protest focused more on 

acting rather than just praying. This groups sought to prepare new and more aggressive leaders 

and agents to participate legally and illegally in politics. They wanted to exercise what they 

considered people’s basic rights of religious freedom based on their own concept of citizenship 

and civic values. Among those radical leaders were Luis Segura Vilchis, Carlos Diez de Sollano 

and Humberto Pro Juarez. These people became part of clandestine webs which functioned as 

suppliers of weapons for the Cristero rebels located in rural areas in Jalisco, Michoacán and 

Guanajuato.196 As explained in the introduction of this chapter, by 1927 when the rural rebellion 

reached its peak, those secret cells located in Mexico City started planning and executing 

terrorist actions to make a stronger statement to the government. The idea of eliminating 

Obregón became persistent among these leaders when his political campaign for the reelection 

reached an infamous level of violence against any possible opponent. 

                                                 
195  Los Cristeros., 1996, 99-100. 
196 This type of units depended of an agency called the Jefatura de Control Militar de la Asociación Católica de la 
Juventud Mexicana. As we explained in the introduction, when Luis Segura Vilchis was the chief of this unit the 
central committee released the order to assassinate Obregón in late 1927. 
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Analyzing the last months of 1927 is critical to understand how Mexican society, not 

only Catholics, experienced tension and even terror as repression and imposition escalated within 

Obregón’s presidential campaign. The assassination of the anti-reelection candidate General 

Francisco Serrano and thirteen of his followers in the town of Huitzilac in October 3, and the 

execution of General Arnulfo R. Gomez in November 4, 1927, exacerbated public fears as 

Obregón’s reelection became an imminent threat of harder authoritarianism, even for Obregón’s 

former followers and friends.197 A critical sign of such tension on the side of the Catholics was a 

bombing attempt against Obregón perpetrated by Luis Segura Vilchis and his group in 

Chapultepec in November 13th 1927. This episode described earlier in this chapter ended up with 

the scandalous executions of Luis Segura Vilchis, Juan Tirado Arias, Humberto Pro and the 

priest Miguel Agustin Pro, who died by squad fire without having a formal trial on November 

23, 1927.198 Humberto Pro was Toral’s best friend so this event was a definitive point of no 

return for him who, like many other Catholics and non-Catholics, thought Obregón’s death was 

the only way out to finish such an overwhelming conditions.  

It is not the intention of this dissertation to argue José de León Toral was not responsible 

for the assassination, nor that he was just an instrument of hidden conspiracies. What we argue is 

that his case portrays the effects of the extreme polarization experienced by a large portion of 

society as a result of the religious conflict. Toral’s profile proves how an ordinary Catholic 

citizen could be compiled into illegal and extreme actions when all the political and legal options 

are ineffective towards both, governmental and clerical impasse. This dissertation’s main 

                                                 
197 Jose Emilio Pacheco, “Poder y Delito: Rashomon en Huitzilac”,  Proceso, accedido 25 de abril de 2014, 
http://hemeroteca.proceso.com.mx/?page_id=278958. 
198 See Reguer, Dios y mi derecho, 9- 60 Vol. 2. 
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argument stands as Toral’s case shows how the conflict provoked by anticlerical laws’ 

enforcement, resulted in a society highly polarized, which ultimately became the ideal breeding 

ground for radical and extremist organizations to emerge in both sides. Testimonies from people 

involved in terrorists attempts related to the Cristero conflict confirm how ordinary citizens, 

mostly from urban middle and upper classes, found acceptable to participate in radical and 

extreme illegal actions against the government because they found their cause was fair and they 

were desperate. Their testimony even reveals a sense of indifference and ordinariness about their 

own terrorist activities, and a large group agreed such crimes were totally justified.199 Scholar 

Fenando M. Gonzalez makes a detailed analysis on these groups and their attitudes about their 

own terrorist actions. He describes how they justified their actions based on ideas of religious 

leaders and theologians—like the Jesuit Ramon Martinez Silva— who promoted tyrannicide as 

people’s right against a bad, illegitimate and unfair government.200 Looking closely to their 

testimony we can see how, as far as Catholics perceived their usual religious activities became 

gradually illegal and punishable, even within their own home and privacy, they experienced 

frustration, anger, annoyance and fear. This proves that if laws intervene with a wider range on 

citizens’ private rights, people’s everyday ideas about justice and citizenship change.201 In the 

                                                 
199 Some memoirs from people who participated directly in these violent activities show these attitudes. For example 
the recently published memoires by Jorge Gallardo Pavón, a close friend of Jose de Leon Toral who actually served 
in the same organizations Toral belonged to. See Jorge Gallardo Pavón, Masferrer K, y Elio, Los Cristeros sin rifle, 
2013. 
200 González, Matar y morir por Cristo Rey, 2001, 191–231. 
201 On September 1928 Miguel de la Mora, Bishop of San Luis Potosi, sent an open letter to the Gobernación 
Minister, Emilio Portes Gil, where he pointed out this matter. In that letter he argued that any religious cult that 
happens ultimately within the limits of a family, in private homes, should be considered private, hence should be 
respected because it was technically not forbidden by the laws, which basically banned only religious ceremonies 
and cult when practiced in public. He said that it was not legal considering those private activities forbidden. He 
exhorted him to respect that criteria and humanize the government when he became the provisional president once 
Calles’s administration finished in December 1928. See: "24 de septiembre de 1928.- Carta Abierta del Obispo de 
San Luis Potosí, Miguel de la Mora y Mora, al Secretario de Gobernación, Lic. Emilio Portes Gil. (Fragmento). 
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case of José de León Toral, it is evident he was just a fervent catholic, who was pushed to an 

extreme by the circumstances of an unreasonable law enforcement, which invaded his private 

sphere of rights, risking his family and his friends. As we will explain further, he declared how 

he faced a personal transformation when some specific events pushed him from being a passive 

Catholic into an active one, which means, taking the justice in his own hands. He was exposed to 

such a long process of polarization that finally resulted in a strong determination to perpetrate 

Obregón’s assassination. He thought—as many others—that killing Obregón was the only way 

out for resolving what Catholics called a real “religious persecution” that risked, as never before, 

their collective and personal private rights of free religious practice.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                                                                                                                             
Antonio del Bajı́o, Cartas de relación cristera (Morelia, Michoacán]: Centro de Cultura y Libros Vasconcelos, 
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The Trial of the Century: Staging the Revolution’s Justice 

“Hasta llevaban sus tortas pa no perder sus asientos 
Y la gente se apretujaba sin ningunos miramientos 

Todita la prensa era arrebatada de manos de papeleros 
Radios funcionaban en todas las calles, se ganaron buenos fierros”202 

 

 

Figure 9. Toral speaking at radio microphone for the entire Nation’s audience at San Angel Municipal palace. Note 
Álvaro Obregón’s portrayal presiding at the court room. November 1928. CCHJLT Photograph Collection. 

 

The headline of the popular newspaper Excelsior, released in the morning of Friday 

November 2, 1928—the day that the murders of Obregón faced the court—read: “ Since the 

court martial of Maximilian [in 1867] there has not been a public trial more sensational that 

today’s.203 Expectation had reached a level of collective hysteria and newspapers sold in 

                                                 
202 Francisco Ortiz Lara, Corrido del Jurado de José de León Toral y la Madre Conchita (México D. F.: A. Reyes. 
1928?) p. 13. CEHM-CARSO, Fdo. Rius Facius, CLXXXII, Folder 9, File 906, Pamphlet. Lyrics’ English 
translation: “People even brought sandwiches because they did not want to lose their seats,/ everyone squeezed 
together with no education,/ all the newspapers were snatched from the vendors,/ and everywhere were radios 
making so much money on the streets.” 
203 “Desde el consejo de guerra que juzgo a Maximiliano no se había efectuado jurado tan sensacional como el de 
hoy,” Excelsior, viernes 2 de noviembre de 1928, p. 1. 
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extraordinary numbers, with no precedent in Mexico’s history204. The public followed every 

detail since that fatal day in July when the elected President was murdered and his assassin was 

apprehended. This was the first time the government had to deal with something like this, not 

only within the country, but internationally. Mexico was in the eyes of the “whole civilized 

world.”205 The official management of mass media on the trial, however, showed the 

government’s inexperience with the result that Toral’s gained wide popularity. 

The first sign of this official naivety was the way of controlling access to the court room. 

The government ostensibly did not realize that the people’s furor exceed the limited space 

provided for spectators in the improvised courtroom. It seems that many local officials saw the 

hearings as a spectacle, while the federal government seemed confident that most people would 

blindly support the agenda of the Revolution, so government control of the press was minimal at 

first. When newspapers published the location of the trial, hundreds of curious onlookers came 

begging for a seat to Judge Alonzo Aznar206, who was responsible for controlling the access to 

the Hall of the Cabildo in San Angel Palace. Just two hundred people207 were admitted into the 

hall and the access was organized by means of tickets signed by the judge. The first admitted 

were press representatives, photographers and American reporters. Court staff such as 

stenographers, secretaries, and attorneys, got special credentials to get in. A rumor circulated that 

Colonel Talamantes, judicial police chief, had authorized many tickets, but newspapers denied 

the authenticity of the tickets, disappointing many. A day before the trial, the judge was trampled 

                                                 
204 Mauricio Magdaleno, Las palabras perdidas (México, D.F.: M. Porrúa, 1976), 15. 
205 “Toda la atención del mundo civilizado, fija en el jurado que acaba de empezar”, El Universal Gráfico, viernes 2 
de noviembre de 1928.  
206 Excelsior, Friday November 2nd 1928.  
207 --y la revolución volvió a San Angel. (México, D.F.: Instituto Nacional de Estudios Históricos de la Revolución 
Mexicana de la Secretaría de Gobernación con la Delegación Alvaro Obregón del Departamento del Distrito 
Federal, 1995), p. 65. 
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by all kinds of people who wanted a ticket at any cost. There were those who claimed to be 

powerful and influential, others who tried bribes, or those who simply begged for a ticket as if 

for a theatrical play208. Even a group of female sopranos supplicated the judge using all kinds of 

persuasion and coquetry.209 A few hours before the trial began, Judge Aznar Mendoza ordered a 

special guard stationed on the perimeter of the main square of San Angel to control such 

anarchy.  

The second sign of the government’s inexperience in dealing with an event of such 

magnitude was the way it managed the mass media and press. On the morning of November 2, 

1928, the newspaper La Prensa announced proudly that it was the only company authorized for 

broadcasting “word by word” all the hearings of the trial. La Prensa actually published the 

official letter issued by Judge Alonso Aznar to José Campos, director of the paper where he 

stated: “As per your verbal request, I am pleased to inform you that there is no inconvenience on 

our side for you to install all the necessary microphones and amplifiers in the court room to 

broadcast by radio all the related details about the trial against José de León Toral and 

Concepción Acevedo y de la Llata”210. This authorization was issued just one day before the first 

hearing, so it is evident that there was no official plan to control the mass media. La Prensa 

associated with the potent radio station from El Buen Tono cigarette factory, the most powerful 

station in the country at this time, was prepared to broadcast the entire trial for the whole country 

and the United States. The radio station boasted of its priviledged status: “La Prensa el único 

periódico que transmitirá por radio todos los días el jurado de José de León Toral” (La Prensa is 

                                                 
208 Excelsior, Friday November 2nd 1928 
209 Excelsior, Friday November 2nd 1928 
210La Prensa, Friday November 2, 1928, p. 2. 
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the only newspaper that will broadcast by radio all the days of the trial of José de León Toral). 

The newspaper expressed pride in this “journalistic coop” (golpe periodístico) of being the only 

station authorized for this transmission. Their publicity announced that anyone could use 

domestic devises to catch their radio waves, and “avoid any bother of attending the trial, without 

missing any details regarding the hearings.” The Mexican Telephone and Telegraph Company 

helped and supervised the installation of devises for broadcasting in the San Angel Municipal 

Palace. Far from there, at La Prensa headquarters located at Avenida Juarez—close the Central 

Alameda in downtown Mexico City—they also installed a “Magnavox” megaphone so that all 

who were curious might stop and listen to every detail from San Angel.211  

 Besides official oversight of radio coverage, lack of control on the press during the first 

days of the trial was also evident. Many newspapers revealed a certain frivolity around the trial. 

Several journalists and reporters seemed to be writing about a spectacle of theater, cinema or 

circus rather than a trial. On Sunday, November 4, the second day of the hearings, newspapers 

around the country made public every single detail. This happened because judicial authorities 

provided reporters with actual copies of the entire stenographic version recorded in for the 

official file. Papers of wide circulation like Excelsior published literally word for word all the 

testimonies and official paperwork from judicial files.212 Alongside such coverage, papers 

usually published editorials by well-known journalists, intellectuals or jurists, who took 

ambiguous positions, either in favor of, or against the government. Some of the most influential 

notes about the trial were written by the famous jurist Querido Moheno213 at Excelsior. In his 

                                                 
211 Ibid.  
212 Excelsior, Sunday Novermber 4th 1928.  
213 Querido Moheno (1873-1933) was a Mexican politician, attorney and jurist born in the state of Chiapas. He was 
part of some important dissident groups against Porfirian rule. During the Revolution he was deputy and Minister of 
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editorial entitled “Mis impresiones del jurado”, Moheno described José de León Toral very 

politely. He conceived Toral as a naïve mystic who killed Obregón based on his beliefs, offering 

his life as an instrument of God. He emphasized the fact that Toral was always respectful when 

talking about his victim, expressing no hatred against Obregón as a person, but rather against his 

anticlerical values.214 Apparently he did not like Obregón’s followers at the Congress, so a 

commission of deputies formally asked the interior minister (Secretaria de Gobernación) to cease 

the publicity being released to Excelsior.215 Moheno’s chronicles and the illustrations by the 

painter Ernesto Garcia Cabral in the newspaper were considered an apology for the crime and a 

glorification for the murders. 

 Another episode involving the press was provoked by Toral’s declarations about his 

torture during the first interrogatories right after the crime. He actually showed his own drawings 

to the jury in the second day of the trial. Excelsior’s illustrator, Ernesto Garcia Cabral, 

reproduced those drawings for publication in the next day’s newspaper. This series of sketches 

entitled “my martyrdom” provoked the public’s bloodlust and irritated revolutionary politicians 

and officials. Expectation built up around the city and the number of people outside asking to 

enter the court increased during those days. It was necessary to reinforce security. The tension 

and pressure from Excelsior angered the Obregonistas. Querido Moheno publically supported 

Toral’s defender Demetrio Sodi, and the public was moved by Garcia Cabral’s drawings 

                                                                                                                                                             
Promotion (Ministro de Fomento) in the administration of Victoriano Huerta. When the constitutional forces won 
the revolution he went to exile to the U.S., and Cuba. He got back to Mexico and became postulant lawyer. He was 
recognized as a great speaker on judicial tribunes when criminal procedures were oral. He was part of the last 
generation of orators who participated in oral trials by popular juries before the Congress abolished them in 1929. 
See Octavio Gordillo y Ortiz, Diccionario de la Revolución en el Estado de Chiapas (Chiapas, México: Programa de 
Investigaciones Multidisciplinarias sobre Mesoamérica y el Sureste, UNAM, 1999). 
214 Querido Moheno, “Mis impresiones del jurado: El regicida,” Excelsior, November 3, 1928, p. 8. 
215 Jaime Ramírez Garrido, “El Juicio de León Toral, Ernesto García Cabral.” Nexos en línea, 1 January 1999. 
Accessed February 7th 2014, http://www.nexos.com.mx/?p=9128. 
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concerning the illegal practice of torture. Some deputies like Gonzalo N. Santos216 and officials 

from Calles’s administration stopped new releases from Moheno, igniting protests among the 

revolutionary block. They argued that Toral’s defense was being put at risk in the name and 

interests of the Revolution.217  

 

 

Figure10. Toral declaring at radio microphone. November 1928.Toral gained popularity  
among radio listeners during the first audiences. CCHJLT Photograph Collection. 

 

The immediate consequence was an order released by the judge to stop radio 

broadcasting of the trial. From that moment on, it was evident that the government finally 

realized the power of mass media. On the morning of November 5, all the microphones and 

devices were removed from the court room. The microphones, some of which had been on the 

judge’s desk, and others placed near Toral’s seat, were disconnected by the authorities before 

                                                 
216 Gonzalo N.Santos (1895-1978) Mexican politician, Federal deputy from the State of San Luis Potosi, Dist. 10, 
1924-26, 1926-1928. A prominent figure from the National Revolutionary Party. See Roderic A Camp, Mexican 
Political Biographies, 1935-1993 (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1995), 663.  
217 Donato H Morales and Alfredo Guzmán, Toral y el asesinato de Obregón (San Antonio, Tex.: [s.n.], 1929), 159. 
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hearings on that day.218 The cessation of the broadcast spread overseas because the trial had also 

been followed by people in the United States and other places. With no explanation, Judge 

Alonso Aznar also strictly requested that the newspapers cease publishing images or photographs 

related to the trial. He also stated that newspapers were not going to get stenographic reports any 

more. Prosecutor Juan Correa Nieto declared that an important reason for the judge to release 

such orders was because that murder’s defense had taken advantage of the radio to spread 

seditious propaganda, thus inciting a clerical rebellion.219 The New York Times suggested that 

broadcasting was stopped by direct orders from President Calles himself. Many times while 

testifying, Toral moved the microphone closer to him to speak more directly into it. We might 

argue that this technique bothered some people, particularly as the defendant became popular and 

empathetic to radio listeners. 220  

 The problems provoked by the press did not stop with the newly imposed gag on the 

radio. Despite the fact that the Obregonista block promoted a boycott against Excelsior at 

congress, they also organized a riot, attempting to gain access to the court room by force, and 

claiming revenge for the accused while intimidating their attorneys. The Obregonistas 

commanded by Deputies Gonzalo N. Santos and Marte R. Gomez, burst into court, menaced 

jurors and accused the defense of bribery. They broke in shouting “death to Sodi and to Porfirio 

                                                 
218 “TORAL CASE GAG PUT ON RADIO AND PRESS: Defense Has Used Trial to Spread Propaganda, Says 
Prosecutor. NUN DENIES INFLUENCE,” The Washington Post (1923-1954), November 6, 1928, 
http://search.proquest.com.ezproxy2.library.arizona.edu/docview/149853405/abstract/13D3286EF2550AF944/17?ac
countid=8360. 
219  “RIOTERS STOP TRIAL OF OBREGON SLAYER: Alleged Deputie Burst Into Court, Menace Jurors and 
Accuse Defense of Bribery.MEXICO PUTS CURB ON NEWS It Silences Radio, Ends StenographicPress Reports 
and Asks Ban onComment--Nun Tells Story. Shout Against Dead Dictator. Threatens to Call Out Troops. 
Prosecution Begins Attack. Now Five on Each Side. Nun Takes Witness Stand. Denies Knowledge of Bombs. 
Relative of Obregón Testifies.,” New York Times, November 6, 1928, 
http://search.proquest.com.ezproxy2.library.arizona.edu/docview/104420310/abstract/13D3286EF2550AF944/39?ac
countid=8360. 
220Ibid. 
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Diaz.”221 Such slogans were a clear reference to Demetrio Sodi’s non revolutionary past, as he 

belonged to an older generation, and also because he used to hold prominent positions under 

Pofirio Diaz’s rule. The court room devolved into chaos with people standing on seats yelling at 

the accused, especially to the nun Madre Conchita, and intimidating jurors. The Judge rang his 

bell for order, and Mr. Sodi stepped up on a chair to asking everyone to calm down, but 

everything seemed pointless. Some of the members of the jury became afraid because the rioters 

threatened. Some jurors even wanted to send their immediate resignations directly to President 

Calles.222 According to Madre Conchita’s version, rioters tried to lynch her and Toral, as they 

threw objects and spitted at them. But the policemen there secured the area, making a circle 

around the accused.223 Correa Nieto—the prosecutor—speaking from a table, finally restored 

order and court was adjourned until 3 pm the next day on November 7. Emilio Portes Gil, 

Minister of State (Gobernación), then declared that Federal troops would be called out if 

necessary to maintain order at the trial. As a result of this scandal the public was not admitted 

into court room anymore.  

Once the final day of hearings approached, the Government swap back their strategy on 

radio so broadcasting was again authorized but only through official stations. The closing 

debates were expected to be phenomenal, so the federal government installed the official 

microphones of the Secretaria de Educación (Minister of Education) at the court room. It is 

evident that President Calles wanted to retake control over such a sensational discursive battle, as 

he sent one of his most ferocious orators to represent the Revolution against the “reacción” at the 

                                                 
221 “RIOTERS STOP TRIAL OF OBREGON SLAYER.” 
222 Ibid. 
223 Concepción Acevedo y de la Llata, Yo, la madre Conchita (México: Editorial Contenido, 1974), pp.64,65. 
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tribune: Ezequiel Padilla. In the book Una historia de sonidos—published by the Mexican Public 

Education Secretary (SEP)—there is a reference regarding the official broadcasting from SEP. 

There are several inconsistencies in this book as the authors assert that by special petition from 

the minister of Education, Ezequiel Padilla, the station broadcasted the hearings “In defense of 

justice, spreading through all the republic, the manifest truth exposed during the hearings of this 

popular jury”224 Such affirmation is erroneous because Ezequiel Padilla was not the minister of 

education by the time of the trial, he was actually the General Attorney and he was appointed as 

a prosecutor in the trial. He did not become minister of Education until November 30, 1928. The 

book is also mistaken as it states that, as a result of the official inquiries about Obregón’s 

murder, the police captured some suspicious people like Luis Segura Vilchis, Juan Tirado y 

Humberto Pro, all of whom had already died by a firing squad some months before the 

assassination.225 This information is completely mistaken because those people were executed in 

late 1927, because they were accused of perpetrating the bombing in Chapultepec Park, referred 

to at the beginning of this chapter. They were executed without formal trial in suspicious 

circumstances apparently caused by a superior order coming from President Calles instigated by 

Obregón. In other words, these people were not involved in the sensational trial of Toral. 

Actually, the scandalous death of these people incited José de León Toral to the point of 

indignation—as he declared in the hearings— and one of the reasons that he decided to kill 

Obregón was because Humberto Pro was a close friend of his.  

                                                 
224 Una historia hecha de sonidos: Radio Educación : la innovación en el cuadrante. (México: Secretaría de 
Educación Pública, 2004) p. 127. 
225 Ibid., 50. 
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These series of incidents shows government’s inexperience towards such appalling crime 

with no parallel in the country’s political scene, however, they learned the lesson fast, making 

this crisis a breaking point towards a symbolic secularization of the public sphere as the 

following section describes.  

 

En la Tribuna de la Revolución:  

A Legal and Discursive Battle on Patriotism and Secularization 
“Grandes discursos allí se dijeron 

Por acusador y jueces 
Y grandes también por los defensores 

Que defendían a los presos. 
Los grandes talentos Padilla y Medina, se llevaron ovaciones 

Al oír que hablaban, hacían palpitar 
Toditos los corazones”226 

 

 

Figure 11. Attorneys of the trial presiding the court room. 1. Juan Correa Nieto; 2. Ezequiel Padilla; 3. Judge Alonso 
Aznar; and Secretary of the court, Luis Lajous. November 9, 1928. CCHJLT, Photograph Collection. 

 

The final date, location and details of the trial were announced with bombastic fervor in 

the news, more than three months after the crime. In October 31, 1928, El Universal declared 

that the court hearings for Obregón’s murderers were going to be held in San Angel on the Day 

                                                 
226 Francisco Ortiz Lara, Corrido del Jurado de José de León Toral y la Madre Conchita (Mexico D. F.: A. Reyes. 
1928?) p. 17. CEHM-CARSO, Fdo. Rius Facius, CLXXXII, Folder 9, File 906, Pamphlet.  
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of the dead, November 2. Both defendants had been previously transferred from Belem Prison to 

Mixcoac’s municipal dungeons to get them closer to San Angel. This place located in south 

Mexico City was designated because it was the jurisdiction where the crime was committed at. 

The municipal palace was going to be a small and improvised building, chosen as the spot for 

most scandalous trial in the modern history of Mexico. Apparently the revolutionary regime 

deliberately chose a low profile court for the trial. It was a common criminal court of general 

jurisdiction: the Juzgado Segundo de Primera Instancia. It was presided by Judge Alonso Aznar 

Mendoza, who belonged to a newer generation of lawyers whose formation was near to the 

fresher revolutionary institutions227.The scenery was set up, and everyone was in its place to 

participate in this demonstration of the justice in the new times of the Revolution. However, 

there were some issues that projected how structurally unprepared was the revolutionary regime 

to deal with a case like this. 

Stagnant legislation, corrupted and cruel police practices, old judicial procedures, and 

aged litigants so set in their ways, made times particularly complicated for the government to 

show off a modern system of justice and a façade of democracy. The advent of mass media in the 

form of radio and cinema, pushed the government to simulate impartiality for public scrutiny, 

and gave the accused a spot for people’s compassion. The so called religious conflict compelled 

the government to act as unbiased as possible for international observers and Catholic 

                                                 
227 His profile shows one of the most extraordinary career rise among the participants in the trial and his success may 
be also associated to this trial, as he actually became Supreme Court justice later in 1934. Apparently the trial of 
José de León Toral was the main event in Alonso Aznar career prior his appointment as Supreme Court Justice. A 
multivolume history of the Supreme Court during Lazaro Cardenas’ Administration includes an entry with the name 
of Alonso Aznar as a new appointed minister of the court, and curiously it only referes the episode of the trial as a 
major event in the vitae of Judge Alonso Aznar. See: Lucio Cabrera Acevedo, México, y Suprema Corte de Justicia, 
La Suprema Corte de Justicia durante el gobierno del General Lázaro Cárdenas, 1935-1940 (México: Suprema 
Corte de Justicia de la Nación, 1999), 41 Vol. I. 
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parishioners, but it was also a great opportunity to denigrate the Church publically. Thus, the trial 

of José de León Toral and Madre Conchita, happened during a transitional conjuncture reflected 

entirely in both the political and the legal system. These conditions were also reflected in the 

legal culture and conceptions of the central participants in the trial. They portrayed how two 

entirely different projects of nation and citizenship were in dispute. Their discourse was a 

microcosms of the social and institutional contention that was in stake both at the trial and at the 

entire society.  

On November the first, nine jurors were chosen by a balloting procedure in the presence 

of the accused.228 Both Judge Alonso Aznar Mendoza, and legal prosecutor Antonio Taracena—

representative of the government (Ministerio Publico)— appointed nine people randomly 

selected from municipal lists of juror candidates. According to the Ley de Jurados from 1869, 

each municipality had to make this kind of lists annually, including selected citizens to be on call 

as possible jurors. The requisites for being a juror were to be a Mexican citizen, resident of the 

town, at least 25 years old, literate, not being a consuetudinary alcoholic or gambler, being 

legally employed, not being convicted or subjected to trial by criminal charges, and not being a 

public official, nor being an active physician, or any other professional with no free time to be a 

juror. The final selection had to be made on the presence of the accused and their attorneys. That 

morning, Toral and Madre Conchita were taken to the judge to see this procedure, but their 

lawyers claimed the lists were outdated and that many candidates did not meet legal 

requirements to be jurors. There were some public employees appointed as jurors and that was 

illegal. So Judge Aznar Mendoza repeated the selection up to three times to satisfy both parties, 

                                                 
228 “Hoy se insacula a los jurados de José de León Toral”, La Prensa, November 1, 1928.  
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and once the inconsistencies were solved, nine men were finally appointed as jurors for the great 

trial. This happened just one day before the first hearing.  

El Universal published the list stating that these “Jurados del pueblo,” people’s jurors, 

were authentic “gente humilde” and real members of the working class, although at least one of 

them, was a public employee still included in the list illegally. Their names, faces and 

occupations were widely disseminated by the press. Those men were Jesús Téllez Rojo, a 

building materials’ supplier; Ángel Martínez, a bus driver from the town of Axotla; José Cruz 

Licea, farmer also from Axotla; Carlos Ramírez, seller of pulque— a popular alcoholic drink in 

central Mexico; Juan Pérez, railroad mechanic; Francisco Espejel, road day-laborer, Alejandro 

Flores, employee at the Ayuntamiento de San Angel; and Ignacio Cardona also an employee.229  

 

 

Figure 12. The nine jurors for the trial. November 1928. CCHJLT Photograph Collection. 
 

The jury’s formation reflected some social consistency because all the members belonged 

to the same social classes, but the profile of all the attorneys clearly portrayed the ideological 

                                                 
229 “Quienes forman el Jurado,” El Universal, November 3, 1928. 1 
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dispute embodied in the trial. Differences between the judge, prosecutors, investigators and 

defense lawyers reveal intellectual disparity, political variances, class conflict and even, a 

generational relief, which exposed the strong cultural controversy that was at stake in this case. 

That is why the trial became sort of a battle field where the most selected of the legal profession 

encountered. This happened despite the fact that the government wanted to keep the case at a low 

profile as much as possible. Thus, no matter the enormous political significance of Obregón’s 

murder, the crime was prosecuted and investigated under a common legal jurisdiction, which 

means, just as a simple homicide. By doing that, the government wanted for sure to treat José de 

León Toral as a common criminal, but once the public hearings began, the government had to 

redefine the strategy because Toral’s prominent defense attorney, was a living legend among 

litigators in the nation. His name was Demetrio Sodi. 

 

 

Figure 13. Don Demetrio Sodi and José García Gaminde, Toral’s defense attorneys. 
Source: Fototeca Nacional del Instituto Nacional de Antropología e Historia (INAH) 

Online Photograph Collection. 
 

By 1928 Don Demetrio Sodi Gergué was still a famous veteran barrister, and a former 

Supreme Court Minister from the era of Porfirio Díaz. He born in Oaxaca in 1866, and by the 
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time of Toral’s crime, he had already been legal counselor, prosecutor, judge, and a conspicuous 

professor at the National Law School. He cofounded and taught at the newly established Escuela 

Libre de Derecho—the Free Law School—which, up to now, has been the breeding ground of 

the top lawyers in the country for almost a century. Actually, some of the most prominent 

lawyers from that time had been Sodi’s students. He was a solid orator and probably one of the 

last authorities on the oral procedure at public trials. Author of numerous books, he also had laid 

some of the theoretical and practical foundations of the Mexican procedure for popular public 

trials.230 He belonged to a legendary generation of court defense attorneys who were respected 

and feared as public speakers at court rooms.231  

Just a few days before the trial of José de León Toral, Demetrio Sodi accepted to be his 

main defense attorney, as his family begged him compassion and promised him endless prayers 

as payment for his services.232 Originally two public defenders by the names of Jose Garcia 

Gaminde and Miguel Collado, were designated for Toral’s case since July 30, 1928. Both 

attorneys were very capable and young defensores de oficio233, who were well trained in the oral 

process of public trials. But by October 25, Miguel Collado suspiciously resigned his charge as 

Toral’s defender, so a new public defender was designated by the court by the name of Alejandro 

Gonzalez Cueto. The sudden resignation of Miguel Collado provoked suspicion and the reasons 

he had to leave the case are still not clear. Apparently he got an abrupt medical affection of 

                                                 
230 See Demetrio Sodi M., El jurado en México; estudios sobre el jurado popular por el Lic. Demetrio Sodi ... 
(México: Impr. de la Secretaría de fomento, 1909). 
231 Among those people we can mention Querido Moheno, Telesforo Ocampo, Jesus Urueta, Jose Maria Lozano, 
Francsico M. Olaguibel, and so many others who were brilliant defense attorneys at oral procedure. For a detailed 
description of that generation and its history see: Federico Sodi, El jurado resuelve-- (México: Editorial Porrúa, 
2001). 
232 See Eduardo Téllez Vargas, El proceso de José de León Toral (México: El Universal Gráfico, 1928) p. 81 
233 A lawyer appointed by a court justice to defend someone who has not a private attorney.  
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hemiplegia, which prevented him from continuing in the trial. Some rumors circulated, however, 

which support the version that such affection was caused deliberately, to push him out of the 

trial.234 Someone said he ate a poisoned ice cream someone gave to him at one of the hearings 

before the trial, but there is not clear evidence for these rumors.235 The only proven fact is that 

Collado received a personal letter directly from President Calles—discussed earlier in this 

chapter—but is impossible to assert if he was dissuaded about defending Toral because of 

something related to that. Whatever the reason was, Toral defense team benefited from it, 

because he got one of the best lawyers from the old porfirian school and, above all, his new head 

attorney was Catholic; an honest and fair man who still believed in justice, even that utopic 

justice that comes from God.  

 

Figure14. The protagonists of the sensational trial. Note that Ezequiel Padilla is not included yet here.  
Source: El Universal, Wednesday October 31, 1928. CCHJLT Photograph Collection. 

 

                                                 
234 Orlando Balderas, “José de León Toral…”, p.128. 
235 Ibid. 
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In the contrary team were all the prosecutors officially designated for this case. They 

belonged to a new emerging generation of lawyers who became successful under the new 

revolutionary regime, and even most of them could have their success linked to Plutarco Elías 

Calles.236 Although legally each criminal case had to be assigned only one prosecutor, Toral’s 

case got five attorneys on the side of the government. This numerous group was headed initially 

by Juan Correa Nieto, the Federal District General Attorney, who commanded prosecutors 

Antonio Taracena, Antonio Del Palacio and Enrique Medina as the fiscals or representatives of 

society—agentes del Ministerio Publico. Juan Correa Nieto had a bad reputation among lawyers 

in Mexico City. During his tenure as general attorney in the capital, he was impeached several 

times either by judges or litigants who filled complaints against him, even asking for his 

destitution to the president.237 He had fame of arrogant, abusive, partial, and even inept for his 

job238. He also had been accused of violating constitutional rights of citizens but the president 

never removed from his position. He served as Federal District General attorney from 1924 to 

December 1928, so his tenure lasted exactly as Calles’ presidential term, which confirms his 

linkage to the president.239 His ineptitude and servility became manifest during the trial which 

caused the government to change the strategy when the trial had already started.  

                                                 
236 There are some hypothesis about Calles’ links to the prosecutors and how they took control of the case even 
superseding Obregonistas. Ibid., pp. 133 and ss.   
237 Ibid. pp. 114, 115. 
238 AGN-Presidentes Obregón-Calles, Box 242-D2-J-9, Exp. 307, p. 31 
239 Actually he later declared in an interview that he received direct instructions from the president during Toral’s 
trial, indicating what strategy prosecutors had to follow against the accused. Correa Nieto even asked for directions 
from the president to manage questions from press reporters during the trial.  
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Figure15. Demetrio Sodi making Toral’s defense in court. 
November 1928. CCHJLT Photograph Collection. 

 

This turn of the strategy came after the first three days of the trial, when it was exposed 

how superior was the defense of Toral headed by Demetrio Sodi. No one on the side of the 

prosecutors could compete as orators with him. He was almost the incarnation of the Jurado 

Popular as he born only three years after this category of trials was instituted in 1869. He was 

raised, educated and trained under the old positivist school of law with a rigid approach to court 

procedures, and strong arguing skills at the tribune. Back in the old days of Porfirio Diaz, this 

type of trials became prevalent, and ironically, they were inspired on democratic practices taken 

from European judicial traditions. The Jurado Popular, or trial by jury, was originated in 

England and it was based on the idea of having an individual judged by his or her own peers.240 

In this legal procedure, the jury is formed ideally by ordinary citizens, so that is why in Mexico it 

was called Jurado Popular, which literally means a people’s jury. In most of the legal systems, a 

jury is responsible for finding the facts of the case, while a judge determines the applicable law 

                                                 
240 Sodi, El jurado resuelve--, 21. 
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to the case, so the accused have a judge of the law—juez de derecho—and some judges of the 

fact—jueces de hecho. Although this type of trial was quite democratic, curiously in Mexico it 

only lasted from 1868 to 1929.241 During those years, Sodi was not only a practitioner at the 

court room as attorney, but he actually was considered one of the pillars of the institution as 

judge, also a doctrine shaper of this kind of procedure. Jose de Leon Toral could not have a 

better legal defense.  

By November 2, 1928, the first day of hearings, apparently the government was confident 

about public’s empathy on Obregón, and how big was the loss of his revolutionary legacy for the 

nation. At first the government allowed newspapers and radio free access to the hearings, so the 

trial soon became the object of massive public attention. By then, however, apparently the 

president noted that, in spite the efforts of obregonistas and officials to devaluate Toral, some 

sympathy was raising among the public, especially when he denunciated all those severe tortures 

he went through during the initial investigations. Toral’s charisma plus the antipathy and 

ineptness of the general attorney Correa Nieto, provoked an unexpected reaction from President 

Calles. In an unprecedented and extraordinary step, Calles called on the Attorney General of the 

Nation (Procurador General de la Republica) to step down from his high position, and speak in 

court on behalf of the Mexican Republic.242 This new appointed prosecutor on the official side 

was an amazing orator and an excellent attorney, whose speaking abilities had to balance this 

forum where the Revolution itself was in stake at. He was Ezequiel Padilla, a notable lawyer and 

politician, and one of the best former students of Demetrio Sodi. Two generations, two 

                                                 
241 Orlando Balderas, “José de León Tora”, p. 88.  
242 John W. F Dulles, Yesterday in Mexico; a Chronicle of the Revolution, 1919-1936. (Austin: University of Texas 
Press, 1961), 401. 
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ideological projects, two different ideas of justice, citizenship and nation were now confronted at 

the forum.  

 

Figure16. Ezequiel Padilla, General Attorney. “The voice of the Revolution” at the trial.  
Nov. 1928. Source: FN- INAH, Online Photograph Collection. 

 

Ezequiel Padilla Peñalosa belonged to the generation who made the Revolution. Born in 

1890, at Coyuca de Catalan, Guerrero, in Sothern Mexico, he studied at the National Preparatory 

School243 under the positivists intellectuals of the Porfiriato. Unlike Sodi, he was part of the 

generation who broke with positivist postulates, and joined those who protested against the old 

dictator, just like those students who founded the Ateneo de la Juventud. He was part of the 

generation of dissenters who criticized the old ways of teaching and educating people. It is 

possible to say he was a perfect antithesis of Demetrio Sodi. Padilla’s credentials were strongly 

based on his studies in accredited institutions. He was formed at the National School of Law244 at 

the Universidad Nacional founded by Justo Sierra. He got his law degree in 1912 and became 

                                                 
243 Roderic A Camp, Mexican Political Biographies, 1935-1993 (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1995), 537, 
http://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&scope=site&db=nlebk&db=nlabk&AN=32454. 
244 Ibid., 538. 
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founding member of a group of students who formed the Escuela Libre de Derecho245, where 

Professor Sodi was one of the senior prominent cofounders. As brilliant student, Padilla received 

a scholarship from the Secretary of Education to study at the Sorbonne in Paris, and after that he 

went to Columbia University in New York up to 1916.246 He held many high political positions 

like Federal Deputy, Senator, Ambassador, Attorney General, and Secretary of Education and 

Foreign Relations among other important official jobs.247 Some years after the trial, he reached 

international fame appearing at Time Magazine cover in 1942248, and later he even became 

Candidate for President of Mexico for the Mexican Democratic Party249 against Miguel 

Aleman250, who became the winner candidate of the PRI.  

Ezequiel Padilla came on stage of the great trial after President Calles expressed that, 

although José de León Toral was on trial it was beginning to look as if the government was on 

trial.251 Neither Sodi nor Padilla had had time to be fully prepared for the trial, but they were 

going to take the trial to an upper discursive level. Sodi had a week to prepare his defense and 

now Padilla in three days studied as fully as he could the numerous records on the file. This is 

the story behind such an extraordinary rhetorical encounter, where the whole secularizing project 

of the Revolution was at stake. This proves what a major watershed this trial was in the legal, 
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Metropolitana-Xochimilco, 2003), 343; See also: Dulles, Yesterday in Mexico; a Chronicle of the Revolution, 1919-
1936., 401. 



115 

institutional, and political history of the country. For some reason, two of the most prominent 

orators came face to face in support of their own principles about justice, citizenship, and nation. 

None of them had engage in this legal dispute since the beginning, but they became fervent 

defenders of their position, because now they were not fighting any more on behalf of 

individuals; they were now defending their own personal and abstract philosophy about public 

life in the country, and hence about the whole ongoing religious conflict.  

The final and crucial confrontation between these titans of the forum came on Thursday 

November 8, 1928, the last day of hearings. Closing debates were opened at 10:30 in the 

morning by prosecutor Enrique Medina, whose words remained for all the presents as proof of 

the magnitude of the trial: 

 

Never before a case like this had happened in the annals of Jury Trials’ history in this 

country. Such a case that has attracted not only the audience in these hearings, but that 

has interested the entire society of the nation, and even the whole world. The nature of 

cases like this is deeply linked to the nation’s destiny.252 

 

Right after this opening statement, Medina summarized the terms of the accusation made 

by General Attorney Correa Nieto. He basically repeated that the crime was an ordinary 

homicide with all the aggravating circumstances. His reasoning was that Toral caused Obregón’s 

death intentionally, with premeditation, taking advantage of victim’s impossibility of self-

defense. Madre Conchita was accused of being the intellectual perpetrator of the murder because 
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she instigated and compelled Toral to kill Obregón. The main thesis supported by the 

government was considering the murder as an ordinary homicide rather than a political crime. 

This was because according to the constitution, no one accused of a political crime could be 

condemned to death penalty. Thus Medina exhorted jurors to condemn Toral to the highest 

punishment, telling them that their sentence will surely be historical. “This sentence—he said—

will remain in our country’s history, once new times come by, it will be red by new generations, 

it will be red by people and children of the future, and maybe one of those kids would be yours, 

so be sure your verdict will make them proud as they read the sentence. They surely will be 

proud and satisfied if you, the nine jurors, the nine honest citizens who judged Toral and 

Concepcion Acevedo today, observe strictly the law and fulfill your duty.”253  

 Don Demetrio Sodi was the first who spoke after the prosecutor. References to religion 

were present in his speech since the beginning as a rhetoric tool of persuasion. “I wish—he 

said—that my lips were purified with the ardent fathoms of Isaiah the prophet, just to say only 

the truth at this forum.”254 Then he replied with gentle deference to attorney Medina’s summary 

of the accusation. “This skilful jurisconsult has said—Sodi told about Medina—that this is not a 

common procedure. This jury trial has a deep significance for the entire nation. This honest 

attorney says the truth as he affirms that the integrity of our Patria is at stake in this 

trial.”255”Why then—he continued—Medina describes the crime and its aggravating 

circumstances just based on the ordinary Penal Code?” 256 Sodi wanted to make the point that the 

crime perpetrated by Toral concerned the whole nation, not just the ordinary individuals involved 
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in the homicide, so it had to be considered not a common or “vulgar” murder, but a political 

crime. According to Sodi, the assassination of Alvaro Obregón had to be a unique type of crime,   

a special type of crime with deep consequences for Mexico. “Why is this crime special?”—he 

asked the audience. “Was Obregón like any other man? Obviously not”—he continued— 

“Obregón was the representative of the Revolution, and that shouting outside this building testify 

a harmed public feeling because of the murder.”257 Sodi argued then that in such conditions, the 

crime was surrounded by profounder matters that affected the whole nation. “When attorney 

Medina talks wisely about a religious problem, he is right”—Sodi said. Then he asked:“so, is that 

what Licenciado Padilla came to talk about? If so I am very interested in listening Padilla, such a 

great orator, talking about that problem. I am sure he is going to move us because he has to talk 

about the Revolution and its issues, its ideals; he has to talk about our history and all those latent 

problems of our society.”258 Here Sodi evidently was taking his argument to a next level, an 

abstract level far away from the facts of th  e crime. Sodi was—as President Calles feared—

questioning and challenging the revolutionary government and the Revolution itself. 

 In his speech Demetrio Sodi also denunciated all the failings of the procedure and said 

that he and the jurors had been threaten, even before the eyes of the judge, so he automatically 

challenged Ezequiel Padilla as the General Attorney. In a subtle manner, Sodi pointed Padilla as 

a superior authority who had to be the first interested in keeping the law at the audiences, 

preventing the abuses from the other prosecutors, because as being the general attorney he gave 

his word of keeping the justice administration clean. “I am glad—Sodi said—attorney Padilla is 

here, because he has two great virtues: he is a great orator, and he is a man of his word.”  
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 In the last part of his speech, Demetrio Sodi talked about some of the terrorist activities 

of the rebels, and he said that those kind of crimes were punishable but only as political crimes in 

the penal code, because they were perpetrated against the interior security of the nation, not 

against concrete people. In the case of Toral, Sodi argued that he killed Obregón as the 

representative of the nation and the government, not as a simple man, so Toral had to be judged 

under correct and applicable rules and laws, otherwise a great injustice would be committed.  

Once Demetrio Sodi finished his first intervention that last day, defense attorney of 

Madre Conchita, Licenciado Fernando Ortega, gave his closing argument. He basically sustained 

the complete innocence of Madre Conchita as she never intended to persuade Toral of killing 

Obregón. “Honorable jurors, we are in the last minute of this thrilling drama, all the Patria 

trembles and convulses in anxiety facing this truly solemn moment of our national life: You are 

going to punish someone for a crime, so do it consciously.”259 The evidence for accusing Madre 

Conchita of coauthor of the crime relied on the fact that other people involved in terrorist acts 

and rebellious activity used to meet at her clandestine convent. Then when she mat Toral they 

used to talk about the current situation of Catholics and the Church, so that is why Madre 

Conchita became suspect of leading much of the criminal activities planned by urban cristeros. 

Her attorney Fernando Ortega, basically argued that was not legal to accuse Madre Conchita of 

the murder based on previous and not proven facts, because it that was the case, then it was 

necessary to open a separate process to judge her for terrorism, but she had no responsibility on 

Obregón’s death. He wanted to prove that, even if she talked about the murder with Toral, she 

never knew he was going to take the decision of killing Obregón based on that short talk. 
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Fenando Ortega did not go far into abstractions like Sodi and Padilla, and he just focused on the 

facts of the crime. Once he finished, Padilla came to scene on behalf of the Revolution to 

respond Sodi, who embodied the Cristeros at that national forum. It was evident he was not 

going to talk about concrete facts, because both Sodi and Padilla knew that Toral was already 

defeated. It was the Revolution against the Cristeros.  

Ezequiel Padilla came on stage and suddently found himself arguing against his old 

professor, a man he much admired260, so his attitude was strong and respectful for Sodi but 

devastating for the Catholics who favored Toral. Many members of the congress went to San 

Angel Municipal Palace to listen Ezequiel Padilla closing address on behalf of the government so 

they became a noisy and partisan audience. He opened of his address showing his abilities of 

great orator: 

My voice falters, just as it falters in the heart of the people, because what the defense now 

alleges, that the prosecution described this as an ordinary murder, is far from being the 

case, because the Public Attorney believes that the soul of the Nation has never been 

stirred nor shaken by a more tremendous or more terrible murder. […] The prosecuting 

attorney avers, I say it again, that this is not an ordinary crime, that it is a crime which 

struck dawn a man who was more than a man, who stood for generations, humble 

generations of workers, of peasants, of down-trodden masses, over whom the white 

figure of Jesus of Nazareth does shine, and not in those infamous cells over which He 

cannot preside, but only Cain. (Applause)261 
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Padilla continued by saying that the crime committed by Toral and Madre Conchita was 

“not only a crime against the Republic, against society, and against the law, but is a crime against 

their own religion.”262 Padilla avoided to talk about details of the murder and also avoided to 

respond Sodi about his specific questions whether the crime was either common or political. He 

used a rhetoric resource avoiding clearly to discuss in legal and technical terms about the crime, 

about the procedure and about the administration of justice in concrete. Far from this, he fired the 

public’s attention on the urgency of finishing the trial because it was taking too long to condemn 

a criminal who did not deserve more attention because it was clearly guilty. It was like if General 

Attorney wanted everyone to be indifferent to legality and to be thirsty of bloody punishment. By 

arguing this, he fall back on the abstract Revolution’s legitimacy, instead of backing up his point 

in pure legal arguments:  

 

[…] How is it possible for the whole nation not to be impatient, when the thought begins 

to arise in the souls of the people that a criminal like the man before us may go 

unpunished? This is the reason for popular impatience, and I, who have come here solely 

for the purpose of voicing the revolutionary protest of the nation, to refute those 

maneuvers or insinuations that are now being made, as I said before, with a view to 

seating the Revolution itself in the same dock as the prisoner Toral.[…]263 

 

Calles’ words were reminiscent in Padilla’s discourse. His words subtly suggested a 

question: How could be possible that the entire project of secularization undertaken by the 
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government could be now in risk by a fanatic. It was a total denial of rights to those Catholics 

whose situation was extremely desperate within their own logics of religious freedom. Padilla 

was abstractedly saying to all the Catholics in the country: Any rebellion, any protest regarding 

secularization, legitimate or illegitimate, is going to be listened by this revolutionary regime. 

This attitude was prefiguring one of the main features of the new institutional regime Calles was 

going to found by creating the PNR. This attitude was prefiguring some of its authoritarian vein.  

 Padilla, however, was an experienced and wise lawyer and politician. He, Calles and the 

whole “Familia Revolucionaria” new that back then at least 95% of Mexico’s population was 

Catholic so this was the core of his argument. By using religious writings, Padilla distinguished 

between the good and fervent Catholics and the clergy. His speech referred historical episodes of 

conflict with the Catholic Church since colonial and early national times, and then he talked 

about the laws of 1856 and the subsequent Constitution of 1857. He explained that with the 

conciliation of Porfirio Diaz, the clergy constantly had violated all the provisions granted by the 

liberal constitution, so when the Revolution came, it was obvious that the Laws of Reform were 

going to be restored by the new constitution of 1917, and then the Catholic clergy began to 

declare itself in rebellion. Padilla pointed out that the enforcement of those laws had been 

undertook for the benefit of the people, preventing old abuses from the Church. He added that “a 

government that does not know how to implement its laws does not deserve to govern”264 Then 

he said: “[…] all of you know the history of Mexico. The clergy had privileges, immunities, 

exceptions. What could the man who was at the head of the Republic do in such a situation?” He 

then declared that the assassins of Obregón were committing a mistake if they thought that his 
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fall would mean the loss of the Revolution. Then, as he defined himself as Catholic, Padilla 

talked about Obregón also as a believer by saying: Obregón was the first who said that his 

greatest leader was Christ himself.265 He then, strongly but respectfully, challenged his old 

teacher Demetrio Sodi:  

 

I, like you Mr. Sodi, deem in the duty of a conscientious lawyer, that it is in the code of 

ethics of every lawyer, to defend a man when his convictions so counsel. I do not criticize 

your coming here to defend Leon Toral. […] When I see a man defend a criminal in the 

midst of this whirlpool of protest, I am silently moved to admiration. But what I do not 

admire, the reason why I protest, is that a man of your talent should have attempted to 

defend him by resorting to dangerous and disreputable weapons, in a manner calculated 

to arose in the Republic and to spread in the conscience of the people, treacherous 

falsehoods; by asserting that what you have to come to defend him against is religious 

attack and persecution, and that what you have come to uphold is a national protest 

embodied in the form of a crime, so as to ask that the offender be placed on a 

pedestal.[…]266 

 

After developing this point, Padilla argued that it was false to maintain that the entire 

nation opposed to the government, so he affirmed that Mexico was majorly a Catholic country 

but he said these citizens were Catholics “who have found it their Christian duty to resist the 
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worldly tendencies of the clergy, and defend the real doctrines of Christ.”267 These Catholics 

considered—according to Padilla—the death of General Obregón as a terrible event because he 

carried on Christ’s socialistic virtue. “Now I wish to come to the fundamental part of my 

discourse—Padilla said accusing Sodi: 

 

Over the signature of Licenciado Sodi we have read, in a recent number of ‘El Universal’ 

the following words: ‘Behind the defense are the conscience and aspirations of the whole 

nation. In the case of Catholics, due to love of Christ; in the case of all, due to desire for 

freedom of conscience.” At this trial of nuns and fanatics we have heard more 

blasphemies than in a tavern. But just as we have already shown, in the divine religion of 

the Gospel in which Christ only talks of forgiveness, of resignation, of meekness […] we 

must here and now deal with the assertion that the conscience of the country objects to 

what my learned friend calls persecution of liberty of conscience.268 

 

In trying to deal with the argument against the idea of a religious persecution referred by 

Sodi, Padilla got to his previous distinction between the clergy and the Catholic people. He made 

a long chronicle of abuses of the clergy in Mexico’s history, and then he said that, what the 

Revolution was doing, was a mere enforcement of the law not against the Catholics but in the 

benefit of the masses. He also referred some numbers and facts of similar secularization 

programs in other countries so he asserted that the clergy had no right to protest, neither to 

inflame the people against the government. Thus, he refuted Sodi’s claim that the nation was 
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against the government. It was the clergy who was against the government—he said—but the 

conscious Catholic citizens. He summarized his position in two main points: first, he tried to 

show the jurors that the murderers were “heretics and that they could seek to shelter themselves 

[…] under the cover of Catholic religion” to commit the crime. And second, he argued that 

stating that the nation was hostile against the government was false, so people who looked upon 

official secularization as a persecution of religion were wrong. He closed his speech by exhorting 

the jurors to be honest and conscious of the huge responsibility resting on their backs, and 

saying: At this solemn and tremendous moment for our shaken nation, […] we would not like to 

believe all of you shall gather a stone with your horny hands, to build up that pedestal Sodi 

talked about, which would be not only for Toral, but for commemorating all the black murders of 

the great men of our country.”269 

 After a great ovation for Padilla, Demetrio Sodi asked for a last reply so Judge Aznar 

allowed him to talk again. Sodi wanted to clarify that he did not try to build up a pedestal for an 

assassin. He said that Padilla was right when he said that many Mexicans had rebelled against 

the government violently in defense of what they believe was their right to be free of having a 

religion.270 Many of those rebels came from the humble masses just like their brothers who 

belonged to the federal army; so those who perished in such a war are the same, Mexicans. Both 

groups—Sodi said—had the same devotion for the most sacred and respected symbol of Mexico: 

the Virgin of Guadalupe, and both used to go to their battles wearing an scapular of the virgin on 

their chest: Cristeros over their shirts of manta and the federales under. Such a symbol had been 
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venerated for every Mexican since the beginning of our history—Sodi continued—no matter 

what party was up and what was down, either during the war of independence, either were 

liberals or conservatives at the government. “If all of this history is true, how my defense could 

be incendiary by saying that this current fratricide war is up with no reason.”271 Sodi argued. By 

saying this Sodi was responding Padilla that the one that had been incendiary was the 

government by enforcing a law that was totally unreasonable for ordinary people. “ my defense 

does not want to stand up for insurrections against the government; my defense does not want to 

see more divisions among Mexicans by the cause of religion precisely because after the 

lamentable death of General Obregón, all of us are in panic because we did not know if there was 

another war calling to our door. Sodi wanted to make it clear that a very real religious 

persecution existed in Mexico and that it had caused the murder of Obregón.272 At this point Sodi 

was interrupted by shouts from the audience without any intervention by the judge to stop them. 

“I have finished, your honor, because I cannot continue in these circumstances”273 Sodi finally 

said. Right after, Ezequiel Padilla took his old professor by the arm and they went out 

together.274 It was a final deference for a mentor, which closed the door for any response on the 

side of the government about the “mythic” religious persecution Sodi had denunciated.  

Despite the popularity Toral reached among fervent and radical parishioners all across the 

country, ultimately the assassination of Obregón was condemned publically by both the 

government and the high clergy and they were found guilty and condemned to the highest 

penalties. This left Torál and Madre Conchita vulnerable to scapegoating by both sides. As 
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evident in the rhetoric battle fought between the Revolution and the Church in the voice of 

prominent jurisconsults, this notorious trial forever erased Toral aspirations of martyrdom, while 

the Revolution won a symbolic contention towards the construction of an authentically secular 

public sphere of the government.  
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Chapter II 

Executing the Law on Religious Practices: The Legend of a Religious Persecution. 

 

Figure 17. Catholic members of the National League for the Defense of Religious Liberty  
(LNDLR) boycotting the government. Circa1926.  

Source: http://www.datuopinion.com/liga-nacional-para-la-defensa-de-la-libertad-religiosa 
 

Introduction  

On December 4, 1926, hundreds of Catholics affiliated with the National League for the 

Defense of Religious Liberty (LNDLR) protested against the government in a creative, peaceful 

and unprecedented way in Mexico’s political history.275 At precisely twelve o’clock noon on that 

winter Saturday, the protesters simultaneously released hundreds of helium balloons to rise high 

in the sky in unison. An impressive sight, the balloons all popped once they reached a certain 

altitude, releasing thousands of flyers of protest propaganda to rain down over Mexico City. 

Among the protesters emerged a young man, a good citizen committed to the Catholic cause. 

José de León Toral joined the history of the Cristero movement as an unknown and innocuous 
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demonstrator of public anger against what many saw as official state religious persecution 

against Catholics. The young man who would later assassinate Álvaro Obregón set foot in jail for 

the first time in 1926 as a consequence of this relatively innocent action; turned in to the 

authorities by a neighbor who saw him from a nearby roof. The story behind this collective 

legend of religious persecution— a version of history never accepted by the government—

resides in personal stories like Toral’s, regarding how Mexico’s secular laws were enforced. This 

experience of the unfolding of the law, which some scholars call law in action276, is how the law 

operates in real life; it is also what people perceive when they find themselves within the 

executive realm of the legal system. For Toral, like many others who never before had set foot in 

jail, the perception that he faced religious persecution became real beyond any sophism of 

legality propagated by the government in history textbooks. Through the exploration of people’s 

experiences, memories, and perceptions of governmental actions while enforcing anticlerical 

laws, this chapter demonstrates that the idea, or collective memory, of a religious persecution can 

trace an unofficial history of the conflict as experienced through daily, regular, mundane 

interactions as the law is enforced. 

Between 1917 and 1929, specific episodes found in Catholic narratives regarding the 

conflict between the Church and the state provide a collective chronology of symbolic actions 

that many Catholic believers perceived as state-sanctioned religious persecution. These stories 

can be interpreted as cultural effects stemming from the revolutionary agenda of secularization, 

and they reveal a transformation of people’s ideas about the legal system as a result of the 
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Revolution. Resistance against the execution of these laws demonstrate to what extent the 

enforcement of the laws invaded the private sphere. In this case, the implementation of strong 

anticlerical provisions proclaimed in the 1917 Constitution and the newly scripted policies of 

enforcement can be seen as the catalyst for religious conflict, however there were other traumatic 

events that spurred Catholic citizens into action, either in nonviolent or violent ways. During the 

1920s, the executive branch headed by the Sonoran dynasty of Presidents Obregón (1920-1924) 

and Plutarco Elías Calles (1924-1928) gradually strengthened an extensive strategy of legal 

enforcement and symbolic confrontation against the Church. This appalled Catholics around the 

country and compelled them to organize. These years represent the turning point from peaceful 

protests into violent action for otherwise average Catholic citizens like José de León Toral. In 

this regard this dissertation argues that he was a regular citizen compelled into action by the 

government’s attempt to instill sweeping cultural change, which in turn was provoked by a 

strong legal campaign for secularization. Exploring Toral’s profile, background and experience 

provides a glimpse into how an average, middle class Catholic perceived the government as a 

religious censor and persecutor. Over the years, the revolutionary state worked to diminish that 

perception, arguing that Toral’s case sealed the debate by symbolically discrediting Catholic 

patriotism.  Nonetheless, a large section of the population believed strongly that a powerful 

persecution existed. Toral’s declarations during his trial for the murder of Obregón reveal how 

anticlerical law enforcement led to an escalation of pressure toward and among Catholics. By 

examining his assertions it is possible to trace this escalation of symbolic violence into the 

private sphere from the early 1920s. Carlo Ginzburg’s analytic paradigm has previously 

demonstrated that is possible to reconstruct an individual’s mindset, perception and 
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understandings, through a meticulous scrutiny of his background and judicial documents with 

detailed personal declarations.277  Toral’s story opens this chapter because it mirrors the 

chronology of events from the Catholic perspective; his declarations name concrete people, facts 

and memories that form the Catholic counter-narrative of state-sponsored violence against urban 

middle class Catholics.    

Sections two and three of this document follow how Catholics perceived law enforcement 

during the traumatic episodes referenced by Toral at his judicial interrogation. First these 

sections track the discursive constructions of Obregón and Calles as the embodiment of 

persecution in the collective imagination of Catholic citizens. The inauguration of the Christ the 

King monument in Guanajuato forms the setting for this first memory of symbolic persecution. 

The next section examines the outbreak of Mexican Schismatic Movement in 1925. The official 

support for to patriarch Pérez and the attempt to nationalize Catholicism provided a fundamental 

spark for the Cristeros to emerge. The final two sections provide a view on official strategies for 

enforcing or executing anticlerical laws both in the public and private spheres. By cleaning up 

government bureaucracy and surveilling citizens, either in or out the official realm, the 

administrations of Obregón and Calles tested loyalties and polarized society. This reset notions 

of nation, justice and legality toward a secular public sphere of authority.    

Scholars have overlooked the importance of this sense of religious persecution and how it 

relates to Mexico’s transition to secular law. In his now classic article from 1966, James W. 

Wilkie278 identified three main approaches to the so called religious conflict, where he attempted 
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to explain the meaning of the Cristero rebellion in relation to the Mexican Revolution. According 

to him, scholarly explanations up to then were based upon a mistaken assumption of a monolithic 

Church-State policy that resulted in three main trends of thought. The first trend explained the 

conflict as the Church’s flagrant violation of the law, which then forced the government to 

suppress these unconstitutional religious practices.279 A second trend assumed the Government 

specifically sought a pretext to crush the Catholic religion, thus forcing Cristeros to rebel.280 The 

third trend saw the conflict as inevitable because two intransigent forces—the Church and the 

State— came into conflict because each wished to establish total control over Mexican society 

without any desire to negotiate or share.281 Beyond the monolithic character attributed to 

institutional policies between these two implicated parts —referred correctly as a mistake by 

Wilkie in the three trends—it is possible to see that Catholics as a group were ignored as part of 

the Cristero revolt until Jean Meyer282 revealed them as historical actors in his illuminating work 

of the late 1970s. Meyer’s influence represents a backlash to state and policy centered work.  He 

goes to the other extreme, focusing entirely on rural people. To date there has been no work that 

focuses on the urban, educated classes and their cultural reaction to what they conceptualized as 

a violation of their legitimate rights by the government. This group interpreted the enforcement 

of this law as systematic and official persecution against Catholics. Although scholarship has 

covered some aspects of this historical process, insufficient attention has been paid to the 

interplay between law and popular culture, including its repercussions and its effects, on the 

private and public spheres of authority.  
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282 See: Jean A. Meyer, The Cristero Rebellion: The Mexican People between Church and State, 1926-1929 
(Cambridge; New York: Cambridge University Press, 1976). 
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 Whether the persecution was real or just perceived, it is clear that people like Jose de 

León understood it to be a very real threat. From the perspective the government, however—and 

for the many partisans of the Revolution and believers of liberalism— these cries of persecution 

were only a seditious affront claimed by the “enemies of the people”—as Aurelio Manrique 

verbalized in La Bombilla as he stood before Obregón’s dead body. Manrique and others viewed 

the whole episode of La Cristiada as an absurd revolt against a pure and fair enforcement of a 

just and reasonable Constitution, whose laws had been written to protect the people against 

illegitimate and antiquated interests of the Church and the clergy. For them, the rebels were 

foolish fanatics who were not acting in their own best interests and whose cause was already lost. 

But tracing the memories of the individuals involved in fighting against secularism tells a totally 

different story. This chapter reveals this history by examining critical episodes of the 

enforcement of these new secular laws from a cultural perspective.  
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Toral’s Dream: A Personal Retrospective on Official Religious Persecution 

“What was the duty of a Mexican, the duty of a patriot? 
Come to the defense of his Church, his tradition, 

The very soul of his race!”283 
José Vasconcelos, El Desastre 

 

Figure 18. Drawing by José León Toral. Circa1928.  
Source Memorias de María Toral de De León 

 

After committing the murder of Obregón, José de León Toral wrote and drew a lot as a 

way of expressing his feelings and desires while in prison. These writings and images are a 

testimony of his reasons for committing the crime and how he perceived the world around him. 

Mexico, his religion, and the principal figures of the conflict between the Church and the State, 

were prominent characters in his thoughts and paintings. One of this images, which he later gave 

to his mom, represented what he called an “illusion and a desire” as he entitled it. On the right of 

this drawing was President Calles on his bended knees, listening and praying submissively a 

mass during its climax: the moment of the consecration. The priest, on the left, is in front of an 

altar with a crucifix on top, with his back to Calles while he grabs a communion wafer. An 

                                                 
283 Vasconcelos, El desastre, tercera parte de Ulises criollo, continuación de La tormenta., p. 818. 
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acolyte between them, with a bell on his right hand, is also on bended knees looking at the priest. 

Toral’s description of this drawing says: “This is Mr. Calles listening the mass. I picked a mass, 

because it is the main act of religion, a real representation of our lord at the cross. If Calles 

reaches this point, he is going to be saved, because it is not possible to listen a mass fervently 

and still be an enemy of God. A man is never greater as when he prostrates himself before his 

god.”284 One can wonders why Toral did not portray Obregón the same way as he did Calles. 

Perhaps this was for the same reason he did not target Calles in the assassination. Toral 

perceived Obregón as an uncorrectable “super tyrant” a vision that coincided with that of radical 

Catholics like Luis Segura Vilchis.285 From this perspective, Obregón was seen as the ruler of 

Calles. Calles was seen as a pawn who was not yet fully corrupted and therefore still possible to 

save, while the “super tyrant” had to die to avoid corrupting others and stop the religious 

persecution. Toral’s testimony outlines the process through which Catholic supporters 

constructed the idea of their religious persecution as instigated by the Revolution; it is clear that 

this idea was common among many average Catholics. One way to approach Toral’s narrative of 

the conflict and understand how he arrived at the idea that Catholics faced persecution, is by 

looking at his declarations at the trial. They provide us with a more complete picture of how an 

ordinary Catholic perceived the escalation of intensity in the religious conflict, outlining the 

significance of some of the actions and people involved that led Catholics to view Obregón as a 

super tyrant. The events and names included in Toral’s declarations each serve as a kind of 

                                                 
284 María Toral de De León, Memorias de María Toral de De León, madre de José de León Toral. (México: 
Editorial Tradición, 1972), P. XIV. 
285 Luis Segura Vilchis believed that, although Calles was the one in office and the one who had apparently 
undertook more frenetically the persecution, the real “strong man” behind everything was Obregón. Vilchis one 
declared: “It is precise to start by eliminating the ‘strong man,’ I believe that we are just assuming the justice that 
derives from the whole society.” See Reguer, Dios y mi derecho, 10 Vol. 2.  



135 

symbolic detonator on the path toward escalation of the governmental enforcement of anticlerical 

laws.  For large sections of the Catholic public, they were reason enough to fear and hate 

Obregón.  

 On the bitterly cold morning of November 2, 1928, when the trial began, Judge Alonso 

Aznar Mendoza opened his address to the audience by asking Toral to declare his version of 

events in front of the jury. After some standard questions about name, age and birthplace, the 

judge asked the accused to give a complete relation of events and facts that happened prior to the 

assassination. Toral related that the idea of killing Obregón had come to him slowly, and that he 

had gradually perceived an escalation of aggressions against the Church since 1922 or 1923. 

Back in those years—he said—some actions against the Church as a result of the Revolution 

took place which make him to think that God was going to stop Obregón eventually, but he did 

not think that he himself would be the person to take Obregón’s life.286 When he learned about 

all the perceived attacks against the Church, Toral said to the jury that he thought to himself 

“The one who violates God’s law, the one who uses the spade to kill, will perish by the spade 

too.” Then, Toral said that when the attempts against Obregón’s life perpetrated by Luis Segura 

Vilchis occurredin November 1927, he thought it bad that a Catholic would do something like 

that. Thereafter he started to think more deeply about such a possibility. He wondered about 

Vilchis’ reasons in deciding to take such radical action, particularly considering that he was a 

good Catholic.287  

                                                 
286 José de León Toral, El jurado de Toral y la Madre Conchita: lo que se dijo y lo que no se dijo en el sensacional 
juicio : versión taquigráfica textual. (México, D.F.: [s.n., 1929), 8 Vol. I. 
287 León Toral et al., La version taquigráfica del jurado de José de León Torral y Concepción Acevedo de la Llata, 9 
Vol. I. 
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 At this point Toral stated that, once he perceived an intensification in the persecution 

against the Church by the government, he believed he better understood the reasons Segura 

Vilchis had to try to kill Obregón. Toral said to the judge: “I believe that, although the 

persecution is not acknowledged officially, it does really exist; it is in the conscience of all 

Mexicans that it is real, so once I saw terrible situations faced by Catholics, like orphans and 

widows victimized by the government, and I saw a growing indifference among people, then I 

feared that religion would be completely lost in Mexico, so in trying to find a solution for such a 

terrible scenery, it came to my mind that the only one was to kill Mr. Obregón.”288 

 According to Toral’s opening statement it was around February of 1928 when he 

seriously considered the idea of killing Obregón as the only way for Catholics to stop the 

government persecution. A few individuals were pivotal influences when it came to his decision 

to cross that line: Humberto Pro and his brother the priest Miguel Agustin Pro, Luis Segura 

Vilchis and Sor Concepcion Acevedo y de la Llata, also known as La Madre Conchita. These 

people and their proximity to Toral convinced him that religious persecution was a real, 

imminent and unstoppable problem whose main perpetrator was Álvaro Obregón. The first 

attempt to kill Obregón ended in tragedy for Catholics—or martyrdom as Toral said—since it 

ended with the death of innocent people. But the breaking point for Toral was the fact that these 

victims, as never before, were part of his core social network. Toral declared that he decided to 

act when he saw widows and orphans victimized. This testimony depicts how an ordinary, 

middle class Catholic experienced the state’s intervention as a violation of his own sacred private 

sphere of rights. This unjust execution marked León Toral emotionally more than any ideology 
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had to this point— as he declared later— because suddenly his closest friend and his closest 

ideological influences were executed on the firing line by the government without a trial. Thus 

he felt compelled to act, as he said “to change from having a passive attitude to having an active 

one.” This term “being active” was commonly used by ideologues and doctrinaires of the 

Catholic protesting organizations against the government, like Priest Bernardo Bergöend and 

Miguel Palomar y Vizcarra, who along with other Catholic intellectuals, had been reinforcing the 

idea of the persecution among Catholic young people, spreading it through leaders like Luis 

Segura Vilchis, from whom Toral had learned about notions of tyrannicide and the idea of a fair 

armed defense against tyranny.   

 Bernardo Bergöend was the main ideologist and founder of the ACJM (Catholic 

Association of Mexican Youth) since its creation on October 20th, 1913.289 As I mentioned in a 

previous chapter, in 1920 León Toral joined the Centro Unión and the ACJM, where he became 

exposed to their ideas and propaganda which from that time on were consistently spread out 

through the LNDLR (National League for the Defense of the Religious Liberty) among 

thousands of young people. According to Priest Bergöend ACJM’s main goal was “the mutual 

and continuous formation of its members through piety, study and action, in order to accomplish 

the Social-Catholic conquest of the Mexican fatherland.”290 ACJM’s major aspiration was to 

form “men well educated in social issues who eventually could be like baking soda which later 

ferment those ideas among the whole mass of people.”291 Bergöend always emphasized action 

over idealism, so what he meant by being active was a rather belligerent notion of taking public 

                                                 
289 Andrés Barquı́n y Ruiz, Bernardo Bergöend, S.J. (México: Editorial Jus, 1968), 82. 
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action against oppression. Thus, his idea was to unit a large contingent of young men, who, 

“armed with faith in God’s cause, the fatherland and the popular soul of Mexico, would work for 

them by loving God up to the martyrdom, loving their fatherland up to the heroism, and loving 

the people up to the sacrifice.”292 By the 1920’s these ideas and civil organizations founded by 

Bergöend had grown and crystalized into a real influence for the young generation of Jose de 

León Toral and Humberto Pro Juarez. In fact, by those years the ACJM had established an entire 

structure to disseminate these ideas, and also it had formed a core crew of speakers, orators and 

activists who became direct influences and role models for younger generations of Catholics.  

According to Andrés Barquín y Ruiz, by those years the leaders of the ACJM established 

a committee designated to organize conferences and public talks. They gradually put together a 

group of one hundred and fifty five regular members, and five young men who were in charge of 

covering all of Mexico City with a busy schedule of frequent talks.293 Among these speakers, 

two were considered extraordinary by the audience: Luis Segura Vilchis and Humberto Pro. 

They were acclaimed among a broad diversity of people because their speeches and conferences 

were direct and simple so that everyone could understand.294 The Conference Committee’s Chief 

(Jefe del Comite de Conferencias) was—by the way— Humberto’s brother, Priest Miguel 

Agustín Pro. It is interesting to see how Toral mentioned these three people in his declarations, 

because we can see how much influence they had in his final decision to assassinate Obregón. It 

is important to note that these conferences became a sort of doctrinaire training for other chiefs 

and members of the ACJM, and their attendants were already quite involved in the movement 
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and prepared to discuss deep questions about the religious conflict in Mexico. Attendees 

included urban upper- and middle-class individuals to working class people. These demographics 

can be derived directly from Padre Pro’s reports to his supervisor in 1926, where he mentioned 

that the speakers for those conferences were “the most select individuals from Mexico’s youth, 

professionals, talented and educated people who used to surprise me making philosophical, 

moral, sociological and grammatical questions, but overall, they used to ask me about politics 

and public spirit.”295 

Returning to Toral’s declarations, it make sense that these conference leaders were the 

influences he surrounded himself with prior to the assassination. He mentioned in front of the 

jury that once he took the final decision to kill Obregón, he prepared himself for the crime by 

praying every day and reading the book of Judith, a deuterocanonical book of the Catholic Bible, 

as inspiration.296 He declared that Judith’s case had enormous parallels with his current 

circumstances because she took action just by herself and because she only asked her friends and 

people to pray for her without telling them what was she planning to do. As a coincidence, 

Andrés Barquín y Ruiz—biographer of Luis Segura Vilchis— maintains that Vilchis had a 

profound knowledge of the Catholic doctrine on armed defense, including the biblical stories of 

Judith and Jahel. We can assume from Toral’s declarations that Vilchis was one of his 

ideological influences, because he had studied deeply and educated others on the related 

permissiveness of tyrannicide among Catholic theologians through history.297 This material was 

resuscitated, condensed and used to justify Obregón’s assassination by Catholic authors who 
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advocated in favor of Toral’s crime such as Juan Manuel Fernandez and David G. Ramírez in his 

novel La guerra sintetica.298 Fernández wrote his book La ejecución de Álvaro Obregón tirano 

de México299 in 1935 in San Antonio Texas. In this book the author argues in favor of Toral 

based on the ideas of Thomas de Aquino and Francisco Suarez,300 considering Obregón’s regime 

as illegitimate and León Toral’s action as a right of just war or legitimate defense against a 

tyrant.301 No doubt Toral took away compelling ideas from the talks given by Segura Vilchis, 

Humberto and Padre Agustin Pro at the ACJM.  

 Along with these ideas, Toral took Humberto Pro’s death as a motivation to work harder 

to keep alive religious practices forbidden by the government. Once these activities became 

gradually risker, he saw that his day-to-day world was in danger of disappearing. He was 

involved in organizing clandestine masses, baptisms, communions, confessions and “holy 

hours”—Horas Santas—which were surreptitious gatherings of Catholics for the unified praying 

of rosaries.302 Toral, in fact, was designated by the LNDLR to take Humberto Pro’s place as the 

leader of the league at the neighborhood of Santa Maria La Ribera.303 Without a doubt this 

environment of underground, forbidden activity made Toral and so many others –mainly in 

urban centers— to feel like Christianity had returned to the era of the Roman catacombs. For 

them, the sense of persecution felt very real, and was further fanned by radical Catholic leaders 
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and the clergy. Within this context León Toral found the straw that broke the camel’s back: La 

Madre Conchita.  

 Toral declared to the jury that he met Madre Conchita in late March, 1928 when he was 

at his most desperate.304 Both Toral and she stated that they were introduced each other by 

Margarita Rubio305, who was also investigated as a member of another group that had planned 

previous assassination attempts against Obregón and Calles in Celaya. In her memoires, Madre 

Conchita mentions that Toral did not create a great impression on her, because she initially saw 

him as one of the many young Catholics who would come to see her clandestinely in search of 

“spiritual help.” By that time Madre Conchita was the abbess of a surreptitious convent which 

became itinerant when a prohibition was imposed by the government on all the monastic orders 

and communities. She recounts that in April of 1928, Toral came to visit her with his mother, 

wife and kids a few times, but she recalls one specific visit when his wife mentioned how 

afflicted she was because of the religious persecution.306 Madre Conchita remembered Ms. 

Toral’s exact words regarding the persecution, and her concern regarding her understanding of a 

Catholics’ duty against such situation: “Is it not true that in Mexico there are no men anymore? 

Is it Madre Conchita? Maybe we, women, should start wearing pants instead of them!”307 Toral 

responded to this, expressing shame and frustration: “Please dear, don’t say that.”308 It is 

interesting to see how Madre Conchita tacitly accepted the way in which Toral’s wife questioned 

Toral’s virility to try to compel him in taking action and fight the persecution. Toral stated that it 
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was not until July that he had a critical conversation with Madre Conchita, which turned out to 

be the final push he needed to decide to kill Obregón. As described in a previous chapter, this 

supposedly happened when Toral overheard a casual conversation in a streetcar about Emilio 

Carranza’s death from lightning striking his plane, this while flying over Washington in July 

1928. According to Toral’s testimony, he and Madre Conchita apparently had this innocent 

conversation when he asked her: “Why doesn’t God make lightning strike Obregón and Calles 

instead?”—to which she responded: “I certainly don’t know; what I do know is that the only way 

for things to get better in Mexico would be for Obregón, Calles and Patriarch Pérez to die.”309 

This statement provides us with critical information about the mindset of Toral and the extremist 

group he belonged to, regarding their perceived persecution and who symbolically embodied it. 

It is evident that Obregón, Calles and Patriarch Pérez—in that order— represented the most 

hated figures by this group. The radical Catholics felt those three had much in common, and 

viewed Emilio Carranza’s death as a divine punishment for their anticlerical actions. Without a 

doubt, by analyzing closely how Catholics perceived these characters and their role in the 

conflict, it is possible to trace the development of their collective imagination regarding symbolic 

catalytic features of the conflict from the mid-1910s. These events and characters constitute an 

alternate narrative on the history of the Cristeros. 

 

 

 

                                                 
309 According to Toral’s declarations this conversation would happened in early July. A detailed explanation on this 
episode and the circumstances around it, is included in Fernando M González, Matar y morir por Cristo Rey: 
aspectos de la cristiada (México: Plaza y Valdés : Universidad Nacional Autónoma de México, Instituto de 
Investigaciones Sociales, 2001), 210-219. 
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Obregón and Calles: Embodiment of Persecution 

“Recuerda aun el pueblo mexicano con honda pena y gran vergüenza, 
Y la recuerda el mundo civilizado, la no muy lejana expulsión de don Ernesto Filippi, 

También delegado apostólico; expulsión fundada en motivos fútiles que no pudo  
Justificar el gobierno ante la Santa Sede.” 

Jose Mora y del Rio, Mexico’s Archbishop. 
May 18, 1926.310  

 

 

Figure 19. Photomontage Allegory of the Persecution “Escena de Viernes Santo en pleno siglo XX.” Anonymous, 
Ca. 1926. Notice Calles, Obregón, Morones and Puig Casaurang portrayed as torturers of Jesus Crist. Source: 

“Personal Archive of Priest Jesus Maria Rodriguez, accessed on line through Wikipedia. 
 

 

There were at least three critical events in the collective memory of fervent Catholics that 

fueled their perception of being persecuted.  These three critical events coincide with Toral’s 

recollections of this era. These were: first, the expulsion of the apostolic delegate Monsignor 

Fillipi from the inauguration of Christ the King monument at Guanajuato, in January 1923; 

second, the emergence of the Catholic Schismatic Movement in February 1925; and third, the 

official decree of a new section on the Federal Penal Code in July 1926, widely known as the 
                                                 
310 Cited in: Alfonso Serrano Illescas, Un crimen que cambió el destino de México: informes inéditos, nunca antes 
revelados, acerca del asesinato del general Álvaro Obregón (México, D.F.: Editores Asociados Mexicanos, 1982), 
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introduction of Ley Calles. Before these events, between 1917 and 1920, some other isolated 

events occurred that were considered by some Catholics as persecution, but there was no open 

evidence of governmental intervention as there were with the other three, at least not from the 

federal level. Up until the expulsion of Fillipi, the federal government had not engaged openly in 

a massive public display of law enforcement regarding religious practices. Nonetheless, for years 

some local authorities at municipal and state levels were permitted to implement actions mainly 

to repress any semblance of public cult practice and nationalize Church’s property, actions which 

in general had frightened the Catholic public for years. By the early nineteen-twenties Catholic 

associations, like ACJM—to which Toral was affiliated—propagated alarming information about 

numerous killings of Catholics in numerous regions, like Morelia and Jalisco. Also, information 

circulated about attempts to bomb Archbishop Sites in Mexico City and Guadalajara. Among 

these happenings, a bombing attack at Virgin of Guadalupe Basilica and the attack on the ACJM 

site on May 1, 1922,311 remained memorable because activists like Luis Segura Vilchis and Rene 

Capistrán Garza continuously propagated horrifying versions of them among younger Catholics.  

 During this formative period, devotion to the Christ the King movement played a 

principal role as an ideological basis for newly formed Catholic civil associations, and later for 

the Cristero movement itself. This was because Christ the King reinforced a whole set of social 

principles which conflicted head-on with the social principles of the Revolution. Beginning in 

1914, radical revolutionaries became concerned with the Catholic Church’s changing positions 

regarding the working classes and peasants, because that meant the Church was gaining 

popularity among the masses and the Revolution was losing ground. The proclamation of Christ 
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as the King of the Mexican nation in 1914312 symbolically affirmed the new Catholic approach to 

social problems like poverty, poor labor conditions and social inequality. This approach was 

intellectually grounded on the idea of restoring what Catholics called the new Christian Social 

Order313, which disputed the popularity of revolutionary approaches to central national problems, 

and questioned the new regime’s approach to addressing them. Toral’s testimony during his trial 

in 1928 demonstrate how imbedded this ideology was in the most fervent group of young 

Catholics, in his response to Judge Aznar’s question about his motivations to kill Obregón: 

 

So you think that General Obregón’s death would help to change the form of the 

government or the institutions? [Judge asked].  

Same way as I was sure, with no celestial sign, that I had a mission of God, same way as 

I was certain that with Obregón’s death, things in the country would be fixed [Toral 

responded] 

What type of government would you liked? [Judge asked] 

I rectify. I did not want a change of government, but a change of some laws, and overall 

getting a good interpretation on them; I would like those laws were followed with justice, 

                                                 
312 On January 6, 1914 the Mexican Nation was consecrated to the Sacred Heart of Jesus and some days later this 
was celebrated on a solemn mass with the attendance of the Archbishop Mora y del Rio some other prelates. Even 
the president Victoriano Huerta—considered by the revolutionaries as the traitor who ordered the assignation of 
Madero—attended the mass. A detailed story at: Roberto Ornelas, Bosquejo histórico de la devoción a Cristo Rey en 
México, Cuautla Morelos, México, 1939.    
313 Three fundamental studies on this topic are: Jaime del Arenal Fenochio, Manuel Ceballos Ramírez, and 
Alejandro Garza Rangel, Catolicismo social en México: teoría, fuentes e historiografía (México: Academia de 
Investigación Humanística, 2000); Ceballos Ramı́rez, El catolicismo social; Roberto Blancarte, El pensamiento 
social de los católicos mexicanos (México, D.F.: Fondo de Cultura Económica, 1996). 
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I would like that Mexico was in peace by means of justice and charity, as this things are 

completely absent in my country. This is what is been called the Christ Kingdom.314  

 

The Social Kingdom of Christ and the new Christian Social Order315 were ideologies 

widely disseminated by civil leaders and priests among workers and peasants, creating political 

alternatives for lower classes who were not totally convinced by the revolutionary project. By the 

1920s civil organizations emerged all around the country convinced that Catholicism was a real 

alternative to solve social problems, and that it was necessary for reverting an ongoing process of 

“de-Catholization”— as called by clergymen. In those years Pope Pius the 10th affirmed that civil 

participation in the Church’s mission was critical as all Christians were being threatened from 

the implementation of laic schools, liberal and socialist press propaganda, immoral spectacles 

and socialist unions of workers, all of which was destroying the religious and moral basis of 

society.316In that context, revolutionary leaders like Luis N. Morones saw unions of catholic 

workers as real competition.  

This building discontent reached the urban middle classes when Catholic leaders decried 

new secular education policies implemented by the Obregón administration. At that point, the 

Pope’s words began to make sense for middle class mothers and fathers in cities, who formally 

enrolled en masse in activities to protest and defend Catholic values and trying to “restore the 

Christian Social Order by any means possible according to the sacred principles of the 

                                                 
314 El jurado de Toral y la Madre Conchita, 30, 31. Vol. 1. 
315 A general explanation on the Christian Social Order can be found at: René-Charles-Humbert La Tour-Du-Pin 
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Evangels”317Thus, a web of civil urban organizations emerged, some of them new and others 

redirected, attracting a mass of followers who later played a major role in the conflict between 

the Church and the State. Among the old ones were the Knights of Columbus, the ACJM and the 

Catholic Ladies Union (Unión de Damas Católicas), all of whom were invested with an 

atmosphere of fear at the threat of the perversion of family values, disseminated by Catholic 

ministers. New organizations also appeared like the National Catholic Confederation of Labor 

(Confederación Nacional Católica del Trabajo) which disseminated fear mongering propaganda 

among the working classes.  

Although these organizations had diverse goals, their different interpretations of faith all 

converged on the emblematic figure of Christ the King, whose devotees had pursued the 

construction of a monument on his honor at the geographical center of Mexico since the early 

10s. The idea of building this monument came from the friar Eleuterio de Santa María and 

Reinaldo Manero, and was supported by the bishops Francisco Orozco y Jiménez, Miguel de la 

Mora and Valdespino y Díaz.318 By 1920 a little statue was built on top of the Cubilete Hill, near 

of Silao Guanajuato. In 1921 the site was declared as a Catholic National Monument by the 

Mexican Episcopate, so all the bishops around the country released pastoral letters to their 

filigrees calling for donations to afford a new and larger sanctuary.319 Renato Gonzalez and 

Citlali Salazar argue that the monument’s construction was evidently a strategy to get a 

“rhetorical space opposed to civil authority spaces.”320 But what came to disturb and polarize 

large sections of society happened during the inauguration of the first monument on January 11, 
                                                 
317 Ibid. p. 3. 
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1923. Thousands of Catholics came to Silao as it was announced that Ernesto Fillipi, the 

Apostolic Delegate in Mexico, was going to personally set the first brick of the monument and 

inaugurate this national sanctuary in the geographic center of Mexico. The Anticlerical Mexican 

Federation—a nongovernmental organization against Catholics— denounced the inauguration, 

asserting that it was a violation of federal law.  They submitted a petitioned requesting the 

immediate expulsion of the Apostolic Delegate based on article 33 of the Constitution to the 

Minister of Gobernación , General Plutarco Elías Calles, Fillippi was a foreigner who, according 

to anticlerical views, was publically breaking Mexican laws that regulated religious ceremonies 

in public.321 Other organizations like the Freemasonic Lodge Rito Nacional Mexicano sent a 

protest to Calles denouncing the flagrant violation of the Reforma Laws by erecting a pagan 

monument and performing religious cult practices in public spaces.322  

Even though Cubilete Hill, and the large piece of land it occupied, was private property, 

the fact that the space was opened to the public for ceremonies led the authorities to view the 

whole event as public, and therefore forbidden according to the Constitution. Because of this, 

immediately after his inauguration, Álvaro Obregón released an order to expel the Apostolic 

Delegate Fillippi.  General Calles, Minister of the Interior—Gobernación—proceeded to get that 

order served by General Inspector of Police. The government ordered Fillippi to leave the 

country within three days of his notification. Thus, on January 12, the Vatican’s delegate was put 

on a train to the U.S. despite numerous petitions from Catholic citizens to stop the expulsion.  

Hundreds of letters, telegrams and press releases were sent to the president showing both 

great public anger and massive polarization among Mexicans. There were many complaints and 

                                                 
321 See: Roberto Ornelas, Bosquejo histórico de la devoción a Cristo Rey en México. 
322 Ibid.  
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calls for protesters to fill the streets around the country, but there were also hundreds of 

messages expressing support of the President’s actions.323 This event was without a doubt an 

important breaking point for Catholics, most of them with profile similar to that of Toral, who 

would remember this episode even years after it happened. On January 14, the Catholic Ladies 

Union (Unión de Damas Católicas) released a manifesto to the nation protesting against the 

expulsion. As stated in the released document, they considered the official measure to be an 

abuse of authority against the Mexican people and against national dignity. They alleged that 

according to article 24 of the Constitution, all men were free to profess any religious beliefs and 

to practice ceremonies, devotions or cults in the temples or on private property. Therefore, as the 

Cubilete Hill was located on private land, they argued that no matter how massive the 

inauguration was, it was celebrated according to the law.324  

All kinds of messages were received at the presidential office, some just briefly stating 

discontent and irritation, but others were well-written and presented reasonable arguments 

against the official measure taken by the government. For example, one letter by Clemente 

Hernandez from Mexico City, was particularly respectful and detailed, showing a carefully 

crafted legal and political argument.325 Hernandez voiced his letter as offering advice to the 

president, observing that the actions against Fillippi could put the government at risk of 

extralegal repercussions which ultimately could damage Mexico’s image around the world. He 

invited Obregón to reconsider his decision and avoid any international discredit to his 

                                                 
323 Some voluminous boxes filled with messages to the president, either in favor or against to the expulsion of 
Ernesto Filippi can be found in AGN-POC, Exp. 438-C-4. 
324 “Manifiesto a la Nación”  Mexico City, January 14, 1923. Fondo AGN-POC, Exp. 438-C-4.Legajo 5, Impreso 
S/N. 
325 Private letter from Clemente Hernández to Álvaro Obregón, Mexico City, January 14, 1923. Fondo AGN-POC, 
Exp. 438-C-4.Legajo 5, Folio 1659. 
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presidential image. Hernandez signed as a former mason and his tone remained respectful 

throughout. He described the event and told the president that at least 60,000 people attended the 

procession, individuals who represented all sectors and classes of society. This —Hernandez 

said— ultimately showed that Mexico was principally a Catholic country. He emphasized that all 

ceremonies were peaceful and ordered, and evidently no laws were violated because everything 

happened on private land. Hernandez also mentioned that everyone appreciated Silao’s efforts to 

dissuade people from protesting violently; thus avoiding a mass mutiny while presidential orders 

were being executed. He ended his letter by asking the president to reconsider for the good honor 

and prestige of the Mexican Nation.326  

Local authorities from different places around the country also sent urgent messages to 

the president informing him of possible disturbances. The governor of Puebla, General 

Manjarrez, sent a telegram dated January 15, 1923.327 He informed Obregón of subversive fliers 

circulating the city calling for protesters against the order of expulsion for Fillippi. On January 

16, another telegram from Francisco J. Belmar, General Chief of the Fifth Regiment of the Army 

at Zamora, Michoacan, reported a protest organized by the local chapter of Catholic Ladies 

Union, the Knights of Columbus, the ACJM and the Catholic Union of Workers.  According to 

Belmar’s communique, he proceeded to dissolve the protest once they started belligerently 

voicing condemnation against the President.328  

On the other side of the story there were hundreds of messages applauding Obregón’s 

resolution, nonetheless, many of them came from corporations connected to partisans or affiliates 
                                                 
326 Ibid. 
327 Telegram from F.C. Manjarrez to Álvaro Obregón, Puebla, Pue. January 15, 1923. Fondo AGN-POC, Exp. 438-
C-4.Legajo 4, S.N.  
328 Telegram from Francisco J. Belmar to Álvaro Obregón, Zamora, Mich. January 16, 1923. Fondo AGN-POC, 
Exp. 438-C-4.Legajo 4, S.N.  
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of the Revolution like unions and regional parties. Agrarian unions from different states like 

Chihuahua, Jalisco, Coahuila, Guanajuato, Michoacán, Veracruz, and Hidalgo expressed their 

support of the president like the Partido del Trabajo Adscrito al gran Partido Laborista329 or the 

Sindicato de Campesinos Agraristas del Estado de Durango, which later sent a long dispatch 

expressing solidarity on January 19, 1923.330 This note reflected the anticlerical position of those 

groups: 

 

Here it is our vote of adhesion to you Mr. President and to your team, because while 

heading the administration, you also supported the unbreakable principles of the 1917 

Constitution, against the enemies of our institutions, meaning the Clergy headed by the 

Pope; the Capitalism allied to the imperialist nations, and the large landholders allies of 

the clergy.331 

 

This letter shows signs of the increasing polarization among workers and also reveals a 

general set of ideas against Catholics. On behalf of their unionized workers and peasants, the 

executive committee of this union informed the president that they approved a resolution 

unanimously as follows: 

 

The agrarista peasants of the country consider as their mortal enemies all those groups 

that, formed by the clergy, capitalism and landholders, either named as Knights of 
                                                 
329 Letter from the Partido del Trabajo adscrito al Gran Partido Laborista, Veracruz, Ver. January 24, 1923. Fondo 
AGN-POC, Exp. 438-C-4-VIII, Legajo 3, Folio 1679. 
330 Letter from the Sindicato de Campesinos Agraristas del Estado de Durango, Villa de Guadalupe Victoria, Dgo. 
January 18, 1923. Fondo AGN-POC, Exp. 438-C-4-VIII, Legajo 3, Folio 2585. 
331 Ibid. 
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Columbus, fascists, etc., had organized a campaign against our institutions, represented 

by redemptory principles of our 1917 Constitution. So as our mortal enemies they will be 

contended at all terrains.332   

 

The government requested the Telegraph National Company to track and register all of 

the telegrams333 received in support of the president. In addition to the messages from unions and 

parties, another significant number came from bureaucrats or public functionaries from inside or 

outside the country, like the Consulate of Mexico in Laredo Texas334 or the Official Accountant 

from the State of Mexico.335 A substantial number of messages that originated from individual 

civilians came from people affiliated with the freemasonry. Some of these senders, like Mister 

Canuto Bulnes from Villahermosa Tabasco, recommended the expulsion not only of foreign 

priests but also the Mexican ones.336 The belligerency of these letters and the fact that senders 

included three points in their signature showed their affiliation with the Masonry. Many lodges 

around the country openly backed the expulsion and expressed congratulations to Obregón.  

Among these were the Lodge “Alma de Juarez”337 from Mixcoac, the Lodge “Lerdo de 

                                                 
332 Ibid.  
333 “Servicio telegrafico. Lista de los mensajes de felicitacion recibidos en esta oficina” January 18, 1923. AGN-
POC, Exp. 438-C-4-VIII, Legajo 3, Folios 5 y 6. 
334 Telegram from the General Consul of Mexico at Laredo Texas. January 18, 1923. Fondo AGN-POC, Exp. 438-
C-4-VIII, Legajo 3, S/N. 
335 Letter from Efren Samano, Contador General de Glosa del Estado de Mexico al C. Álvaro Obregón, Toluca, Edo. 
De Mexico. January 18, 1923. Fondo AGN-POC, Exp. 438-C-4-VIII, Legajo 3, Folio 1722. 
336 Letter from Canuto Bulnes to Álvaro Obregón, Villahermosa, Tab. January 18, 1923. AGN-POC, Exp. 438-C-4-
VIII, Legajo 3, Folio 1605. 
337 January 18, 1923. AGN-POC, Exp. 438-C-4-VIII. Legajo 3, Folio 1715. 
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Tejada”338 from San Antonio Texas, and the Great Lodge “Francisco I. Madero” from the State 

of Tamaulipas.339  

Residents from northern states like Sonora were particularly effusive in showing their 

support of Obregón’s decision to expel Fillipi340. On January 20, 1923, a man by the name of 

Felizardo Frias from Nogales Sonora, expressed his support to the President and even offered to 

take up arms if necessary to maintain the law.341  These responses to this incident demonstrates 

how it raised levels of polarization among the Mexican public. There were even telegrams from 

Catholics denouncing the protests and asking the president to stop them and penalize the 

protesters.  An example of this comes in a letter sent by a man by the name of Carlos Barbosa.342 

On January 20, a message of support from citizens of Jimenez, Chihuahua denounced protests 

against the government and exposed the Municipal president as member of the Knights of 

Columbus.343 This missive accused the Municipal president of allowing protesters to circulate 

subversive propaganda asking people to show their anger by placing mourning signs at their 

home entrances. The letter contains two fliers printed on January 15 and 16 respectively, one 

signed by priest Jose Quesada and the other by representatives of the ACJM at Jimenez 

Chihuahua, by the names of L. Rojas Cano, Jose Medina y Cano and Enrique Aguirre A. Letters 

and messages continued for weeks, gradually becoming fewer as time passed, but this episode 

and collective hatred toward Obregón from Catholics remained in the memory of young citizens, 

                                                 
338 January 18, 1923. AGN-POC, Exp. 438-C-4-VIII. Legajo 3, Folio 1878. 
339 January 18, 1923. AGN-POC, Exp. 438-C-4-VIII. Legajo 3, Folio 1664. 
340 On January 19, a cablegram from a man named Toribio Garcia, resident at the newly founded colony of 
Mexicali-Calexico expressed support to the government. January 19, 1923. AGN-POC, Exp. 438-C-4-VIII. Legajo 
3, S/N. 
341 January 20, 1923. AGN-POC, Exp. 438-C-4-VIII. Legajo 3, Folio 1587. 
342 Telegram from Carlos Barbosa. January 15, 1923. AGN-POC, Exp. 438-C-4.Legajo 4, S/N. 
343 Letter from M. Saavedra, Jimenez, Chih. January 18, 1923. AGN-POC, Exp. 438-C-4-VIII, Legajo 3, Folio 1111 
and ss. 
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as was revealed in León Toral’s testimony. The fact that Toral mentioned aviator Emilio 

Carranza to Madre Conchita, demonstrates how vividly the trauma of the Cubilete monument 

was felt as late as 1928, when many rumors circulated accusing this pilot of perpetrating 

bombing attacks to destroy it. 

The relevance of this incident can be also measured by analyzing the considerable 

document corpus produced about it. These are valuable sources for cultural and legal analysis as 

they show an advanced and rather sophisticated legal culture among Mexico’s middle classes. 

These sources also show juridical opinions created by individual citizens that can be interpreted 

as displays of popular legal discourse. All petitioners were creating actual legal claims and 

expressing juridical arguments, either in favor or against Fillippi’s expulsion, regardless of the 

length of their messages. This issue in particular remained memorable for Catholics because it 

was the first time the federal government openly presented its anticlerical criteria regarding a 

massive and widely understood issue that thus gained national attention. It was not simply a legal 

problem between particulars but a matter of public law.  

As for the information found in these files, it is also interesting to consider that, no matter 

how many messages Álvaro Obregón received, he responded to almost all of them, whether they 

were against or in favor of his orders, which shows how meticulous the Caudillo was in dealing 

with his image during this considerable scandal. Since it was followed diligently by the public, it 

also can be seen as a proof of strength by the government against the Church. On the other hand 

it was perceived by many Catholics as a humiliation for their religious practices. This was a 

decisive moment when the government recognized the feasibility of taking the enforcement of 

the secular laws even further in the years to come. From the official perspective, this incident 
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revealed signs of a growing schism among citizens in two irreconcilable divisions, which also 

could be used in favor of the official project of secularization. As we have seen, society became 

even more polarized once the government boaster its judgement toward Catholicism, so the 

following years would reveal further strategies—more invasive of the private lives of 

Catholics—intended to execute the anticlerical laws and transform the popular legal and 

institutional culture toward secularization.   
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Nationalizing Religious Life: Some Tales of Institutional Persecution 

 

Figure 20. Priest José Joaquín Pérez amidst devotes of Schismatic Church. 
February 1925, FN-INAH Online Photograph Collection. (# 174538) 

 

According to General Roberto Cruz—who led Father Pro’s execution squad in late 

1927—President Plutarco Elías Calles was a very proud man who behaved as if he believed 

himself to be the personal embodiment of the eagle and the serpent of the national seal. No one 

dared offend him because that would be akin to affronting the fatherland itself—Cruz said.344 

More than any other revolutionary leader, Calles was an inflexible, liberal and secular patriot. He 

deeply believed the only way to save Mexico was by turning people’s minds away from any kind 

of fanaticism except the one devoted to the nation: patriotism. As some sources show, is possible 

to assume President Calles, once in office, supported a nationalistic schismatic movement within 

Catholicism which up until then, had been the main source of Mexico’s identity since colonial 

times. In contrast to Obregón—whose conception of the Revolution was more political and 

flexible, even negotiable—Calles conceived it as a process of cultural transformation for citizens, 

                                                 
344 Julio Scherer García, El indio que mató al padre Pro (México, D.F.: Fondo de Cultura Económica, 2005), 39. 
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which only could be achieved by indoctrination. In theory, a substitution of the Roman Catholic 

Church by a national version of it would do half of the work. At this moment a former priest, 

now a mason, an acquaintance of Luis N. Morones, came into the scene. This elderly and 

experienced priest, Jose Joaquin Pérez345, became the entitled executor of just such a plan. Pérez 

and Calles had two things in common: both were patriotic Mexicans and both perceived the 

Roman Catholic Church as an obstacle for real nationalism to flourish in the country. Pérez once 

said that, in order to accomplish true patriotism, it was necessary to hate all things foreign, 

including the Roman Catholic Church.346 Possibly Calles saw a Catholic schism with Rome as a 

secret strategy, a feasible way to gradually indoctrinate Catholic citizens to respect the laws, 

even the anticlerical ones.  

 On the morning of February 18, 1925, an unusual manifesto signed by Catholic priests 

José Joaquín Pérez Budar, Ángel Jiménez, and Manuel Luis Monge, circulated widely in Mexico 

City announcing their decision to break from the Vatican, the Pope and the Mexican 

Episcopate.347 This was the first time the public knew of the possibility of a schism. This 

apparently innocuous movement was supposedly supported by the executive branch.348 The 

priest Arnulfo Hurtado, a revolutionary leader and former governor of San Luis Potosi, affirmed 

that Luis N. Morones—Minister of Commerce and leader of the CROM349—with the consent of 

President Calles, planned the formation of a Catholic Mexican Church linked to the government 
                                                 
345 For biographic information about J. J. Pérez see: Hurtado G and Arnulfo, El Cisma Mexicano. (México: Buena 
Prensa, 1956), 23–26. 
346 Ibid., 28. 
347 Mario Ramírez Rancaño, “La Ruptura Con El Vaticano: José Joaquín Pérez Y La Iglesia Católica Apostólica 
Mexicana, 1925-1931,” Estudios de Historia Moderna Y Contemporánea de México, ISSN 0185-2620, No. 24, 2002, 
Pags. 103-142, 2009, 111. 
348 Although there is no explicit evidence of this intention, some historians see it feasible. See Jürgen Buchenau, 
Plutarco Elías Calles and the Mexican Revolution (Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, 2006); Rancaño, “La Ruptura 
Con El Vaticano.” 
349 The Regional Confederation of Mexican Workers, Confederacion Regional de Obreros Mexicanos.  
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and directed by high officials, whose main mission would be to substitute the Roman Catholic 

Church in the minds of “uncultivated people”.350  

 Beyond the rumors, on the evening of February 21, 1925, a multitudinous group of 

people, arguably members of revolutionary labor unions affiliated to the CROM, showed up at 

the gates of the Church of La Soledad in Mexico City. Around 8 p.m. one of them who was 

armed with a pistol, shouted over the crowd, calling the priest out of the church. “I am the 

President of the Order of Guadalupe Knights” he said, as Catholic priest Alejandro Silva 

emerged from the church to find out what was happening. Another priest by the name of Luis 

Manuel Monge, who was on the side of the mutineers, approached Silva demanding the keys to 

the building and the archives. The mutineers then ordered Silva’s immediate dislodgment in 

order to celebrate the Mexican Catholic and Apostolic cult. Father Silva refused to give the keys 

to them arguing he was officially designated by Bishop Mora y Del Rio, so the people 

overwhelmed him and proceeded to take the church by force.351 One they achieved the 

possession of the church, around 11:40 pm, priest Monge sent a telegram to President Calles 

informing they had occupied La Soledad de Santa Cruz church, and asked for protection based 

on the Constitution.352 Monge requested official protection to remain in that church arguing that, 

as Mexicans, they were entitled of all the constitutional guaranties and liberal individual rights, 

in order to exercise their religious liberty in any Catholic church in the country. On February 23, 

an unexpected short message was sent by President Calles to priest Luis Monge.353 In that 

telegram Calles affirmed he had already given orders to preserve everyone’s individual rights at 

                                                 
350 Hurtado G and Arnulfo, El Cisma Mexicano., 28. 
351 Rancaño, “La Ruptura Con El Vaticano,” 112. 
352 Telegram from Luis Monge to President P. E. Calles, February 21, 1925. AGN-POC, Exp. 438-M-6, Folio S/N. 
353 Telegram from President P. E. Calles to Luis Monge, February 23, 1925. AGN-POC, Exp. 438-M-6, Folio S/N. 
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La Soledad Church. In a separate telegram, Calles transcribed the message and ordered General 

P. J. Almada—General Police Inspector—to proceed to “Impartir Garantias”354 which basically 

meant to maintain the order and preserve liberal individual rights of the occupiers at La Soledad 

Church.  

 During the following days, rumors and scandal spread throughout the country.  People 

coined the term los Cismáticos (The schismatic ones) to refer to the occupiers of La Soledad. On 

February 23, priest Joaquín Pérez, proclaimed by his followers as Patriarch of the Mexican 

Catholic and Apostolic Church, sent a long telegram to the president.355 In this document, 

Patriarch Pérez made a critical declaration, that the “Holy Mexican Catholic and Apostolic 

Church” was organized and subjected under the Mexican laws and protected by “Our Lady the 

Holy Virgin of Guadalupe.”356 He addressed a petition on behalf of Mexican priests whose main 

goal was to practice the “true doctrines of love and charity proclaimed by Jesus Christ and his 

holy apostles, and also to defend and honor the patriotism of the Catholic Mexican people.”357 

The priests requested the legal possession of La Soledad Church considering that, as Mexican 

citizens, they were entitled to the right of using national temples and churches, the same as 

Roman Catholics. The telegram was signed by both Pérez and Monge, and by at least seventy 

more people. President Calles responded the same day by ordering a follow up from the General 

Inspector of Police. 

                                                 
354 “Impartir garantias” is an ambiguous phrase commonly used among Mexican authorities to express an order or 
request for preserving the rule of law in a specific situation.  
355 Telegram from J. J. Pérez and others to President P. E. Calles, February 23, 1925. AGN-POC, Exp. 438-M-6, 
Folio S/N. 
356 Ibid.  
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 That same day, February 23, Patriarch Pérez released a printed manifesto that circulated 

widely in Mexico City. Titled the first “Pastoral Letter of the Patriarchate of the Mexican 

Catholic and Apostolic Church,” this document described the occupation of La Soledad and 

outlined the main motivations and goals of the newly established Church. It also delineated their 

reasons for separating themselves from the Roman Catholic religion.358 In this foundational 

document Pérez announces that La Soledad church would continue its regular services, masses, 

and granting of sacraments, like marriages and baptisms, at no cost at all. He affirmed that the 

Mexican Catholic cult would remain the same, with the difference that there would no longer be 

unjust fees or tariffs on sacraments, as there had been by Rome. He accused the Roman prelates 

of not keeping with Jesus Christ’s principle of gratuity by taking advantage of Catholics, who 

were forced to pay high fees for necessary services. These funds were used to fund luxurious 

lifestyles for local priests or were sent off to the Vatican rather than maintaining the old churches 

of the country, which was very necessary according to Pérez. “We understand, “Pérez stated, 

“that the Archbishop and other high foreign prelates are angry at our decision to stop sending 

money to the Pope, but their avarice should not blind them to the point to blaspheming and lying 

by calling us schismatic.”359 In this document Pérez aimed to propose a substitution for the Pope 

as receiver of all economic benefits of the Church in Mexico; and he also wanted to justify, 

based on practical reasons, why Mexican Catholics should break with any foreign influence and 

respect the government and laws of the nation. This message essentially mirrored the official and 
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revolutionary aspirations for secularizing Mexico. It was quite evident such a project could count 

on with the official support of the Executive Office. 

 Once the scandal spread across the country, on February 25 El Universal published a note 

announcing that the Secretary of the Interior (Gobernación), Mr. Gilberto Valenzuela, per the 

instructions of President Calles, had requested a report from representatives of both churches 

about the incident at La Soledad.360 According to that note, Archbishop Mora y Del Rio 

announced that in following days he would be releasing a manifesto, giving instructions to the 

Catholic public on how to react to the incident.361 Backing the Schismatic ones, El Universal 

published an official report released by Gobernación informing that President Calles had 

received a telegram by Patriarch Pérez requesting protection of their rights. In this note 

Gobernación basically transcribed the telegram received by Calles from Pérez on February 23, in 

which the Schismatic Church declared total adhesion to the government and the laws while 

asking for full possession of La Soledad church.362 On this note, Gobernación declared that once 

the government had both versions in hands, and based on additional investigations, the Executive 

Branch would officially decide on the issue. The apparent indecision of the President caused 

stupor and fear among Catholics and the Clergy, who interpreted the whole situation as an 

official conspiracy against them. 

 By February 24, Pérez sent another telegram to Calles to follow up on the matter. He 

informed him that they had celebrated a mass on that day at 12 p.m. in complete order. He 
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reported that at least five hundred people attended which, in his opinion, demonstrated the 

acceptance of the new church among the public. He denounced the actions of two Italian priests 

who stood outside the church, instigating people to mutiny while celebrating mass.363 It is clear 

that Patriarch Pérez wanted to persuade Calles that the project was going well. Calles responded 

again with a short telegram that acknowledged his receipt of Pérez’s message.364  

 The press reported a quite different story about the mass celebrated by los cismáticos on 

February 24. The following day El Universal headline said “Another Scandal at La Soledad 

during a private mass for twenty schismatic people.”365 This version accounted that, although the 

schismatic mass happened in relative calm inside the church, it was not that way outside. That 

night some shooting was heard nearby La Soledad and rocks were thrown from neighbors’ roofs 

at the police, while they were rounding to preserve the order. The police even executed some 

search warrants in the neighborhood as they looked for for suspicious activity. According to this 

version, as the police did not find anything during the search, they arrested anyone who was up 

late, and took them in for inspection without further investigation. Once in there, Agent Jose N. 

Marin who was in charge of the Ministerio Publico, released all “the innocent people arrested”—

El Universal affirmed. The news article reported that the mass was celebrated indoors and was 

closed to the public, and that the temple was surveilled at all the time by members of the 

Caballeros de la Orden de Guadalupe. In adjacent streets were firemen ready to disseminate any 

protest using pressurized water. Two women injured a cop by hitting his face with a rock, while 

another man was chased by two mounted agents who hit him forcibly with the butt of their guns, 
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putting him in a coma.366 There were some other violent episodes reported by El Universal. 

Evidently the environment surrounding the mass was everything but calm, despite Patriarch 

Pérez’ report.  

 In the following days, some intellectuals and other public figures made strong statements 

about the whole incident of the “Schismatic Church”, which made this episode gradually expand 

into a larger public consciousness. Nemesio Garcia Naranjo367 for example, wrote about it at El 

Universal on February 25, 1925. In his essay entitled “Querellas artificiales”368, or Artificial 

Claims, Naranjo argued that the anticlerical measures taken by some state governments and the 

Federal Executive merited concern. These actions had generated fear and confusion on the part 

of the public, and many were concerned that, among all other critical problems the country was 

facing at the moment, the government seemed more interested in reviving a religious problem, 

which had caused a tragic convulsion 70 years prior.369  Naranjo said: “No one could be 

senseless enough to revive the religious problem, as no one could be capable of putting the 

modern souls at odds, right back to the times of the terrible Reforma War.”370 Naranjo believed 

that it was impossible to think anyone could be willing to engage in a new war toward the 

Church in those “modern times.” No more ferocious Jacobins would engage in such a project—

Naranjo assumed—but he was underestimating the problem.   
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 A journalist by the name Ernesto Hidalgo published an interesting view at El Grafico on 

February 26, 1926. Titled: “No partisan of the Columbus Knights, neither of the Guadalupe 

Knights, nor of the Industry Knights,”371 it seems like an impartial opinion on the episode, 

although it does express some bias on the side of the Catholics. Framed as an “open letter to the 

President,” this editorial piece condenses what could be seen as a neutral expression of a 

generalized concern among people regarding La Soledad incident. Hidalgo, who in this letter 

labeled himself as a revolutionary and independent journalist, began by stating his admiration for 

President Calles’ determination, honesty and strength. He also said that his main aim in writing 

this letter was to support the consolidation of Calles’ government, which in only three months 

had positively convinced even his more recalcitrant adversaries. He sustained the most important 

priority of the country at the moment was the consolidation of peace, which could be achieved 

by promoting spiritual readjustment and materially reconstructing the country. Regarding the 

Schismatic movement, Hidalgo expressed his concern because it disturbed the public peace, 

mostly because the government chose to support it instead of stopping it. Hidalgo said that 

originally everyone had calmed down when the Gobernación Secretary stated that the authorities 

would not tolerate this kind of incident, but concern arose again once the president—perhaps due 

to misinformation, Hidalgo said— declared that the Schismatic ones would have official 

protection. “Everyone was shocked by these declarations by the president”372 Hidalgo said. He 

pointed out the importance of public opinion for the president, considering that even his 

adversaries had accepted Calles was the leader the country needed in such a difficult times. “In 
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three months Calles had demonstrated himself to be honest and fair,” Hidalgo said, “so episodes 

like the one at La Soledad could ruin the presidential image.” This rather small incident had 

caused terror and alarm among all the people after Calles’ declarations, Hidalgo said, because the 

Schismatic Church had expressed their intent to take all the Catholic temples around the country.  

This led everyone to expect the president to continue to extend unjust official support to the 

Schismatic ones. Hidalgo concluded his letter by saying that the Schismatic movement lacked an 

authentic theological and philosophical base, so it would not be wise for the government to 

support such a silly movement. He closed his argument by saying that, for the good of the 

president and the government, but overall, for the good of the whole country, the majority were 

not in favor of the Columbus Knights, nor the Guadalupe Knights, nor the Industry Knights.373 

This article is interesting because expressed the frustration of thousands who were not inherently 

partisan, but who were innocuous Catholics who feared and realized, for the first time, that the 

federal government was openly against them. This is why the emergence of the Schismatic 

movement became the turning point for many people to become involved in the conflict.  

 News releases continued to be published for days, voicing an increasing sense of fear, 

anger, confusion and disappointment among Catholics. The Omega newspaper headline from 

February 26, 1926 stated: “The assault on La Soledad Church and the Presidential judgment.”374 

This article began as follows: “While some ingenuous Roman Catholics continue hoping that the 

Government, headed by General Calles, will proceed impartially regarding the Soledad incident, 

we believe it is not necessary to wait for the government to conclude their investigations; it is 
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enough to read the telegrams exchanged by President Calles and Pérez to understand what the 

government will do.” Two days later in the same newspaper, a headline appeared that seemed 

even more incendiary: “The Headquarters of the Schismatics is located in the National 

Palace.”375 Rumors were so intense about the supposed plot carried out by the government and 

the CROM, supporting the Mexican Catholic schism, that even labor leaders released manifestos 

distancing themselves from the incident. Labor leaders released a declaration on February 27 

titled “The CROM and the question of the religious Schism”376 that intended to explain their 

position and cut any links between the CROM and the Schismatic movement. The released 

declared that the Union could not be “indifferent” toward a group of men who “fight under the 

law of their country to regain their moral identity from foreign powers.”377 According their 

nationalist program—they said—the CROM supported the government and the legitimate right 

of those Mexicans to claim possession of national buildings to practice their beliefs. The seeds of 

polarization were growing quickly over the religious question.  

 A sign that this polarization was turning violent arose in the mysterious disappearance of 

Priest Luis Monje, Patriarch Pérez’ secretary. Magdalena Mercado, who indicated that she was 

Monje’s wife, sent an urgent telegram to the president informing him of the situation. Monje left 

for La Soledad around 7:30 pm on February 26 and never returned home.  Mercado stated her 

fear that her husband had been kidnapped by the Columbus Knights who were enemies of the 

Mexican Catholic Church. On March 4, Calles ordered Gilberto Valenzuela, the Police Inspector, 

to launch a formal investigation to find Monje. The following day the national newspaper El 
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Globo published short piece affirming that Monje had retracted his support of the Schismatic 

movement and regretted all of his actions in support of the momement, in an attempt to seek 

forgiveness from the Roman Catholic Church.378 This version refuted a circulating rumor that the 

Catholics had kidnapped Monje and hidden him, by his request, in Tacubaya. Although it is 

difficult to prove the direct involvement of President Calles, up to this moment we can see at 

least he approved what Luis Morones and his allies were doing with regards to the Schismatic 

movement. It is evident they were fully involved initically, but Calles apparently became 

skeptical about the success of the project in early March. Thus it appears that Calles meant to 

distance himself from the whole situation, even as he ordered the secret investigation. 

 The first sign of Calles’ step backward was his decision to stop any direct contact and 

exchange of correspondence with Pérez. On March 2, 1925, Pérez sent a telegram to Calles 

asking for a one-on-one audience with him.379 On March 3, Calles responded that he was too 

busy to meet Pérez personally, but that he could discuss his concerns with the Gobernación 

Secretary.380 Another indication that President Calles wanted more reliable information about the 

whole problem is that on March 5, the Chief of the Confidential Department of Gobernación 

officially commissioned a secret agent to investigate everything about the disappearance of Priest 

Monje.381 After two days of searching, an individual identified only as Confidential Agent 15—a 

Member of the intelligence department of Gobernación—delivered a detailed report in which he 
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arrived at some interesting conclusions.382 First, it was likely that priest Monje—a Spanish 

national— was not kidnapped at all. Ample evidence existed that members of the Spanish 

Colony had attempted to persuade him to separate himself from the schismatic church. Secret 

agent 15 reported that if he had indeed left the schismatic church, he did so under the 

recommendation of Father Mariano Cuevas, Director of the Royal Congregation of the 

Immaculate Mary, who had influenced Monje by unknown means, possibly money. Priest Monje 

had signed some letters retracting his adherence to the schism; these are the documents that were 

later sent to the press. Under this theory, Monje had already left the country or he was in the 

process of leaving. The ecret Agent also affirmed that the Clergy had directly intervened in 

Monje’s retraction.383  

 In the last part of his report, Agent 15 made a thought-provoking statement about the 

members of the schismatic movement. He said that they were evidently part of a political group 

rather than a religious one. He reported that the priests were recruiting people for future political 

aspirations rather than spiritual. He also said that the priests did not have clean antecedents of 

morality, as all of them had either been suspended or expelled from the Roman Catholic Church. 

This explains contradictions in Monje’s personal life, who despite a priestly vow of celibacy had 

lived “emaciated” with a woman for eleven years and procreated four children. This Secret agent 

had also discovered that Pérez was an active member of militant political organizations and had 

served as an instrument of their goals. He reported finding flyers, manifestos and other 

propaganda reputed as “liberal,” coming from the parish. Secret Agent 15 found this shocking, 
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and considered it inconceivable that any true “liberal” could also be involved in religious affairs 

such as proclaiming apparitions of virgins, adoring saints and so on; such actions were 

unacceptable, he said, as they constituted a “fanatic practice which any authentic liberal should 

contest”. In sum, he concluded in his report, all of the activity by the schismatic ones, “alters the 

public order because it provokes a huge mass of the Mexican people.”384 

 This report reveals that a deep fissure was growing between members of the 

revolutionary factions. Such a rupture threatened to break the whole bureaucratic structure of the 

government. The Roman Catholic Church could not simply be nationalized without ideologically 

dividing the revolutionaries too. Secret Agent 15 was apparently on the right track when he 

questioned how authentic “liberals” could get involved in such “unacceptable” fanatic practices. 

A prominent figure of the Revolution would agree with Agent 15. On April 7, the unbeaten 

caudillo Álvaro Obregón, friend and mentor of Calles, sent an unusual letter to his friend the 

president385. In that letter, Obregón expressed his concerns about the schismatic movement and 

its consequences for the liberal revolutionaries. This intriguing document contained a long 

disquisition about the Schismatic movement and how revolutionaries like Obregón perceived it: 

 

 My dear friend: 

When the press accounted the first signs of the schismatic movement that started at La 

Soledad church, I did not give much importance to it, but the subsequent incidents that 

happened around it have made me change my mind. I now see that this issue is 

                                                 
384 Ibid. p. 6, folio 50. 
385 “Carta de Álvaro Obregón a Plutarco Elías Calles”, April 7, 1925. Fideicomiso Archivos Calles Torreblanca, 
hereafter FACT, Fdo. APEC, File 5, OBREGON, Álvaro (gral.) leg. 13/13, foja 608, Inv. 4838. 



170 

transcendental, so I wanted to share my insights about it with you, honoring our mutual 

sincerity, because you have now the difficult mission, although very privileged, of 

preserving the prestige of the liberal party that has trusted you unanimously. I send you 

all my friendship and cheer as always, your friend. Álvaro Obregón [rubric]386   

 

According to Obregón, this movement was a “dangerous experiment” whose 

consequences are not easy to understand in the short term, because the Church is unified and 

supported by “spiritual vassals” to the point that it was not possible to divide them in groups. 

This, Obregón said, will make it necessary to create an improvised “pseudo-Catholic party” that 

must have numerous followers in order to present itself as a real option to the public. To achieve 

this, it would be necessary to take liberal leaders to construct such a party, which in the eyes of 

the public would diminish the liberal party itself. As a result of this, once liberal followers see 

their leaders subjugating themselves under schismatic priests and following their rituals, 

accepting their prejudices; obviously many will be disappointed and the liberal party would lose 

its civic prestige among people. The schismatic movement—Obregón argued—could only result 

in a huge failure for the liberal party, because such a move would result in the loss of thinking 

followers, meanwhile pitting it between two fanatical religious parties, one Roman and one 

national, both unified by the same prejudicial practices and ideologies. Evidently Obregón u the 

whole issue differently than Calles. In many ways, Obregón and Calles pursued the same goal: a 

cultural transformation of Mexico towards liberalism and secularism. Obregón believed they 
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should achieve this by controlling politics, while Calles believed they should promote secular 

patriotism among the masses.  

Once in office, Calles considered the establishment of a secular, liberal nation feasible 

only by executing anticlerical laws under any and all circumstances, even using the same 

weapons of fanaticism, openly or secretly, in order to persuade everyone that the only way 

forward was keeping the law, even if laws were extreme in nature. Obregón, on the other side, 

believed they could reach the same goal by consolidating the liberal group and centralize the 

model at least for a few who would then control the rest by imposing certain limits towards the 

law.  Obregón’s plan left room for negotiation. Calles aspired to build a fanatic liberal patriotism 

to substitute the Catholic one, while Obregón believed that such an aspiration was only feasible 

by educating people over the long term. That is why Obregón saw this issue as politically 

negotiable going forward, while Calles viewed it as a crusade. The actual consequences of the 

schism were beyond what either leader envisioned. From this point on, fear, shock, and 

uncertainty, more than reason, proved to be the motivating factor for every citizen to act beyond 

their limits and confront each other, no matter which political or social group they belonged to.  

Divisions among revolutionaries over the issue had already happened, as Obregón 

pointed out to Calles in his letter. On March 8, 1925, Deputy Ricardo Trevino sent a letter to the 

President on behalf of a group of congressmen regarding the schism. They decided to make a 

public statement to the nation in open support of the schism.387 Their declaration, as Trevino 

said, was intended to demonstrate support for the schismatic movement, encouraging citizens to 

do the same, considering that the Mexican schismatic priests were ultimately undertaking a 
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“patriotic task.”388 The same day, El Democrata newspaper published the article under the title: 

“A group of senators and deputies support the Schismatic Movement.”389 This article was 

released the day before a group of senators and deputies turned in a declaration to be published, 

where they explained their reasons for supporting Mexico’s schism from the Roman Catholic 

Church. They declared that they did not belong to any of the contending churches, but that they 

“aimed to maintain [their] duty as popular representatives and revolutionaries.”390 They decided 

to back the “patriotic step” taken by the schismatic priests because they considered it “legal;” 

thus the schismatic priests had the right to be protected and supported by the Mexican people.391 

They continued as follows: 

 

The Roman Church was brought by Spanish conquistadors, and Catholicism is the 

religion of our people, so we do not want to be against that. Nonetheless it is necessary to 

recall that Mexico achieved political independence under Hidalgo’s movement.[…] so it 

is necessary for Mexico to complete this process by expelling the religious government of 

Rome as we did it with the political government of Spain.[…] Mexican independence 

was only half-way to completion, so this transcendental step taken by these priests had 

now come to finish the process.392  

 

                                                 
388 Ibid. 
389 “Un grupo de senadores y diputados partidarios del Mov. Cismático,” El Democrata, México D.F. Marzo 8, 
1925, p. 1. Sec. 1/a, AGN-DGIPS, Gobernación, Caja 6. Exp. 17, Folio 51. 
390 Ibid. 
391 Ibid. Folio 52. 
392 Ibid. 



173 

Prestige, as Obregón said, was a critical element to be preserved for the revolutionaries and that 

was precisely what Patriarch Pérez and his followers lacked. On March 9, a Criminal Judge 

committed Patriarch Pérez to be processed under criminal charges resulting from the episode at 

La Soledad.393 This shows signs of growing divisions within the government itself. There was a 

great deal of confusion and many functionaries, who were actually Catholic as were their 

spouses and families, reacted against what they saw as a common crime. Thus Calles realized 

that Catholics around the country perceived the presidential institution and the federal 

government in a negative light regarding their religious stance, so he decided to close down La 

Soledad as a church so that neither the Roman Catholics, nor the Mexican Catholics could claim 

it.394 The Schismatic Catholics continued their project, mostly at state level, requesting churches 

and temples from governors and expanding slowly under the approval of regional and local 

revolutionary groups. Fear among regular Catholics though, had been irrevocably unleashed.   

At this time thousands of Catholics, mainly in urban areas, felt compelled to act and 

organize. Many consider this the true beginning of the Cristero movement because the symbolic 

print of the aggression remained in common citizens’ minds from this point on, as León Toral 

testified years later. On March 14, 1925, Catholic lay leaders announced they had formed a 

federation of civil organizations, which together would fight the anticlerical policies and laws 

promoted by the government. In this way, the National League for the Defense of Religious 

Liberty (Liga Nacional Defensora de la Libertad Religiosa) was born.395 In their initial 
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manifesto, the League—La Liga—stated a strong dissatisfaction with the government and 

released what would be considered their foundational complaint: 

 

Now is the time for us, the Mexican Catholics, to unite in order to defend our religion and 

our fatherland.  

The Constitution that rules over us, proclaimed by force in Queretaro by a group of 

armed people, has originated a permanent religious persecution as an institution of the 

State. 

It does not recognize any citizen right to us, the Catholics.396 

 

This is a critical turning point as the idea of an “institutional religious persecution” was 

consolidated at this manifesto, which later became the whole platform of the Cristero movement, 

both in the cities and the countryside. This also became the basis for a new historical narrative to 

emerge in the Catholic discourse that explained this traumatic period of their lives.397 Although 

others had used this expression398, couching the government’s actions in terms of “religious 

persecution” consolidated the Catholics further and promoted thousands to think of the 
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government as a draconian Jacobin entity.399 Understanding the government as an anti-Catholic 

perpetrator or religious persecution clarified what had previously been a confusing panorama for 

ordinary people whose private religious practices were being changed or limited for reasons they 

did not understand. Their daily experiences convinved them that a real religious persecution was 

beginning.For the government, headed by Calles, the battle to secularize the nation’s hearts and 

minds was going to be fought either in private and public spheres of rights, either by cleansing 

society and bureaucracy or by resetting traditional patriotic notions as explained in further 

sections.  
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Executing the Law in the Public Sphere:  

Cleaning Bureaucracy and Polarizing Society 

 

 

Figure 21. Official seizure of a Confessional cube by two police agents.Ca. 1926. 
Source: FN-INAH Online Photograph Collection. (#45594) 

 

Enforcing the anticlerical provisions of 1917—which means executing the law in legal 

jargon—became one of the most complex tasks for the revolutionary government as they worked 

to consolidate a new political and legal regime. Such a task put prominent revolutionaries at odds 

even at their own personal and familial levels, because Catholicism was—and has continued to 

be —deeply rooted in everyday life and culture. In many ways, this law forced Mexicans to 

confront themselves ideologically at their most intimate and private spheres. General Roberto 

Cruz for example, who was considered one of the most ferocious adversaries of the Cristeros and 

also General Calles’ right hand at the Police Department, admitted to journalist Julio Scherer 

years later that, while the government banned any religious practice in public spaces, he used to 
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hold masses and other Catholic ceremonies in his own home.400 His wife Doña Luz Anchondo—

who was “amazingly beautiful”401 according to Cruz— could not live without hearing mass 

every week, so General Cruz allowed a “curita” (a diminutive term for priest in Spanish) and 

some other “mochos” and “mochas”402 to organize prayer meetings at his house at Colonia 

Hipodromo. “How can I deny something to my wife?” Cruz said to Scherer, “these people did 

not harm anyone at my house.”403 During the religious conflict, every Sunday at 8 am, a mass 

was held at the house of the Chief of the Police Department, while Catholics elsewhere in the 

country were chased out of clandestine masses. Scherer asked Cruz what anyone logically 

wanted to know: “Was President Calles aware of this?” to which Cruz responded: “No, he did 

never asked me and I never talked about it to him.” Scherer replied then: “But what about his 

own orders?” so Cruz responded “My wife was at stake, and also everyone in Calles’ house was 

Catholic, his wife and his daughters, so why tell him?”404  Surely Roberto Cruz—as well as 

Obregón and Calles—was not the only official who faced personal conflicts regarding religion 

and family during this time. There were many similar cases among officials at different levels 

that demonstrate how religious affiliation had become highly politicized, something people 

confronted within their own circles of families and friends in and out of the government. It 

became a real and practical problem to publicly display religious preferences, rendering religion 

and public positions incompatible, creating polarization and self-censorship. Ultimately, this led 

to increased government surveillance on functionaries and citizens. This section explains how 
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this step taken by the executive was decisive in ensuring secularization of the public sphere of 

authority. This goal was safeguarded by cleaning up the bureaucracy and promoting a massive 

citizen surveillance attitude, pushing everyone to keep an eye on everyone else.  

 On October 13, 1924, Amado Aguirre, the Minister of Communications and Public 

Works, sent a curious letter to President Álvaro Obregón regarding some pieces that had been 

published by Excelsior regarding his private life.405 In the days preceding the letter, the paper 

reported that the Minister and his family had offered a farewell banquet for the Bishop of 

Sinaloa. In his letter, Amado Aguirre expressed to the president that he was offended by 

Excelsior’s inference of his supposed “reactionary” tendencies. “You know my ideas and you 

know I am antithetic to those people and their beliefs”406 he affirmed to the president. He 

clarified Bishop Aguirre that was his first cousin, the son of his father’s brother, so he did not 

intend to honor him as a religious minister, but as a member of his family. Aguirre also affirmed 

that the bishop was never was accommodated at his house, and had only stayed there for lunch. 

He concluded his letter by saying “All my sincere regards as always, I reaffirm my friendship 

and loyalty to you Mr. President.”407 Five days later Obregón responded with a brief note to 

Aguirre as follows: “I took note on the justified reasons you had for inviting Mr. Aguirre, Bishop 

of Sinaloa to lunch. With all my accustomed regard as your sincere friend.”408 For sure Amado 

Aguirre felt greatly relieved to receive Obregón’s amicable response.  
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Once the revolutionary project crystalized in the principles of the 1917 Constitution, 

people and organizations either aligned or ideologically confronted the newly established order. 

Being ideologically loyal to the Revolution automatically excluded Catholics because the very 

tenets of the 1917 Constitution aimed to limit the Church’s influence within the national domain.  

Thus being a bureaucrat and a fervent Catholic began to look totally incompatible. This was 

particularly stressed during the Calles’ and Obregón’s administrations. Radical revolutionaries 

occupied important positions and popular leaders in and out of the government aspired to purge 

the public offices from “fanatic Catholics” as they called Catholic who openly belonged to 

religious organizations. At different levels and governmental agencies, a de facto secularization 

took place within the public sphere of authority. The goal of transforming the consciousness of 

citizens and officials became a primary concern, so cleansing religious elements from the 

bureaucracy and defeating the Church at the public sphere was treated as the first priority.   

 Masonic organizations became a sort of hidden sniper that were always vigilant of 

loyalties in and out the official realm. On November 21, 1924, a man by the name of Ismael 

Limon, the venerable leader of the Lodge “Regeration 103” sent a telegram to President Álvaro 

Obregón in order to denounce a suspicious disloyalty happening at Secretaria de Educación.409 

In his telegram Limon pointed out a man named Luis Victor Massieu— functionary at the 

Education Ministry— and accused him of being a member of the Knights of Columbus, who 

were “enemies of the government”410— he said. Limon also informed Obregón that they had 

already informed Jose Vasconcelos, the Minister of Education, but that he seem “timorous” of 
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taking a determined action against Massieu, which meant “immediate cessation” of his 

position.411 Limon also stated that Massieu constantly harassed a young woman named Miss 

Refugio Guerrero, who was a valuable student protected by the Mexican Masonry. According to 

Limon, Mr. Massieu cancelled a pension granted for Miss Guerrero by the ministry, so he 

concluded his telegram as follows: “we will not rest our struggle against those individuals, 

accusing them before the government of the Revolution because they are their open enemies.”412  

On the same matter, the leader of another masonic lodge, the Respectable Lodge Ignacio 

Ramírez sent another telegram to the president on behalf of “all masonic entities” as a follow-up 

on Miss Guerrero’s case.413 He explained that the national masonry sponsored Miss Guerrero 

because she was “marvelously talented,” thus they granted her a scholarship at the National 

School of Teachers (Escuela Nacional de Profesores). This masonic leader, by the name of 

Joaquín Sánchez Fino, also explained with the situation in greater detail and requested 

presidential intervention: “it is serious that those Columbus Knights, who had a job for living due 

to the Revolution, dare to prevent revolutionaries from receiving benefits, like in the case of 

Miss Guerrero.”414 According to Sánchez Fino this case “is grave and shows reactionary 

symptomatology.” Finally this leader denounced the Columbus Knights for trying to exhibit a 

film on the Eucharistic Congress which, in his opinion, was a violation of the Constitution, thus 

he requested legal intervention from the executive on that matter. On November 21, one day 

later, President Obregón responded to Sanchez Fino and ordered an investigation into the 

accusations against the Minister of Education and other into those against the Minister of the 
                                                 
411 Ibid. 
412 Ibid. 
413 Telegram from Joaquin Sachez Fino to President Álvaro Obregón, México D.F. November 21, 1924, AGN-POC, 
Exp. 438-C-4-VIII, Legajo 3, Folio S/N. 
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Interior.415 It is thought-provoking to see the immediate and direct response by the President on 

cases like this. It is interesting to see the presidential figure giving so much direct attention to 

what seem like minor details. This strong response to mundane occurrences demonstrates just 

how symbolically strong even the smallest detail had become during these polarized times.  

Responses like this made the president seem omniscient and omnipresent among revolutionaries 

and citizens at lower social levels. This tended to create a sensation on citizens that the President 

was a real revolutionary like them, just like the masses, who were ultimately polarized as they 

felt either supported or abandoned by the president based on their view of Roman Catholicism. . 

It was not fortuitous for the Revolution that beyond any institution, many Catholics saw their 

fears and hatred embodied in the public figures of Obregón and Calles.  

 Thus, revolutionary organizations of all kinds cultivated a direct relationship to the 

caudillo in office, while the religious conflict became a common battlefield for revolutionaries to 

unify everywhere. The Revolution was at stake, so loyalties and disloyalties became an exchange 

coin against enemies anywhere, whether among bureaucrats, unionist, laborers, peasants, 

common citizens, etcetera. For example, on March 3, 1923, the Alianza de Ferrocarrileros 

Mexicanos S.C.L. (Mexican Railroad Workers Alliance) released a circular to all its members, 

partners and associates warning them about the dangers of the Knights of Columbus, who were 

now considered enemies within the government.416 In this document, leaders of railroad workers 

union clearly stated it was “incompatible” to be affiliated with both organizations, meaning the 

union and the Knights. They based their reasoning on four core arguments. First, the Knights of 
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Columbus was essentially a political-religious organization, and all its members had to swear 

blind obedience when they were initiated; thus this went against railroad union principles as they 

had sworn to seek the moral and material progress of all its members. Second, the Knights of 

Columbus organization was created to “oppose all the liberal institutions and prevent the 

working classes from emancipating themselves.”417Third, union leaders expressed concern that 

Catholic groups swear obedience to the Pope and his bishops, but union members must respect 

the decisions and power of the majority vote.  Fourth, the most prominent leaders of the Knights 

of Columbus were members of the clergy, whose main interest was to recover lost domains 

around the world. Based on those reasons, leaders of the railroad workers union saw the 

infiltration of the Knights as dangerous because of the concern that they would “become spies 

among us, because they can’t swear loyalty to both organizations.”418 Finally they warned their 

members who were also Knights were made to choose between being members of the union and 

retracting their membership among the Knights.  419  

 A similar situation occurred in Durango with the Mutualist Society of Workers and 

Telegraphists of the Railroads (Sociedad Mutualista de Despachadores y Telegrafistas 

Ferrocarrileros). On February 27, 1923, their leaders sent a letter to the General Director of The 

National Railroad Company Mr. Ocaranza Llano. In that document they informed that at least 

nine workers were expelled from the Mutualist Society because they belonged to the Knights of 

Columbus. A copy of their letter was submitted to Álvaro Obregón, and he personally responded 

on March 23. In his response Obregón congratulated leader Mario A. García because of his 
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“determined decision to consolidate his group with loyal elements, considering the wellbeing of 

unions is due to the Revolution.”420  

 As we can see, the occurrence of this kind of case in the official records increased after 

the expulsion of Vatican envoy Ernesto Filippi in January 1923. In fact, in February of that year 

Amado Aguirre, the Minister of Communications, received a request from President Obregón to 

send a list of all public officers of that agency who were involved in the inauguration of the 

Christ the King monument in Guanajuato.421 Regarding this issue, on April 12, the Chief of 

Public Archives informed Obregón that, upon review of the list of more than one hundred public 

employees, he found some of them linked to a special file labelled as “Cubilete: Reforma Laws 

Violation.”. This official considered them harmless because they were “uncultivated individuals 

who barely [knew] how to write and read.422” During this period it was common for individuals 

and organizations from all over the country to seek a way to establish favor from the 

revolutionary government in order to gain benefits from the regime. As a result many individuals 

undertook a permanent surveillance campaign against Catholics even in remote towns. One 

example of this is the Union of Poor Peasants (Sindicato de Agricultores Pobres) who denounced 

the arrival of the Knights of Columbus to their town of Autlan Jalisco on April 1923.423 In their 

letter to the revolutionary government, these peasants informed that the Knights were practicing 

political propaganda instead of holding their usual religious meetings, since among them were 

priest and bishops who publicly lashed men in violent defense of the Catholic cause. Again 
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Obregón responded a few days later congratulating the union for their diligence against 

fanaticism.424  

 Once Plutarco Elías Calles reached office he seemed even more determined than Obregón 

to enforce anticlerical legislation by cleansing the government and civil organizations of 

Catholicism. On February 2, 1925, just a few months after his presidential inauguration, Calles 

received a telegram from a group of people from Papantla, Veracruz who denounced a supposed 

agreement between Bishop Corona and the new Minister of Education Puig Casaurang, in which 

the government granted permission to establish ten Catholic elementary schools in Veracruz.425 

El Universal published this news, which if true, basically meant a violation of article 3 of the 

Constitution. These people who reported the establishment of the Catholic schools belonged to 

an organization named “Benito Juarez.”  Referring to the schools as “factories of fanaticism,” 

they expressed such a strong protest because in their view, such an agreement harmed “true 

liberalism.” They appealed to the President’s patriotism to tackle Bishop Corona’s “medieval 

obscurantism” and intentions to betray Minister Puig’s good faith.426 On February 6, President 

Calles responded personally with a strong statement: “I received his telegram yesterday. All of 

you should be absolutely sure that no clerical intrigues would ever surprise me. Such intrigues 

won’t   make me change my revolutionary values.”427 

 In the wake of all the episodes prompted by Calles against the clergy during his term, 

such as his support of the Schismatic movement and the expedition of the so called Ley Calles, 
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the situation became even tenser between the bureaucracy and civil society. On September 19, 

1926, a man by the name of Jesús Álvarez Martínez sent an extensive letter to President Calles 

applauding his attitude toward the Clergy and endorsing his opinions on related matters and 

happenings.428Among other points, he congratulated Calles for the nationalistic tendencies of his 

governance and his determination to limit the clergy, so he suggested to openly repress Catholics 

by stopping their boycott against government. He also suggested Calles force the cooperation of 

the press and intellectuals in favor of the government. Of particular interest was that this 

individual also proposed to create a special agency focused only on fighting the effects of the 

boycott.429 A response to this letter came from the Gobernación Minister this time, in which on 

behalf of President Calles he praised Álvarez’s attitude and expressed thanks for his 

suggestions.430  

In sum, these cases portray how religious affiliation became highly questioned and 

politicized causing deep antagonisms among people from all classes and places around the 

country. As never before, it became a practical problem for bureaucrats and members of civil 

organizations to publicly display any religious preferences, thus rendering religion and public 

positions incompatible.  This ultimately resulted in a factual secularization of the public sphere 

of authority. By looking at these examples we can see how the enforcement of the secular laws 

changed social behavior at different levels. As a result, during these years the government 

gradually neutralized radical Catholicism by stigmatizing it as non-patriotic and ultimately 

removing it from the public sphere.  
                                                 
428 Letter from Jesús Álvarez Martínez to President P.E. Calles, México D.F. September 19, 1926, AGN-POC, Exp. 
104-L-23, Folios 211 to 216.  
429 Ibid., folio 211. 
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Enforcing the Law at the Private Sphere:  

Espionage and Other Methods for Saving La Patria 

 

 

Figure 22. Letter of Introduction for Confidential Agent 
 (Agente Confidencial) Luciano Trigos. Secrearia de Gobernación.  

Source: AGN, DGIPS, Caja 54, Exp. 1. October 1925. 
 

On February 26, 1925, First Class Secret Agent number 1 – no name available — was 

commissioned by the Confidential Department Chief to investigate all related information about 

the schismatic movement in Mexico City. His instructions were to observe anything that 

happened at La Soledad Church, meaning any religious service, event, incident, or people around 

it.431 The same day, Agent 1 submitted a detailed report to his boss, receiving more specific 

directions for the following day: “Please continue your surveys and proceed to investigate the 

general attitude toward the schismatic ones, either from Catholic groups, individuals or 

associations; determine what they think and what they plan to do about the movement, and also 
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investigate the attitude of the clergy.”432 On February 25, Agent 1 turned in his report. This is a 

fascinating document because it shows the methods used by secret agents toward Catholics and 

other government dissidents during this period. The agent describes how he arrived at the 

Cathedral and listened to people gathering outside after mass. According to his report, a forty 

year old man spoke to about ten people on the schismatic movement as follows: “It makes sense 

that General Calles was good only superficially but what we feared has already happened; he is 

an enemy of religion because he supports those who took the Soledad Church by force. Our 

attitude must be strong to show that Mexican Catholics are willing to die defending our temples.” 

433 In his submission, Agent 1 also reports that he found some flyers posted on downtown 

buildings with subversive messages against government authorities. He visited other places like 

the Ville of Guadalupe, and everywhere he went he found gatherings of Catholics talking against 

General Calles and under the belief that he supported the Schismatic movement.434 For some 

days Agent 1 spied in Churches, coffee shops, streets, and interviewed anyone he could, 

including local barbers and homeless people. This gives us an idea of how far the government 

went to enforce anticlerical laws and back up official measures against the Catholic Church. As 

many of these documents were classified and closed to the public for decades, the idea that secret 

agents had spied on Catholics had become a kind of urban myth in the collective memory of the 

nation. These documents confirm that these government actions were real and further bolstered 

the sense of persecution for many people, including José de León Toral. My goal in this section 

is not to provide a history of those days or about the secret service, but to analyze the types of 
                                                 
432 Memorándum #1314 Exp. VII/010/18 del Departamento Confidencial, Secretaria de Gobernación, México D.F. 
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actions the government secretly undertook against ordinary Catholics.  This will provide greater 

insight into understanding how Catholic believers perceived the official anticlerical campaign 

that was implemented to enforce the law against religious practices.   

 Although there is evidence that Porfirio Díaz established a rudimentary secret service435, 

the first antecedent of this kind of agency in revolutionary times came during Venustiano 

Carranza’s term.436 By those years the Minister of the Interior (Gobernación), Manuel Aguirre 

Berlanga, founded an agency for investigations within his office, whose mission was basically to 

investigate minor issues and follow orders from the Major Official. They had no special rooms or 

offices and only the Major Official and his secretary knew who the agents were. No 

historiographical work exists on this topic during this period, but there is a fascinating document 

produced by one Secret Agent (Agente Confidencial numero 2) in 1934, which was requested by 

his boss. In this document, Agent 2, a man by the name of Jose de la Luz Mena, briefly 

recounted the history of the Departamento Confidencial since its early times,437 describing in 

detail these first years of secret services in Mexico. Political Scientist Sergio Aguayo refers to 

this document in his work La Charola: una historia de los servicios de inteligencia en Mexico.438 

There are all kinds of stories on this series of documents, but the ones that illuminate our 

perspective on this period are the ones dealing with political opposition. They recount how the 

actual pillars of political control in Mexico were built during the 1920s.  

                                                 
435 See: “Los Espías de Don Porfirio,” Algarabía, accessed August 3, 2015, http://algarabia.com/ideas/los-espias-de-
don-porfirio/. 
436 A good overview on the years from 1900 t0 1930 See: Julia G Young, “The Calles Government and Catholic 
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 The Confidential Services (Servicios Confidenciales) were more formally established 

after the Sonoran dynasty took power by means of the Plan de Agua Prieta.439 The first head of 

Confidential Services was Gilberto Valenzuela, who was provisionally appointed while Plutarco 

Elías Calles definitively took the Chief office of Gobernación in 1920. There were two types of 

agents, first class agents who earned fifteen pesos a day plus ten pesos for expenses; and second 

class agents who earned twelve pesos a day plus eight for expenses. Agent Mena recounts that 

\during these first years—which corresponded with Álvaro Obregón’s term in office—there was 

no formal archive, but one of the main commissions for confidential agents during this era was to 

fight the Delahuertista rebellion440, which defeat basically ensured Plutarco Elías Calles’ 

ascension to the presidency. The second era of the service—as Agent Mena calls it—began on 

January 1, 1924 when Colonel Martin F. Bárcenas was appointed Chief Director of the 

department. This date coincides with the last year of Álvaro Obregón’s presidency and the 

formal beginning of President Calles’ term in office. This is not a coincidence, but rather during 

this time Confidential Department expanded and consolidated. By then a number of rules to 

preserve the secrecy of identity were established, as well as regulations to punish irresponsible 

behavior by agents. One of the main tasks for the service during those days was to investigate all 

the candidates for the Chamber of Deputies and the Senate. This process foreshadows some 

standard control procedures used by the hegemonic party for the rest of the century in order to 

control elections and popular representation. During these years the archive was reorganized in 

order to keep track of press releases and other sources of information, and would open a file on 
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every governor, deputy and senator, including all their personal backgrounds. 441 Lieutenant 

Colonel and Teacher Eufrasio Ortega implemented these rules and practices, and according to 

Agent Mena, he was the one who took the service to the next level because he was very 

punctilious in keeping the secrecy and confidentiality standards. Ortega ordered the installation 

of personal telephones at agents’ homes and ordered them not to inform anyone of their job, not 

even their families. He provided fake IDs for agents to conceal their real identities and simulate 

being journalists, travel agents or other roles while working on special missions. Ortega also 

requested technology such as a Photostat Machine442 to make copies of documents and obtained 

some blank telegraphic licenses for the agents to use with fake names while sending 

correspondence. This was a significant attainment for the service and it reflects the increasing 

official investment for this department in order to preserve control of political detractors and 

other threats. It is impossible to imagine the consolidation of the revolutionary regime without 

such a solid bureaucratic infrastructure. 
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Figure 23. Commercial Camera Company Photostat advertisement 
in American Machinist, 1920. Source Wikipedia. 

 

Other steps implemented by Mr. Ortega to professionalize the secret agents was to 

provide them with training in the form of job talks given by the most experienced agents in the 

service. The first conferences were given by Francisco M. Delgado and Pastor Navarrete on 

March 1925, at the heyday of the schismatic movement. Main themes for the job talks reflected 

the critical concerns of the government at that moment. Topics like “The Political situation at 

one State of the Republic,” or “What is a confidential agent? What are his duties and 

obligations?” helped make the agents aware of their essential role in the task of defending the 

established government of the republic. The archetype of a good agent was a man who “must 

know to obey, be diligent and discrete” and be an “element for the safety of those who gave him 

such a duty.” Ortega resigned on May 11, 1925 and was substituted by Colonel Francisco M. 

Delgado, who—according to Agent Mena—consolidated the service by keeping strict discipline 

and establishing close communication with every one of his subalterns. “He used to treat 
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everyone as collaborators seeking perfection at service for the good of the revolutionary 

government and for the whole society at last.” 443 

 Francisco M. Delgado served as chief director for more than five years and, according to 

Agent Mena, that time was the most remarkable for the service as it became more effective in 

critical situations. By then, due to Delgado’s notable role as director and because of all the 

“agitation” in the country, the service became a key element for preserving political order. Two 

core issues, according to Mena, occupied the majority of the service’s attention, first was the De 

la Huerta rebellion and then the Cristero Movement. In his narration Mena seems proud of those 

years and in one paragraph he summarizes what their most important achievements were at this 

time: 

 

We discovered conspiracies against the institutions and against the men of the 

Revolution, we found undesirable foreigners who used to agitate workers and peasants, 

we found clandestine printing presses where subversive propaganda was printed, we 

found deposits of ammunition and weaponry destined to the Cristeros; We found also 

sparks for rebellion, thus any attempt at the rebellious movement found that the 

government was prepared to respond.444   

 

Thus, the perception of persecution became stronger among Catholics as the Confidential 

Department became more effective. As Mena recalls, Colonel Delgado was quite clever and put 

special care in expanding the service and picking better candidates to be agents. At least fifty 
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percent of newly recruited personnel were professionals like physicians, lawyers, teachers, 

businessmen, and women. He would select them carefully, according the special commission 

they were to be assigned. This way “if the investigation was focused on priests, he would pick 

someone who looked like one of them, or if it was focused on students he’d peck someone young 

for the case”445 Colonel Delgado would psychologically study each of his agents and would 

follow wisely with his “spiritual sight” every step of the investigations. He expanded the service 

so there were now first, second, third and fourth class agents. The second class agents were 

called Special Agents for Political Information.  They were provided with a telephone line at 

their home and up to three fake IDs, so they could navigate anywhere without being detected. 

Their services were basically to keep track of any political candidate and his party, his 

background and his affiliation to any organization to determine whether it was “revolutionary or 

reactionary.”446  

By the time of La Cristiada, Mena reported that Delgado’s team was efficient and well-

coordinated, and there were some agents who excelled at their work.  Superlative agents included 

individuals like José de Jesús Gutiérrez, José Merced López and David Galicia Ortega, because 

they had discovered clerical and political conspiracies, and had interrupted attempts against 

President Portes Gil in 1929, although they failed to protect General Álvaro Obregón. Expansion 

of the Confidential Department corresponded with the burgeoning religious conflict as the 

government tracked Catholics both inside and outside of the country, as they moved through the 

public sphere, but most intensely as they entered their private circles. Historian Julia G. Young 

for example, examines this period from an international perspective, and she argues that the 
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Calles government undertook a broad, transnational project of Catholic repression from 1926 to 

1929.447 According to her, the role of political intelligence was crucial for the Calles 

Administration for the process of state consolidation.  To date only a few scholars have studied 

the use of deportation, blacklisting and the surveillance of exiles by Calles’ government.448  

 As Young observes, the government’s enforcement of anticlerical laws pushed thousands 

of people, both clerical and lay Catholics, into exile. Between 1926 and 1929, at least 2,500 

religious leaders, including priests, nuns, monks, seminarians, bishops and archbishops, were 

deported or pressed to leave the country.449 Many leaders of dissident groups also left, such as 

those from the ACJM (Catholic Association of the Mexican Youth), the LNDLR (National 

League for the Defense of Religious Liberty) and the Mexican Knights of Columbus.450 Joining 

them were also numerous families who left voluntarily, escaping from threats of imprisonment 

and violence, such as the De la Torre family, whose members were devoted Catholics from 

Central Mexico who eventually needed to change their residence. In 1926, due to the outbreak of 

more open hostilities from the government they decided to emigrate from San Luis Potosi to 

Sonora and later to the United States.451  

 Blacklisting people was a technique applied not only to push people into exile, it was also 

used to exclude suspicious disloyalties from the government. Files on duties assigned to the 

agents reveal how espionage was used as a permanent features in the Calles administration. 
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There are detailed documents at the Dirección General de Investigaciones Políticas y Sociales 

(DGIPS) that document all the commissions assigned during those years. For example on May 

and June of 1925, First Class Agent Pastor Navarrete was commissioned to investigate the 

prominent Catholic leader Rene Capistrán Garza, but also he was on charge of “investigating 

which members of the Knights of Columbus work for the government.”452 Capistrán Garza453 

was a combative leader and cofounder of the Catholic Association of Mexican Youth. He had to 

leave the country once the government considered the League for the Defense of Religious 

Liberty as a subversive organization. Exile did not alleviate him from surveillance, whether 

inside or outside the country, Capistrán Garza continued being watched. He resided some time in 

San Antonio, Texas where Agent Fernando de la Garza was permanently based. In 1925, De la 

Garza monitored activities of Catholic associations like “Vasallos de Cristo” which, according 

his reports, met at San Fernando Cathedral with priests, clergymen, businessmen with the what 

the government perceived as the dangerous idea of raising funds to build a monument to Christ 

the King at the Cubilete Hill in Guanajuato,454 the same monument that was inaugurated with the 

scandal of the Vatican envoy Ernesto Filippi. Beyond the aims of constructing the monument, De 

la Garza reported that these individuals and organizations were promoting negative propaganda 

against the government. This example gives us an idea of how intense the official surveillance 

was, even for individuals who were outside of the country455. Although the monitoring of 

Catholics appear to have been the most frequent job of agents like De la Garza, political 
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dissidence of any kind was also closely followed such as all the related information on the trials 

against Adolfo de la Huerta456 and Jorge Prieto Laurens457 who were considered seditious while 

in exile. In many cases, dissenters from different causes began uniting with the Catholics as the 

revolutionary government became stronger and more authoritarian against any type of political 

opposition. This is another side effect of the centralization of power carried out by both Obregón 

and Calles.   

 During the 1920s, expansion of intelligence services from the Confidential Department 

reflected the increasing need to institutionalize revolutionary principles. The cultural projects of 

the Revolution could not be completely effective without a symbolic and material triumph over 

strong entities like the Church. Perhaps this was the reason the government took the 

secularization project to the next level – they were attempting to insert themselves into the 

sphere of faith, a fragile line to cross in the private life of citizens. The Mexican nation state-

building process insisted on inserting itself at the most intimate areas of life. For example on 

September 3, 1926, Agent Mena, was verbally commissioned by his boss with a strange mission. 

He was ordered to determine if the Virgin of Guadalupe image had been changed or if it was still 

the authentic one that was hung at the Basilica since the sixteenth century. To tackle this task, 

Agent Mena pretended to be a school teacher and met with the president of the Junta Vecinal at 

the town of Guadalupe Hidalgo asking permission to approach the image. He was denied to 

approach the image as a teacher, so he kindled a friendship with Sacristán Toribio Romero who 

                                                 
456 Ibid. Folio 29. 
457 Jorge Prieto Laurens (1895-1990) was a prominent leader and founder of the National Cooperatist Party (Partido 
Cooperatista Nacional). In the 1920s he dissented from Obregón about the presidential campaign of Callesa and later 
supported Adolfo De la Huerta against Obregón. From that moment on he was excluded from the institutional 
revolutionary project. A good biographical account can be found at: Héctor Madrid Mulia et al., Jorge Prieto 
Laurens: biografía política de un revolucionario precoz (México: Editorial Porrúa, 2010). 
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gave him access to a location closer to the image. Once there he alleged he had made a promise 

to the Virgin, allowing him to approach more closely and to actually touch and examine the glass 

showcase.  Here he reported the Virgin seemed “old and authentic.”458 There is no further 

follow-up on this mission but it does cause one to wonder what the official interest would be 

behind such a strange and apparently illogical request.     

 Doubtless the 1920s was a critical decade for the revolutionaries to consolidate the new 

political regime and to underpin the legal system established with the Constitution of 1917. One 

of the primary strategies for enforcing the laws was strengthening the official apparatus with 

intelligence agencies as we have seen, which ultimately played a key role in neutralizing 

opposition and debilitating dissidence. The forces of extreme Catholicism had to weaken while a 

new ideology was imposed through a diverse array of strategies. The year 1929 was one of crisis 

and opportunity, a foundational watershed that change the institutional game even for 

intelligence agencies. According to the history provided by Agent Mena, the decline of the 

Confidential Department began after 1930 because almost all the agents had ceased their 

missions and were subsequently substituted by new ones. New, less strict, procedures were 

implemented and the secrecy was not well maintained. On top of everything the National 

Revolutionary Party was established, greatly reducing the need for the service because the new 

party simply “solved any conflict before it reached the official sphere.” 459 This last assertion 

reveals the broad reach and profound influence of the PNR in the public sphere of authority.  

                                                 
458 José de la Luz Mena, Expediente Personal, Departamento Confidencial, Secretaria de Gobernación, México D.F. 
Junio, 1926, AGN-DGIPS, Gobernación, Caja 57. Exp. 11, Folio S/N. 
459 José de la Luz Mena, Expediente Personal, Departamento Confidencial, Secretaria de Gobernación, México D.F. 
Julio, 1929, AGN-DGIPS, Gobernación, Caja 58. Exp. 1, Folio 763. 
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 In sum, in the matter of the execution of anticlerical laws and the regulation of cult 

followings, the Confidential Department was the agency in charge of complementing official 

policies of repression, exclusion and surveillance on Catholic dissidents as they collaborated 

with other agencies, not only within the Mexican government but even with U.S. agencies like 

the Federal Bureau of Investigation.460 As demonstrated previously, the administrations of both 

Calles and Obregón implemented a series of measurements for testing the loyalty of both 

bureaucracy and militant organizations of the Revolution. Underneath the public eye, control and 

repression techniques were basically based on exclusion,—by means of blacklists of enemies or 

suspicious people— voluntary or forced deportation, and surveillance of possible seditious 

activities. In doing this, the government frequently violated citizen’s constitutional rights and 

invaded private spheres, sometimes based on the seemingly insignificant charges. The possession 

of religious images or portraits of saints, crucifixes, inviting people to domestic chapels, or being 

a friend of members of Catholic organizations could make anyone suspicious in the eyes of the 

government. Never before in Mexico’s history had the government spent so much in human and 

economic resources against any other dissident group. The main goal of the revolutionaries was 

to transform people’s everyday lives and their fundamental conceptualizations of nation, law, 

justice and citizenship from religious to a secular foundation, meanwhile sealing the public 

sphere of authority off from any religious creed.  Ultimately this process resulted in the 

secularization of patriotism.  

 

 

                                                 
460 Young, “The Calles Government and Catholic Dissidents,” 2013, 76. 
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Chapter III 
La Virgen nos ampare porque la corte no lo hará!  

The Judicialization of Religious Life under the Constitution of 1917. 
 

“We are under a Constitution, but the Constitution is what the judges say it is” 
Charles Evans Hughes461  

 

 

Figure 24. The Supreme Court in full session circa 1917.  
Source: FN INAH, Online Photograph Collection. 

 

 

Introduction 

 In October 29, 1924, the Mexican Supreme Court of Justice issued the sentence from an 

Amparo trial, which reflects how deeply and radically anticlericalism had penetrated Mexico’s 

public sphere of authority. Earlier in that year, on May 9, the municipal president of the little 

town of San Pedro de las Colonias in Coahuila officially closed down a domestic and private 

oratory (chapel) owned by an old woman, Ms. Adelina Espinoza widow of Corral. He argued 

                                                 
461 Charles Evans Hughes and Jacob Gould Schurman, Addresses and Papers of Charles Evans Hughes, Governor 
of New York, 1906-1908 (New York; London: G.P. Putnam, 1908), 139. 
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that such a place was a direct violation of article 130 of the Constitution.462 According to the 

allegations, the major (Presidente municipal) of San Pedro de las Colonial was just following 

orders from both the Governor of the State of Coahuila and the federal minister of the interior 

(Secretario de Gobernación). On May 17, attorney Francisco Arzave, who was Ms. Espinoza’s 

legal advisor, initiated the Amparo procedure by demanding protection from a Federal District 

Court for his client against so arbitrary closure. The Federal District Judge granted the Amparo 

protection for her, but the local prosecutor—Agente del Ministerio Publico—demanded the 

escalation of the case to the Supreme Court, because he wanted such a protection to be 

definitively cancelled. The General Prosecutor Agency— Procuraduria General de la 

Republica— backed this petition in court, allowing such an apparently inoffensive case to reach 

the highest court of the nation. Unexpectedly, in October 29, 1924, all the justices of the 

Supreme Court decided unanimously to repeal the Amparo protection that was originally granted 

by the Federal Judge in Coahuila to Ms. Espinosa.463 Thus, the highest court in the country 

declared legal the closure, so she lost all access to her own oratory and, with no more protection 

than the virgin, she was obligated to submit the keys to the Municipal President. By analyzing 

court cases solved by the Supreme Court related to religious practices, this chapter examines its 

role in the process of enacting the anticlerical provisions brought about by the Revolution. From 

1917 to 1930 the Supreme Court faced strong challenges and became a major passage to the 

implementation of the revolutionary secularizing legal project. By constitutionalizing the 

                                                 
462 Toca al Amparo en Revisión promovido por Espinoza, Adelina Viuda de Corral contra actos del Secretario de 
Gobernación y otros, ante el Juez de Distrito Supernumerario de Coahuila. Archivo Historico de la Suprema Corte 
de Justicia de la Nación de los Estados Unidos Mexicanos, Fondo Archivo Central [Hereafter AHSCJN], Secretaria 
Auxiliar, Pleno de la Corte, Exp. 1774 Principal, 1924.  
463 Semanario Judicial de la Federación. Quinta Época. Tomo XV. Segunda parte. 29 de octubre de 1924, pp. 1074-
1076. 
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government right to override the social influence of Catholic Church, the court sometimes 

invalidated Catholics’ real protection of their liberal individual rights (garantias individuales). 

This way the court informed the basis of a new secular legal system and made clear how a new 

relation of subordination for the catholic religion in society became legitimized through legality, 

which ultimately changed people’s legal culture about religion related to their own spheres of 

rights. 

 Court cases like the one of Ms. Adelina Espinoza reveal a substantial confrontation in the 

public sphere between two— religious and non-religious—opposed concepts of society and 

demonstrate how society became highly polarized while government’s pushed its secularization 

aims to the extreme as never before, and interfered in a wide range of private rights, like property 

rights, freedom of conscience and private religious practices. In her defense before the Supreme 

Court, Ms. Adelina Espinoza argued that she legally owned the house for many years, with no 

prior problems. She emphasized that the oratory was used only for her personal and familiar 

religious practices. In her declarations, she added that she had fully paid the construction of that 

room which, by the way, was located in the back of her house with no windows or doors facing 

the street, and consequently it had no access for the public. She also said that none of her 

religious ceremonies were either regular or systematic, so those could not be considered as part 

of a public cult, which was banned by the law when practiced outside churches or temples. The 

municipal president of San Pedro de las Colonias alleged that Ms. Espinoza opened her 

ceremonies to the public without official authorization, as required by the Constitution. By doing 

so, he asserted she had defied a basic rule of public order, making her ineligible for Amparo 

protection. As he said, the Constitution clearly stated that no Amparo could be granted in cases 
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of disobedience to rules of public order, because “the whole society could be at risk.” In the 

sentence, the Supreme Court basically dismissed all the reasons given by Mrs. Espinoza and 

denied any kind of protection to her. Similar cases throughout the period reveal a tendency to 

favor the revolutionary anticlerical principles no matter sometimes they passed over personal 

rights.     

 Once the Constitution of 1917 was promulgated, the judicial realm became a main field 

in which the State and the Church battled for supremacy over citizens’ rights and consciences. In 

different parts of the country, people who experienced law enforcement of anticlerical laws 

looked for judicial protection of their constitutional rights, because many local authorities 

undertook radical actions and campaigns against anything they considered, either explicitly or 

suspiciously, a forbidden religious act under the new constitution. Bringing these type of issues 

under the remit of the law and integrate them into the judicial system, is what I call the 

judicialization464 of religious life and anticlerical laws, applying a term used in legal and political 

discourse. Judicializing something, like a specific sphere of rights, usually entails both, an 

increase of judicial procedures related to that domain, and an expansion of the judicial power 

associated with it.465 In the case of the Supreme Court of the Nation in Mexico is possible to see 

clearly the first effect of the judicialization of religion from 1917 up to 1940. Although we might 

argue that the court’s criteria reflects a tendency to favor the government’s side in most of the 

                                                 
464 An explanation of the term applied to politics was coined by Tate and Vallinder in the 1990s. By judialization 
they understand an infusion of judicial decision-making and of court like procedures into certain arenas or realms 
where they did not previously or usually reside. This definition is the most applicable to the process we are 
analyzing in this chapter. C. Neal Tate and Torbjörn Vallinder, The Global Expansion of Judicial Power (New York 
University Press, 1997), 27–37. 
465 Ryan Levan, “Rethinking Judicialization: Towards a Better Empirical Model,” CUREJ - College Undergraduate 
Research Electronic Journal, April 9, 2010, 7, http://repository.upenn.edu/curej/124. 
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cases, which implies no real expansion of judicial power, but instead an apparent subordination 

of it to the executive branch.  

According as the government became stricter in the enforcement of laws related to 

religious freedom, the line between private and public spheres of rights became more ambiguous 

and feeble for Catholics who came to court in search of what they thought was justice and 

protection of their constitutional rights. Cases like Ms. Adelina Espinosa show that such an 

unreasonable escalation of anticlericalism in the government, also reached the highest court of 

the country. From 1917 to1935, it seemed that judges and supreme justices tended to follow a 

non-written rule to justify a systematic denial of constitutional protection, against anticlerical law 

enforcement in most of this type of cases.466 Espinosa’s case also reveals just a surface of the so 

called religious conflict in the judicial arena, because it is only one of many similar cases that 

never reached the highest tribunal of justice. Such cases undoubtedly occurred every day, as 

much in cities as in towns around the country, as many non-judicial sources show. There is no 

exact number of similar cases documented, but by reviewing the Supreme Court’s archival 

material, one can imagine other instances and what the official tendency to resolve them might 

have been. It is surprising to see how far the government went in using the whole state’s 

apparatus in order to diminish clerical power among people, no matter how invasive official acts 

were for personal rights and privacy. It is also amazing to think that a whole set of functionaries, 

officials, bureaucrats, and judges, was put to work to enforce, prosecute and judge cases that, 

under a different political circumstance or simply in another country, would be considered too 

                                                 
466 See Maria de Lourdes Celis Salgado, “La suprema corte de justicia y la cuestión religiosa 1917-1928” at 
Suprema Corte de Justicia de la Nación (México), La Suprema Corte y la cuestión religiosa 1917-1928. (México: 
Scjn, 2003), 46, 47, 54–59, 77–89. 



204 

minimal and innocuous to devote such a huge public spending of human and economic 

resources. The fact that the Supreme Court entered the private sphere of rights regarding a place 

like a domestic, indoor and personal oratory, provides insight into how serious and invasive 

anticlerical law enforcement became for ordinary citizens during this period. President Calles 

was willing to step into a citizen’s individual conscience in order to achieve his goals of 

secularization on behalf of the Mexican Revolution.467  

 Although the Supreme Court of Justice showed partiality on its approach to cases related 

to religion, and practically denied protection in many cases, it is also fair to mention that justices 

were dealing with brand new rules so they had to produce also new doctrinarian precedents on 

fields where their jurisdiction extended to for the first time. That way, between 1917 and 1940, 

the court resealed sentences which served as precedents to define judicial criteria on religious 

rights for the following years. Thus the court delineated new legal conceptions on privacy and 

private rights—like what a private or public religious act was468— which in many cases defined 

how authorities would approach to citizen’s religious sphere of rights from that point on in 

Mexica history. Then, is fair to say that partiality was not the first intention by the Supreme 

Court when they denied Amparos to Catholics, because in strict sense justices were only keeping 

the law; so it was the law—and the Constitution—the one that was certainly anticlerical, as the 

whole policy of secularization undertaken by the new revolutionary regime. In reality, the role 

                                                 
467 In 1934 Plutarco Elias Calles pronounced a controversial speech in Guadalajara that many have called “El Grito 
de Guadalajara”. In that speech Calles stated that the revolution had entered a new period which he denominated the 
Pschological Revolutionary Period, in which he called revolutionaries to seize children’s and youth’s conscience 
because "they belonged to the revolution". Some historians look at this speech as the beginning of a rebellion that 
has been called the Segunda Cristiada. See: Jean A. Meyer, La cristiada: La guerra de los cristeros (Siglo XXI, 
1994), 361. 
468 See: Juan Pablo Pampillo, “Estudio Preliminar Historico-Juridico” at Mexico: Suprema Corte de Justicia de la 
Nacion, La suprema Corte de Justicia y la cuestion religiosa 1917-1940 (Mexico, D.F.: Suprema corte de Justicia de 
la Nacion, 2006), XLVIII. 
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the Supreme Court played during those years was totally compatible with the whole official 

tendency to secularize society and to subjugate the Church under the government’s control; 

which means to achieve a real secularization of the public sphere of authority.  

Although such a tendency became regular between 1917 and 1940, we can say the most 

algid period, however, was the one that corresponds to Presidents Obregón and Calles stay in 

office. No doubt this happened due to their determination to take the Church out of the sphere of 

the government and citizen’s conscience. According to the articles 3, 5, 24, 27, 123 and 130 of 

the constitution, the Church was under total control of the state, because basically three main 

rights were proscribed to the ecclesial institution: property, civil and political rights. The 

suppression of these rights brought huge changes for the Church, which were perceived as 

inconceivable for millions of Mexicans, who by the way, were majorly Catholics. This way the 

court was expected to play a critical role in the defense of what those Catholics thought were 

their constitutional rights. The legal procedure they used as the vehicle for their petitions asking 

for judicial protection was the Juicio de Amparo.  

In simple terms the Juicio de Amparo or writ of amparo is a legal remedy for protecting 

the constitutional rights in Mexico. Amparo in Spanish literally means protection, and this 

institution has a long history within the Mexican Legal System.469 Around the 1830s the practice 

of judicial review in the United States became an inspiration for Mexican jurists like Manuel 

Crecencio Rejon, who drafted similar constitutional provisions at the local level in his home state 

Yucatan, in order to protect everyone’s constitutional rights. Later in 1847, this model was 

incorporated into the federal constitution to protect all individuals in the enjoyment of their main 

                                                 
469 One of the best accounts of the Juicio de Amparo can be found in the classical work of Ignacio Burgoa. See: 
Ignacio Burgoa, El juicio de amparo (México: Editorial Porrúa, 1970). 
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rights, but it did not have a proper regulation. In 1857 the amparo was incorporated in the 

Constitution as a formal procedure that was going to be only under the Supreme Court’s 

jurisdiction470. But it was until the time of the revolution when the amparo was radically 

transformed in such an unimaginable way, that for example, the illustrious jurist Eduardo 

Pallares wrote in 1921: “It would be a crime to remain indifferent before the complete 

degeneration of our sacrosanct writ of amparo, which is a precious heritage from 1857 

constituents and one of the most noble and high institutions of the Mexican public law. The men 

of the new regime, determined for touching and reforming everything, believing they are enough 

capable for doing that, now they have dared to touch this judicial procedure immortalized by the 

names of Otero, Vallarta and Lozano.”471 In sum, what Pallares meant was that basically 

constituents of 1917 transforme the amparo writ in a sort of dangerous key for to the Supreme 

Court to intervene in practically all the existent legal instances, and consequently, being the final 

word on all the trials in the country if the justices decided to do that. 

 On October 18, 1919, Manuel Aguirre Berlanga, Secretario de Gobernación—minister of 

the interior—issued the new Ley de Amparo sanctioned by the congress and authorized by the 

President Venustiano Carranza.472 That law provided a new whole regulation on the writ of 

amparo which was based in articles 103 and 107 of the Constitution of 1917. Article 1 of this 

new law established that Amparo’s main object was to resolve any legal dispute caused by: a) 

Any law or action by any authority which violated individual or constitutional rights—garantias 

individuales; b) Any law or action by any federal authority which could restrict or violate in any 

                                                 
470 Ibid., 120 and ss. 
471 Eduardo Pallares, “Comentarios” in Eduardo Pallares, Ley de amparo: ley reglamentaria de los artículos 103 y 
104 de la constitución federal (Herrero Hermanos Sucesores, 1921), 101. 
472 Ibid., 98. 
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way, State’s sovereignty; and c) Any law or action by any state authority which could invade 

federal jurisdiction.473 As the judicial review, an amparo was intended to empower judicial 

courts to protect individuals or corporations against state abuses and it was divided in five legal 

branches: protection of liberty (freedom rights), constitutional rights (against unconstitutional 

laws), judicial cassation amparo (aimed at a judicial interpretation of the constitution); 

administrative amparo (against executive provisions) and agrarian amparo (land rights). In the 

case of religious freedom, the 1919 organic law of amparo allowed individuals to request judicial 

protection against any act of authority or against any released law or decree, which they 

considered to be a violation of their constitutional rights of conscience, property, personal 

liberty, free thinking and free moving, so is evident that, even if the anticlerical provisions of 

1917 constitution, they were intended to reduce and control the Catholic Church’s power, as they 

affected personal and individual rights of many citizens. Thus, as explained in the following 

section, amparo judicial sentences released by the court between 1917 and 1929, reveal this 

struggle between the Church and State, which certainly interfered the life of ordinary Catholic 

people in such ways that their private sphere of rights became the ultimate field for state 

secularization.  

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
473 Ibid., 6. 
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Property Rights and Religion before the Supreme Court 

 

 

Figure 25. Panoramic view of the church of Santa Teresa circa 1890.  
Source FN-INAH, Online Photograph Collection. 

 

 

The most dramatic change introduced in the new constitution regarding religion was that 

the government did not recognize the legal personality474 to the Catholic Church. The only way 

for the Church to exist as a legal entity was to subjugate itself to the government and being 

registered under the same conditions as other religions before Gobernación ministry. This was 

unacceptable for an institution that had ruled Mexico for at least three centuries. According to 

article 27 of the constitution, the Church was not permitted to own property, nor possess or 

administer any real estate, temples or buildings because they legally belonged to the nation. It 

also banned priests, or any member of ecclesial institutions, from serving as administrators or 

managers of public or private charity organizations. Thus, property was the first fragile line the 

government crossed in order to show strength against the Church and its followers, while 

                                                 
474 Legal personality is a prerequisite to legal capacity, the ability of any legal person to amend, enter into, transfer 
rights and obligations. See definition of Legal Person at: Elizabeth Martin and Jonathan Law, A Dictionary of Law, 7 
edition (Oxford, United Kingdom: Oxford University Press, 2013). 
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implementing the new Constitution. Showing respect for property had always been perceived as 

a source of legitimacy for liberal governments, so the revolutionary regime and the Supreme 

Court were particularly meticulous in dealing with property rights during the first years after 

1917. This gradually changed according as the government became more radically anticlerical 

during the administrations of Presidents Obregón and Calles. Therefore, although all Church 

property had been already nationalized since the times of Benito Juarez, a more drastic 

implementation of such policy came after 1920, as we can see by analyzing the cases that 

reached the Supreme Court during those years. 

 The first incident regarding property of this kind under the new Constitution was a 

scandalous case that made the newspapers headlines in Mexico City in early 1918. Miss 

Magdalena Contreras requested federal protection to the First District Judge in Mexico City 

arguing violation of articles 14, 16, and 27 of the Constitution by the Secretaria de Gobierno and 

Departamento del Interior.475 Miss Contreras was the owner of a house located right next to the 

old church and former convent of Santa Teresa la Antigua, in downtown Mexico City, right on 

Lic. Primo Verdad Street, very near of the National Palace. The government took possession of 

the church to establish there the offices and printer presses of the federal official newspaper—

Diario Oficial de la Federación. During the government’s construction work on the church, two 

paths were open towards the house of Miss Contreras. She charged that the government then 

occupied two sections of her house that were not property of the nationalized ecclesial building. 

Officials, on the other hand, declared that they had evidence the rooms in contention most 

                                                 
475 Toca al Amparo en Revisión número 319 promovido por Contreras, Magdalena contra actos de la Secretaria del 
Interior. AHSCJN, 2a Secretaria Auxiliar, Exp. 319, 1917. “Acuerdo de la Suprema Corte de Justicia de la Nacion 
que admite al Recurso de Revisión Respecto a la Suspensión.” 
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certainly belonged to the church. They argued that it was apparent that both rooms had been used 

for religious ceremonies, because they were full of ecclesial items such as bronze chandeliers, 

old books labelled as property of Santa Teresa’s Church, and many paintings and images of 

Santa Teresa. According to this official report the rooms provided access to a vault hidden 

behind a wardrobe, and both rooms were interconnected by means of another secret path hidden 

behind a religious painting. Officials also argued that those rooms, although were technically 

located in Miss Contreras’ property, were not part of her house, because they had interviewed 

people who lived in her house and none was aware of the existence of those two rooms. They 

also argued that accessing those rooms coming from Contreras’ house was very difficult, so the 

rooms were clearly not part of her house, and must have belonged to Santa Teresa’s church, 

which was previously nationalized according to article 27 of the Constitution. In sum, officials 

claimed that Contreras was pretending she was the owner of the rooms in order to protect 

ecclesial interests.  

The First District Judge granted amparo protection (writ of constitutional relief) to find 

out if these rooms were actually Contreras’ property, but denied issuing an order to suspend the 

construction work on those rooms. It is important to clarify that an amparo writ works in two 

ways, on one hand it can suspend any action by the authorities that may be violating 

constitutional rights, and on the other hand, it also may protect against any legal decision on the 

whole legal background behind the pending issue. In this case, Miss Contreras asked for amparo 

against the official decision to invade her property, and asked judicial suspension of all the 

construction work that the government had done while invading her property. In his sentence, the 
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district judge granted amparo ordering the government to prove legal ownership of the rooms. 

But he also denied the suspension, so the actual invasion of the rooms that was still in place.  

In this specific case the Supreme Court was particularly meticulous because it felt the 

pressure of public opinion. In Mexico City, the newspaper El Universal published a series of 

notes questioning the government’s position in the whole situation. Justice Santiago Martinez 

Alomia stated in full court that this case had reach public attention because El Universal had an 

eager negative opinion of Minister Aguirre Berlanga—Secretario de Gobernación—who was the 

authority in charge of occupying the Church of Santa Teresa. By the time the case was in court, 

the newspaper had already published all the information about the case, such as the house layout 

with all the measurements, and they also had published some of the previous judicial decisions 

on the case.476 As justice Martinez Alomia said, the court’s decision must rely strictly on legal 

considerations. Justice Manuel Encarnacion Cruz said that the government had the right to use 

the building, but if officials had opened paths and the petitioner had proven the boundaries of her 

property, then the Supreme Court should protect her by suspending the construction works, 

otherwise, the first decision of the Judge of District must be respected. In their decision justices 

basically stopped construction works executed by Gobernación but left the definitive decision to 

determine who was the owner of those rooms was left on the hands of the First District Judge. In 

simple terms this case shows how in the first years of the Constitution, the court was pretty 

conservative but careful in handling cases with implications of citizens property and Catholic 

interests. In the final decision, released on September 6, 1918, the Supreme Court granted total 

                                                 
476 Semanario Judicial de la Federación. Quinta Época. Tomo II. Primera parte. 5 de Marzo de 1918, pp. 743-746. 
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amparo protection to Magdalena Contreras against the invasion of her property by Secretaria de 

Gobernación.477  

This careful judicial criteria regarding property, however, later turned significantly on the 

side of the government in the following years. One example was the case related to the estate 

called “Hacienda Las Cruces” located at Jalisco.478 On July 27, 1918 President Carranza 

nationalized this property that was possessed by Gabriel Lopez Arce who was the executor of 

Manuel Barrientos probate. In 1899 Mrs. Eulalia Rosas Moreno transferred the property to the 

clergy in order to contribute to religious charity. On February 12, 1902 he sold the property to 

canon Pablo de Anda who then sold it to Barrientos, sacristan of the Santuario de Guadalupe de 

Leon, in Guanajuato Estate. Barrientos never took possession of the property so the government 

suspected this was only a simulated sale. When Manuel Barrientos died, Las Cruces was left 

intestate so Gabriel Lopez Arce alleged to be the legal inheritor. In 1919, when the presidential 

decree of nationalization was released, Lopez Arce requested amparo protection to the First 

Supernumerary District Judge in Mexico City, upon the legal basis that such a decree violated 

articles 14 and 16 of the Constitution but he denied it. Then, Lopez Arce appealed to the 

Supreme Court which unanimously confirmed the sentence on December 15, 1919 denying 

protection against the decree of nationalization. This sentence is unclear as it also grants amparo 

protection, but only for the effects of leaving the property in the hands of the tax office until the 

intestate concluded and the government decided a concrete destination for the public use of the 

                                                 
477 Semanario Judicial de la Federación. Quinta Época. Tomo III. Primera parte, Sentencias dictadas por la 
S.C.J.N., en el 2º semestre de 1918, 6 de Septiembre de 1918, pp. 697-700. 
478 Semanario Judicial de la Federación. Quinta Época. Tomo V. 15 de Diciembre de 1919, pp. 912-917. 
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property. The confusion in this case make evident the court’s intention for acting out impartiality 

and protectiveness towards everyone, while practically rebuffing Catholics’ demands.  

In the following years some other similar cases happened revealing this tendency by the 

court. Probably the case that portrays this situation more evidently was the one denominated La 

Piedad Limited Company. As explained below in a further section, this was one of the cases that 

settled a new set of precedent on nationalization for Church’s property. The Supreme Court’s 

operation of this case was very controversial and also reveals the internal struggle and 

polarization the justices were facing during the heyday of the so called religious conflict.  

 

 

Religion and the Private Sphere of Rights According to the Supreme Court 

 

Provisions to exercise religious freedom were included in articles 5 and 24 of the 

Constitution. Article 5 established that religious practices or cult was permitted only at the 

designated temples and private homes. Article 24 also established restrictions for masses and 

other ceremonies as clearly stated that everyone was free to embrace the religion of his choice 

and to practice all ceremonies, devotions, or observances of his respective faith, either in places 

of public worship or at home, but any religious act of public worship must be performed inside 

places designated for them as temples, which must be at all times under governmental 

supervision. 479An exemplary case that shows Supreme Court criteria in dealing with such rules 

and principles happened in September 15, 1917, just a few months after the promulgation of the 

                                                 
479 Secretaría de Gobernación, Constitución política de los Estados Unidos Mexicanos., Article 24. 
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Constitution. A man by the name of Justo Cisneros requested an Amparo asking the Supreme 

Court’s protection against the Municipal President of the town of Amecameca, in the State of 

Mexico. This was because the Major had fined him for violating articles 5 and 130 of the new 

Constitution.480 According to the file, on August 5, Justo Cisneros offered and attended a party in 

the hill of Sacromonte, where a church and a cemetery were located. This festivity was given by 

Cisneros to celebrate the inauguration of a new wall for the cemetery and some additions to 

preserve the church from flooding and leaking due to rain. Liborio Reyes, Amecameca’s 

municipal president, considered this celebration as an outdoor religious ceremony, and therefore, 

forbidden by articles 2, 14, 16, and 21 on the Constitution. This act of “external cult” was also 

considered illegal according the constitutional article 24 and for the old “Leyes de Reforma” 

promulgated by Juarez and his generation in the 1860s. Cisneros asked protection from the 

Federal Judge of District at Estado de Mexico, as he assumed that his rights of free and pacific 

meeting were protected by the articles 9, 14, 16 and 21 of the Constitution, so he argued Major 

Reyes had violated them by imposing a fine of one hundred pesos on him.  

In a long narration, Francisco Lara, who was Cisneros’ legal advisor, requested 

protection from the Supreme Court, because the federal judge denied the Amparo at first 

instance. One of his arguments portrays how weak became constitutional protection for Catholics 

in anticlerical times, because although he alleged that Major Reyes and the local military 

authorities had given verbal permission to celebrate the inauguration outside the church, the 

justices did not give any credit on what he said. He also alleged partiality on the federal judge 

treatment of the case because he based his denial of protection in one single proof, which was a 

                                                 
480 Toca al Amparo en Revisión número 112 promovido por Cisneros, Justo contra actos del Gobernador y 
Presidente Municipal de Amecameca. AHSCJN, Fondo Archivo Central, Secretaria Auxiliar, Exp. 112, 1917.  
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photograph of the party were some people were holding candles and wearing religious symbols, 

to what he presented another photograph where it was showed no one was carrying candles. 

Whatever the truth was, the supreme justices did not even discussed the points made by Cisneros 

lawyer; they basically took by granted the major’s declaration and unanimously denied the 

Amparo and protection of the federal justice to Cisneros. Thus, Chief Justice basically said that 

“the sentence by the judge is good enough to confirm the denial of protection, and is not even 

necessary to get into debates because these “social acts”, as the petitioner insist to call them, are 

the ones forbidden by article 24 of the Constitution”481.  

 A similar case happened in San Miguel Allende, Guanajuato, in 1920. On November 28, 

Jesus M. Bustamante requested permission to the Municipal President of the town, for 

celebrating a festival and a parade including decorated and allegorical floats.482 Such a 

celebration was planned to start on December 8, as part of an old tradition of the town. In his 

request, Bustamante said that this parade was going to include some music, but as the orchestra 

he had hired cancelled suddenly, he was going to ask some ladies to sign hymns during the 

parade. 

According to the local prosecutor—Agente del Ministerio Publico— ,San Miguel’s major 

granted permission to Bustamante with the only condition of not including any religious image 

or emblem as part of the pageantry, neither to play or sing any religious music, as it was 

forbidden by the law. In his report, the municipal president declared that he granted permission 

to Bustamante but clearly he warned him about the prohibition of “acts of cult” in public, so 

                                                 
481 Ibídem. 
482 Toca al Amparo en Revisión número 687, promovido por Bustamente, Jesus M., contra actos del Presidente 
Municipal de San Miguel de Allende, Guanajuato. AHSCJN, Fondo Archivo Central, Secretaria Auxiliar, Exp. 687, 
1920. 
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when he realized the festival, the parade and the music were religious, then he gave Bustamente 

a fine of 50 pesos. Thus, Bustamente requested federal protection from the local Judge of District 

but as he denied the amparo, he came in second instance to the Supreme Court to be protected, 

because he considered that article 21 of the Constitution was violated by both, San Miguel’s 

Major and the Federal Judge of District. In the final sentence released on November 12, 1920, 

the Supreme Court confirmed the amparo denial originally issued by the federal judge, and 

clearly stated:  

Any religious act can be done in public, it must be done exclusively in the interior of the 

temples, and any noncompliance of this rule may be result in a penalty of cancelation of 

the event and fines or punishment for the offender imposed by the appropriate 

authorities.483  

 

According to the court, the Municipal President of San Miguel was just keeping the law by 

fining Bustamante, in accordance with the article 5 of the Bill released on December 14, 1874. It 

was also totally legal, under justices’ view, to warn Bustamante of the possible prison penalty in 

the case he continued unfollowing article 25 of the Constitution.  

This was an interesting case because it also shows how polarized was bureaucracy by the 

tense situation created by the anticlerical stance of the government. This is evident in the 

allegation made by the General Prosecutor of the Nation as he demanded the court to penalize 

San Miguel’s major, because he should not even allow a parade with floats on the streets. So in 

his report, the prosecutor requested the court to escalate a formal complaint to the Major’s 

                                                 
483 Semanario Judicial de la Federación. Quinta Época. Tomo VII. Segunda parte. 12 de noviembre de 1920, pp. 
1409-1411. 
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supervisor asking an appropriate punishment for his actions. The Supreme Court responded that 

it was not within its jurisdiction to canalize that impeachment against the Municipal President, 

but this shows that during this time it became critical to everyone in the government to stand for 

a definitive position towards the whole issue of religion in the public sphere. There was not room 

for a safe or neutral position regarding the so called religious problem, either within or outside 

the government; polarization had reach all levels of society as revolutionaries expected new 

secular citizens patrolling their own communities and families against fanaticism. In 

Bustamente’s case, the court released an interesting sentence that at least shows some 

disagreement among justices on this matter, but the strong tendency were verdicts against 

Catholics no matter how innocuous were the cases presented before the court. The sentence for 

this case confirmed both the fine and the amparo denial by the Federal Judge and was approved 

by the majority of justices with seven votes in favor, one against made by Justice Antonio 

Alcocer Anda, and two abstentions by Justice Alberto Mariano Gonzalez Flores and Chief 

Justice Enrique Moreno Perez.  

 On August 15, 1925, the Municipal President of the town Mineral de la Reforma, located 

in the State of Hidalgo, closed down a room in the house of Arnulfo Osorno because it was open 

to the public and used as a temple.484 Osorno came before the Federal Judge of District at 

Hidalgo requesting an amparo against the closure, as it was a violation of his rights protected by 

the constitutional articles 14, 16, 24 and 130. In the report by the municipal president dated on 

August 19, he declared the closure was true but that it was totally justified because the room in 

                                                 
484 Toca al Amparo en Revisión número 3686, promovido por Osorno, Arnulfo, contra actos del Presidente 
Municipal del Mineral de la Reforma, Hidalgo. AHSCJN, Fondo Archivo Central, 1a Secretaria Auxiliar, Exp. 
3686, 1925. 
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question was a chapel open to the public for religious ceremonies. According to this report, the 

chapel was also used for masses offered by two foreign priests, which aggravated Osorno’s 

situation as offender of the article 130 of the Constitution. A piece of a rail served as a bell to 

call the people for mass—major referred in his report—so he warned them on the consequences 

of continuing violating the law. Priests responded that they were going to carry on no matter 

what the government ordered, and they defied Municipal authority threaten that if he insisted in 

closing the chapel, they were going to offer masses on the middle of the street, triggering the 

people also to rebel against the harmful education given by the government to the children in the 

schools. That was why, according to the municipal president, he proceeded to close dawn 

Osorio’s room, but he take it beyond by asking a Criminal Judge to intervene because priests 

were trying to provoke a rebellion.  

 On September 1, 1925, the first Judge of District in Hidalgo State, dismissed Osorno’s 

request for amparo protection. He argued that, because town’s major had turned the case to a 

criminal court, it was not any more within municipal jurisdiction, so amparo did not proceed 

against the original closure made by the major any more. Arnulfo Osorno then, took his case 

before the Supreme Court in November. On December 11, justices discussed the case in detail as 

a full court because it seemed particularly complicated, but the problem was not actually related 

to the closure itself. The debate turned around the fact that the closure, originally imposed by the 

municipal president, was then inexistent, because some people in town had broken the seals 

instigated by the Catholic priests, so the major denounced these acts as a crime so everything got 

in the jurisdiction of a criminal judge, who ultimately became the responsible for the act of 

punish the responsible and keeping closed Osorno’s room. According to the Prosecutor—
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Ministerio Publico—the original sentence by the Federal Judge had to be confirmed by the 

Supreme Court, because articles 43 and 44 of the Ley de Amparo clearly stated that, once the 

effects of a supposed violation of rights by any authority stop by any reason, then the amparo 

protection looses its legal base. Thus, justices Sabino M. Olea and Jesus Guzman Vaca 

concluded that, although the people broke the seals of closure, then the case took two different 

routes: one related to the criminal acts of breaking the seals, and the other related to clarify if the 

major acted legally by turning on the case to the Judge of district. At any case, the effects of the 

original closure had stopped and the Judge of district was pending on defining the appropriate 

jurisdiction of the closure. In sum, the Supreme Court decided to dismiss the case and denying 

federal protection for Osorno.485  

  Within this context, the Supreme Court became the ultimate referee on cases involving 

the application of constitutional rules to the Catholic Church regarding not only property, but 

regarding also its symbolic prominence, which by the way, the revolutionary government 

targeted harder as any other in the past. During these years the government was determined to 

take the public material and symbolic space off Church hands. The fact that no priest would be 

allowed to use any religious outfit representing his condition or hierarchy, shows only a slight 

face of such determination. Processions were another big target as they had dominated not only 

public spaces in cities since colonial times, but also those events reflected the Catholic 

organization of times, schedules and festivities. On this matter, some cases reached the Supreme 

Court as earlier as 1920.  

                                                 
485 Semanario Judicial de la Federación. Quinta Época. Tomo XVII. Segunda parte. 11 de diciembre de 1925, pp. 
1365-1367. 
 



220 

The Right to Remain Silent: Catholic’s Rights before the Supreme Court 

 

Article 130 of the Constitution included a whole set of radical changes that intended to arbitrate 

any Church’s social, political and cultural influence on society. The most dramatic change 

introduced was that the government did not recognize any legal personality to the Catholic 

Church as it was considered on the same case as any other religious denominations and sects. In 

such situation the only way for the Church to exist as a legal entity was to subjugate itself to the 

government and be registered under the same conditions as other religions. This was 

unacceptable for an institution that had ruled Mexico for at least three centuries. As a nonexistent 

corporation under the law, the Church lost any right to establish monastic orders, convents, and 

schools either for children or young Catholics who were willing to become priests. It was 

declared that priesthood had no academic value and priests were also banned to vote or be 

elected as officials. No priest could inherited money or goods only from direct relatives until the 

fourth grade, otherwise they could not receive any inheritance or legacy, even if they were 

included in testaments. Article 130 also prohibited foreign priests, and other ecclesial officials, to 

predicate or officiate masses or any other related practice. It was also not allowed for them to 

criticize the Mexican government, authorities or laws in public or at any religious ceremony or 

celebration. No religious publication could comment or mention any political or official topic. 

No religious association or society was allowed to display or hold a name or denomination 

related to religion.  

 Within this context, the Supreme Court became the ultimate referee on cases involving 

the application of constitutional rules to the Catholic Church regarding not only property, but 
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regarding also its symbolic prominence, which by the way, the revolutionary government 

targeted harder as any other in the past. Priests embodied that moral authority to millions so that 

is why the government focused on de-sacralizing them among their followers. The fact that no 

priest would be allowed to use any religious outfit in public for representing his condition or 

hierarchy, illustrates only a slight face of such determination, but maybe the imposed official 

control over the amount of priests allowed in towns or localities, portrays how extreme the 

implementation of anticlerical rules became during this period. 

 In the 1930s two prominent jurists, Felix Navarrete and Eduardo Pallares, wrote a critical 

analysis on the applicable laws to religion entitled “The religious persecution in Mexico from a 

legal point of view.”486In regards of the article 130, and the imposed quotas of Catholic priests 

allowed to operate in Mexico, Navarrete criticized the fact that some of these rules applied to 

religious practices are in fact opposed to citizens’ rights in pure legal terms. He explains that 

while article 4 of the constitution established a universal right for anyone to work or devote his 

or her life to any licit activity, other articles restricted such freedom for Catholic priests. For 

example article 27 transferred the dominium of seminaries to the nation while article 130 

declared that ministers of any cult of religion should be considered as professionals, however it 

also instituted a restriction to foreigners to be priests in Mexico. According to Navarrete, both 

articles 4 and 130 seems ineffective and contradictory because that so called universal right to 

work on anything only applied to Mexicans in the case of priesthood. The constitution also gave 

State Congresses the power of setting a minimum number of Catholic priests allowed to work at 

                                                 
486 Jesús García Gutiérrez and Eduardo Pallares, La persecución religiosa en Méjico desde el punto de vista jurídico; 
colección de leyes y decretos relativos a la reducción de sacerdotes, (Mexico, 1938). 
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each state.487 Such a limitation proscribed the right of many—Navarrete argued—to work legally 

as a professional of religion. He also criticizes the fact that, even if the constitution explicitly 

states that state congresses can determine the number of allowed priests within their jurisdiction, 

it also establishes that such number must be determined according to the needs of local 

population. In this sense he supports his argument with some related numbers. For example if the 

whole population of Mexico was 16,552, 722 people and at least 16, 179,667 of them were 

Catholics, he considered insufficient the number of 4593 priest authorized for taking care of that 

much people. Regardless the numbers, Naverrete also criticizes the way local congresses arrived 

to such low and random amounts of authorized priests by state, so he wonders what method they 

used. Although the government always affirmed that laws and regulations on religion were 

applicable not only for Catholics, Navarrete points out the fact that Catholicism was prevalent 

numerically over any other faith. This made the law technically addressed for controlling mostly 

Catholicism, as it was evident that a number of 130,000 Protestants, a few thousands of 

Buddhists, and Jewish was not significant for the government, so in sum Navarrete sees the 

whole official legal project of secularization was “essentially persecutory for the Catholic 

religion.” 488 

A particular case, which reached the Supreme Court by those years, illustrates the 

tensions caused by the legal enforcement of laws related to priest control. On June, 1927, a priest 

by the name of Rosalio Garcia Flores was arrested by the Secret Agent (Agente Confidencial de 

Gobernación) David Galicia, and by the General Police Inspector of the town of Torreon 

                                                 
487 Ibid., 15, 16. 
488 Ibid., 17. 
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Coahuila. 489According to agent Galicia he detained priest Garcia in compliance of article 130 of 

the Constitution, because he could not prove being Mexican. No foreign priest were allowed in 

the country according to the law, so Galicia was just following orders and asked for help from 

Police Inspector to facilitate the detention and imprisonment of the priest, while preparing a 

formal order of expulsion.  Priest Garcia asked for Amparo protection to the District 

Supernumerary Judge on June 12, 1927. He argued the agent and police inspector had disrupted 

his rights protected by articles 14 and 16 of the constitution. He also affirmed that all the 

documents he presented to prove his nationality were unfairly dismissed and confiscated by the 

inspector. As a result District Judge suspended Garcia’s detention but the priest should prove his 

nationality still.  

On July 21, 1926 Agent Galicia appealed to the Supreme Court asking for them to repeal 

Judge’s suspension so he can proceed to expel Garcia out of the country. It was until March 1, 

1928, when the court discussed the case and unanimously confirmed the amparo suspension for 

Garcia. Justices based their reasoning on the fact that no authority was authorized to expel 

Mexicans out of Mexico but the President. Justice Cisneros Canto said that, agent Galicia’s 

intention to expel Garcia was not right considering the accused was possibly a Mexican, so even 

if he had committed a crime, he should be consigned to the corresponding authority at the most.  

Although this sentence seems pretty balanced, justices clarified the suspension was only for the 

effect of the article 61 of the Ley de Amparo, which basically states that this type of suspension 

do not release a person imprisoned for a crime pending for sentence, it only puts the accused 

                                                 
489 Toca al Amparo en Revisión, INCIDENTE 2214, promovido por Garcia Flores, Rosalio contra actos del 
Secretario de Gobernación y Otros. AHSCJN, Departamento de Archivo, 3a Secretaria Auxiliar, INCIDENTE 2214, 
1926. 
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under the District Judge’s jurisdiction until a sentence is granted.490 In sum, the Supreme Court 

kept Priest Garcia in prison until he could prove his nationality and gave the District Judge the 

final decision on this case.  

As in other similar cases, the Court seemed respectful of citizens’ rights but ineffective to 

solve concrete situations regarding their day to day experience of anticlerical laws. It was 

evidently the Court was supporting and legalizing the secularizing project of the Revolution and 

cases where priest were involved became critical to send this message. Such cases can be seen as 

exemplary because they reflect how revolutionaries dreaded also the intervention of foreign 

leaders in the conflict provoking an eventual intromission by the Vatican in what they considered 

strictly Mexican political affairs. 

Related to education, article 3 intended a stronger secularization for schools, as radical 

revolutionaries like Francisco Múgica, believed that Catholic education had to be banned 

because the Church restricted natural rights of the people and did not give them the ability to 

think freely491. According to Múgica, public education shall be designed under clear and neutral 

criteria, under rigorous scientific principles, for developing harmoniously all the faculties of the 

human being at the same time patriotism and a consciousness of international solidarity, in 

independence and justice.492 In accordance with article 3, article 24 said that all the education 

imparted by the federal state, shall be maintained totally apart from any religious doctrine and, 

should be based on the results of scientific progress, striving against ignorance and its effects, 

                                                 
490 Pallares, Ley de amparo, 43, 44. 
491 Ryan-McIlhon, “The Anticlerical Articles of the Federal Constitution of 1917 and Their Historical 
Consequences,” 531. 
492 List Arzubide, La gran rebelión de los constituyentes de 1917; génesis de los artículos 3,̊ 123 y 27., 27, 28. 
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like servitude, fanaticism and prejudices. 493 According to Eduardo Pallares, under such 

principles, priesthood basically was declared illegal and not even their liberal individual rights 

were respected.494 Priest were not authorized to vote, to own property or to be teachers so this is 

reflected also in the judicial interpretation a total denial to establish Catholic Schools. 

On July 3, 1928 the Supreme Court discussed the case of Rosa Maria Noriega that 

exemplifies this type of issues. Earlier on that year she was dispossessed of a rented house by the 

Local Prosecutor (Agente del Ministerio Publico) and the Chief Tax Collector in the town of 

Linares Nuevo Leon.495 This house used to be a private religious school for girls called “Divino 

Salvador” so she leased it from Ramon Garcia with the intension of establishing a new school for 

girls on elementary and superior education levels. As she argued at court, that new private school 

was going to be opened keeping strictly all the new regulations related to religion. Despite the 

fact that she proved she had no relation to the former school owner, and that she basically rented 

the house from the inheritors of Ramon Garcia, officials asked her for the key in order to close 

down the school. Once she asked for amparo protection to the Federal District Judge in Linares, 

officials refused her version so Judge denied both the suspension and the amparo, as he 

considered Mrs. Garcia did not prove what she said.  

Then she appealed to the Supreme Court and alleged that, although the responsible 

officials dismissed what they did, it truly happened as they ordered her verbally to submit the 

keys to them and evict the school. It was until July 3, 1928, when the court released a sentence 

                                                 
493 Mexico, Mexico, and Secretaría de Gobernación, Constitución política de los Estados Unidos Mexicanos., 
Article 24. 
494 García Gutiérrez and Pallares, La persecución religiosa en Méjico desde el punto de vista jurídico; colección de 
leyes y decretos relativos a la reducción de sacerdotes, 67. 
495 Toca al Amparo en Revisión, promovido por García Noriega, Rosa contra actos del Agente del Ministerio 
Público Federal Adscrito al Juzgado de Distrito y Otras ante el Juez de Distrito de Nuevo León. AHSCJN, 
Departamento de Archivo, 1a Secretaria Auxiliar, Numero 3550 Principal, 1926. 
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confirming the first instance decision made by Federal District Judge: they denied amparo 

protection because the claimed violation was inexistent. In legal terms this seems like just an 

ordinary case with a simple and logic outcome. At a first glance Mrs. Garcia lost the case 

basically because she could not prove the officials requested to close down her school. 

Reasoning logically from a citizen’s point of view, however, make us think that seems 

improbable Mrs. Garcia wanted to spend almost two years and considerable expenses in lawyers 

and procedures, requesting amparos and appealing to the Supreme Court, with a flimsy legal 

basis.  

A similar case happened in Mexico City in 1928 when Fernando Blanco asked protection 

from a Federal District Court. This was because the Chief Special Police Officer (Jefe de la 

Policia Especial), and the Vice Minister of the Interior (Subsecretario de Gobernación) closed 

down a religious school located at his property which disrupted the Law of Religious Cult (Ley 

de Cultos).  Although these officials argued that such closure was not a violation of Blanco’s 

property rights, he considered it as a confiscation of his house. Federal District Judge gave 

reason to the official side and denied protection. Blanco then appealed to the Supreme Court but 

on July 10, 1928, justices unanimously confirmed the denial of protection. Here the court based 

its sentence on a simple language distinction. While Mr. Blanco was asking protection from a 

confiscation of his house, officials ordered a closure of the school located at the house, but that 

evidently prevented Mr. Blanco of using or accessing his own house. Again the Court opted for a 

safe and simple legalism instead of stopping something that indirectly was affecting someone’s 

property rights. From this point on, it seems the Supreme Court was consolidating a judicial 

tendency to solve problems from a legalistic that many times was unsatisfactory for citizens. In 
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many cases justice by the Court has been perceived as legal but legitimate, not only in cases 

related to religion. During this conflictive period, similar cases portray how the Supreme Court 

followed blindly the revolutionary principles while dismissing Catholic citizens’ requests for 

protection and minimizing them as much as possible, covering official enforcement even when it 

was not implemented fairly.  

 

The Supreme Court in Revolutionary Times:  

A New Generation between Loyalties and Polarization 
 

 

Figure 26. Old building of the Supreme Court at Avenida Juarez circa 1925. 
Source: FN-INAH, Online Photograph Collection. 

 

 

Revolutionaries intended to make the judicial branch more independent and stronger, 

however, that resulted in no major revolution regarding its structure, functions and organization. 

Nevertheless, 1917 marked a new beginning for the Supreme Court because the Revolution had 

broken violently its continuity since 1914. This situation had not happened since the 1860s 

during the French Intervention, so the new court also epitomized the actual implementation of a 
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set of radical changes made in the Constitution by the revolutionaries. The Supreme Court faced 

high challenges like the negative tension and polarization among judges and justices, as their 

views were conflicting in new critical aspects of the legal system, particularly concerning 

anticlerical provisions.496 The original project to institute a new court, submitted for discussion 

by President Venustiano Carranza during the constitutional assembly, basically proposed that the 

Supreme Court should consist of nine associate justices, but instead, a number of eleven was 

fixed by the constituent congress. This was the same number of seats for the court as in previous 

times, as it had worked with eleven justices for the whole nineteenth century. The final project of 

reforms was designed by outstanding lawyers like Luis Manuel Rojas, Jose Natividad Macias, 

Felix F. Palvacini and Alfonso Cravioto. The constituent congress was divided into specialized 

commissions, which were devoted to study and debate on different aspects of the new 

constitution. The Commission charged with designing the judicial branch presented their dictums 

on January 17 and 20, 1917.497  

Once approved, the Constitution further provided a two year period for the first set of 

justices appointed for the period 1917 – 1919. At the end of this short time —fixed to coincide 

with the presidential term—a new set of justices had to be appointed for the following four 

years.498After 1923, reelected justices were going to become irremovable. One big change 

introduced by the radical wing of the congress, was the process of selection and appointment of 

justices. The system was more democratic than the old one from 1857, as the power to nominate 

                                                 
496 According to historian Lucio Cabrera Acevedo, there was no deep revolutions regarding the Supreme Court and 
the judicial branch on the 1917 Constitution. See: Lucio Cabrera Acevedo, Mexico, and Suprema Corte de Justicia, 
La Suprema Corte de Justicia, la revolución y el constituyente de 1917 (1914-1917) (México, D.F.: Suprema Corte 
de Justicia de la Nación, 1994), 63. 
497 Ibidem. 
498 Ibidem. 
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justices was vested to the states congresses, which must pick a candidate and submit it to the 

consideration of the federal congress. A legal quorum of two third parts of congressmen were 

required to vote on the candidate, who should be elected by a solid majority of votes.499 Article 

94 of the Constitution established that the federal justice system relied on the Supreme Court and 

inferior courts divided by district. Their jurisdiction shall extend to all ordinary cases in the 

federal level, and to extraordinary cases on constitutional disputes at the national level.500 With 

this new set of rules, the Supreme Court could extend its jurisdiction to practically every aspect 

of society if necessary, just as we have seen from the examples in previous sections. In sum, 

everything was in place to have a strong court, democratically elected—up to certain point— and 

heavily committed to preserve the new radical principles enacted by the revolutionaries in power.  

According to Lourdes Celis, between the years of 1917 and 1928, “tree Supreme 

Courts”501 were appointed, which means that during those years, justices from the court were 

renewed completely three times. This was a great accomplishment because, as said above, after 

that deep crisis caused by the Revolution in the government, the Supreme Court had been closed 

since 1914.502 The first cohort of justices under the new constitution was appointed by June 1, 

1917 and immediately reinitiated judicial activities. 503 Appointed as Chief Justice was the 

prominent jurist Enrique M. de los Rios, and associate justices were Victoriano Pimentel, 

Agustin del Valle, Manuel E. Cruz, Santiago Martinez Alomia, Agustin Urdapilleta, Enrique 

Garcia Parra, Enrique Moreno Perez, Jose Maria Truchuelo, Alberto Mariano Gonzalez y 

                                                 
499 Ibidem.  
500 See: Juan Pablo Pampillo, “Estudio Preliminar Historico-Juridico” Mexico: Suprema Corte de Justicia de la 
Nacion, La suprema Corte de Justicia y la cuestion religiosa 1917-1940, LXIV. 
501 See Maria de Lourdes Celis Salgado, “La suprema corte de justicia y la cuestión religiosa 1917-1928” Suprema 
Corte de Justicia de la Nación (México), La Suprema Corte y la cuestión religiosa 1917-1928., 41. 
502 Ibidem. 
503 Suprema Corte de Justicia de la Nación. Acuerdo del Pleno, Junio de 1917, Acta de 1 de Junio de 1917, p. 1.  
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Enrique Colunga.504 During Carranza’s presidential term, the Supreme Court became an 

authentically independent branch of the government due to some specific factors. First, the 

constitutional assembly, whose members were majorly liberal and democratic, gave more 

freedom and autonomy to the judicial branch. Second, in practical terms, three of the appointed 

justices had participated as legislators in the assembly, so they supported concrete measures in 

the law in order to achieve such conditions for the actual court. Those justices were Jose Maria 

Truchuelo, Enrique Colunga Meade and Alberto M. Gonzalez.  

 

 

Figure 27. Justice José Maria Truchuelo at his office circa 1917. 
FN-INAH, Online Photograph Collection. 

 

 

The three played an important role, both as legislators and justices, who participated in 

creating the law and later worked on its judicial application. Alberto Mariano Gonzalez, who was 

born in Atotonilco el Grande, at Hidalgo State in 1879, went to the National School of Law and 

became an active supporter of Francisco I. Madero and the antireelectionist party in 1910. Once 

                                                 
504 See Maria de Lourdes Celis Salgado, “La suprema corte de justicia y la cuestión religiosa 1917-1928” Suprema 
Corte de Justicia de la Nación (México), La Suprema Corte y la cuestión religiosa 1917-1928., 42. 



231 

Madero was assassinated he became Caranza’s follower and was elected deputy in 1916.505 

During the Constitutional Assembly he became a member of the special committee reporting on 

article 123, which was devoted to raising labor rights to the level of constitutional law.506 He also 

supported Carranza’s initiatives related to article 3 on education and he also participated on 

critical debates regarding the judicial branch. He was the only justice reelected to be part of the 

“Second Supreme Court.”507 Enrique Colunga Meade born on August 1, 1877 at Matamoros 

Coahuila. He studied law in Guanajuato where he were a private attorney in the years prior to the 

Revolution, but apparently he had no judicial or public service experience before 1910.508 He 

was elected deputy for the constituent congress in 1916 representing Celaya’s district. He 

participated in relevant debates in that assembly like those related to personal rights on judicial 

processes such as the principle of inviolability of the home. The third important jurstice, Jose 

Maria Truchuelo, was born in Queretaro City on April 29, 1880. He studied law in his natal state 

and later became governor in 1916, when he was elected deputy for the constituent congress. 

These three former constitutional deputies belonged to the main core of that generation of 

rebels who embodied the Revolution of 1910. This generation of approximately two hundred 

men—as Luis Gonzalez asserted— most born between 1873 and 1888, and only 28% of them 

were part of the selective group of lawyers —educated in the porfiriato— who became the most 

prominent leaders, politicians and of course, lawmakers during the constructive phase of the 

                                                 
505 See Maria de Lourdes Celis Salgado, “La suprema corte de justicia y la cuestión religiosa 1917-1928” Mexico: 
Suprema Corte de Justicia de la Nacion, La suprema Corte de Justicia y la cuestion religiosa 1917-1940, 43. 
506 Timothy M James, Mexico’s Supreme Court Between Liberal Individual and Revolutionary Social Rights, 1867-
1934. (University of New Mexico Press, 2013), 54, 
http://public.eblib.com/choice/publicfullrecord.aspx?p=1458111. 
507 See Maria de Lourdes Celis Salgado, “La suprema corte de justicia y la cuestión religiosa 1917-1928” Mexico: 
Suprema Corte de Justicia de la Nacion, La suprema Corte de Justicia y la cuestion religiosa 1917-1940, 43. 
508 See Maria de Lourdes Celis Salgado, “La suprema corte de justicia y la cuestión religiosa 1917-1928” ibid. 
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Revolution.509Among the other justices of this “First Supreme Court” also were those who had 

military participation like Enrique Moreno from Sinaloa, and Agustin Urdapilleta from 

Campeche, who took up the arms against Victoriano Huerta and achieved the grade of lieutenant 

colonel. As some of the real and convinced Maderistas in the court were Justice Santiago 

Martinez Alomia, who joined Francisco I. Madero since 1911 as a law counselor, and Chief 

Justice Enrique de los Rios, who actually had been appointed as official candidate for the 

Supreme Court during Madero’s presidential term in 1912.510 Not all of the justices, however, 

had such clean antecedents of loyalty to the Revolution, as the case of Victoriano Pimentel who 

served his namesake president Huerta—the so called vilest enemy of the constitutionalist 

Revolution. In sum, this first Supreme Court represented, as William Beezley affirmed about the 

Revolution itself, a cross section of different groups who came from all walks of life and level of 

society, which common sign was their age and region origin.511 It was a diverse, idealist, radical 

and select group of jurists, part of a generation, which according to Jose Ortega y Gasset, can 

only be understood as a quasi-biological body that rules the country for about fifteen 

years.512This makes sense for that generation of revolutionaries born during the porfiriato, who 

shaped the revolutionary principles, and later became prominent in the new regime emanating 

from their own struggles. They certainly crafted and ruled—in legal terms—the new ways to 

interpret and apply the Constitution of 1917 to concrete, real and everyday situations in the life 

of citizens.  

                                                 
509 Luis González y González, La ronda de las generaciones (México: Clío, 1997), 83, 84. 
510 James, Mexico’s Supreme Court Between Liberal Individual and Revolutionary Social Rights, 1867-1934., 54, 
55. 
511 William H. Beezley and Colin M. MacLachlan, Mexicans in Revolution, 1910-1946: An Introduction (U of 
Nebraska Press, 2009), 1. 
512 See: José Ortega y Gasset, El tema de nuestro tiempo: prólogo para alemanes (Tecnos, 2002). 
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During this first two year period, the court looked more sovereign and independent from 

the executive branch than it did during the Porfiriato, but its criteria reflected—on the other 

hand— the radicalism of some revolutionaries who were extremists on aspects like land and 

religion, but it seemed more conservative regarding cases related to labor or natural resources. 

Sometimes even President Carranza seemed more measured than the majority of congressmen, 

because they wanted more radical reforms to be passed regarding religion. Actually in his state 

of the nation address, given on September 1, 1919, Carranza insisted that article 3 of the 

Constitution should be reverted in order to leave unrestricted the principle of educational 

freedom, with the only limitation of preserving morals and order. In 1918 he also expressed his 

intention for reforming article 130 in order to protect the liberty of conciseness by adjusting the 

cult in public and respecting the internal structure of every religion.513 By September 1919, 

Congress rejected all the initiatives proposed by the president, and reaffirmed he did not have 

even the right of vetoing laws according to article 89 of the Constitution. On October 13, 1919 

Congress discussed on the executive powers because they considered Carranza was using them 

to protect “the clergy and the capital” by allowing some foreign priest to enter the country. Later, 

in October 21, the Chamber of Deputies derogated all the original extraordinary powers granted 

to the president, and consequently Carranza became increasingly weaker to make decisions on 

critical aspects like religion, public cult, education, and even taxation.514 Given this scenery, the 

first Supreme Court certainly tended to make strong statements on anticlericalism, but is also 

                                                 
513 See Maria de Lourdes Celis Salgado, “La suprema corte de justicia y la cuestión religiosa 1917-1928” Mexico: 
Suprema Corte de Justicia de la Nacion, La suprema Corte de Justicia y la cuestion religiosa 1917-1940, 43. 
514 Ibidem. 
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possible to argue that some of the justices remained moderate on their positions towards cases 

related to religion and public cult.  

This relative autonomy and moderate position taken by the First Supreme Court changed 

over the following years, as President Obregón looked for amend the Constitution in order to 

take some of the court’s power and freedom off. The next cohort of justices, or the “Second 

Supreme Court”—as called by historian Lourdes Celis Salgado— began their term on June 1, 

1919.515 The new appointed justices for the next four years were designated by the followers of 

President Obregón in congress. By those years he achieved a strong control on the two chambers, 

because the Constitutionalist Liberal Party supported all his initiatives and proposals. As a result, 

the new court was majorly formed by Obregón’s devotees, and the only justice reelected from 

the first cohort was Alberto M. Gonzalez. The new Chief Justice was Ernesto Garza Pérez, and 

the associate justices were Adolfo Arias, Benito Flores, Gustavo A. Vicencio, Patricio Sabido, 

Agustín Urdapilleta, Ignacio Noris, José María Mena, Enrique Moreno, Antonio Alcocer y 

Francisco Modesto Ramírez.  

 

Figure 28. Justice Gustavo A. Vicencio circa 1920.  
Source:FN-INAH Online Photograph Collection. 

                                                 
515 Ibidem., 51 
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Besides his influences on the new Court justices, Alvaro Obregón also counted on strong 

political forces around the country like the Regional Workers Confederation of Mexico 

(Confederacion Regional Obrera de Mexico), the Constitutionalist Liberal Party, and so many 

other military leaders, politicians and governors, such as Plutarco Elias Calles. Due to his 

prominence, Obregón could impulse certain changes on the Constitution and other legislation in 

order to increase his control over the court. In fact, on October 1922, the Consulting Department 

of the Minister of the Interior (Secretaria de Gobernación), presented two initiatives to modify 

the Supreme Court’s legal framework.516 Through these proposals he intended to suppress some 

of the constitutional rights granted for individuals in trials and also tried to restrict the Amparo 

writ scope, which ultimately would reduce Supreme Court’s power. One of the justifications for 

these proposals was that, reducing the court’s jurisdiction would imply also a reduction of its 

huge workload, as it will stop to intervene in cases from the local and state levels. The initiative 

also proposed an actual reduction on the number of justices up to ten associated, and three 

supernumerary, so the court eventually will not work in full, instead it will work divided into 

three sections by field (meaning Civil Law, Criminal Law, Administrative Law). Also, regarding 

the position of Chief Justice, it was proposed that he should be elected annually. Obregón’s 

partisans also proposed a radical change on the procedure of justices’ nomination and 

appointment. According to this initiative the president was going to be the one who should 

propose three candidates for the Senate to appoint one individual as a new justice. It was also 

suppressed the principle of removability introduced originally in the Constitution of 1917.517  

                                                 
516 Ibidem. 52. 
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This legislative project, supported by the Obregonista faction in congress, was very 

controversial and triggered hostile discussions. It also raised opposition in and out of the 

government, because the initiative of restricting liberal individual rights (garantias individuales) 

caused stupor among the public. Even the General Prosecutor of the Nation (Procurador General 

de la Republica) Eduardo Delhumeau disapproved an eventual restriction on the Supreme 

Court’s jurisdiction. This executive proposal was submitted to the Chamber of Deputies on 

November 14, 1922, but finally it was not approved because of the opposition, so the 

Constitution remained intact for a while more. Some months later—as a prediction of the 

increase of authoritarian tendencies by Obregón in the government— some of the active justices 

were mysteriously threatened and obligated to leave their positions. Due to this situation, the 

second cohort of justices finished its term in advance, and again, the Supreme Court closed doors 

temporarily on May 19, 1923. In sum, regarding the anticlerical provisions and regulation of 

religion, from 1919 to 1923 the second cohort of justices dealt with an enormous amount of 

pressure, coming either from the radical tendencies of the congress or from the quasi-totalitarian 

intensions from the executive for controlling the judiciary. Such a situation was reflected in the 

Supreme Court’s interpretation of the Constitution on cases related to religion during those years.  

One symptomatic example of such pressures was the Amparo Sociedad Anonima “La 

Piedad” (“La Piedad Limited Company). This lawsuit was filed against the sentence issued by 

the Seventh Federal Circuit Court (Septimo Tribunal Federal de Circuito) that nationalized the 

real estates owned by this company (juridical person or Persona Moral) because judge 
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determined it was linked directly with vested ecclesial interests.518 This case started when a 

federal prosecutor in Puebla—Ministerio Publico—denounced some irregular real estate 

properties from this company before a civil court. On December 18, 1918 and February 21, 

1919, he sued “La Piedad” and requested all its properties to be claimed by the government 

because—he argued— the company was just a simulation or a covert to protect clergy’s real 

estate. This juridical person (company or corporation) was established legally on October 1902, 

and some of its members were priests or connoted prelates from the Catholic Church. It used to 

own a cemetery, 94 houses, 97 pieces of land and 58 mortgages on its favor. The original 

founders of the company were Canon Jose Victoriano Covarrubias, Chapter’s Dean at Puebla’s 

Diocese, Don Joaquin Vargas, Luis Garcia Armora, Juan N. Quintana, and other four people. 

When Covarrubias died, his company shares were inherited by another ecclesial prelate, Can 

Ignacio Gonzalez. Federal Prosecutor in Puebla argued that all the property of “La Piedad” 

should be nationalized according to article 27 of the Constitution and both, Federal District 

Judge and Federal Circuit Judge assumed he was right. On March 26, 1920, Juan N. Quintana, 

who was the company’s director, appealed the sentence before the Supreme Court. After some 

months of discussion, on January 24, 1921, justices declared— by majority of six votes over 

three— that “La Piedad” certainly was just a legal cover –interposita personae— which protected 

Catholic Church’s property from nationalization, and consequently the Court confirmed the 

                                                 
518 Recurso de Súplica número 7-2º, promovido por Quintana, Juan N., apoderado de la Sociedad Anónima “La 
Piedad” en el juicio ordinario seguido por el Agente del Ministerio Público Federal. AHSCJN, Fondo amento de 
Archivo, Secretaria de Acuerdos, Exp. No. 7-2º, 1920. 
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sentence given by Federal Circuit Judge. The company’s property was irrevocably nationalized 

and it was condemned to pay all trial costs and expenses.519  

The case of “La Piedad” deferred from other similar cases because it caused a big public 

scandal that put some additional pressure on the Supreme Court’s Justices. Debates and 

discussions lasted months and were exposed at some connoted newspapers’ headlines. On the 

Court’s session of January 19, 1921, Justice Benito Flores Martinez expressed openly to his 

colleagues that it was important to ponder that the Court was carrying an enormous responsibility 

by resolving this case. In his words the sentence will be issued at a critical and historical moment 

of the nation.520 Justice also said “we have to be serene and calm, and getting far from the times 

the Supreme Court is facing right now, as it has been censored, accused, and maligned at the 

Permanent Commission of the Congress.”521 According to Justice Flores, everything was linked 

to the current political scenery, which had complicated the Court’s role in society. He also 

denounced the Court had received official pressure from the Chamber of Deputies asking the 

justices to issue a sentence according to the “Revolutionary Principles.”522 The Supreme Court 

should reject such demands from the deputies according to Flores523 He also denounced that, 

they received pressure from the General Prosecutor of the Republic, because he asked justices to 

hurry this case up and close it as soon as possible. Flores said that, The General Prosecutor was 

unfairly accusing justices for delaying the sentence, as he declared they were just looking for 

                                                 
519 Fallo de la Suprema Corte de Justicia, en: Semanario Judicial de la Federación. Quina Época. Tomo VIII. 24 de 
enero de 1921.  
520 “Versión Taquigráfica de la Sesión del Pleno de la Suprema Corte de Justicia de 19 de enero de 192”, Recurso de 
Súplica número 7-2º, promovido por Quintana, Juan N., apoderado de la Sociedad Anónima “La Piedad” en el juicio 
ordinario seguido por el Agente del Ministerio Público Federal. AHSCJN, Fondo amento de Archivo, Secretaria de 
Acuerdos, Exp. No. 7-2º, 1920. 
521 Ibidem. 
522 Ibidem. 
523 Ibidem. 
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excuses to not finish this case as soon as possible. Justice Flores, nonetheless, made clear they 

had received no pressure at all from president Obregón, whose attitude had been “serene and 

independent” towards the case—justice affirmed. This later statement shows that, even if there 

were divisions among governmental branches, Obregón’s figure was strong enough to not be 

defied by anyone, not even justices from the Court would like to cause his anger. 

The case of “La Piedad” illustrates the difficult times the Court faced during those first 

years of the new constitutional regime, as it became the corner stone for the revolutionaries to 

gain the legal battles between the Church and the Government. Such circumstances cause so 

much polarization in and out the judiciary, and resulted in situations of discrimination, 

harassment, and even impeachment of judicial functionaries who were suspected to be in favor 

of the Catholic cause. Thus, as it happened in other branches of the government, to be Catholic 

became a problem that meant to be under permanent surveillance from workmates, journalists or 

citizens around who were in favor of the revolutionary regime. This conditions became more 

critical during the presidential term of Plutarco Elias Calles, as literally everyone had to be 

watching their back to avoid suspicions.  

Due to this troubled milieu, even the process for appointing new justices was also 

controversial and uneasy for the following term. Although the Supreme Court was literally 

closed since mid-May 1923, the Senate was divided on the final decision for appointing new 

justices. Álvaro Obregón hold still an enormous influence in Congress but there were some 

dissidents who were willing to prevent him for deciding the new whole fixing of the Court. 

Those were sixteen senators from three minorities (Labor Party, Agrarian Party and Liberal 

Constitutionalist Party) who decided to stop attending Congress sessions, so it would be 
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impossible to reach a legal quorum to appoint new justices.524 These opponents were absent from 

congress for at least two months and they declared to El Universal that “Until no honorable men 

go to the Court, there will be no legal quorum at the Senate.”525While this judicial uncertainty 

lasted, majoritarian forces in Congress pressured on the dissidents by proposing to stop paying 

them and depose them from their positions. Dissenters responded arguing they had right to 

choose as a minority.  

Finally on July 24, 1923 both congressional chambers agreed the procedure to follow in 

order to designate a new cohort of justices for the Supreme Court. The Senate—where Obregón 

had more opponents—was going to choose five new justices, and the Chamber of Deputies 

would decide the other six. The majority in the Senate picked unanimously three well-known 

lawyers: Ernesto Garza Perez, Victoriano Pimentel and Salvador Urbina. The sixteen dissident 

Senators chose two justices: Francisco Diaz Lombardo and Sabino M. Olea. Deputies chose the 

rest of six justices: Ricardo B. Castro, Jesus Guzman Vaca, Gustavo Vicencio, Fancisco Modesto 

Ramirez, Leopoldo Estrada and Manuel Padilla.526 On July 27, the Supreme Court was reopened 

and Gustavo Vicencio was appointed as provisional Chief Justice. Sometime later, Francisco 

Modesto Ramirez was elected as the definitive Chief Justice for the rest of that term.  

Thus, the so called “Third Supreme Court,” or third cohort of justices from the 

revolutionary constitutional regime, reflected an increasing tendency of authoritarian intensions 

by the executive on the judiciary. Between 1924 and 1926 the cohort got just a few changes 

while the whole legal framework of the Court was transformed to give more control to the 
                                                 
524 See Maria de Lourdes Celis Salgado, “La suprema corte de justicia y la cuestión religiosa 1917-1928” Mexico: 
Suprema Corte de Justicia de la Nacion, La suprema Corte de Justicia y la cuestion religiosa 1917-1940, 43. 
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gobierno del Presidente Obregón (1920-1924) (México, D.F.: Suprema Corte de Justicia de la Nación, 1996), 26. 
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executive over it. On January 20, 1924 Justice Victoriano Pimentel died527 so the congress 

elected Teofilo Honorato Orantes for taking his place. Under such circumstances, when President 

Calles got in office on December 1, 1924, the Court in place was majorly Obregón’s partisan and 

arguably all the justices were revolutionary devotees to some extent, so anyone who showed at 

least an innocent tendency favoring Catholicism, could get in trouble at any level or 

governmental agency. This impacted the conformation of the Court, which also produced a shift 

on the judicial interpretation on the bundle of rights regarding religion for Catholics, and 

aggravated the effects of social polarization within the judiciary. On top of everything, the 

Cristero rebellion outbreak in 1926 provoked the government to close more their ranks in order 

to “clean” bureaucracy of partisans for the common enemy: the Church and its followers. 

 

Figure 29. Substitute Chief Justice Teofilo H. Orantes circa 1925. 
Source FN-INAH, Photograph Collection. 

 

 

                                                 
527 Semanario Judicial de la Federación Semanario Judicial de la Federación (México), Número dedicado a honrar 
la memoria del Sr. Lic. D. Victoriano Pimentel, ministro de la Suprema Corte de Justicia de la Nación que falleció 
el 20 de enero del año de 1924, 1923. 
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In late 1926, just at the height of the Cristero movement, some congress deputies, and 

senators from the State of Tabasco, sent a formal complaint to both, the Supreme Court and the 

President. This protest was against a judicial clerk from the Federal Court in Tabasco. This was 

because some people accused him for being favorable to the Catholics who came before court 

asking protection. During revolutionary times, Tabasco’s government was one of the most 

recalcitrant opponents to the Church at the state level, and some of the most radical actions and 

regulations to enforce anticlerical legislation came out there. This is evident from reading that 

formal complaint signed by three congressmen in representation of their state: Senator Homero 

Margalli G., Deputy Alcides Caparroso and Deputy Alejandro Ruiz.528 Such a letter, dated on 

October 23, 1926, epitomizes, on the one hand, a panorama of great tension unleashed among 

and against Catholics after the expedition of the new legislation on religious matters, and on the 

other hand, it shows the confusion and fear some judicial officials experienced during those 

years. They related in the letter that, as per the new legislation on religious cult was issued, so 

many Catholics asked for amparo protection before the Federal Judge of District in 

Villahermosa, because they considered their rights were violated by local authorities while 

enforcing the law. At some point, attorney Sanchez Serna, former Judge of District when those 

facts happened, realized that his own secretary, official clerk (Secretario escribiente) by the name 

of Cenobio Soriano, gave legal assistance and supported those people by redacting their lawsuits 

and amparo requests.529 Local peasants and workers leagues asked for a reprimand for Clerk 
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Soriano because they argued his behavior was “against our institutions,”530 so Judge Sanchez 

Serna warned him and later destitute him from his position.  

Later that year, Judge Sanchez Serna was transferred to a different court so a new judge 

by the lastname of Sumohano was appointed to take his place. New judge placed back Cenobio 

Soriano as court’s clerk, which caused anger and discontent on workers, peasants and citizens in 

Tabasco. This situation aggravated as Judge Sumohano was also transferred to the District Court 

in Tuxpan Veracruz, so by operation of law, Cenobio Soriano became provisionally the new 

judge until a new one was appointed. Under such situation, congressmen accused Soriano 

because they considered him to be a “threaten for society” as he has shown a “deep hatred and 

rancor” against those who promoted his destitution in the past. Federal Justice was could not rest 

on Cenobio Soriano as his local representative—congressmen argued—so they warned the Court 

of what the risk would be in case this judicial officer continue wielding his position. 

What makes this case so particular is that it shows how religious affiliation became 

highly politicized, so it confronted people in and out of the government. As never before, it 

became a real and practical problem to show religious preferences off, which made incompatible 

religion and public positions. According to the main argument of this dissertation, this case 

illustrates how, as in other levels and governmental agencies, a factual secularization happened 

within the public sphere of authority. Another interesting effect arose as a consequence of this 

sort of purge of Catholicism from the official realm: the emergence of radical practices among 

the revolutionary groups, which normalized the acceptance on any action—namely corruption, 

electoral fraud, imposture or trickery—as long as that allowed them to keep total control of the 
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government. The sacred goal of revolutionize citizens’ consciousness, cleaning bureaucracy, and 

ultimately defeating the Church at the public sphere, had to be on top of everything, even if 

Catholics were a numeric majority in the country. This is evident in the accusation made against 

Cenobio Soriano by congressmen from Tabasco. In their letter, they explained to the Court some 

of the improper acts undertaken by Soriano that this process is self-explanatory. They said that 

because of the election for Governor in Veracruz, followers of one candidate received some 

articles of propaganda but supporters for the other candidate—I assume the one from the side of 

the Revolution—tried to prevent them for circulating that material around. Municipal Police 

intervened so electoral propaganda was seized and sent to the police station. Then provisional 

judge Soriano, escorted by federal troops, went to the station and required the police to make 

official record about everything happened in order to preserve the electoral rights of the 

opposition in Tabasco. This issue, according to Tabasco congressmen, could put at risk the 

election for governor and disserve the candidacy of Ausencio C. Cruz, who was the candidate of 

the Revolution, and who also was supported by the leagues of peasants, workers and other 

revolutionary groups, who basically were the people supposedly mistreated by Judge Cenobio 

Soriano. This letter concluded by pointing out that, due to the “unmoral” antecedents of Soriano, 

it was concerning and logic to expect that he was going to take revenge on this groups, which—

according to the protesting congressmen—could certainly harm the political peace in Tabasco, 

damaging also the central government, and ultimately would discredit the Supreme Court 

itself.531 In sum, what these congressmen asked to the Court was to use their powers to destitute 

Cenobio Soriano as Judge of District for considering his actions as apparently favorable to 
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Catholics, which was “against the institutions.” In their own words, that position should be filled 

with a “sane element from the judiciary who honor the judicial branch.”532 

Another example of this kind of situations happened in 1927, as the Minister of the 

Interior (Secretario de Gobernación) submitted a formal complaint at the Court against the 

Federal District Judge in Puebla. Such an accusation against the judge, by the name of Francisco 

Canseco, was submitted because supposedly he had been “favorable” to the “fanatic element” of 

society, and also to be supposedly a member of the Knights of Columbus.533 According to the 

people who signed the complaint, Judge Canseco allegedly blocked orders given by the military 

authorities to suppress rebellious activities undertaken by Catholics earlier that year. They also 

accused that he had freed some individuals who were colluded with such rebels.534 In his 

defense, Canseco affirmed that he never belonged to the Knights of Columbus because he had 

always been a member of the Liberal Party of the Republic. He also affirmed that he never freed 

those individuals who were alleged of being rebels, as they were still in prison with only one 

exception, a man whose provisional liberty was granted because he was not clearly responsible, 

and he was required to pay a caution fee in order to guarantee he was not going to evade justice 

during the investigations.535 On June 14, 1927, the Supreme Court determined unanimously that 

they did not have legal jurisdiction to solve this case, because such a complaint basically needed 

to be first investigated by a Federal Prosecutor (Ministerio Publico). According to the transitory 

article 6 of the Judicial Branch Organic Federal Law (Ley Organica del Poder Judicial de la 

Federacion), this file should be returned to the Prosecutor in order to be properly investigated. 
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Consequently, no definitive sentence on Judge’s responsibility was issued by the Supreme Court. 

Although the Court did not solve this case, however, the whole complaint file and the Court’s 

final decision and judgement, demonstrates that there was an increase of tensions within the 

judiciary, right after the outbreak of the Cristero Rebellion.  

In conclusion, during the difficult years that followed 1917, the Supreme Court faced 

though challenges like negative tensions and polarization among judges and justices. During 

those years Alvaro Obregón’s shade defined in many ways the Supreme Court’s role, especially 

when Plutarco Elias Calles took office in 1924, because he was determined to radicalize the 

implementation of the revolutionary principles included in the Constitution.  By April 1928, just 

some months before his assassination, Obregón successfully bid to end the life time tenure for 

the Supreme Court justices and finally ensured executive control over the judicial appointment 

process,536 which basically weaken the Court’s autonomy. Thus, it is possible to see the Supreme 

Court’s evolution as the formation of the three cohorts of justices up to 1928 mirrored the 

ideological and political affiliation of the judges. After Obregón’s assassination, everything was 

already in place to avoid placing dissidents as justices, so their old conflicting visions on new 

critical aspects of the legal system slowly aligned in disciplined judicial interpretations that 

always—or in most cases—will invariably back up official positions. By this time one common 

feature in judicial officers’ profile represented, as any other, their level of loyalty: a solid and 

indisputable support to the revolutionary principles of secularization of public life, inside and 

outside the government. That way the Supreme Court epitomized the actual implementation of 

the most radical changes made in the Constitution by the revolutionaries in those years. On the 
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subject of religion three elements can summarize the Supreme Court’s main priorities during this 

period: the operation of a strong rule for religious life under the constitution, ensuring a robust 

control over the Church, and guaranteeing a clean and free-religion judiciary.  
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Chapter IV 
The Spirit of Anticlerical Laws:  

Secularizing Patriotism and the Popular Legal Culture.  
 

“Above the dictates of conscience there is the law.” 
Plutarco Elias Calles to the National Episcopate Delegates, August, 1926.537 

 

 

Figure 30. Álvaro Obregón at Fernando Torreblanca and Hortensia Elias Calles’s wedding,  
August 8, 1922. Source: Grandes Casas de México538 Website. 

 

Introduction  

 Just a few days before Obregón was assassinated he had a meeting with Gonzalo N. 

Santos, a young revolutionary and politician from San Luis Potosi who later became the 

archetype of twentieth century Mexico’s authoritarianism. At that last exchange, Gonzalo 

recommended Obregón to be careful. “Be safe, think of all those attempts against you, remember 

what happened in Orizaba, the bomb attack at Chapultepec and also that parade they want you to 

                                                 
537 Plutarco Elías Calles et al., Pensamiento político y social: antología (1913-1936) (México: Instituto de Estudios 
Históricos de la Revolución Mexicana : Fideicomiso Archivos Plutarco Elías Calles y Fernando Torreblanca : Fondo 
de Cultura Económica, 1988), 190. 
538 Grandes Casas de México. http://grandescasasdemexico.blogspot.com/2014/08/la-casa-torreblanca-elias-calles-
en.html 
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be at San Luis this September”—Gonzalo said—“don’t forget your name has thirteen letters”539. 

Upon hearing this, Obregón frowned and asked Gonzalo “what about those thirteen letters?” to 

what he responded “Do you know why I called myself Gonzalo N. Santos?” to which Obregón 

responded “well I thought your parents had named you, but I don’t know where the ‘N’ comes 

from.”540 Gonzalo then told Obregón a strange story about this detail. Some time before, during 

the armed years of the Revolution, he was injured in a battle against Villista forces in Chihuahua 

where he almost died; a friend of his who was very superstitious suggested to add his full name 

either a second last name or a letter, so Gonzalo asked him why. “Because Gonzalo Santos has 

thirteen letters” he said, “so you need to add letters, otherwise you will be killed.”541 Thereafter 

he decided to be called Gonzalo N. Santos.  Prophetically, Santos told Obregón: “your name has 

also thirteen letters, just like Francisco Villa and Doroteo Arango, so be careful.” General 

Obregón responded to Santos, “It is a shame I learned of this so late, I had not heard of this. If I 

had known before I would have added a letter to my name, but there is no time for that 

anymore.” Obregón’s fears seemed justified because in just a few days he would be violently 

killed as Santos feared.  

                                                 
539 Gonzalo Santos, Memorias, 4a ed. (México: Grijalbo, 1986), 328. 
540 Ibid. 
541 Ibid. 
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Figure 31. Álvaro Obregón, Gonzalo N. Santos, and Deputy Alfredo Romo. 1928. 
 Source: Gonzalo N. Santos, Memorias. 

 

This tale show us an unfamiliar side of the impassive caudillo of the Revolution: a side 

seeped in superstition or the belief in something that goes beyond conventional human reason. It 

is a mistake to judge Calles, Obregón, and other revolutionaries as atheists or skeptics from the 

laws, policies and programs they promoted. Their main goal was never to harm spirituality or 

popular religiosity, rather it was to diminish the institutional hegemony of the Church. Their goal 

was not the erasure of those mystic features from Mexican identity, but to secularize them and 

ultimately bring them under the far-reaching arms of the Revolution. Limiting the Church’s 

power and influence over society was the principle goal of the anticlerical provisions; in sum, the 

spirit of the law for revolutionaries was the desire to remove the Church from the public sphere, 

even if in many cases it meant infringing on the private rights of citizens. According to classic 

political and legal doctrinaires like Montesquieu, the letter of the law is the written code, while 

the spirit of the law refers to the intent or motivation legislators have in mind when they write the 
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code.542 In the case of the Constitution and the laws regarding religious practices, one can see 

this  spirit revealed in specific narratives, cultural manifestations, and prejudices against Catholic 

clergy, which in fact had a long history prior to 1910 and after 1929.  

Anticlericalism was a major component of the Mexican Revolution, and campaigns for 

secularization were certainly intended to transform people’s minds and everyday lives. This was 

the reason many Catholics found the anticlerical laws to be so invasive of their private life and 

rights, because the provisions questioned their personal values and even their individual 

approach to the nation. By explicitly distancing themselves from Catholicism, and even 

projecting publicly their image as atheists, many revolutionary leaders aspired to secularize the 

institutional image of the government. This was the foundation of a new official narrative, a new 

notion of history: the creation of a new version of patriotism, a new symbolic and institutional 

secularism which was intended to surpass Catholicism as the main basis of the Mexican identity. 

It was also the beginning of a major cultural transformation intended to leave a deep footprint in 

the memory of all Catholics. Such a profound transformation was precisely the intention of the 

revolutionary laws and their enforcement. Citizens’ memories of the conflict expressed in 

popular culture reveal how the anticlerical laws were intended to profoundly change their daily 

reality; They reveal the true spirit of the law, which was not only to secularize the legal system, 

but also secularize the legal culture.  

Because of these official aspirations, the 1920s were particularly worrisome for 

Catholics.  Social tension and polarization became explicit in popular culture. It is interesting to 

see how government enforcement of anticlerical laws was represented in cinema, music, and 

                                                 
542 The whole doctrine of the spirit of the law was proposed by Montesquieu in the 18th century. See: Charles de 
Secondat Montesquieu, The Spirit of the Laws (New York: Hafner Pub. Co., 1949). 
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historical narratives. By controlling mass media, the government gradually played a bigger role 

in the way ordinary people perceived and lived this process of secularization. Thus, although 

revolutionaries saw secularization as an emancipatory campaign, many ordinary people saw it as 

a systematic process of exclusion, censorship and restriction of their rights and liberties. The 

mood of the times, in fact, reveled such tensions at movies, corridos, and historical narratives 

about the conflict. For this reason, these years can be seen as an important transitional period 

toward a modern Mexico.   

During this era, the whole discursive confrontation of Catholics against the government 

for what they thought were their rights and liberty—the so called religious conflict— can be 

understood by looking at two fundamental concepts: legality and legitimacy. All the actions 

taken by the government were in fact legal, but many Catholics saw them as unfair, and 

consequently not legitimate. Their notion of a secular authority was an image of disrespectful, 

iconoclast, and atheist rulers who lacked spirituality and affronted even their own principles. 

After 1917, and mostly during their stay in office, both Presidents Obregón and Calles self-

censored any references to their own spirituality. The latter went to the extreme of not attending 

his favorite daughter’s religious wedding in 1922,543 while Obregón served as witness in the 

ceremony to show respect for the Calles family, but he did not express reverence or submission 

to the Church. As a matter of principle, both figures had committed themselves in a crusade 

against the clergy and toward secularization, but there is little doubt they both believed in some 

kind of superior forces governing over human life.  Rather than religious belief itself, they were 

fighting against clerical oppression, ignorance, and fanaticism. They aspired to reach an 

                                                 
543 Buchenau, Plutarco Elías Calles and the Mexican Revolution, 2006, 196. 
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authentic rule of law so nobody, not even the Church, would be above the law. Such a titanic 

task unleashed high polarization among citizens who were believers, and those who were hungry 

to believe in something. Many Catholics, including León Toral, believed Obregón and Calles 

were non-believers, atheists, and apostates but in truth they were not completely separate 

themselves from practices of faith. If Toral had known this, he declared at his interrogation, he 

might not have killed “Mr. Obregón.” 

Social polarization brought about a difficult time for Catholics during these years, as was 

reflected in different manifestations of popular culture. As confrontation was inflamed by 

prominent figures from the Church and from the Revolution, tensions eventually reached 

ordinary people like José de Leon Torál, inspiring them to take extreme actions of protest. In 

general terms, everything in their lives was altered, inside and outside their homes, their minds, 

and their reality; in this way the law pervaded all aspects of life during these years and changed 

forever all the surrounding culture for Catholics in Mexico. This is palpable in different 

expressions of fear, anger, abandonment, and resentment, of certain groups—not only Catholics.  

This chapter provides a picture of this complex era by analyzing some Catholic and non-

Catholic experiences, discourses and practices reflected in public discourse and popular culture 

in cinema and music. Again, the case of Jose de León Toral provides a lens to see how official 

and non-official memories about the conflict were created and recreated during these years and 

those that followed. This chapter wraps up the dissertation by analyzing alternative narratives 

excluded from the official version of history, looking at some of their cultural projections in the 

historiography of Toral’s crime and his projection as a fundamental enemy of the nation. This 

process reveals a victory for the revolutionary side, as the memory of Catholic patriotism and 
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religious notions of the law and justice were systematically erased and excluded from the 

mainstream versions of a secular nation.  

 

The Phenomenology of Law in Ordinary Life: 

Film and Religion as Cultural Fetishes.  
“Catarino Maravillas 
Sintetiza a la Nación. 

Grita el 15 de septiembre 
¡Que vivan por muchos años 

La Virgen de Guadalupe  
Y el General Obregón”544 

 

Figure 32. José de Jesús Fidencio Constantino Síntora “El Niño Fidencio” 1920s. 
Source: FN-INAH, Online Photograph Collection. #12912 

 

There was a time in the world when even the most reckless people felt that their soul 

trembled: those times were the 1920s. It was a tumultuous decade of change framed by the 

Mexican Revolution, WWI, and the Russian Revolution; it was also flanked by unprecedented 

structural moves and economic depressions. Such a situation put everyone at odds with their 

                                                 
544 English translation: “Catarino Maravillas/ Synthetizes the Nation,/Cries on September 15th,Long live Virgin of 
Guadalupe/Long live General Obregón.” Catarino Maravillas is a popular song, it is a corrido about the history of 
the Mexican Revolution. (Public Domain). See Alfonso Serrano Illescas, Un crimen que cambió el destino de 
México: informes inéditos, nunca antes revelados, acerca del asesinato del general Alvaro Obregón (México, D.F.: 
Editores Asociados Mexicanos, 1982) p. 224. 
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beliefs. In Mexico, even the impassive General Plutarco Elias Calles would come into spiritual 

and physical need for something totally unexpected. According to General Juan Andreu 

Almazán’s memoires, on February 8, 1928, Calles and a whole retinue of functionaries and 

military members travelled to Nuevo León to visit a small village called Espinazo.545 The reason: 

meeting a miraculous and wierd curandero whose fame had transcended social classes and 

religions in just a few years. His name was El Niño Fidencio.546 Just imagining the scene is 

captivating: Presidential train Olivo547 arriving at Espinazo station, surrounded by musical bands 

and banners, and President Calles and his dignitaries making their way between hundreds of 

poor, disabled and sick people to have a consultation with Fidencio. Historian Jürgen Buchenau 

says that Calles suffered from a serious skin ailment,548 which some witnesses identified as 

dermic tuberculosis, although rumors said it was a form of leprosy.549 The way that Fidencio 

treated Calles’ condition remains only in the form of rumor. Some say the mystic daubed the 

president with some kind of foam made of an herbal infusion,550 others say it was just honey, but 

we do not know if he was finally cured. What we know is that, upon his return to Mexico City, 

Calles ordered protection for Fidencio from the laws banning traditional medicine.551 Popular 

stories about this episode are even more fascinating and provide critical information on the 

                                                 
545 See: El Universal, November 17, 1958 at México El Universal (Periódico), [Varios artículos sobre agrarismo, 
campesinos, ejidos y reforma agraria en México y las memorias del general Juan Andreu Almazán]. (México, 
1947). 
546 An accurate and balance biography of Fidencio is: Fernando Garza Quirós, El Niño Fidencio, un personaje 
desconocido. (Monterrey, México, 1970). 
547 In 1926 Calles administration bought a presidential train for the special transportation of the president. A brief 
history of this can be found at: Teresa Márquez Martínez et al., Tren Presidencial Olivo, 2014. 
548 Jürgen Buchenau, Plutarco Elías Calles and the Mexican Revolution (Lanham, Md.: Rowman & Littlefield, 
2007), 196. 
549 Both versions circulate among Fidencio’s congregation members. See: Juan Farre, Niño Fidencio... de Roma a 
Espinazo, Documentary, (2009). 
550 This is the version of historian Josefina Moguel who appeared in this documentary: Juan Farre, Niño Fidencio... 
de Roma a Espinazo, Documentary, (2009). 
551 Buchenau, Plutarco Elías Calles and the Mexican Revolution, 2007, 196. 
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overall ambiance for ordinary people at this foundational and transformative era. The most 

fantastic and delightful legend about the encounter between Calles and Fidencio said that, after 

talking for hours just the two of them, the curandero supposedly gave the president the idea of 

founding the national party of the Revolution, which ultimately would rule the country for the 

rest of the century.552 Although many Fidencistas gave Fidencio full credit for the PNR 

foundation, the truth is that from that point on, the mystic became a sort of cinema star while 

Fidencista religion received official support, and it became one of the approved national versions 

of Catholicism in the following years. This section follows the story of cinema production as a 

cultural manifestation that painted the complex experiences Catholics and non-Catholics went 

through in their journey towards secularization of the public sphere. By looking at films related 

to the law, spirituality, and religion, this chapter analyzes the official response toward them. This 

help us to understand how popular legal notions were officially handled, in order to create and 

impose a revolutionary culture553 as the new legal consciousness of the country. 

In the 1920s cinema became a powerful means for creating mythologies that functioned 

as a sort of meta-narrative about official image, nationalism, religious practices, and prejudices 

which in many ways responded to specific agendas. In particular cinema production reflected 

how the Cristero movement, and the official response to it, reset some concepts, values, and 

archetypes of justice, authority, heroism, and patriotism. For example, after murdering Obregón 

José de León Torál was officially represented as a negative archetype of undesirable citizen’s 

                                                 
552 According to filmmaker Nicolas Echevarria this version circulates among followers, believers and congreagates 
fidencistas. Nowadays Fidencista is actually a religious denomination in Mexico and other contries. See: Farre, Niño 
Fidencio... de Roma a Espinazo. 
553 In recent years a dicussion on the process of creating a revolutionary culture has been proposed by William H. 
Beezley. See: William H. Beezley, A Companion to Mexican History and Culture (John Wiley & Sons, 2011), 
Chapter 24. 
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behavior. Actually, from 1920 to 1930 the government authorized, supported, and even produced 

films intended for controlling public opinion on sensitive topics, such as the religious conflict. In 

those years we see a gradual implementation of four key official strategies regarding cinema, 

which sought to influence public opinion on religious matters. First, official back up to films that 

promoted non-Catholic views or alternative religions. Second, official support to film production 

that promoted a positive institutional image of the government. Third, official censorship to films 

which portrayed a sympathetic view on the Catholic cause; and fourth, official support to films 

promoting bad propaganda specifically about Cristeros. 

Thus, despite the fact that during the 1920s Presidents Calles and Obregón intended to 

show a non-religious public face, at the same time they sponsored alternative projects of 

spirituality—like el Niño Fidencio—by means of newly introduced mass media in order to 

neutralize extreme religious ideologies, mostly those of orthodox Catholicism. This battle of 

representations is revealed in films that shaped and reflected both official narratives, and 

ordinary people’s aspirations. This is one of the ways legal popular culture changes gradually. 

There is a two-way circulation between the law and popular culture that can help us to 

understand people’s legal behavior, which ultimately constitute their legal conscience. As 

Richard K. Sherwin sustains, the law’s contribution to popular culture is the everyday process by 

which popular culture contributes to the production of law.554 During the 1920s, the construction 

of a secular state and a strong rule of law implied a symbolic clash between believers and non-

believers in the realm of popular culture. Religion competed frontally with secular values 

                                                 
554 Sherwin, When Law Goes Pop, 18. 
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promoted by liberal states, so cinema became a battlefield over the hearts and minds of the 

nation’s citizens, with the intention of driving their perceptions, ideas and values. 

For these reasons it is curious that just a few days after Calles supposedly visited 

Espinazo, Nuevo León, a curious film was released—obviously with official permission.555 On 

February 25th, 1925 the film El Niño Fidencio was premiered at some important cinema theaters 

in Mexico City like Palacio, Granat, Odeon, Rialto, Venecia, and six others.556 It was distributed 

by German Camus, who had been a notable promoter of national film culture in Mexico since 

1910.557 In those days a newsreel in Mexico City pompously announced the following:  

 

[This film] includes the amazing cures; the miraculous waters; the swings that rock 

paralytic people and regain their movement; the pilgrimages from all over the world; the 

best and closest photographs taken and authorized by El Niño Fidencio.558  

 

This movie was divided in three sections, each thirty minutes long. The same day, a 

different but shorter movie about the famous curandero was also released and shown in eleven 

different theaters in Mexico City. This 30 minute movie was entitled El Campo del Dolor, and 

was produced by Eduardo Martorell and distributed by Luis Lezama.559 El Campo del Dolor was 

                                                 
555 Since the times of Madero the government started to regulate cinema. In 1919 film exhibition was totally 
controlled by the government. During Carranza’s Administration a new regulation on censorship for film was 
introduced. The Reglamento de Censura Cinematografica established new rules for justifying censorship on films. 
See: Federico Dávalos Orozco, Albores del cine mexicano (México, D.F.: Clío, 1996), 37; Marien Estrada, “La 
Censura En El Cine Mexicano.,” Revista Mexicana de Comunicacion 13, no. 66 (November 11, 2000): 16. 
556 Aurelio de los Reyes, Filmografía del cine mudo mexicano Vol. 3 Vol. 3 ([México, DF: Dir. General de 
Actividades Cinematográficas, UNAM, 2000). 83. 
557 Joanne Hershfield and David Maciel, Mexico’s Cinema: A Century of Film and Filmmakers (Scholarly 
Resources, 1999), 10. 
558 Reyes, Filmografía del cine mudo mexicano Vol. 3 Vol. 3, 84. 
559 Ibid., 84. 
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the name of Fidencio’s headquarters. Again, the newsreels elaborated on the quality of the film 

to attract public and exacerbate their morbidity: “the only movie authorized by Niño Fidencio up 

to now, filmed at Espinazo, which shows how miraculous faith is; real scenes that put everyone’ 

heart to tears, while the mystic performs his miraculous cures on blind and paralytic people.”560  

 As was the case of these movies about Niño Fidencio, since the beginning of Calles’s 

term, the federal government discretionally approved or supported either the production or the 

exhibition of films about religious groups that opposed the Catholic Church. The first scandal the 

Calles administration faced related to religion was its supposed official support of the schismatic 

movement in early 1925, as we have discussed in previous chapters. In the 1920s El Universal 

newspaper produced a series of short documentaries entitled Revista Cinematográfica de El 

Universal. These represented diverse topics to the public. In many cases those clips arguably 

supported official measures taken by Calles in order to clean up his public image as much as 

possible. Regarding the schismatic movement, on Wednesday February 25th, 1925, Revista 

Cinematografica released a short film about the “separatist movement from the Church in 

Mexico, about all the involved people from both sides, and some facts about it.”561 These short 

films were usually played as informative clips at all cinema theaters. It is evident, therefore, as in 

the case of the schismatic issue, that the government used them to disseminate their version of 

critical matters of political and social life.    

A clear effect of this strategy that aimed to debilitate the Catholic Church and control the 

public opinion regarding the religious conflict, was the emergence of vernacular versions of 

                                                 
560 Ibid. 
561 Ibid., 15. 
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Christianity that separated themselves from Catholicism.562 It is no accident that in addition to 

the Iglesia Catholica Mexicana, and the Iglesia Cristiana Fidencista, the strongest Mexican 

version of Pentecostalism also emerged in Jalisco during this time. La Luz Del Mundo was 

founded in 1926 by a peasant by the name of Eusebio Joaquín González. At the age of seventeen 

he joined the Constitutionalist Army under the orders of General Marcelino García Barragán, 

who later became Governor of Jalisco and the Federal Minister of Defense.563 Is important to 

note that during his revolutionary years, Eusebio served the cause of Generals Obregón and 

Calles, and he had already had a successful military career. According to historian René de la 

Torre these years were formative for Eusebio’s life, and thus are critical for understanding his 

movement. It was then, when the founder of La Luz del Mundo “interiorized the revolutionary 

values of patriotism, and incorporated national symbols of the Mexican state” into his church.564 

These formative years also gave Eusebio the ability for later negotiating and building relations 

with influential local and national politicians linked to the PNR.565 Although there are no films 

about La Luz del Mundo from this era, this case portray how revolutionaries at the local level 

promoted various kinds of religious dissidence against the Catholic Church. Apparently, stronger 

official support came to those who proclaimed respect to the revolutionary laws among their 

followers, and to those who incorporated secular national symbols in their everyday practices. 

This way, by strengthening new and alternative popular forms of religiosity, campaigns for 

secularization were also intended for gaining legitimacy derived from an increasing need for 

                                                 
562 In the 1930s another vernacular version of Catholicism was established in BrazilI. The Igreja Católica Apostólica 
Brasileira was established in 1945 and still exist today. More information can be found in: Rodrigo Vitorino Souza 
Alves and Alexandre Walmott Borges, “Church-State Relations and Religious Freedom in Argentina and Brazil - an 
Introduction,” Ijrf International Journal for Religious Freedom 6, no. 1 & 2 (2013): 37–49. 
563 Renée de la Torre, Los hijos de la luz: discurso, identidad y poder en La Luz del Mundo (ITESO, 2000), 70. 
564 Ibid., 70, 71. 
565 Ibid., 71. 
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religious tolerance. This is another way popular culture contributed to the production or 

acceptance of the law.    

An additional effect of tjis official strategy was the negative representation of 

Catholicism in some films. It is possible to argue that, by the mid-1920s, Catholic values began 

to be portrayed on the screen as retrograde and antagonistic to patriotic attitudes. Again we can’t 

consider this as simply a coincidence. In many ways, some movies produced during this period 

depicted Catholic values as a force acting against modernity, while liberal states and their 

principles were depicted as the only legitimate and patriotic way to achieve social progress. The 

film Falso Pudor (Fake Modesty) released on September 1927, was actually produced by the 

Department of Health itself (Departamento de Salubridad) in order to educate people about 

sexually transmitted diseases.566 As its title expresses, this film criticized conservative values 

related to sexuality, accusing them of a fake and hypocritical modesty. Apparently this movie 

was highly attractive for the public because it openly taught prevention tips against venereal 

disease and other sexually related afflictions.567  

The other side of the coin were films produced either by the Catholic Church itself, by 

conservative groups, agencies, or societies such as the Comité de Lucha Antialcohólica (The 

Anti-alcoholism Committee) or the Asociación Mexicana de Protección a la Infancia (Mexican 

Association for Childhood Protection). Although the revolutionaries had proclaimed anticlerical 

provisions after 1917, by the 1920s Catholicism was still well embedded in ordinary life, as 

cinematic production by these groups reflects. In November 1920, the film Bodas de plata de la 

Virgen de Guadalupe was released to commemorate the twenty-fifth anniversary of the virgin’s 

                                                 
566 Reyes, Filmografía del cine mudo mexicano Vol. 3 Vol. 3, 79. 
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coronation as the empress of America. Under the approval of high clergymen, some even 

appearing on screen, this movie was filmed in the interior of the Guadalupe Basilica in Mexico 

City.568 In addition to documentaries, Catholic moral values were frequently represented in 

fictional in plots revolving around religious matters, Cristian narratives, or moral dilemmas as in 

Fulguración de Raza, a film written, produced, and directed by Eduardo Martorel, and released 

in October 1922.569 The plot of this movie revolved around dishonor, sin, contrition, forgiveness, 

and the conversion of a women. Some of the most explicit allusions to Catholicism were movies 

produced or filmed out of Mexico City, where conservative tendencies were stronger. That was 

the case of films in which even the title referred to religious jargon or the commandments such 

as El Secreto del Pecado filmed in Puebla, and No Matarás filmed in San Luis Potosí, both 

released in 1924.570 From this cinematic approach, Catholic values were represented positively 

on the screen, reflecting how strong they still were among broad sectors of the population. This 

confirms how cinema became a real cultural battlefield where contending values, stereotypes and 

ideas circulated visually in order to gain influence among the public. The government also 

implemented a series of measures in order to build a positive institutional image through cinema 

and counteract these productions supporting the Catholic Church.    

Promoting a positive public image of the government and its high officials became a 

priority as we can see in a number of cinematic themes from the 1920s. Once Obregón became 

victorious by proclaiming the Plan de Agua Prieta against his own mentor Carranza, he devoted 

significant effort and resources to promoting his own image through cinema. In May 1920, two 

                                                 
568 Aurelio de los Reyes, Filmografía del cine mudo mexicano Vol. 2 Vol. 2 ([México, DF: Dir. General de 
Actividades Cinematográficas, UNAM, 1994), 75. 
569 Ibid., 179. 
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films of the arrival of General Obregón’s to Mexico City were produced and released by the 

Secretaria de Gobernación (Minister of the Interior). The Entrada Triunfal del General Álvaro 

Obregón was filmed and edited by Jesús Hermenegildo Abitia at the Gobernación headquarters, 

where the government had installed darkrooms for revealing, printing, and editing the films.571 

This formula was repeated in December of that same year, when another film about Obregón’s 

presidential inauguration was released. Toma de posesión del General Álvaro Obregón was 

again filmed and produced by Abitia in the late 1920. Both Obregón and his friend, former 

President Adolfo de la Huerta, were recorded by many cameras outside the Congress House. The 

ceremony happened at midnight, necessitating the use of magnesium flares to light the scene for 

recording.572 In March 1921, Manuel José Villarraga announced the production of the film Ocho 

mil kilometros en campaña, a movie based on General Obregón’s memoires.573 In September 

1921, within the frame of the Centennial of the Independence, the government and other film 

makers, such as Salvador Toscano, produced movies about these festivities. By then Jesús Abitia 

filmed Fiestas del primer centenario de la Independencia on behalf of a company called 

Mexico-Cines S.A., which appears to have been officially financed. This assumption comes from 

the fact that Abitia was granted presidential permission to film “wherever, at any time, and with 

all the official support either from cinematographic or military authorities, allowing for the total 

success of his work”.574 Historian Rosario Vidal Bonifaz affirms that Obregón personally 
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572 Ibid., 76. 
573 Ibid., 89. 
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ordered the construction of film studios for Abitia, who some years earlier had been the official 

filmmaker for the Constitutionalist Army.575  

 By 1922 some films showed a surprising return of Porfirio Díaz to the screen. This seems 

odd considering that these were the years of authoritarian consolidation for the revolutionary 

government. This flashback to the dictator’s image, however, can be interpreted as an attempt to 

officially back up Obregón’s own interest in maintaining power after his term as Díaz had done. 

Anyhow, either with official support or permission, some films that presented a positive side of 

Porfirio Díaz were officially authorized and released in late 1922. The film Fiestas del 

Centenario de la iniciación de la Independencia de Mexico premiered on Friday October 20, 

1922. It was exhibited at the Progreso Mundial theater in Mexico City.576 The films Porfirio 

Diaz en 1910 and Don Porfirio en las Fiestas del Centenario were premiered a few days later in 

Cine Bucareli, Lux and Royal. 577 By November 3rd, Ediciones Camus premiered La vida del 

general Diaz en Paris, and three days after, Fiestas del Centenario de 1910 presididas por el 

general don Porfirio Diaz was released at Odeon Theaters, UFA, 5 de Mayo, San Juan de Letrán, 

Progreso Mundial, Fausto, and Venecia.578 In revolutionary times, the first wave of Porfirian 

nostalgia in cinema – as Aurelio de los Reyes called it –can be seen as a political move by 

Obregón’s followers to gently submit the concept of re-election, so vehemently opposed by 

Madero in 1910, back into public opinion.” 

During Calles’s Administration, official efforts to promote a positive institutional image 

continued. In December 1924, the film Protesta de Plutarco Elias Calles a la Presidencia filmed 
                                                 
575 Rosario Vidal Bonifaz, Surgimiento de la industria cinematográfica y el papel del Estado de México (1895-1940) 
(Mexico, D.F.: M.Á. Porrúa, 2010), 129. 
576 Reyes, Filmografía del cine mudo mexicano Vol. 2 Vol. 2, 181. 
577 Ibid. 
578 Ibid., 182, 183. 
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by Vicente Ladislao Cortes was released. This film continued the tradition initiated by Obregón 

of promoting and publicizing presidential inaugurations. Cortes replaced Abitia as the favorite 

cameramen of the presidential office.579 Company Fox Film and cameraman Robert A. Turnbull 

produced the international version of this movie.580 The first diplomatic mission of President 

Calles to France was captured in the film Ecos del viaje del presidente don Plutarco Elias Calles 

a Paris released in December 9, 1924. On December 12, Revista Cinematográfica de El 

Universal released a clip on the presidential visit to Paris, and other short devoted to Obregón, 

now depicted as the salient president who returned to civil life as a farmer in Sonora.581 

Doubtless these films expose the embryotic official practice of traying to control the public’s 

perception of the government by using mass media, a practice that characterized the 

revolutionary regime for the rest of the century. 

The third and strongest official strategy, intended to seal the public sphere of authority 

against any form of religious discourse, was the censorship of any views determined anti-

governmental combined with official support for negative propaganda on the Cristero movement. 

Controlling cinema on certain matters had been a priority since Madero’s times, but it became 

critical once the religious problem exploded in violence after 1926. The first law regarding film 

censorship in Mexico was issued on June 23rd, 1913.582 Article 35, for example, granted the 

Governor of the Federal District permission to stop and suspend any movie exhibition based on 

three main premises: First, if the film was considered offensive to any authority or prominent 

person; second, if it offended “public morality” or “good manners;” and third, if it provoked any 

                                                 
579 Reyes, Filmografía del cine mudo mexicano Vol. 3 Vol. 3, 9. 
580 Entitled: Ceremonia de protesta de Plutarco Elias Calles. See: Ibid. 
581 Ibid., 10. 
582 “Reglamento de Cinematógrafos”, Diario Oficial de la Federación, Junio 23, 1913, pp. 1-3.  
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kind of disturbance of “public order.” This set of rules also granted a strong censorship power to 

any attendant authority at movie theaters, whether or not they had been explicitly appointed for 

that purpose. Violations of any of these three ambiguous concepts, that is, “authority,” “public 

morality and good manners,” and “public order” became the source for a vast discretional tool 

used regularly by revolutionaries to censor any type of dissidence, opposition, or counterpoint. 

Historian Francisco Peredo-Castro argues that such limitations on displaying “immoral views,” 

aimed at curtailing movies denigrating Mexico, as well as fictional or documentary films that 

defamed or ridiculed the Mexican Revolution.583 A curious provision was introduced in Article 

19, as it prohibited any scene about crimes in which a punishment for the criminals was not also 

included. The inclusion of similar provisions in subsequent legislation, enabled revolutionary 

officials to consolidate their position as censors to worldviews that were considered in opposition 

to official interests. Consequently, any actual or potential enemy of the Revolution could be 

banned from the screen from 1913 on.  

In 1919, President Carranza issued a new act on film censorship. The Reglamento de 

Censura Cinematográfica was published on October 1st, 1919584 and some days later, the 

government established a new agency devoted to enforce this set of rules. It was called Oficina 

de Censura y Laboratorio Cinematográfico (Office and Laboratory for Film Censorship). It was 

part of Secretaria de Gobernación, and one of its main purposes was to restrict films considered 

derogatory to Mexico’s image. Article 4 established a new criterion for “protecting public 

morality” as it stated that “within the prohibitions of this article, must be included all the films 
                                                 
583 See Francisco Peredo-Castro, “Inquisition Shadows: Politics, Religion, Diplomacy, and Ideology in Mexican 
Film Censorship.” in Daniël Biltereyst and Roel Vande Winkel, Silencing Cinema Film Censorship around the 
World (New York, New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2013), 66., 
http://public.eblib.com/choice/publicfullrecord.aspx?p=1161456. 
584 See: “Reglamento de Censura Cinematográfica”, Diario Oficial de la Federación, Octubre 1, 1919.  
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that present in detail the modus operandi of criminals, or the ones that portray criminal 

supremacy over authority, either because of intelligence, strength, or for any other reason, which 

can inspire congeniality to crime or immoral habits of the protagonists.”585 During the 1920s, the 

tendency of “protecting the public order” by censoring films also extended to those that 

“denigrated” the Patria’s image, its heroes, values, etc. In all of these cases, the power to censor 

was left in hands of inspectors, who were discretionally appointed, and hence arguably 

connected to the Revolution. Discretion, of course, is a key concept to understanding the extent 

to which censorship became a powerful tool for neutralizing political opponents on the screen —

such as the Cristeros. 

Direct official censorship, however, was not the only way by which revolutionaries 

overwhelmed Cristeros and Catholics at cinema. Civil organizations affiliated with revolutionary 

factions also played an important role by boycotting films related to Catholicism. Thus, during 

the heydays of the conflict— from1924 to 1930—unions of workers and other groups, sought to 

counter the civil resistance of Catholic citizens, so social polarization was evident both in the 

cinema and in theater. On October, 1924, the movie El Divino Narciso based on a classic work 

by Sor Juana Ines de la Cruz, was boycotted by the Federación de Sindicatos de Arte Teatral 

(Federation of Unions of Dramatic Art).586 According to film historian Aurelio de los Reyes, this 

movie seems to be a cinematic version of a theatrical work, previously produced by Catholic 

groups to be featured as part of the Congreso Eucarístico (Eucharistic Conference) in 1924.587 

Both the theatrical work and the movie, received very low public attention because of 

                                                 
585 Ibid., Art. 4. 
586 Reyes, Filmografía del cine mudo mexicano Vol. 2 Vol. 2, 264. 
587 Ibid., 265. 



268 

revolutionary boycotts. The federation also boycotted, and even vetoed, the documentary film 

Actos del Congreso Eucarístico, thus it was denied exhibition at most of the movie theaters 

around the country.588  

During the final escalation of the religious conflict— the years between the promulgation 

of the Ley Calles in 1926, and the assassination of Alvaro Obregón in July 1928— film 

exhibitions reflected the critical milieu Catholics and Non-Catholics were experiencing. 

Although by this time there was some official tolerance for films thematically oriented to 

religion, once Alvaro Obregón was assassinated, both official censorship and propaganda against 

Cristeros increased, and became more sophisticated. Jose de León Toral became a major target of 

censorship and negative propaganda, as the government did not tolerate any mention of his 

name, or public exposure of his story in cinematic form. This was probably because Toral came 

to be very popular among the public after his trial—as we have explained in previous chapters. 

From November 1928 to February 1929, his popularity grew to the point that the public response 

to his funeral was massive. Toral’s obsequies were attended by thousands of people, regardless 

of the official prohibition of public demonstrations of mourning. The police attempted to repress 

the crowds by along the cortege’s path, but it was not enough to dissuade hundreds of thousands 

of people, mostly woman, from paying respect to Toral’s dead body. Doubtless, as historian 

Amanda Lopez sustains, Toral was considered an “enemy of the nation and of the Revolutionary 

Family.”589  

                                                 
588 Ibid., 266. 
589 Amanda M López, THE CADAVEROUS CITY: THE EVERYDAY LIFE OF THE DEAD IN MEXICO CITY, 
1875-1930 (The University of Arizona.), 169, http://hdl.handle.net/10150/193880. 
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Right after his death, public releases of Toral’s image and story were officially erased 

and silenced. The prime example of this lies in the cryptic case of a movie banned in 1929. It 

was a silent film entitled as José León Toral ante sus Jueces (Jose León Torál before his judges), 

which apparently was never authorized for public exhibition, as there is no reference to it in 

contemporary newsreels or newspapers. There is scant reference to it by historians,590 but it is 

not included in record listings, film compilations, or Mexican cinema surveys. Apparently the 

only record we have about this movie comes from the Dirección General de Investigaciones 

Políticas y Sociales—meaning the official intelligence agency of the Secretaría de Gobernación. 

As we explained in previous chapters, this agency played an important role for the government in 

neutralizing and controlling dissidents, conspirators, rebels, or people who were simply 

identified as suspects, by implementing espionage during the 1920s. On April 1929 a man by the 

name of Ladislao Cortez requested authorization to market and exhibit this movie from the 

Ministry of Gobernación.591 On April 15, Confidential Agent Ricardo F. Medina was assigned 

the mission of investigating everything about the film. On his report, Medina said the movie was 

the property of two people, Mr. Ladislao Cortes whose residence was located at 44, Pensador 

Mexicano Street, and Mr. Rosas,592 who owned a photography business located at Bolivar Street, 

in downtown Mexico City.593 The whole film consisted about two rolls of approximately 300 

meters each, and included approximately 350 or 360 scene titles because it was silent. Medina 

                                                 
590 Historian Ángeles Magdaleno Cárdenas makes brief mention of this film in his chapter “Que hacemos? Matar a 
Obregón” included in: Gerardo Villadelángel Viñas, Edgardo Ganado Kim, and Vicente Riva Palacio, El libro rojo: 
continuación (México, D.F.: Fondo de Cultura Económica, 2008), 11. 
591 “Ladislao Cortes Solicita permiso para exhibir una película que se intitula Jose de Leon Toral ante sus Jueces”, 
Mexico City, April, 1929. AGN-DGIPS, Gobernación, Exp. 041-13, folio 1.  
592 This Mr. Rosas was most certainly not the famous filmmaker and director Enrique Rosas, who previously 
directed the successful and censored movie La Banda del Carro Gris in 1909.  
593 “Informe” by Ricardo F. Medina, Mexico City, April 16, 1929. AGN-DGIPS, Gobernación, Exp. 041-13, folio 3.  
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reported that the film was “practically a chronicle that starts at General Obregón’s arrival to 

Mexico City on July 15th, 1928, and ends with the image of the two assassins condemned, Jose 

Toral and the Abbess Acevedo y de la Llata in jail.” This report was very detailed and includes 

the entire script with all the scene titles. Agent Medina reported that none of those contained 

subversive propaganda. He pointed out that images and photographs were basically the ones that 

already had circulated among the public through the press. He even stressed the fact that the 

assassin only appeared a few times on screen.  Agent Medina, however, issued a 

recommendation that appears to hold consistent with the government’s criterion around publicly 

releasing materials related to José de León Toral:  

 

Despite what I said, I respectfully call to your attention to the fact that all the titles can be 

easily exchanged [for subversive ones], and considering the current circumstances the 

country is going through, I believe for now is not convenient to authorize neither 

exhibition, nor sale of this movie, neither in Mexico nor overseas.594  

 

According to this report, the movie was supposedly watched by President Calles on January 7th 

as Mr. Rosas gave him a private exhibition at his house at Colima Street, Colonia Roma. Rosas 

supposedly requested permission directly from Calles to exhibit the film, as he declared to Agent 

Medina, but on January 10th, the Gobernación’s Subdirector recommended Rosas wait for the 

authorization to be released.595 Meanwhile—as Rosas declared—he did not exhibit it, nor did he 

rent or sell it, despite the fact that many people from different places like Puebla, Zacatecas, and 

                                                 
594 Ibid.  
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Tijuana, had shown interest. In the end, Rosas declared he was respectful of the law, the 

president, and all the authorities, and that is why he claimed he and Mr. Cortes were waiting for 

official authorization. Is curious to note that, although Rosas and Cortes declared themselves to 

be acquainted with President Calles, they never were officially granted permission to exhibit the 

film.  

 Later on, the government continued the investigation in order to ensure this film would 

not circulate clandestinely. On February 18th, 1930, however, a man by the name Francisco 

Castillo from Tampico Tamaulipas sent a telegram to President Emilio Portes Gil in which he 

asked guidance in regards to Toral’s movie.596 As per his telegram we can deduct he was a film 

exhibitor acquainted with Portes Gil, so for that reason he informed him that some local movie 

suppliers had offered the movie to him. The suppliers had claimed the film was officially banned 

by the Federal Government, so Castillo decided to ask for official permission first, and clarify 

information about its censure. In that regard, Castillo said in his telegram: “otherwise I rather not 

exhibit the film as I respect the government and the president.”597 By February 20th, the official 

response to this message was to initiate a deeper investigation by the Departamento Confidencial 

at DGIPS (Confidential Department).598 Pastor Navarrete, who was vice director of the agency 

by then, quickly sent agent No. 13 to locate the movie, and if possible, confiscate it.599 

 In his report dated March 13th, 1930, Confidential Agent #13 informed his boss about the 

movie and described his investigations. Once he performed a preliminary search, he found two 

people who possibly had the film. Ladislao Cortez was one of them and the other was Eduardo 
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598 “Oficio Asunto 041-13,” AGN-DGIPS, Gobernación, Exp. 041-13, folio 22. 
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Tato. Agent 13 proceeded undercover and meet both of them at their businesses located at 

downtown Mexico City. He approached them disguised as a film supplier interested in national 

movies to be exhibited out of the capital. Mr. Tato told agent 13 he was no longer in the film 

business. He said he did not even know about such a movie. The last two movies of “national 

theme” he rented—he said—were entitled “El Zarco” and “La Decena Tragica.”600 Mr. Ladislao 

Cortes, who was an older and very mistrustful man—as described by Agent #13— said he rented 

his movies sporadically, and only to those who were able to pay a considerable deposit. 

Regarding national film productions, he said he only owned a few of them, such as “Historia de 

la Revolución Mexicana.” Regarding the movie “Toral ante sus Jueces” Mr. Cortes said he 

owned a copy, but he affirmed he was not able to rent it to anybody unless that person was 

authorized in written by the federal government, otherwise he would neither rent it nor show it to 

anybody. Finally Mr. Cortes said to Agent #13 that “although the movie has nothing special or 

subversive against the government, he considered the exhibition of the film to be inappropriate at 

any location in the country.”601 This was the last report about the movie at the Confidential 

Department files, but it certainly give us a glance of how the government banned and classified 

films, even those that barely mentioned—not even favorably—Toral or the Cristero cause.  

After Obregón’s death, and specifically after the trial of his assassins, Toral became a 

taboo topic in mass media whose name had to be minimized and discredited as much as possible. 

A close examination of the movie script, reveals that none of its scene titles suggests neither a 

subversive nor Catholic orientation. The title of the movie “Toral ante sus Jueces,” however, 

                                                 
600 “Memorandum Circular No. 128, Oficio 041-13, Asunto: Informando quien tiene la película ‘TORAL ANTE 
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leaves open for the public the idea of deciding who León Toral was, just as a man being judged. 

Since the beginning, the scene titles reveal a dangerous potential feared by the government: the 

potential of transforming Toral—a natural anti-hero— into a celebrity, and his trial into the most 

memorable event in all Mexican history. This would not be a desirable outcome for the 

revolutionaries. The slogan at the first title card for example said: “[This movie] shows 

graphically the most sensational judicial process that has ever taken place in the history of 

criminology in Mexico.”602 This is arguably the reason for the government to ban the movie. As I 

explained in previous chapters, during the trial for Toral, counselor Demetrio Sodi always argued 

the homicide was a political crime, not a common crime. The government, however, explicitly 

processed Toral as a common criminal in a minor court, but even so his trial attracted massive 

attention. During the public hearings in November 1928, the government authorized access to 

radio stations and news reporters, but that action resulted in Toral gaining popularity among the 

public rather than a vindication of the revolutionary campaigns for secularization as the 

government had expected. Consequently, after the trial, revolutionary officials seemed interested 

in minimizing Toral’s public exposure. The Government’s position towards this movie seems to 

confirm this tactic. A movie in which Jose de León Toral was represented as the main character 

—even branded as a sanguinary criminal—was definitely not a good idea for the government.  

Toral’s public image and name had to be erased and forgotten because he was a very real person, 

a human being anyone might empathize with. 

The Cristero cause and its followers—on the other hand—were perceived by the 

government as an abstract movement with no face, a more ambiguous threat to the Revolution, 
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so they appeared less risky to be represented in films.  Authorizing, or even supporting the 

production of negative representations of Cristeros in film, was meant to gain symbolic 

preeminence for the revolution in cinema. One film from this period that illustrates this official 

stance was El Coloso de Marmol. This was a film written and directed by Manuel R. Ojeda, 

produced in late 1928.603 The movie was released on March 1929— curiously just one month 

after Jose de León Toral’s execution in February. Although it does not make explicit reference to 

the Cristeros, its plot was about a conspiracy group opposed to the government. It was a fictional 

movie that also contained strong propaganda in favor of the Revolution. In the story, the main 

characters, presented as vigorous athletes, represented the new revolutionary generation on the 

screen. These models of good citizenship were born and forged in the glorious times of post-

revolution— Obregón and Calles’ terms in office. The title El Coloso de Marmol (The Marble 

Colossus) was a clear reference to the unfinished Fine Arts Palace in Mexico City (Palacio de las 

Bellas Artes), which represented a new invented Mexican grandeur. This building was the 

epitome of a Mexican sense of unity, and symbolized the new regime’s efforts to consolidate a 

strong state against political opponents. In the movie, dissidents were characterized as 

traditionalist, backwards, and retrograde; in a few words, opponents were a real impediment to 

social progress.604 This plot mirrors completely the official discourse against Cristeros and 

Catholics. This is interesting if we consider the movie came out very close to the signing of the 

Arreglos, which were the official agreements to stop the conflict between the Church and the 

State. The Arreglos were signed on June 21st, 1921, and immediately afterward Archbishops 
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Pascual Diaz and Ruiz Florez, along with the apostolic delegate, met President Portes Gil, and 

declared the re-initiation of all religious services in the country. 605 Thus, Cristero rebels were 

practically abandoned by the clergy that negotiated a relaxed “modus vivendi” between the 

church and the government. Of course this event did not stop the violence, but it certainly 

marked a symbolic victory for the revolutionary state, which from that point on became the new 

and legitimate monopolist606 of modernity, citizenship, and national identity.  

Doubtless Coloso de Marmol represents this official aspiration on the screen, as was 

revealed in the film’s dialogue discovered by film historian Aurelio de los Reyes at the Archivo 

de la Direccion General de Derechos de Autor.607 In one scene for example, Fernando—the 

main character—who is a robust athlete, threw a discus impressively. Right after, he smiled with 

satisfaction while his peers cheer for him. One of them say: “you guys are a good group of 

athletes now,” so Fernando responds: “Thanks to the Revolution that has forged men who have 

known how to guide the patria’s destiny; men who are always interested in the physical and 

intellectual wellbeing of the youth.”608 And he continues:  

 

We have had the opportunity of enjoying intensively, as being part of this vibrant new 

Mexican generation that formed at the last period of our nation’s evolution. In the same 

way, we sadly realize that the Reactionaries’ fateful spirit continues spreading throughout 

                                                 
605 A detailed explanation can be found in: Blancarte Roberto, Historia de la iglesia católica en México (1929-1982) 
(Fondo de Cultura Economica, 2012). 
606 An interesting explanation about the process of monopolization of cinema by specific people and companies in 
favor of official interests can be found at: Miguel Contreras Torres, El libro negro del cine mexicano (Mexico, 
1960). 
607 Aurelio de los Reyes, 80 años de cine en México ([México]: UNAM, Difusión Cultural, 1977), 92. 
608 Ibid., 85. 
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in every facet of our national life, like an apocalyptic figure. It seeks to block all the good 

works achieved by the Revolution.609 

 

This movie was filmed in two locations. One was at a new dam named “Presa Calles,” 

after the President, which was “a marvelous and eloquent expression of progress” according to 

the newsreels. The other was the National Palace of Fine Arts in Mexico City.  The whole movie 

contains references and images of these self-proclaimed “achievements of the Revolution,” and 

the story concludes with the unstoppable defeat of the “reactionaries.” It is unclear if this movie 

was successful, but according to film historian Aurelio de los Reyes it sounds like it was rather 

boring.610  Nonetheless it matches a clear official propagandistic intention, which would be an 

inseparable feature of the government for the rest of the century. Official propaganda and 

consistent negative representation of political opponents on cinema, radio, and other massive 

media gradually became the rule, not the exception from the 1930s on.   

In sum, from 1917 to 1929 the revolutionary regime gradually implemented these major 

control features over mass media, especially cinema. These official strategies were an embryotic 

version of a well-organized set of policies meant to control opposition that were gradually 

refined as the century progressed. The official response to political opponents became systematic 

as new policies, institutions, written and non-written rules were enforced to ensure almost no 

access to mass media for enemies or dissenters. Cinema production was indeed a battle field, 

which by 1929 had been essentially monopolized and “sanitized” by revolutionaries in order to 

ensuring symbolic stability, and preventing undesirable disloyalties from reaching the screen. 
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Official tactics and efforts to ensure such control were evident in those four tactics we explained 

and exemplified in this section. Those included propaganda— both in favor of the government 

and against enemies—; a strong censorship; a new set of laws and norms to regulate cinema 

production, distribution and exhibition; and official support to films that were favorable for the 

government’s image. The manner in which the official side of the story was represented on the 

screen, certainly influenced popular legal meanings for ordinary people. This official story board 

was critical for creating and imposing a new revolutionary culture of law and justice. A new 

legal consciousness for the country was created and underpinned through cinema. From this 

point on, cinema became a cultural arena in which official discretion was an immeasurable pillar 

to impose new and secular ways to approach patriotism. In the end, Cristeros or Catholic 

Patriots were a main symbolic target, so they were labelled as enemies of the nation whether in 

film, books, or radio.  

Cinematic themes were also a cultural manifestation that painted the complex times 

Catholics and non-catholics experienced during their transition to secularization. Although 

tensions and polarization were officially nuanced and minimized, the public taste for cinema still 

reflected how difficult this era was for ordinary people. For them, spirituality, religion, justice 

and the law were, in many cases, only in hands of God, so collective preferences at cinema 

reveal how the public reacted to oppression and strict legal enforcement. Film historian Aurelio 

de los Reyes argues that a movie’s success or failure at the box office reveals important 

information about social life and collective consciousness.611 He points out, for example, that the 

                                                 
611 See Aurelio de los Reyes, “La tumultuosa bienvenida a Lindemberg, el Niño Fidencio y el éxito de Rey de 
Reyes, Expresión de la persecución religiosa en México. 1925 - 1929?” in Centro de Estudios de Historia de México 
CONDUMEX Conferencias Los Cristeros, ed., Los Cristeros. (México: Centro de Estudios de Historia de México 
CONDUMEX, 1996), 81. 
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success of the American movie The King of Kings612 (Rey de Reyes) reflected social tensions 

caused by the violent presidential succession and the religious persecution. This film became the 

biggest box office hit in Mexico up to then, as it remained in theaters for almost 18 months—

from February 10, 1928 to July 1929.613 Apparently, as De los Reyes asserts, this American 

silent epic film captivated the Mexican public during a very worrisome and perturbing period, in 

which many traumatic events happened, especially for Catholics.614 Fortuitously or not, it was 

during this period when José de León Toral decided to exchange his life for that of Obregón’s. 

Doubtless, Toral, as many other fervent Catholic patriots, represented a loose end for any official 

aspirations for mass control. In the revolutionary era, those people would not have a place in 

movies, radio programs, official textbooks, and so, but even so they managed to remain for 

decades as part of Mexico’s popular memory.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
612 Cecil B. DeMille, The King of Kings, Biography, Drama, History, (N/A). 
613 Conferencias Los Cristeros, Los Cristeros., 1996, 92. 
614 The movie plot, in which Jesus Christ faces religious and political oppression, surely was moving and very 
provocative for the Mexican public, whose current situation felt so similar to the story. 
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Embodying a Major Enemy of the Nation:  

Toral the Fanatic and the Stories of a Sensational Trial 

 
 “El diablo tiene quien le ponga freno,  

y al general Obregón no había quien se lo pusiera.” 
José de León Toral, 1928615 

 

 

Figure33. Police Criminal Record of José de León Toral, July 17, 1928.  
Source: CEHJLT Collection. 

 

On September 18, 1928, the official experts designated to evaluate the mental sanity of 

José de León Toral released their concluding dictum.616 Not as visceral as the Obregonistas 

would expect, such a document was a pretty balanced assessment of Toral’s personality. It 

revealed that he was not demented nor was he affected by an excessive exposure to religion—as 

President Calles believed. According to the detailed report, Jose was classified as “low schizoid” 

but within normal parameters, he actually was not ill from any nervous condition. They also 

declared: “His ‘way of being’ schizoid, his scarce features of psych asthenic constitution, his 

                                                 
615 Taken from Sánchez González, El general en La Bombilla, 1993 p. 7. 
616 A very detailed and thoughtful analysis on the official evaluation of Leon Toral from the point of view of 
physiology, law and criminology in the one by Edna Bravo Luis. I am personally thankful to her for sharing her 
experiences on the case. See: Edna Mallely Bravo Luis, “Análisis de la evaluación psicológica de José de León 
Toral asesino de Alvaro Obregón” (E.M. Bravo Luis, 2011). 
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light emotionality, and his religious passion, moderately exalted, do not fit in any pathology,”617 

Nevertheless, the assassination of Álvaro Obregón at La Bombilla became a perfect excuse for 

the government to expose for the public “the dangers of religious fanaticism.” When Toral 

succeeded in doing what many other radical Catholics had tried before— meaning killing 

Obregón—the crime was condemned publically by both the government and the high Catholic 

clergy. Toral then became a target of public discredit. The initial moves for a campaign of 

dishonor against fervent Catholics like Toral began, maybe involuntarily, with the very moment 

that he committed the crime, because he was immediately labeled as the epitome of “dangerous 

fanaticism”. The prime example of this campaign were those words proclaimed by Deputy 

Aurelio Manrique—Obregón’s fervent follower—while the body was still warm on the floor. He 

cried for revenge, claiming that the “symbol of the Revolution” had died in the hands of the 

nation’s enemies. President Calles reaffirmed this position in his message to the Nation, which 

refers to the murder of Obregón as follows: “The criminal has already confessed that his baleful 

action was induced by religious fanaticism, and the authorities in charge of the investigations 

already have information implicating the clergy in the crime.”618 From that moment on, José de 

León Toral entered national history as the “crazy religious fanatic” who treacherously killed the 

unbeatable caudillo of the Revolution. The other face of the coin is the unofficial history that 

labels Toral as a “martyr” who saved Mexico from a “super tyrant.” There are almost no neutral 

narratives on Toral, his crime, his trial or his Catholic patriotism. This section follows these 

historiographical paths in order to explain how Catholic patriotism was disgraced and erased 

from the official history, and how Toral became the epitome of one of the dark forces the 

                                                 
617 AGN, Gobernación, Ex Fondo Reservado, Box 13, Vol. III, p. 111 and 123.  
618 “A la Nacion” President Plutarco Elias Calles, México, July 18, 1928. At El abogado cristiano, July 26, 1928. 1 
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Revolution wanted annihilated in Mexico: fanaticism. By looking at the historiography of this 

crime and about Toral, is possible to see a whole body of alternative and forgotten history. In the 

end, Toral was not an infamous assassin, nor a saint, he was a human who committed a crime 

compelled by complex circumstances.  

Álvaro Obregón’s assassination inspired innumerable chronicles, articles, press releases, 

and many fiction, and non-fiction books since the very moment it happened. The crime and the 

trial was inevitably linked with the President’s biography. However, the crime and its trial have 

no independent historiography. Although Obregón’s death has been recognized as a casualty that 

ended the “caudillo era” and inaugurated the “era of institutions” in Mexico619, for many years it 

remained marginal in comprehensive historical accounts of the Revolution. Recent surveys 

written by political historians and social scientists have examined this event more deeply, 

focusing on what has been called the institutionalization process of the revolutionary regime. 

They have reevaluated Obregón’s death as a turning point on the history of Mexican political 

system. Arnaldo Córdova for example labeled it as the most “decisive event” in Mexico’s 

political development in the revolutionary era620. With all due respect to the seminal work of 

renowned historians like Lorenzo Meyer621, it is possible to say that apart from the study of 

Obregón’s death, Toral’s crime and his trial have not been sufficiently analyzed as fundamental 

to our understanding of the resulting transformation of major cultural, institutional and legal 

aspects of the Mexican society. The names of José de León Toral and la Madre Conchita appear 

                                                 
619 See Discurso de Plutarco Elías Calles, apertura de sesiones ordinarias del Congreso de la Unión, México, 
September 1, 1928. Mexico et al., Los presidentes de México ante la Nación; informes, manifiestos y documentos de 
1821 a 1966. (México, 1966).  
620 Arnaldo Córdova, La revolución en crisis: la aventura del maximato (México, D.F.: Cal y Arena, 1995). 
621 Lorenzo Meyer, Rafael Segovia, and Alejandra Lajous, Los inicios de la institucionalización: la política del 
Maximato (México: Colegio de México, 1978).  
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most frequently either as excoriated figures in abrupt and outrageous foot notes in histories of the 

Revolution, or as overstated martyrs in the histories of Cristeros. Their public trial however, 

which once fueled hundreds of pages in newspapers, magazines, novels and even theatrical 

works, has been treated heretofore as inconsequential for legal, institutional, and cultural history. 

Indeed, the names of those implicated in the crime have inspired more transcendental fictional 

works and political essays than methodical studies. Besides literature, the simplest classification 

of such an extensive written corpus, mainly follows three broad trends that roughly shape the 

official, non-official and academic version of the episode.  

 

 

Figure 34. Book Quienes Mataron a Obregón: 
Relato Histórico de la Tragedia de la Bombilla. 1929. Front cover.  

 

The official approach can be identified from the beginning of this complex 

historiography, as it fueled the most prominent version around such a scandalous crime. The 
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position stated in press releases concerning the crime varied randomly because government was 

late in taking control of the crisis caused by the crime. The government wasn’t prepared to deal 

with press and mass media under such a pressure, so contemporary news constantly changed as 

the fog provoked by the initial shock formed and cleared. In that sense, declarations given at the 

public trial, and those included in judicial proceedings, became practically the ultimate version 

of the story. Those original documents can be considered to be what lawyers call “the legal 

truth.” Besides the press, the government was the first publisher of the case by releasing to the 

public, actual copies of many official documents, investigations, and judicial files entered into 

the record at the actual hearings of José de León Toral’s trial. This was a form of propaganda and 

official back up, aimed to defuse any protest for the extreme penalties imposed on the two 

defendants implicated in the crime. As early as the winter of 1928, the “Talleres Gráficos de la 

Nación” (the official printing agency) published a copy of the official prosecution titled 

Requisitoria del Ministerio Público y los alegatos de los defensores en el jurado de José de León 

Toral y Concepción Acevedo y de la Llata: reos del delito de homicidio proditorio del general 

Álvaro Obregón622. The title, basically an abstract of the document, gives us a glance of the 

government’s position towards the accused. Within its own context is easy to understand that by 

publishing this document the government was refuting the main argument made by Toral’s 

attorney Demetrio Sodi. He always maintained that this case was a political crime and not a 

common homicide. As explained in previous chapters, under the 1917 Constitution, no one 

responsible for a political crime could be subjected to the capital penalty, and that was the reason 
                                                 
622Official request of the Public Ministry and all the allegations of the defense attorneys in the trial of José de León 
Toral and Concepción Acevedo y de la Llata: subject to the charge of homicide in the highest degree of General 
Álvaro Obregón. See:  Requisitoria del Ministerio Público y alegatos de los defensores en el jurado de José de León 
Toral y Concepción Acevedo y de la Llata: reos del delito de homicidio proditorio del general Alvaro Obregón. 
(México: Talleres Gráficos de la Nación, 1928). 
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for Sodi to stress the distinction. That is also the reason that authorities always claimed that 

Toral’s crime was a Homicidio Proditorio (homicide of the highest degree) which essentially 

means a common homicide with all the legal aggravating circumstances623. It is obvious that the 

government’s goal was getting Toral condemned to die no matter what. This deduction is 

reinforced by the fact that, while the trial was taking place, the Secretaria de 

Gobernación624distributed at least two thousand pamphlets entitled as El asesinato proditorio del 

General Obregón authored by someone surnamed Vargas Vila. These were sent to the 

Departamento Confidencial (intelligence department)625 to be distributed widely by secret agents 

in Mexico City on early November 1928.  

By 1929, it is not clear whether before or after Toral’s execution, official printing presses 

in Mexico City released the entire stenographic version of the hearings from the public trial.626 

The most circulated transcription curiously was issued in two long volumes by a private 

publisher, but surely under official authorization.627 The demanding size of these volumes made 

difficult to circulate them widely, and it appears that they were also sold or donated to public 

libraries, both in Mexico and the U.S.628 There is clear evidence, however, that excerpted 

versions from the allegations and the indictment from the trial were distributed by different 

                                                 
623 Remember, Obregón has been elected, but had not yet assumed the office of president at the time of the 
assassination, so he was not yet officially the constitutional president of Mexico. 
624 It can be also translated as the interior affairs ministry. 
625 Memorandum from the Chief of Publishing and Archive Department at Gobernación to the Chief of the 
Confidential Department, November 1st, 1928, in Archivo General de la Nación, México City, Fondo Gobernación, 
Colección Dirección General de Investigaciones Políticas y Sociales [hereafter AGN-DGIPS], Box 35, Exp. 17, 
Doc. 1.  
626 La version taquigráfica del jurado de José de León Toral y Concepción Acevedo de la Llata: celebrado en San 
Angel D.F. del dia 2 al 9 noviembre inclusive, de 1928 ... ([Mexico]: Gobierno del Distrito Federal, Departamento 
Administrativo, 1929). 
627 El jurado de Toral y la Madre Conchita: lo que se dijo y lo que no se dijo en el sensacional juicio : versión 
taquigráfica textual. (Mexico, D.F.: [s.n., 1929). 
628 Actually a caption in the second volume states that it was registered at Washington D. C. for copy rights and that 
any English translation should be previously authorized by the owners. Ibid. See volume 2 p. 255. 
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official agencies. In May 1929 the Confidential Department requested from the Presidential 

Chiefs (Estado Mayor Presidencial) at least one hundred copies of this pamphlet629, and by 

August at least five hundred more were also sent to the Department of Publicity (Departamento 

de Publicidad de Gobernación)630 to be circulated. Some other federal agencies requested 

thousands more in the following months arguing that those brochures were in high demand, and 

that they wanted to keep them flowing as broadly as possible.631 These books prove an early 

governmental interest in promoting an official ultimate version of the case. As most of these 

works are actually stenographic copies of legal documents, we may also consider them as 

valuable primary sources as well as historiographical works per se. 

The first journalistic chronicles were released right after the trial in late 1928 and they 

also show official and non-official tendencies which can be recognized as clearly sympathetic or 

unsympathetic towards Toral. The book Toral y la madre Conchita: de la tragedia de “La 

Bombilla” al Jurado de San Angel632 is a succinct account of the crime and its aftermath, and it 

is the first one that spots nun Madre Conchita as a main character of the story. Here we see a sort 

of sensationalist tendency focused preponderantly on the figures of Toral and the nun as a result 

of their public trial. Actually Madre Conchita started attracting reflectors right after condemned, 

and she inspired contradictory opinions on the public. Among the works focused on her maybe 

                                                 
629 Stet for one hundred ítems of “alegatos and requistoria” in the Jury for Leon Toral issued for the Confidential 
Department. AGN-DGIPS, Box 35, Exp. 21, Doc. 1.   
630 AGN-DGIPS, Box 35, Exp. 21, Doc. 2 
631 AGN-DGIPS, Box 35, Exp. 21, Doc. 3 
632 José de León Toral and Concepción Acevedo y de la Llata, Toral y la Madre Conchita: de la tragedia de “la 
bombilla” al jurado de San Angel. (S.l.: s.n., 1928). 
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the earliest could be the one by Alfonso Sierra Madrigal entitled La Madre Conchita: Un 

capítulo de la Revolución.633  

By early 1929, as a colophon for Toral’s execution some new works were published, 

many of them speculating about conspiracies, and others trying to leave a collective mark on the 

exemplary penalty given to Obregón’s assassins. Among the published chronicles that circulated 

were some lyrics of corridos describing the crime, the trial and execution of Toral. The following 

section of this chapter examines these type of songs. The book El Jurado de Toral que fue 

sentenciado a la Pena de Muerte y la Madre Conchita a 20 años de prisión634 circulated widely 

among many other works and pamphlets describing the penalties suffered by the responsible. 

Conspiracy arguments and suspicion were also common in works like Quienes mataron al 

general Obregón? This book stressed Toral and Madre Conchita635 as part of a complex web of 

violent attempts. It was one of the first works that mentioned others who were involved in the 

crime and who had been either released or remained fugitives by then. This book exploits all the 

morbid interest in the case, and hedges from reality to fiction easily inciting suspicion regarding 

the clergy. Father Agustin Ramirez, a priest accused as a shill becomes a central figure in this 

account. Supposedly he knew about the crime before Toral actually did it because he was his 

confessor. Jimenez supposedly was also the person who blessed the pistol used to kill Obregón. 

By 1929 Ramirez was still a fugitive and later on he was caught and processed for the crime.636 

                                                 
633 Alfonso Sierra Madrigal, La Madre Conchita: un capítulo de la Revolución / Sierra Madrigal (México, D.F.: S. 
Lopez Hnos., 1928). 
634 El Jurado de Toral: que fué sentenciado a la pena de muerte y la Madre Conchita a 20 años de prisión. (México: 
s.n., 1929). 
635 Quiénes mataron al general Obregón? relato histórico de la tragedia de La Bombilla. (México, D.F.: Editorial 
Popular, 1929). 
636 Actual sections of this case were published by the 1940s, see: Guilebaldo Murillo, Alegato presentado por el Lic. 
Guilebaldo Murillo a la H. Primera Sala de la Suprema Corte de Justicia de la Nación, en el amparo num. 
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This book is prolific in sensationalist minutiae and even fantasy. Its narrative is closer to a novel 

than to a serious investigation.  

By mid-1929, another journalistic interpretation was published outside of Mexico—in 

San Antonio Texas—under the title of Toral y el Asesinato de Obregón637. This book is involved 

in a fascinating episode because it was targeted in a wide campaign of censorship by the federal 

government in Mexico. The Confidential Department from Gobernación actually undertook a 

secret investigation of this book which resulted in an official order of censorship. On June 3, 

1929, secret agent number 24, Fernando de la Garza—who was in charge of monitoring seditious 

activity in some areas of the U.S.—, reported suspicious activity in San Antonio to his superior, 

Colonel Francisco M. Delgado, Chief of Confidential Services at Gobernación.638 According to 

his report a subversive book was printed by Rene Capistran Garza639 in co-edition with a 

company established in San Antonio named “Compañía Editora Mexicana”.640 This agent sent a 

copy of the book to Mexico City attached to a letter where he requested the use of stronger 

actions to prevent its circulation. He considered it so inconvenient, and its content so harmful, 

that he disparaged U.S. laws for being “not favorable for preventing publishing and circulation of 

similar books.”641 By January 1930, the Gobernación Ministry issued an order to the Secretaria 

de Hacienda (Treasury Ministry) requesting that all customs offices located at the borders, must 

                                                                                                                                                             
7565/936 pedido por el señor presbítero don José Aurelio Jiménez Palacios contra la sentencia de la Sexta Sala del 
Tribunal Superior de Justicia del Distrito Federal que, confirmando la del C. Juez de Primera Instancia de 
Coyoacán, D.F., le impuso la pena de 20 anos de prisión, considerándolo autor intelectual del homicidio del senor 
Gral. Alvaro Obregón. (México, D.F.: Imprenta Ramírez, 1941). 
637 Morales and Guzmán, Toral y el asesinato de Obregón. 
638 AGN-DGIPS, Box 32, Exp. 15, Doc. 1. 
639 Rene Capistran Garza (1898-1974) was a leader and cofounder of the Mexican Association of Catholic Youth 
(Asociación Católica de la Juventud Mexicana) and later became a prime leader of the National League Defender of 
Religious Liberty (Liga Nacional Defensora de la Libertad Religiosa) and the Cristero Rebels. By this time he was 
exiled in San Antonio Texas. See Facius, México cristero. 
640 AGN-DGIPS, Box 32, Exp. 15, Doc. 1. 
641 Ibid. 
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keep that book out of the national territory.642 Its circulation was also banned through the 

national postal service. Such a measure was based on national and international laws and 

agreements like the Universal and Pan-American Postal Conventions. Officials stated that the 

book was subversive and risky for the government and its legally constituted institutions.643 

This controversial book by Donato H. Morales and Alfredo Guzman was distributed 

extensively in Texas despite the Mexican government’s efforts against it. It seems to be a first 

attempt to approach the crime and its causes. Although it is filled with flamboyant expressions 

and exaggerated adjectives about the “sensational regicide” and the “tenebrous drama” around it, 

it offers a pretty balanced verdict on the whole crime and the trial, although its empathy towards 

Toral is patent. Its greatest virtue is that it provides the reader with a background of the story, 

and it tries to reconstruct a current and previous depiction of society and public opinion from the 

time of the crime. It is a valuable compilation of different voices, even Obregón’s that provides a 

deeper interpretation of a series of events linked to the assassination and condemnation of José 

de León Toral. This story, based on testimonies and original documents, ends with a description 

of Toral’s death by firing squad, and closes with the declarations of President Emilio Portes 

Gil644 about his execution.  

It was not until the 1930s when some extensive works on the whole episode were 

published. The most renowned account from this era was by Hernan Robleto entitled Obregón, 

Toral y la Madre Conchita.645 He is empathetic to Obregón but tries to go deeper in the context 

around the crime. He digs into the personal circumstances of those implicated in the homicide. It 
                                                 
642 AGN-DGIPS, Box 32, Exp. 15, Doc. 2 
643 Ibid. 
644 President of Mexico from 1928 to 1930. A detailed and succinct description of his career in: Roderic A Camp, 
Mexican Political Biographies, 1935-1993 (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1995), p. 563.  
645 Robleto, Obregón - Toral, la madre Conchita. 
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became a central reference for future works and reached high sale numbers in Mexico. Actually 

it belongs to a set of works published during those years that fostered a debate around the ethical, 

religious, and political implications of the assassination.  

By this time is important to recall that those people sympathetic to Obregón claimed his 

death as a hero, and a magnanimous leader of the Revolution. They labeled his murder as a 

“magnicidio”646. Other works claimed that the crime was a “justified” murder and argued in 

favor of Toral’s action based on dogmatic and religious reasoning, labelling the crime as a 

tyrannicide. A significant work by Felipe Islas and Manuel Murquiz Blanco fits into the first 

group. Its importance relies on the fact that Felipe Islas was the former director of the 

penitentiary where José de León Toral was incarcerated and executed. This book, published in 

1932 under the title of De la pasión sectaria a la noción de las instituciones,647 is a valuable 

primary source that contains copies of actual documents and photos from Toral’s time in prison. 

It depicts Toral as a special kind of criminal instead of labeling him as a religious fanatic. The 

authors argue that his case would be a thought-provoking one for modern criminalogy, social 

pathology, as well as legal and anthropological studies. This book’s in-depth argument claims to 

be totally impartial and balanced about the whole religious conflict and about Toral in particular, 

however, it seems to enforce only the official view of this case.  

In the other group of works that stand for the version of a tyrannicide, La ejecución de 

Álvaro Obregón tirano de México is a prime example, published in 1935.648 This work is a 

Catholic-sided theological argumentation in favor of the murder. It goes far back in the Bible and 

                                                 
646 There is no literal translation to this word. It means assassination of a prominent person.  
647 Islas and Múzquiz Blanco, De la pasión sectaria a la noción de las instituciones. 
648 J. M. F, La ejecución de Alvaro Obregón, tirano de México. 
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canonic rights compilations, to basically justify this assassination as the only way out for 

subjects and citizens who suffer a systematic tyranny against their way of life and their religion. 

It supports the idea of rebelling against non-sensical oppression, and returns to the principle of 

the “fair war” instituted since Roman and medieval times. In 1936 another book was published 

that took this argument to an extreme, because it even labels Toral as a saint. El santo que 

asesinó; vida, crimen y calvario de José de León Toral by Fernando Robles,649 fashions the story 

as a hagiography that looks for recognition of Toral’s crime as part of a divine duty. Its language 

is close to a novel, and the fact that it was published in Buenos Aires Argentina is interesting, as 

it could be considered as a sign of censorship applied to literature about Cristeros in Mexico. 

 

 

Figure 35. Book El Santo que Asesinó: Vida, crimen y calvario de José de León Toral. 1936.  
Front cover. Source: Special Collections, University of Arizona Libraries.  

 

Apart from religious approaches, the 1930s were quite prolific for empathetic accounts 

on Toral and the Cristeros. In 1936 for example, Maria Elena Sodi de Pallares—daughter of 

                                                 
649 Robles, El santo que asesinó; vida, crimen y calvario de José de León Toral. 
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Toral’s defensor Demetrio Sodi—published the untold memoires of her father about the trial.650 

This book stresses the direct experiences of Demetrio Sodi after the trial, and the affects on his 

reputation among prevalent political revolutionary groups who ruled the country in those years. 

She describes the trial as a watershed in her father’s life that brought him intrigues, humiliations, 

and troubles that he faced until the end of his life. As Demetrio Sodi’s last will, his daughter 

published his memories as a vindication of his career, giving details about his personal emotions 

and ethical dilemmas surrounding his defense. It provides insight into his view of the trial and its 

protagonists, adding unknown features of the whole story and reinforcing the version of a 

religious persecution. 

By the mid-1940s, when the case was settled and the revolutionary regime was at its 

peak, Toral was apparently still attractive for old and new followers. León Toral no ha muerto by 

Cuauhtémoc Fernández was published in 1945. This author claimed that public opinion, which 

he considers as “God’s voice,” played an important role in preserving memory and recognition 

for Toral and his fellows, Madre Conchita and Father Jimenez. The author argues they were just 

victims who defended the people’s right to hold free beliefs. He also argues that such a tragedy 

only resulted in more bloody persecution, as it was a key factor for Calles to ultimately become a 

backstage dictator. This book suggests a smooth conspiracy headed by Calles against Obregón, 

because many thought he was the one who got more benefit from the crime. This work 

demonizes President Calles as the mastermind of dark plans for implanting a socialist model of 

education in Mexico. It is interesting to mention that Plutarco Elías Calles died the same year 

that this book was published, so conveniently or just as planned, he was not able to challenge any 

                                                 
650 María Elena Sodi de Pallares, Los Cristeros y José de León Toral, (México: Editorial “Cvltvra,” 1936). 
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of its positions. By the late 1940s it was evident that the Revolution was losing its popularity as 

it was turning more towards a right-wing style of ruling. As a consequence, many intellectuals 

started questioning the institutionalized version of the Revolution651 and that also intensified the 

tone of sympathetic approaches to the Cristero side of the story.  

As more time passed after the assassination of the Caudillo, the government grew lax in 

censorship regarding the topic. Thus, in the 1950s it became more suitable for those protagonists 

who were still alive to give their own testimony of the “Bombilla” episode. Sor Concepción 

Acevedo y de la Llata, also known as La Madre Conchita, released a first version of her 

celebrated memoires once she returned from her imprisonment at the Islas Marias. This 

interesting testimony was finally published in 1957 under the title of Obregón; Memorias 

inéditas de la Madre Conchita, which was coauthored with Armando de Maria y Campos.652 

After being released sooner than expected, Madre Conchita returned to Mexico, transformed into 

another woman. She was no longer a nun and she married Carlos Castro Balda, a former member 

of the ACJM and also condemned for perpetrating terrorist acts during the Cristero conflict. Her 

book was an incredible success. It was reedited in 1965, becoming a best seller entitled: Una 

martir de Mexico, La Madre Conchita.653 By those years of strict control by the PRI, the 

Cristeros were no longer considered dangerous by the government, so Madre Conchita became 

an inoffensive and morbid attraction for television, where she appeared interviewed by Jacobo 

                                                 
651 See Jesús Silva Herzog, “La Revolución Mexicana en Crisis” Cuadernos Americanos, XI, Sept-Oct, 1943,  48 – 
55; Daniel Cosio Villegas, “La crisis de México” Cuadernos Americanos, XXXII, March – April, 1947, 29 – 51; 
This argument has been also made recently by in Lorenzo Meyer, La segunda muerte de la Revolución Mexicana, 
(Mexico: Ediciones Cal y Arena, 2008) 
652 Concepción Acevedo y de la Llata and Armando de Marı́a y Campos, Obregón; memorias inéditas de la Madre 
Conchita. (México: Libro-Mex, 1957). 
653 Acevedo y de la Llata Concepción, Una martir de México La madre Conchita (Madrid: Graficas Marsiega, 
1965). 
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Zabludovsky654, the longest running TV host in the times of the PRI. By then, Obregón’s 

assassination and the trial of his murderers was barely remembered by new generations.  

Certainly, Madre Conchita’s crime stories told on TV must have sounded like children’s stories 

for those new audiences. By 1974, however, a final version of her memoires, Yo, La Madre 

Conchita655, was published, reaching the scandalous sale number of 25,000 copies by the end of 

the decade, when Madre Conchita died peacefully in her residence, ironically located at Álvaro 

Obregón Street at Colonia Roma in Mexico City.  

In general, Madre Conchita’s text is a well-written narrative full of anecdotes and 

dramatized episodes in support of her main argument, which is that she was a martyr. In her 

version, the trial was just a circumstance that made years of her life more painful, what she 

considered a God’s test for her. Thus she subtly delineates the idea of her own “martyrdom” and 

gives the reader her personal insights on the religious conflict. Her view enforces the version of 

the official persecution on Catholics during President Calles’s administration. She concludes 

what seems to be her self-hagiography with a paragraph on patriotism closing with the phrase: 

“If there was pain and martyrdom in my life, I offered it to the Holy Virgin for the salvation of 

my Patria and for the salvation of the mankind.”656 

In those years a sort of alternative historiography on the Cristero conflict grew. Fervent 

Catholics were determined to denunciate the extreme law enforcement undertaken by the 

government during the 1920s. One of the most prominent voices that joined that side was José 

Vasconcelos, the former and emblematic minister of Education during Obregón’s first term in 

                                                 
654 Jacobo Zabludovsky, En el aire: las 25 [i.e. veinticinco] más célebres entrevistas (México: Editorial Novaro, 
1973). 
655 Acevedo y de la Llata, Yo, la madre Conchita. 
656 Ibid., 207. 
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office. Before his death in 1959, he finished the final volume of his extensive autobiography 

under the title of La flama, los de arriba en la revolución. Historia y tragedia.657 An old and 

embittered Vasconcelos denunciates his own defenestration by the revolutionary elite who ruled 

Mexico since 1929. The so-called revolutionary family is fiercely criticized by Vasconcelos’s 

almost immaculate voice. Among other dark stories, he claims to be the first victim of electoral 

fraud perpetrated by the PNR. Vasconcelos opens the last volume of his memoires by asking the 

reader to not forget “that the cruelest repression in our history, which eliminated over seventy 

percent of the original military chiefs of the Revolution, was perpetrated by Alvaro Obregón to 

impose Calles in the presidency, and to ensure his own return to it.”658  

Vasconcelos devotes an entire section of the book to Toral. There is a stunning opening 

statement about him in his prologue: “Our history can be proud of having virile resolutions like 

the one made by José de Leon Toral, who was convinced that his providential mission in this 

world was to challenge Obregón’s slogan, which was: ‘I will continue ruling over everyone, until 

no one comes resolute to exchange his life for mine’”659 Vasconcelos writes only two pages 

about the trial, which he considers just a farce that passed over all the legal rights to satisfy the 

Obregonistas’ thirst for revenge. Despite the shortness of his reference to the trial, his opinion 

allows us to understand the alternative version of this episode, the one that for almost a century 

claimed that the Cristero conflict was a religious persecution. 

                                                 
657 José Vasconcelos, La flama; los de arriba en la revolución, historia y tragedia. (México: Compañía Editorial 
Continental, 1959). 
658 José Vasconcelos, La flama: los de arriba en la Revolución : historia y tragedia (México: Instituto Nacional de 
Estudios Históricos de la Revolución Mexicana, 2003), 13. 
659 Ibid., 14. 
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A seminal work that sustains this “Persecucion Religiosa” is Méjico Cristero660 by Rius 

Facius. It is a critical work to understand the emergence, formation and organization of the 

ACJM (Catholic Association of the Mexican Youth), which was the organization that Toral 

belonged to when he decided to assassin Obregón. It is an important source that provides so 

many missing pieces from the history of urban and young Cristeros, and hence on the trial of 

Toral. A couple of works that briefly touch the topic from this perspective appeared also in the 

1970s. Toral’s mother’s memoires661 were published by Editorial Tradición, an evidently 

Catholic-sided publisher in 1972. It is a useful source on Toral’s life, although her reference to 

the trial covers only anecdotic and minimal details. On the same tone and released by the same 

publisher, Ramon Ruiz Rueda662 wrote an empathetic biography of José de Leon Toral. The first 

chapter opens with an excerpt of the speech given by Demetrio Sodi (Toral’s defensor) in the 

trial. It is an interesting work, whose main argument supports all the points made by Demetrio 

Sodi in favor of his client. This book mixes content from public hearings with information about 

Toral’s life, but it does not stress its deeper structural consequences.  

In the 1980s and 90s the case of Obregón’s assassination again sparked fervor in the 

public and some new works were published. Un crimen que cambió el destino de México by 

Alfonso Serrano Illescas was published in 1982—the year of the crisis. Although Serrano claims 

his work unveils some inedited material, the book is just a compilation of fragments from 

secondary sources, official speeches, and public documents. His argument is vaguely framed 

around the crime, the trial, and the context of the Cristero rebellion. He maintains that the crime 

                                                 
660 Antonio Rius Facius, Méjico cristero; (México: Editorial Patria, 1960). 
661 Toral de De León, Memorias de María Toral de De León, madre de José de León Toral. 
662 Ramón Ruiz Rueda, José de León Toral (México: Editorial Tradición, 1975). 
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changed Mexico because it allowed the foundation of the revolutionary regime. Pretty similar to 

Serrano’s work is El general en la Bombilla. Álvaro Obregón 1928: Reelección y Muerte by 

Agustín Sánchez González.663 Closer to a journalistic chronicle than an academic analysis, 

Sanchez argues Obregón’s assassination changed Mexico’s political laws because it permitted 

the principle of no reelection to remain untouched for years. Both works are clearly political 

essays rather than historical analysis.  

 More than seventy years of unbalanced, tendentious, and sensationalist literature 

transformed José de Leon Toral in the incarnation of fanaticism. The twentieth-first century, 

however, seems more promising, as new academic works on the topic have been written. A 

prime example of this is the solid investigation made by Fernando M. Gonzalez in the book 

Matar y morir por Cristo Rey. Aspectos de la cristiada664. His work focuses on the concept of 

martyrdom and how the Catholic Church establishes an entire ideology to justify using violence 

against official secularization. Gonzalez enlightens our knowledge on Catholic resistance and 

social organization around the Cristero rebellion and explains its antecedents and consequences.  

Educated as a psychologist and sociologist, Fernando M. Gonzales provides a profound, 

methodical and structural overview of the conflict, focusing on urban, middle and upper classes 

in the 1920s and 1930s. His analysis is linked to the present as he connects the Cristeros to the 

right wing take over of Mexico’s presidency in 2000.  

                                                 
663 Agustı́n Sánchez González, El general en La Bombilla: Alvaro Obregón, 1928, reelección y muerte (México, 
D.F.: Editorial Planeta Mexicana, 1993). 
664 González, Matar y morir por Cristo Rey, 2001. 
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 On the same tone, two unpublished tesis de licenciatura665 were produced recently at two 

different schools of UNAM. They make a worthy contribution to the scholarship that enlightens 

our views on the trial of José de León Toral and the murder of Álvaro Obregón. The first one 

was written by Edna Bravo Luis666 in 2011 is from the school of psychology. It is an extensive 

and solid analysis on the official psychological evaluation of José de Leon Toral as a criminal. 

This document was produced during Toral’s judicial process. She argues that Toral’s image as an 

“insane religious fanatic” was created by the government, because his psychological evaluation 

shows him as “normal”. She gives valuable input on the judicial process, and she connects the 

investigation to larger contextual circumstances of the whole conflict. She also provides an 

interesting overview on prevalent medical and psychological trends when Toral’s mental health 

was being evaluated by the government. Thus, she enlightens our view of critical aspects of 

criminology from the 1920s. The other thesis was written by Orlando Balderas667 in 2013. He 

obtained a bachelor’s degree in history by means of this thesis, in which he analyzed the legal 

process of José de León Toral. He argues that Toral’s judicial process was biased responding to 

political interests around it. By looking at the actual judicial file, Balderas summarizes the 

judicial process of Toral and explain some the legal aspects around it. Balderas give us a random 

and sometimes chronological glance of the 1920s political circumstances and concludes that 

Toral was both a magnicida and a martyr in the popular imagination. Despite the limitations of 

                                                 
665 A tesis de licenciatura is a thesis written for the obtainment of a U.S. equivalent for a bachelor’s degree. 
However, these type of works are more similar to a U.S. master’s thesis, and often represent high levels of 
scholarship. This definition was made by my colleague Justin Castro and it explains pertinently what a Tesis de 
Licenciatura is. See: Joseph Justin Castro, “Wireless: Radio, Revolution, and the Mexican State, 1897-1938” (THE 
UNIVERSITY OF OKLAHOMA, 2013), http://gradworks.umi.com/35/58/3558849.html. p. 18. 
666 Edna Bravo Luis, “Análisis de la evaluación psicológica de José de León Toral asesino de Álvaro Obregón” 
(B.A. Thesis: UNAM, 2011) 
667 Orlando Balderas, “José de León Toral: Proceso Histórico – Jurídico (1928-1929)” (B.A. Thesis: UNAM, 2013). 
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his analysis, Balderas contributes to a growing academic trend that looks to notorious trials as a 

way to understand deep social and political dynamics.  

In sum, this corpus of works can be schematized in three main trends as I previously 

mentioned: 1) The official version, which portrays Toral as a fanatic murder and considers the 

trial as legally consistent and deserved; 2) the Catholic version, which considers the trial as 

unfair and biased and see Toral as Martyr; and 3) the academic view, which analyses the crime 

and the court case through different approaches and methods, looking to explain larger processes 

in which the case interjects. At the end all these trends provide us glances of an underestimated 

historical account of a very complex process of cultural transformation propelled by the 

Revolution.  
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Catholic Fanaticism. A Forbidden Patriotism:  

Religion, Justice, and Nation through Music.  
 “El triste acontecimiento, 

quedará en nuestra memoria, 
si es o no con fundamento; 

ya lo juzgará la historia.  
Corrido del Aniversario del Cierre de las Iglesias”668 

 

 

Figure 36. Family of León Toral standing in front of a flag of the LNDLR circa 1929.  
Source CCHJLT, Photograph Collection. 

 

At four o’clock on February 29, 1929, Don Aureliano De León—father of José de León 

Toral—arrived at his house at Sabino Street, Santa Maria la Rivera. It was a black date for the 

whole family because on that day at noon Pepe—as all his friends and family used to nickname 

Toral—was executed by firing squad at Lecumberri prison. Don Aureliano waited a few hours 

for the paper work to be completed and for other legal and medical procedures to be practiced on 

                                                 
668 English translation: “This sad happening/ will remain at our memory/ whether it has legal base or not/ history 
will judge it.” This verse belongs to the corrido “ Aniversario del cierre de las iglesias.” See: Antonio Avitia 
Hernández, Corrido histórico mexicano: voy a cantarles la historia (México: Editorial Porrúa, 1997), 44. Vol. IV. 
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his son’s dead body.669 Toral’s mother remembers that terrible moment in her memoires as 

follows: “Aureliano didn’t want to come home until they released his son’s remains, that son 

who was his mother’s sunshine, his father’s pride, unsurpassable husband and loving father of 

his little ones; exemplar Christian who was full of the most beautiful virtues.”670 Once the body 

arrived, a priest and a physician were asked to prepare him and enshroud him. Before starting, 

they called Pepe’s mother and told her: “Please come here and before we start, you may kiss a 

saint’s face.”671 She kissed him with reverence as she thought “his mien revealed the beatitude of 

the blessed ones.”672 Right after, Dr. Aristeo Domínguez—a pathologist who was friend of the 

Toral Family— was asked to extirpate Pepe’s heart as their parents wanted to preserve it as a 

saint’s relic.673 The bloodstained silk bed sheet, where this procedure was practiced, was also 

preserved by the family and later was known as El Sudario de Toral— Toral’s shroud. Later, the 

National League for the Defense of Religious Liberty (LNDLR) used that shroud to make a 

three-colored flag with the national colors of Mexico. The league put their emblem at the center 

strewn over Toral’s bloodstains— as we can see at the photograph heading this section (fig. x). 

By doing this, the league wanted the flag to symbolize those Mexican Catholic heroes and 

martyrs of religion, who offered their blood for their nation and for a cause they believed was 

fair: their religious liberty. From 1929 on, never again would a fervent Catholic be regarded as a 

patriot by the government.  Instead, it began a long process of exclusion of orthodox Catholicism 

from official nationalism. In so doing, the revolutionary regime demonized fervent Catholics as 

                                                 
669 Toral de De León, Memorias de María Toral de De León, madre de José de León Toral., 123. 
670 Ibid. 
671 Ibid., 123. 
672 Ibid., 123. 
673 Don Jorge De Leon y de la Mora, Toral’s nephew told this story to me in an interview in Mexico City during the 
summer of 2013. 
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fanatics and targeted fanaticism as one of the dark forces that prevented Mexico from being a 

modern nation. This section analyzes the other side of the coin, which is the alternative popular 

memory of the religious patriots and heroes through music. Corridos and other Cristero tales are 

ordinary chronicles in which martyrologies, like Toral’s stories, are not considered as patriotic 

any more. Such tales, however remain as alternative narratives of national history that reveal 

three aspects of what Catholics called religious persecution: First, was how ordinary people 

experienced tough law enforcement; second, was how Catholics changed their everyday notions 

about justice and the legal system; and third, was how the universal human aspiration of leaving 

memory could not be officially eradicated for Catholic patriots.  To summarize, this section uses 

music to conclude our analysis and uncover the processes we call the secularization of 

patriotism, and the transformation of popular legal culture in the new terms endorsed by the 

Revolution.  

 

 

Figure 37. José de León Toral’s heart extirpated by Dr. Aristeo Domínguez.  
February 9, 1929. Source CCHJLT, Photograph Collection. 
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 The whole history of Mexico can be told and rewritten by listening to corridos, but in the 

case of the religious conflict, this type of songs also represents an obliterated side of the story, 

certainly a vanished memory. Some corridos about the Cristero movement also describe in detail 

popular perceptions about the legal system, and give us a glance of what legal scholars, and 

historians of law, call the “law in action”674, which is basically to see how law is experienced by 

people. In that sense, corridos demonstrate how legal and institutional realms can be related to 

popular culture. The corrido has special characteristics that allow us to retrieve popular notions 

of ethics, patriotism and justice.  

A corrido is essentially a narrative ballad that tells a story, and it has a long history as a 

main form of popular chronicle. Yolanda Moreno Rivas recalls that Bernal Diaz del Castillo 

referred traditional romances that conquistadors brought from Europe in his “true history of the 

conquest.”675 There is some debate, however, whether the corrido—almost as we know it 

nowadays—began in the seventeenth century or just at the start of the national period by 1810. 

676 Since then, corridos have been composed on just about any imaginable topic.  They may look 

at individual, local, regional, national or even international wide events. According to James S. 

Griffith and Celestino Fernandez, the two classic approaches to the corrido come from Vicente 

T. Mendoza and Americo Paredes.677 Mendoza defines the genre as a narrative told in first or 

third person that usually flows from the beginning to end from an eyewitness or a well-informed 

                                                 
674 See Law in Action. 
675 Yolanda Moreno Rivas, Historia de la música popular mexicana (México: Océano, 2008) p. 32 
676 Ibid. 
677 James S. Griffith and Celestino Fernández, “Mexican Horse Races and Cultural Values: The Case of Los 
Corridos del Merino” Western Folkore, Vol. 47, no. 2 (Apr., 1988) p. 129 
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narrator.678 Paredes says that Mexicans call corrido their narrative songs, especially those of epic 

themes, and that they take this name from the verb correr, which means “to run.”679According to 

Rosa Virginia Sanchez Garcia the corrido is simply a form of the great lyrical and musical 

tradition of Mexico that belongs to a specific musical system of lyrical-narrative.680 It is basically 

a narration of facts that follows specific metrics, which is generally written in the third or first 

person by an implicit witness on those facts.681  

The main difference from other lyrical forms is that corrido has a temporal-chronological 

dimension, as it tends to narrate real facts.682 From this set of definitions is evident that 

scholarship has paid equal attention to the narrative and musical dimension of the corrido. While 

some specialists—like Celestino Fernandez and Maribel Alvarez— maintain that the corrido’s 

popularity is based on its narrative dimension and its cultural implications at the everyday life, 

they do not mention its connection to the larger field of history and the instinctive human need 

for leaving or creating memories. This dimension, that is, its potential to create memory, 

undoubtedly takes it a step beyond its folkloric and “popular” character in which scholars usually 

confine it. The privilege of being remembered, or to remember something or someone, does not 

belong only to prominent figures, nor to unknown “popular heroes,” it belongs to anyone, and 

the prime example are those alternative stories told by anyone about the religious problem, or 

those told by Catholics during the Cristero rebellion. That is the major potential of corrido as a 

                                                 
678 Vicente T. Mendoza, El corrido mexicano (México, 1954) 
679 Americo Paredes, With His Pistol in His Hand (Austin, Tx.:1958) 
680 Rosa Virginia Sánchez García, “Los principales géneros liricos en la música tradicional de México” in La música 
en México panorama del siglo XX, Ed. By Aurelio Tello (México: FCE-CONACULTA, 2010)  p. 108 
681 Ibid., p. 151 
682 Ibid.  
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source of memory and shaper of attitudes toward authorities, and the legal system—in a few 

words as an essential site of legal popular culture. 

This dissertation defines corrido building on that aspect. A corrido is essentially a 

commemorative act that expresses feelings and thoughts in music and poetry, typically set in 

consistent stylistic and metrical terms. The commemorative dimension of our definition 

overpasses the importance of any traditional constraint of the corrido in terms of literary or 

musical structure, mindset, values, space and time. A corrido narrates not only true stories683, but 

also imagined, utopian, invented, idealized or dreamed ones. They are stories that provide a 

comfortable way to manage the past; they can resolve the impossible, even the death. Their 

ultimate function is to leave a good or a learnable memory. In the case of the corridos written 

during the religious conflict they reveal how ordinary people dealt with a stressful environment. 

There were also corridos promoted by the government with clear official intentions to underpin a 

legitimate version of the conflict. In the case of those written either by Catholics or Cristeros, 

they aimed to leave a memory of injustice, fear and hostility. In many cases, those also claimed a 

place in history for individuals who were officially discredited or excluded.   

 Before analyzing specific lyrics and context of corridos for this study case, it is important 

to clarify that we are not looking at the rural684 experience of the conflict—as explained in the 

introduction. This dissertation has focused on the urban experience of middle classes and their 

understandings towards revolutionary laws on religious practices, and how those affected their 

                                                 
683 An interesting discussion about the dimension of truth in the corrido that I just partially agree with in: Jose Pablo 
Villalobos and Juan Carlos Ramirez-Pimienta, “Corridos and la pura verdad: Myths and realities of the Mexican 
Ballad” South Central Review 21.3 (Fall 2004) pp. 129 -149.  
684 An extensive compilation and analysis of Corridos from the two Cristiadas at rural places can be found at: 
Antonio Avitia Hernández, “La narrativa de las cristiadas: novela, cuento, teatro, cine y corrido de las rebeliones 
cristeras” (A O Revueltas P, 2006). 
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daily lives. In that sense, probably the first corrido that expresses more clearly the outbreak of 

the conflict at the urban level was entitled “Aniversario del cierre de las Iglesias” (Anniversary 

of the churches’ closure). It came from an anonymous author, which may be a sign of official 

repression and censorship. It circulated among catholic organizations during protests that took 

place mostly in Mexico City from 1927 on. During this time, major Catholic organizations were 

consolidating their resistance strategy, such as the Union Popular (UP), the Brigadas Femeninas 

Juana de Arco, and obviously the National League for the Defense of Religious Liberty 

(LNDLR). Its lyrics clearly reflect the viewpoint of Catholic citizens rather than that of the 

clergy or the government. It is a perfect chronicle of a critical event in ordinary citizen’s memory 

as we can see in the song:  

 

“Aniversario del Cierre de las Iglesias” “Anniversary of the Churches’ Closure”  

El treinta y uno de Julio  
¡Ganas de dan de llorar!, 
Se suspendieron las misas 
De México en general, 
 
Año de mil novecientos 
Veintiséis, del siglo veinte, 
El Clero entrego los templos  
Y lo acepto el presidente. 
 
Sábado fue aquel día 
Ni me quisiera acordar 
Como a las seis de la tarde  
Se dio la orden general.  

On July the thirty first,  
I feel I’m going to cry!, 
The masses were all suspended, 
From Mexico in general. 
 
Year of nineteen hundred, 
Twenty-six, from the twentieth century, 
The Clergy gave up the churches, 
And the President accepted.  
 
That day was a Saturday, 
I don’t want to even remember, 
About six in that evening, 
They gave that general order. 

 

These lyrics talk about a collective sense of sadness, confusion and abandonment. It 

sounds the logic that people had never before in their lives even thought of the Churches getting 

closed. In the following strophes, it is clear that Catholics were aware of legal jargon and other 
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aspects of the process, as they pointed to the Clergy as the first responsible for deciding the 

closure. They also pointed to the government as just trying to enforce the Constitution. It is 

evident they express a real concern and sense of abandonment from both the state and the 

church.  

 

Este acto tan importante  
Que no se puede ocultar 
Ho ha tenido precedente 
En la historia nacional  
 
Tan fatal resolución  
Fue adoptada por el Clero 
Porque la Constitución  
Quiso cumplir el gobierno 
 
Tanto dolor y aflicción  
Difícil de comparar,  
ha causado sensación  
en el mundo por igual 
 
El día primero de Agosto, 
Fue rogativa mundial,  
por la salvación de Mexico, 
Cual si fuera a agonizar. 

This event is so important, 
Can’t be hidden for that reason, 
That has no precedent, 
In our national history.  
 
Such as fatal resolution, 
Was adopted by the Clergy, 
Because the Constitution, 
The Government intended to enforce.  
 
There is so much pain and affliction, 
Incomparable really is, 
That has caused bad sensations, 
All the same around the world. 
 
August first day, 
There was a world’s prayer 
For the salvation of Mexico 
As if our country was going to die. 

 

 There is a deep feeling of hopelessness and fear in the song. These people even thought 

that Mexico as a Nation could die as a result of the closure of Catholic churches. Is important to 

remember that back then Mexico was 98% Catholic and most people considered Catholicism to 

be an essential feature of the nation and national identity. The closure of churches was perceived 

by Catholics as an unhappy situation for the whole nation. Such event was even described as 

catastrophic in this corrido, and the lyrics subtlely refer to it as a consequence of the Revolution. 

This song denunciates the poverty, misery, flooding, labor strikes, and general confusion that 
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plagued the country as a result of the Revolution.  It was the middle urban class from Mexico 

City who identified themselves with this song, because they experienced for the first time such 

harsh situations, while some regions or places like Michoacán, Tabasco and Jalisco had been 

experiencing these types of policies since the early years of the Revolution. 

 

!Pobre Nación Mexicana! 
Adversa ha sido tu suerte 
¿Qué te aguardara mañana?  
¿Ya se te acerca la muerte? 
 
La desnudez, la miseria 
Y tantas inundaciones, 
La amenaza de las huelgas  
¡Y miles de confusiones! 

Poor Mexican nation 
Your luck has been adverse 
What will happen to you tomorrow? 
Perhaps your death is approaching? 
 
Poverty and misery, 
So many floodings, 
Labor strikes 
And thousands of confusions. 

 

 In the last strophe, this corrido expresses a need for leaving a memory of this sad episode. 

The closure may or may not be right —as the lyrics tell—but “It’ll be judged by history.” It is 

common to see how composers of popular stories recorded in corridos, always appeal to the 

master narrative of history as the final judge of everything. It is a subtle aspiration for an abstract 

justice coming from popular memory, considered as the ultimate site of the truth.  

 

El triste acontecimiento 
Quedará en nuestra memoria,  
Si es o no con fundamento; 
Ya lo juzgara la historia.  

This sad happening  
Will remain in our memory 
Whether it was justified or it wasn’t 
Will be judged by history. 

 

 Violence and tragic events for urban citizens and Catholics gradually increased as the 

Clergy and the Government stubbornly resisted resolving the conflict. These situations and 

political turmoil were reflected in urban corridos too. During Calles’s stay in office, Obregón 
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began to be perceived and represented as the incarnation of authoritarianism by Catholic and 

non-Catholic dissenters. The more radical dissenters perceived him as a tyrant when he 

eliminated opponents even among his own followers, friends and partisans. By 1927 —as we 

described in chapter one— political tensions among revolutionaries resulted in Obregón’s 

authoritarian decision to run again for president. That year, Obregón’s brutal repression against 

political adversaries and former allies, prompted radical Catholic organizations to look into 

eliminating the Caudillo by means of bombs and attempts. Stories of those happenings were also 

recorded by corridistas who observed such a violence with concern and amazement. 

A notorious event in Catholics’ collective memory was the bombing attempt against 

Obregón in Chapultepec plotted by Luis Segura Vilchis in November 1927. Although the attempt 

failed and Obregón was not hurt, Segura Vilchis and four people were arrested and executed 

without a trial. Among the suspects was a Jesuit priest by the name of Miguel Agustin Pro 

Juarez. He was executed by firing squad and several corridos recorded his death and many of 

those sad events. An interesting example was the corrido entitled as Ejecución de los autores del 

atentado contra el General Obregón (Execution of those responsible for the attempt against 

General Obregón). It shows how this story was perceived by the public as a moment of pain, fear 

and tension.  

 

“Ejecución de los autores del atentado contra el 

General Obregón”685 

“Execution of those responsible for the attempts 

against Obregón” 

Epilogo doloroso 
Que causo gran sensación, 

A painful epilogue 
That caused sensation, 

                                                 
685 Antonio Avitia Hernández, Corridos de la capital (México, D.F.: CONACULTA, Culturas Populares, 2000), 
149. 
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Fue el castigo a los autores  
Del atentado a Obregón 
[…] 
El veintiocho de noviembre 
A las diez, con expectación, 
Mucha gente se juntaba  
Enfrente de la inspección. 
 
Pues, a las once del dia, 
De veintitrés de noviembre; 
Pagaron su rebeldía, 
¡Con su ausencia para siempre! 
 
El presbítero jesuita 
Miguel Agustín Pro Juárez, 
Fue quien primero su vida 
Entrego… ¡llena de azahares! 
 
Previamente suplico 
Que lo dejaran rezar 
Lo cual se le concedió 
Y de rodillas fue a orar… 
 
Como último corolario 
Adoro a un Cristo Jesús,  
y sacando su rosario, 
Se paró, y ¡se puso en cruz! 
[…] 
Prosiguió la Orden de “fuego” 
¡Sonó una descarga atroz! 
Y aquel cuerpo cayo luego, 
Y ¡su alma se fue con Dios! 
[…] 
Así termino esta historia 
De una aventura fatal, 
Dejando una triste memoria 
En nosotros por igual. 

It was the punishment of perpetrators 
of the attack on Obregón 
[...] 
November the twenty-eighth 
At ten, expectantly, 
Many people gathered 
In front of the inspection. 
 
Well, at eleven o'clock, 
From November twenty-third; 
They paid their rebellion, 
With their permanent absence! 
 
The Jesuit priest 
Miguel Agustin Pro Juarez, 
He was the first one his life 
gave ... full of blossoms! 
 
He previously begged 
To them to let him pray 
Which was finally granted 
So he kneeled to pray ... 
 
As a final corollary 
I kissed a crucifix, 
and taking out his rosary, 
He stood up forming a cross! 
[...] 
It came the order of "fire" 
Then a shutting sounded! 
His body then fell down, 
So his soul left with God! 
[...] 
This story comes to an end 
about a fatal adventure, 
Leaving a sad memory 
With us as everyone. 

 

Although the lyrics of this corrido don’t stress the fact that Padre Pro and the others were 

executed without a trial, they reflect collective anxiety triggered by the execution of a priest. As 

one can see in the following strophes, they perfectly describe a huge social tension provoked by 

this episode. As explained in previous chapters, this attempt was linked to José de Leon Toral 
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because he was a very close friend of Humberto Pro—the priest’s brother—so his execution 

encouraged Toral to assassinate Obregón. In other words, those deaths that were officially 

ordered without a proper trial were generally perceived as an injustice and were also regarded by 

urban radical Catholics as breaking point in the religious conflict. From that point, they really 

felt there was no other way out from official injustice but violence.  

 As we analyze the lyrics of different corridos describing executions of Catholics, is clear 

how the idea of martyrs seen as heroes gradually grew in the collective imagination, especially in 

the years 1927, 1928 and 1929. As a whole, the attempts against Obregón, and later his 

assassination, can be considered as a discursive battle between the followers of secular patriotism 

and those who still conceived patriotism as a non-secular value. It is important to note that we 

are not talking only about the Clerical position toward patriotism and martyrologies, but also 

about popular conceptions and archetypes of patriots, heroes, and martyrs. The cases of Padre 

Miguel Agustin Pro and Jose de Leon Toral exemplify the different categories of clerical 

martyrs, as they were based on institutional and political interests, rather than popular devotions. 

Miguel Agustin Pro was always recognized as a martyr and even a pious figure, to the point that 

nowadays he is almost canonized. On the contrary, Jose de Leon Toral never achieved such 

recognition by the Church, although he became very popular among radical Catholics, as it was 

evident from the public reaction and massive attendance at his funeral. At some point, Toral was 

not only considered a martyr, he was also considered a hero and a patriot among radical Catholic 

organizations, such as the ACJM and the LNDLR. 

In that sense patriotism, which is popularly conceived as a form of heroism, manhood or 

virility, is expressed in a very particular way in corridos adhering to the Cristero ideology. 
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Patriotism had been historically associated with religious fervor—or at least not as opposed to 

it— until the Mexican Revolution changed that story. During the nineteenth century, there was 

still some official recognition of central patriotic figures associated to religion. They, however, 

became gradually secularized by the late nineteenth century. Institutional discourse and official 

history were progressively disassociated from Catholicism especially after the Reforma War in 

the mid-nineteenth century. Even so, in the early years of the Revolution, displaying ties to 

Catholicism was not yet a political problem, as evident in the case of Francisco I. Madero, who 

supported the foundation of the Catholic Party in 1911. It was not until the Jacobins, anarchists, 

and radical liberals took over the Revolution’s leadership when Catholicism really became 

incompatible with Mexican patriotism.  

According Miguel Palomar y Vizcarra—one of the main Cristero intellectuals—, Cristero 

heroes were people who died patriotically as a consequence of “proclaiming the spiritual and 

temporal royalty of Christ over the Mexican nation and state; claiming essential liberties and 

defending the three fundamental institutions of society, which are property, family and 

religion.”686 These premises were essentially opposed to the totalitarian aspirations of radical 

revolutionaries like Francisco Mujica, and Gildardo Magaña, who were major designers of the 

new Constitution in 1917. Nothing could stand symbolically over the nation or the state 

according to these liberal and Jacobin revolutionaries.  

Understanding the concepts of heroism and patriotism then became a real dilemma 

among ordinary people, mostly among Catholics. Such ambiguity is evident in many corridos 

because sometimes people like Jose de León Toral, who may be naturally portrayed as anti-

                                                 
686 Miguel Palomar y Vizcarra, El pensamiento cristero (Colima: [publisher not identified], 1942), 7, 8. 
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heroes, were not always labeled negatively. In many corridos about the assassination of Alvaro 

Obregón, one can see him portrayed as a hero and a great leader, however, it is curious that 

Toral, even though his crime was generally condemned, is sometimes treated in positive ways. 

Some corridos see Toral’s decision to kill Obregón a logical result of a desperate situation shared 

by other Catholics.  Many people, such as as Toral’s defensor Demetrio Sodi, interpreted this 

tragedy as a direct consequence of religious persecution. This is an interesting feature of these 

corridos that reflect how Catholicism remained a strong basis for heroism and patriotism, even 

among non-rebel people. For example, the fact that Toral decided to kill Obregón in order to 

proclaim Jesus Christ as king of Mexico was not perceived as negative by everyone in the 

country. The corrido entitled as La Muerte del General Obregón exemplifies this in its lyrics. 

 

“La Muerte del General Obregón” “General Obregon’s dead” 

Vengo a cantar estos versos  
Si me prestan atención, 
De los últimos sucesos 
Y la muerte de Obregón. 
 
Muerto Francisco Serrano, 
Con Gomez trágicamente, 
El candidato Obregón 
Fue elegido presidente. 
[…] 
Obregón comio tranquilo 
En el trágico banquete 
Sin saber que ya el destino 
Le preparaba la muerte. 
 
Al principiar ya los postres 
Notaron en un instante, 
A un joven desconocido 
Que era un joven dibujante. 
[…]  
Aquel joven dibujante  
Con grande resolución, 

I come to sing these verses 
If you pay me some attention, 
About some recent events 
And the death of Obregón. 
 
Francisco Serrano was dead, 
With Gomez tragically, 
The candidate Obregón 
He was elected as president. 
[...] 
Obregón ate very quietly 
In that tragic banquet 
Without knowing that fate 
Was preparing his death. 
 
When the desserts were served 
People instantly noticed, 
An unknown young man around  
He was a young artist. 
[...] 
That young artist 
had a great determination, 
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Se acercó junto al asiento 
Del candidato Obregón. 
[…] 
Breve, con la mano izquierda, 
El dibujo le mostro 
Y con la otra, por la espalda,  
Seis tiros le descargo. 
[…] 
Les dijo: “Me llamo Juan” 
En corta contestación,  
Y dijo: “Solo he venido, 
Para matar a Obregón”. 
 
“Soy el único culpable, 
Fusílenme si es su ley, 
Pero yo mate a Obregón 
Por que reine Cristo Rey”. 
 
Así termino su vida 
El héroe manco de León, 
Por sostener sus ideales 
En aras de la Nación.  

He approached by the seat 
Of the Candidate Obregón. 
[...] 
Handy with his left hand, 
His drawing he showed 
And with the other in the back, 
Six shots released at Obregón. 
[...] 
He said, "My name is Juan" 
As a short answer, 
He said: "I just came, 
To kill Obregon. " 
 
"I'm the only one to blame, 
Execute me if that’s the law, 
But I kill Obregon 
For Jesus Christ to be King". 
 
That way his life came to an end 
The one-armed hero of Leon, 
To maintain his ideals 
For the sake of the nation. 

 

But besides explicit references to patriotism or heroism, it is important to notice how 

corridos capture personal or spontaneous meanings of what is right or wrong, so they reflect 

popular meanings of justice and injustice. Being good men, women, parents, brothers, friends, 

and of course, being good Catholics had been characteristics historically acceptable as the 

equivalent of model citizens. Not anymore. The Revolution reclaimed from religion very 

personal decisions. This can explain how political and legal systems operate in reality because, 

as Asimov and Mader affirm, many personal decisions are reduced to legal questions.687 

Religion, as law, is a cultural form that compels individuals to act.  That is why Mexican 

Catholics faced a fundamental dilemma when they had to decide to be either a good citizen or a 

good Catholic.  For the first time a distinction was at stake, marking the outbreak of a moral 

                                                 
687 Asimow and Mader, Law and Popular Culture, 2004, 5. 
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rebellion. Reacting to law, a person may either obey or disobey the system. So it works based on 

the balance of an essential binomial: legitimacy versus legality. This balance is the concept of 

justice and the measure of freedom. Justice is then, a symbolic corner stone for peace. During the 

consolidating years of the revolutionary regime, the meaning of moral justice was gradually 

erased from the public sphere and substituted by a meaning of legality. In the binomial of 

legality versus legitimacy, the revolutionaries opted for the first one although many dissenters 

saw it as a simulation. Whether it was legitimate or not what Toral did was a question remaining 

in the public’s personal perception. What had to be undeniable in the new status quo established 

by the Revolution was the fact that no one could be over the law. Toral’s condemnation was 

perceived as unjust by many people, but it remained legal no matter what. That was the new 

standard stablished, so confusion and tensions are evident in corrido lyrics which ultimately 

reflect the transformation of the legal popular culture. 

An extraordinary source about Toral’s episode that reflects how public tension increased 

in the wake of his trial is a long corrido—about twenty pages— that chronicles every detail. 

Titled Corrido del Jurado de José León Toral y la Madre Conchita688 it was composed by 

Francisco Ortiz Lara. A printed version circulated widely between November and December 

1928. It was published by someone by the name of A. Reyes at San Juan De Dios Street, 

downtown Mexico City. It even incorporates a note about the way this corrido had to be sung, 

using the melody of a popular song called La Maquinita689—The little train—whose pitches 

might be used by any interpreter and easily matched with the lyrics. This song is full of sharp 
                                                 
688 CEHM-CARSO, Fdo. Rius Facius, CLXXXII, Seccion Impresos, Folder 9, File 906. 
689 Scores, a detailed explanation and recorded interpretation of “La Maquinita” by actor Ignacio Lopez Tarso can be 
found at: Lírica narrativa de México: el corrido (México: Instituto de Investigaciones Estéticas, Universidad 
Nacional Autónoma de México, 1964); #IgnacioLópezTarso, La Maquinita, 2015, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=PCbhapbS2iA. 
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legal jargon regarding the whole judicial process and about the criminal case itself.  The song 

takes us inside the public’s perception of this notorious crime and the trial of the accused. The 

lyrics were probably sold extensively in Mexico City streets to be sung by local musicians in 

parks, coffee shops or restaurants. It seems that the criminal case not only fed the big newspaper 

presses for months, but it also allowed every small vendor in the city to make extra money from 

the public’s huge morbid fascination.  

The little booklet—about five by seven inches— contains a detailed account of Toral’s 

crime, from the assassination at La Bombilla restaurant, to the last day of the trial hearings. It 

ends with the judicial sentence condeming both Toral and Madre Conchita to the highest 

penalties. Again, this corrido does not represent Toral in a negative way.  The first twenty-seven 

strophes detail how the crime happened, describing the place, mentioning the most important 

names and attendees to the fateful luncheon where Obregón lost his life. Those paragraphs 

describe the first few hours after the assassination. The following twelve strophes tell about the 

interrogation and imprisonment of Toral, and also describe that quasi-mythical meeting between 

President Calles and Toral, which confirms the version circulated in newspapers. It is curious to 

see how these lyrics never portray Toral as a fanatic, even though he avowed that his actions 

were guided by Jesus Christ’s orders.  

 

“Corrido del Jurado de José León Toral y la 

Madre Conchita” 

“Corrido of the Trial of José León Toral and 

Madre Conchita” 

Llega el Presidente allá a la inspección 
A Toral manda llamar, 
Y Le pregunto cuál era el motivo 
Pa’ matar al General.  
 

The President arrived at the inspection 
He ordered to bring in Toral, 
He asked him what was his reason 
For killing the general. 
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Que dijera siempre toda la verdad 
Toda en nombre de la Ley, 
Y Toral le dijo que lo había matado 
Por orden de Cristo Rey. 

Toral was asked for all the truth, 
In the name of the law 
So Toral said he killed him 
By Jesus Christ’s will. 

 

 

Figure 38. “Corrido del Jurado de José León Toral y la Madre Conchita” covert page, circa Nov. 1928.  
Source: CEHM- CARSO, Fondo Rius Facius. 

 

The rest of the corrido gives biographical information on Obregón. It describes the first 

set of investigations and names of other people implicated in the crime.  

Another interesting example of how people even considered Toral to be a victim of the 

circumstances, rather than a criminal, is a corrido entitled El Jurado de Toral.690 This corrido not 

only portrays Toral positively, it reflects how popular he became after his trial, probably because 

many people empathized with him after listening to his voice and declarations through radio. 

This corrido also shows how people perceived the law and justice around this case. 

                                                 
690 Alicia Olivera de Bonfil and Alicia Olivera de Bonfil, La literatura cristera (México: Instituto Nacional de 
Antropología e Historia, 1970), 51,52. 
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“El Jurado de Toral” “The Trial for Toral” 

La ley tuvo que cumplirse, 
La ley divina y la humana, 
Ya Toral fue condenado 
El jueves de es esta semana. 
 
Jueves ocho de noviembre 
¡Que fecha tan memorable” 
Toral perderá la vida, 
Por un fallo inapelable. 
[…] 
Toral, cual un caballero, 
Salvar quiso a la abadesa, 
Toda la culpa se echo 
Exponiendo su cabeza. 
 
Nadie se lo llego a creer,  
Mas se admitió su valor 
Que, al defender a Conchita, 
No tuvo ningún temor. 

The law had to be fulfilled, 
The divine law and the human, 
Toral was already sentenced 
On Thursday of this past week. 
 
Thursday November the eighth 
“Such a memorable date!" 
Toral will lose his life, 
Was the final court sentence. 
[...] 
Toral, like a gentleman he was, 
Wanted to save the abbess, 
He took all the blame 
Risking his own head. 
 
No one came to believe, 
But his courage was recognized 
That by defending Conchita, 
He showed he had no fear. 

 

 In this corrido Toral is described as a brave “gentleman” who risked his own position in 

trial by taking all the responsibility in order to save Madre Conchita from being condemned. The 

following strophes reflect more clearly how popular Toral became during the trial, as the lyrics 

tell he deserved to be exonerated from all penalties based on what people felt. 

 

Si se hubiera consultado 
Al sentir de los cristianos, 
Todos perdonar quisieran 
Al matador inhumano. 
 
Pero las leyes no pueden 
Hacer ninguna excepción, 
Y a muerte fue condenado  
el matador de Obregón. 

If there was a survey 
of the feelings of all Christians, 
All would forgive him 
This inhumane killer. 
 
But the laws 
Make no exceptions, 
And he was sentenced to death 
the assassin of Obregón. 
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 As both the trial and the execution of Toral were fully covered by newspapers in a more 

cautious fashion, corridos provided a different, more human, and a more inflammatory approach 

to this episode. The Clergy and the State seemed to be ready for a compromise. The climax was 

reached when Toral was finally executed in February 1929. New corridos on this episode 

circulated in flyers and even were published in newspapers as special items. Those songs 

described the culmination of all judicial procedures, the confirmation of the final sentence, and 

the way Toral was executed in Lecumberri prison. It is evident the public craved every detail 

related to Toral’s final fate. The corrido “Ultimos Momentos y Fusilamineto de Toral” composed 

by Francisco Ortiz Lara is one prime example. 

 

“últimos momentos y fusilamiento de Toral” “Toral’s final moments and execution” 

Palomita mensajera 
Vuela vuela sin cesar 
Lleva a todos la noticia 
Que ya murió León Toral. 
 
José de León y Toral 
El que asesino a Obregón 
Ha pagado con su vida 
El crimen que cometió. 
 
Él nunca tuvo esperanzas 
De que el crimen perdonaran, 
Declaro desde un principio 
Que mejor lo fusilaran. 
 
Mas la justicia apegada 
Y a las leyes respetuosa 
A Toral hizo pasar,  
su vida más angustiosa 

Dear homing pigeon 
Fly without stopping 
Please take all the news 
That León Toral has died. 
 
José de León Toral 
The one who murdered Obregón 
He just paid with his life 
The crime he committed. 
 
He never had any hope 
That they would forgive his crime, 
He declared from the beginning 
Was better for them to shoot him. 
 
But the justice had to be 
very respectful of laws 
Thus Toral  ended 
his most distressing life. 
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Apparently this corrido circulated widely after Toral’s execution on February 9, 1929. 

The expectation of Toral’s final days grew in January and early February as Toral’s attorneys 

tried all the legal and judicial resources to get their client saved. They asked for Amparo 

protection at a federal court —as previously explained—and they even requested the presidential 

pardon from Emilio Portes Gil. This corrido follows those last moments of Toral in prison, 

recounting the last people who visited him before the execution, and those legal struggles he 

faced to get pardoned. In this fascinating document we can see some interesting drawings of the 

main characters involved in the case, such as the judge, lawyers, Toral’s parents and family. It 

also contains a fictional sketch of his execution by the firing squad, and a building plan floor of 

the prison showing the final route followed by Toral from his jail cell to the courtyard squad.  

 

 

Figure 39. Corrido “Últimos Momentos y Fusilamiento de José León Toral” 
February 1929. Source CEHM-CARSO, Fondo Rius Facius. 
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Here again the corrido alludes vaguely to the law and justice as it mentions all the efforts 

by Toral’s counselor to get him reprieved. It also emphasizes Toral’s stoicism towards the death 

penalty. All these popular references to the law, the legal system and the justice are very abstract, 

but they can be interpreted as a nonfigurative representation of people’s desires for justice. It 

seems a mixture of feelings and notions about what could be considered as fair, and what was 

legal. This dichotomy between what the law says and what is fair in corridos can be identified as 

a main feature of popular notions of justice, legality and legitimacy.  Corridos are definitely 

pieces of popular legal culture, transformed by the revolution. This transformation became 

evident as the revolutionary regime constructed a standard version of legality, which was not 

always perceived as legitimate by the people. 

It is important to note that none of these corridos was openly censored by the government 

because none of them really made a subversive reference to the law or the justice system. 

Although Toral is depicted respectfully in those corridos, there is no incendiary statement against 

the government so those might not be considered as dangerous by censors and officials. There 

were, however, other type of corridos that were officially censored by the government because 

they contained negative allusions to the institutions and to the victim, that is to say General 

Obregón. These kind of songs also made explicit reference to Toral as a martyr of the Catholic 

religion, which in many ways was considered subversive by the government because it was a sort 

of apology of the crime.  

Among this kind of song was El Corrido de Jose Toral which was recorded outside of 

Mexico and strongly censored, as we know from some files located at the AGN. Apparently by 

mid-1929, the Secretaria de Gobernación released a prohibition order that restricted the 
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circulation of phonographic records containing this corrido. Although the actual prohibition was 

not in file, it is confirmed because it was mentioned by the director of the federal custom office 

at La Paz City in Baja California in a letter he sent to Gobernación headquarters. On July 6, 1929 

he informed they had retained fifty recordings on phonogram disc of this corrido at the local post 

office.691 The package containing the records was property of a man by the name of Ricardo 

Garcia Martinez. Once the package was retained by local officials, they asked for assistance from 

their superiors in a letter sent to the Departamento de Investigaciones Politicas y Sociales 

(DGPIS) —the federal intelligence agency discussed earlier. On July 10, 1929, the Chief 

Director of the DGPIS sent an official letter to the Secretaria de Hacienda (Ministery of the 

Treasure) requesting authorization for the discs to be sent to their headquarters at Mexico City.692 

In the following weeks, local authorities in Baja California continued the confiscation of more 

discs to be sent to Mexico City.  

It seems those recordings became really popular because Gobernación files mentioned 

more confiscations performed later that year in different customs check points. For example, on 

October 15, 1929, the local chief director of Tampico Port Customs Office reported the 

confiscation of three hundred copies of this corrido. Those discs were retained from Mr. Agustin 

Luna and Brothers Company, probably the local music distributors. They requested official 

permission for importing the discs since they considered them not subversive against the 

government. 

 
                                                 
691 “Oficio Numero 31-I3280, Asunto Discos Fonográficos con corrido León Toral”, Mexico City, July 6, 1929. 
AGN-DGIPS, Gobernación, Box 16, File 29, folio 004713, p. 1.  
 
692 “Asunto: Que efectivamente esta Secretaria giro orden al Gbno. Del Dto. Sur de B.C a efecto de recoger los 
discos de que se trata”, Mexico City, July 10, 1929. AGN-DGIPS, Gobernación, Box 16, File 29, folio n/a, p. 2.  
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We respectfully declare that the disc absolutely does not contain anything offensive 

against the government as it has been freely on sale at this capital since August. 

Therefore, it seems there is no legal reason for this retention, and we respectfully request 

authorization to get them back as soon as possible.693 

 

 On October 19, the Confidential Department responded to local custom at Tampico 

that there was no need to authorize those three hundred discs to be imported. Taking into account 

the official criteria previously applied to the case in La Paz Baja California, those discs were 

considered offensive to the government.694 By November 7, the government sent a definitive 

provision to all offices at Gobernación and to all the customs agencies around the country. That 

circular identified by the number 31-I-14859 established an absolute prohibition on any 

phonographic disc containing “El Corrido de Toral” to be introduced in Mexico.695 On 

November 18, 1929 Mr. Agustin Luna send a new and extensive request to the Secretary of 

Gobernación.696 In that letter Luna argued such a restriction against his merchandise was unfair 

since many other vendors and stores in Tampico and other places like San Luis Potosi were 

selling the disc with no problem at all. As a proof of this, he forwarded a merchandise order from 

a retail store located at San Luis Potosi owned by a man by the name of Antonio Camargo. In 

that letter Camargo said the “Corrido de Toral” (first and second part) was very marketable in 

                                                 
693“Asunto: Prohibiciones y Restricciones de Mercancias.- Importacion de 300 discos fonográficos con el “Corrido 
de Toral’”, Mexico City, October 15, 1929. AGN-DGIPS, Gobernación, Box 16, File 29, folio 14260, p. 9.  
694“Memorandum: Departamento Confidencial”, Mexico City, October 18, 1929. AGN-DGIPS, Gobernación, Box 
16, File 29, folio n/a, p. 4.  
695 “Numero: 31-I-14859”, Mexico City, November 7, 1929. AGN-DGIPS, Gobernación, Box 16, File 29, folio n/a, 
p. 14.  
696 “Agustin R. Luna y Hno. Agentes exclusivos para Tampico y Villa Cecilia”, Tampico Tamaulipas, November 18, 
1929. AGN-DGIPS, Gobernación, Box 16, File 29, folio 0400, p. 17.  
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that city to the point that other stores, like RC Victor, were normally selling it with no problem. 

Mr. Luna also said: 

 

As a proof of what we say, please find attached a letter from one of our customers 

from San Luis so you can see the disc is selling freely there, where the government 

is one of the most revolutionary and progressive among the rest. Such authorities 

would not allow this disc to be sold if it were an insult for the government.697  

 

 In the following months the prohibition persisted on the import of this corrido, and 

for more than two years those three hundred discs continued to be held at Tampico customs. 

Meanwhile Gobernación initiated formal prosecution against some other retail stores and 

importers that were caught selling “El Corrido de Jose Toral.”  On January 15, 1931, Tampico 

custom officials asked again what they could do with those three hundred disc, so Gobernation 

ordered the disc to be remitted to the Procuraduria General de la Republica (General Prosecutor 

Agency). The final document in file from Procuraduria is dated on February 28, 1931 and 

basically confirms they received the discs so they will legally proceed against any criminal 

action related to them.698  

 Recordings of the Corrido de León Toral were ostensibly produced and released for sale 

outside of Mexico. Although no actual recording is in the file at AGN, it is highly probable that 

the censored audio of this corrido is an old performance by the Trovadores Tapatios included in a 

                                                 
697 Ibid., p. 18. 
698 “Oficio Numero: 007228”, Mexico City, February 28, 1931. AGN-DGIPS, Gobernación, Box 16, File 29, folio 
n/a, p. 33.  
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modern compilation entitled the Mexican Revolution, Post-Revolutionary Corridos and 

Narratives.699 According the information provided in that compilation, the song was recorded on 

February 21, 1929, only 12 days after Toral’s execution in Lecumberri. The actual song is 

available on line at Youtube700 and the lyrics were transcribed and translated as follows by a 

blogger from Texas:701  

“Corrido de José León Toral” “Son of José de León Toral”  

Parte I 
 
Este es el corrido de José Toral 
Que murió juzgado por un tribunal; 
Él sólo fue mártir de su religión,  
Cambiando su vida, cambiando su vida, 
Por la de Obregón.  
[…] 
Anduvo buscando la oportunidad 
Y día por día corría a la ciudad; 
La suerte fue suya y fue tan sencilla, 
Hallando a Obregón, hallando a Obregón, 
Allá en La Bombilla. 
 
Fueron seis disparos, con tal precisión, 
Que rodó por tierra el manco Obregón 
Y Toral vengado se fue a la prisión 
 
Los obregonistas quisieron lincharlo 
Pero los soldados lograron salvarlo; 
Él ya muy tranquilo todo soportó, 
Desde aquella tarde, desde aquella tarde,  
Que al manco mató. 
 
Sus jueces quisieron sacarle verdad 
Y crueles tormentos sufrió sin piedad; 
Jamás una queja su pecho exhaló. (Bis.) 
 

Part One 
 
This is the corrido of José Toral 
Who died, convicted in court. 
He was only a martyr for his faith, 
Trading his life, trading his life, 
For that of Obregón.  
[…] 
He looked for the opportunity, 
Going through the city everyday, 
Luck was on his side, it was so easy, 
Finding Obregón, finding Obregón,  
At the restaurant La Bombilla. 
 
There were six shots fired with precision; 
The one-armed Obregón fell to the ground, 
And Toral went to prison avenged. 
 
Obregón's people wanted to lynch him, 
But the soldiers were able to save him; 
He then very calmly faced everything 
Since that afternoon, since that afternoon, 
When he killed the one-armed man. 
 
His judges wanted him to confess the truth 
And he was tortured cruelly and without pity, 
Yet he never expressed a single lament. 
 

                                                 
699 The Mexican Revolution- Post Revolutionary Corridos and Narratives. (El Cerrito, CA: Arhoolie Productions, 
1996). 
700 EL RANCHERITO, LOS TROVADORES TAPATIOS - EL CORRIDO DE JOSE TORAL  2 VERSIONES, 2014, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=c2xzXd0L9_Y&feature=youtube_gdata_player&spfreload=1. 
701 “Corrido de Toral,” accessed February 11, 2016, 
http://www.laits.utexas.edu/jaime/cwp5/crg/english/toral/index.html. 
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Parte II 
 
La madre Conchita también fue culpada 
Y a máxima pena quedó condenada; 
Hoy sola en su celda, en cada oración 
Al cielo le pide, al cielo le pide, 
Para ellos perdón. 
[…] 
Y cuando la esposa y su tierno hijo 
Fueron a la cárcel por última vez, 
Toral ya con calma, sonriendo, les dijo: 
-Junto a nuestro padre, Junto a nuestro padre, 
Los veré después.- 
[…] 
Después que el jurado lo había condenado 
Solícito indulto se fue negado, 
Pero del gobierno, con satisfacción, 
Consiguió la gracia, consiguió la gracia, 
De la confesión. 
 
Después de la triste y fatal despedida 
Él fue fusilado conforme a la ley 
Y murió gritando: -¡Viva Cristo Rey! - (Bis.) 

Part Two 
 
Mother Conchita was also found guilty 
And given the maximum sentence. 
Now, alone in her cell, with every prayer 
She asks the heavens, she asks the heavens, 
To forgive them all. 
[…] 
When his wife and small son 
Went to the jail the last time 
Toral, now at peace and smiling, told them: 
"Together with our Lord, together with our Lord, 
[…] 
After the jury had condemned him, 
The requested pardon was denied. 
But the government consented 
Showed him mercy, showed him mercy, 
By allowing him to have confession. 
 
After that sad and fateful farewell 
He was executed according to the law. 
He died shouting out: "Long live Christ the 
King!"  

 

 Whether the song was offensive for the government or subversive against the 

interest of the Revolution is unclear. The reason this corrido was forbidden was because it 

explicitly makes an apology for Toral and openly portrays him as a stoic martyr who offered his 

life for his religion. This corrido refers to Obregón pejoratively as el manco (on-armed), and 

describes Toral’s final days as an ordeal, a religious passion only comparable to that of the 

saints. According the lyrics Toral’s only crime was to exchange his life for that of Obregón. 

Probably the most belligerent part of the song come at the very end when it says Toral was 

executed according the law but he died screaming “Long Live Christ the King” which was the 

motto of the Cristeros. Definitely the revolutionary government was not willing to allow this 

song to circulate as it was totally opposed to their secular version of patriotism. 
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In conclusion, popular music in general, and corridos in particular, provide valuable 

information about the popular expression of the struggles people faced when a new revolutionary 

culture of citizenship, rights and justice were enforced during the 1920s. Doubtless corridos are 

cultural artifacts that people use for expressing their own feelings and beliefs. They encompass 

notions of justice and truth, about legitimacy and legality, about heroism and patriotism. In short, 

they express popular wisdom. As we have explained, the corrido has multiple dimensions that 

make it ideal for understanding how anticlerical laws operated in everyday life, how justice was 

perceived, and how history can be rewritten in alternative ways. Creating or performing a corrido 

is essentially a commemorative act that allows anyone to be remembered. This apparent and 

personal dimension of the corrido is the aspect that makes it so popular, powerful and perennial, 

no matter official prohibitions. Its commemorative character, its connection to the instinctive 

human affection for leaving or creating memory, and its capacity of producing, interpreting and 

spreading notions of ethics, equity, and justice allow the genre to provide critical insights 

regarding the construction of modern Mexican patriotism and how Catholicism was  excluded 

and neutralized from official narratives. The case of Toral is a prime example of this 

phenomenon. Toral’s execution and funeral were expressions of popular appreciation for his 

memory because, paradoxically, attendants at those events outnumbered those who attended 

Obregón’s funeral. By contrasting popular memories with official narratives about Toral it is 

possible to see how Catholic patriotism was discredited as fanaticism. This section used music 

and other popular sources from this period to further examine this process. Those expressions 

elucidate the ways that patriotism and religion, once united, were officially dissociated in order 
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to secularize the official history of the nation. The result was a new popular legal culture, as a 

legacy of the Revolution, and the secularization of patriotism.  
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CONCLUSION:  
The Fixed and Simulated Secular Times of the Revolution. 

 
“¿En qué consistió el arreglo? 

¿Nuestro Partido triunfo? 
¿O viéndola ya perdida,  

El gobierno se rindió? 
¿Se reformo nuestra ley? 

¿La libertad ya nació? 
No le importe nada de eso, 

Nomás que ya se arregló.”702 
1929. 

 

 

Figure 40. Private ceremony of blessing for business and machinery at furniture factory. Circa 1930.  
Source FN-INAH, Online Photograph Collection. #289 

 

Although the revolutionary government had publically declared that the crime of José de 

León Toral was not political, and although prominent jurists had acknowledged that by 1929 the 

death penalty had already fallen into obscurity, José de León, Alvaro Obregón’s assassin, was 

the last person legally executed in Mexico at the federal level. It was an exemplary punishment 

that illustrated how the revolutionary state was going to build their own approach to the rule of 

                                                 
702 Song entitled “Ya se arregló” (It was fixed) by Hector Fritz, circa June, 1929. CEHM-CARSO, Fdo. Rius Facius, 
CLXXXVI, Folder 8, File 782.  
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law. As prominent lawyer and barrister Federico Sodi reminds us, since the executions of 

criminals like “El tigre de Santa Julia” and “El Chalequero” in the late Porfiriato, the death 

penalty was almost never again put in practice. By 1929 courts were simply letting the five-year 

statute of limitation period run out, so that a commutation of punishment became obligatory.703 A 

colossal contradiction further complicates Toral’s case—and the religious conflict itself— when 

we realize that the revolutionary government executed him by considering critical “political 

reasons” and, at the same time, they refused to accept in court that his act was a “political 

crime”. As Federico Sodi (Demetrio’s brother) points out regarding the presidential pardon 

denied by Portes Gil: “it would not be fair disregarding some political reasons President Emilio 

had to deny a pardon to the convict. Considering he was a sincere abolitionist of the death 

penalty, his presidential function dragged him into a moral dilemma so he had to decide between 

his humanitarian conviction and his political function.”704 Whether Toral’s crime was political or 

not, whether the death penalty was still applied by 1929 or not, and whether or not article 22 of 

the Constitution explicitly forbade the death penalty for political crimes, the fact was that Toral 

was the only one—and the last one—to be executed within six months of the time that the dead 

penalty was erased from the law. What happened to Toral and to Catholic protesters and rebels 

exemplified the punishment that legally sealed the conflict with the clergy. This symbolic victory 

gave the revolutionary government the opportunity to make politically incorrect references 

regarding religious practices and rhetoric, so that all society began to gradually accept that new 

and offician modes of thought. The formation of a secular political, legal and institutional system 

                                                 
703 Sodi, El jurado resuelve--, 311. 
704 Sodi, El jurado resuelve--; Taken from Federico Sodi and translated by Everard Meade: See both: Meade, 
“Anatomies of Justice and Chaos,” 16. 



330 

was new and caused changes in the public sphere of authority. Although Mexico continued to be 

a Catholic country, no matter that the rule of law, in many ways became a simulation. Secularism 

was legalized by the Revolution, but it was not a totally legitimate position for political 

opponents to hold.  Still, in everyday life people adapted to the new circumstance and many 

pretended to follow the law from this point on. This was acceptable for the revolutionary regime 

and became the social, political and institutional convention until the end of the century. People 

from all social classes found ways to evade or negotiate revolutionary laws, and revolutionaries 

found legal ways to keep up appearances. This historical process of change, by itself, opened the 

door for a new popular legal culture.  The new culture was—and remains today—characterized 

by a weak enforcement of the law in many aspects of national life.  There is official discretion 

regarding the application of the law and towards administering justice. There exists a socially 

stratified level of impunity and an everyday negotiation of rules, with frequent political 

scapegoating and corruption as ways for people to avoid compliance with laws they saw as 

unfair.  

 There were other instances in which institutional simulation resolved the conflict with the 

Church toward a secular popular legal culture. The legislative and judicial realms are one 

example of this phenomenon. On December 15, 1929 at midnight, the remarkable Penal Code of 

1871 called “Código Martínez de Castro,” a notable piece of criminal legislation, was abrogated 

and substituted by a new one known as “Código Almaraz.”705 The death penalty was not the only 

provision eliminated from the code.  There were other significant changes that altered the 

Mexican legal system forever, such as the elimination of popular jury trials (jurados populares). 

                                                 
705 Sodi, El jurado resuelve--, 311. 
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As Federico Sodi euphemistically said, the institution of the Popular Jury passed away.  It “died 

fully healthy and vigorous, without even suffering a long agony, because it was condemned to 

die, and was also executed at the precise moment when the death penalty was abolished.”706 

Popular Jury Trials were in force at the federal level from 1869 to 1929707, and Federico Sodi 

wonders why this type of trials was terminated: “it was a splendorous and fair institution that was 

misunderstood by the new regime.”708 It is unclear then why the revolutionary government got 

rid of popular jury trials. One might guess that such a format for criminal court trials became an 

uncomfortable institution that made difficult to handle the public at compromising cases for the 

government.709 In the new times of the Revolution, public opinion had to be carefully controlled 

to create political consensus. Many of the lessons that revolutionaries learned from the conflict 

with the Church were specifically useful for controlling strong political opponents in the years to 

come. Maybe, as Everard Meade sustains “the challenge facing the PNR in 1929 was how to 

establish a middle-ground that is civil, a public space in which to negotiate political and social 

compromise and to diffuse violence and political dissidence.”710 Robert Buffington concurs by 

arguing that the 1929 penal code, and its “particular brand of judicial discretion” helped to 

create, at least in appearance, the image of such a space.711  

                                                 
706 Ibid., 309. 
707 Orlando Balderas, “José de León Toral: Proceso Histórico – Jurídico (1928-1929)” (B.A. Thesis: UNAM, 2013) 
p. 88. 
708 Sodi, El jurado resuelve--, 309. 
709 The last scandalous jury trial before these type of procedures were abolished was the one on Maria Teresa de 
Landa, a famous queen of beauty who was accussed of killing her husband general Moises Vidal Corro. An 
interesting analysis on this case was made by Victor Macias Gonzalez. See: Macı́as González VM, “El caso de una 
beldad asesina: la construccion narrativa, los concursos de belleza y el mito nacional posrevolucionario (1921-
1931).,” Historia y grafía, no. 13 (1999): 113–54. 
710 Meade, “Anatomies of Justice and Chaos,” 45. 
711 Robert Buffington, Criminal and Citizen in Modern Mexico (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 2000), 111, 
http://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&scope=site&db=nlebk&db=nlabk&AN=44576. 



332 

Judicial discretion, in my opinion, replaced faded political discretion and could 

effectively shield the still fragile revolutionary regime from social unrest.  Adopting a more 

technical and less “human” way to judicialize everyday matters became a means for the 

revolutionary regime to empower the rest of the century. In this regard Federico Sodi says: 

 

Now that, for decades the jury trials have gone from the Mexican judicial organization, 

and the condemnations or absolutions are granted by judges, whose criteria are cold and 

technical, the public does not express anger against the criminal but instead against the 

judge […]712 

 

The adoption of new criminal laws and judicial forms to handle criminality became one 

of the pillars of revolutionary political supremacy. On one side, as Everard Meade points out, the 

new penal code was part of the institutionalization of the Revolution, and at least in appearance it 

meant “the establishment of a regime of professionals above the political fray, under which 

scientific expertise would replace human jurisprudence […]”713 The popular jury, however, was 

erased from the judicial system.  It remains considered one of the most democratic and human 

institutions of justice, because it is the citizen and the people who judge crimes and fulfil social 

claims for punishment of criminals. Arguably, in the revolutionary view of justice, such a 

privilege was something not attainable for ordinary people, in order to prevent rule by mob and 

social unrest. The lessons learned from the religious conflict were again well grasped by the new 

regime as revolutionaries sealed political opposition by means of a decent—many times only 

                                                 
712 Sodi, El jurado resuelve--, 25. 
713 Meade, “Anatomies of Justice and Chaos,” 17. 
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apparently—legal and judicial system. After 1929, jury trials were only recreated in cinematic 

representations714 that reverberate in the collective memory only as a picture of a more modern, 

equitable, and foreign.  Court trials seem unreachable in the Mexican scenario. As a result, the 

new system of administration of justice became preponderant for the rest of the twentieth century 

and beyond. 

In political terms, a major shift toward simulation of secularism in the public sphere of 

authority was the signing of the so called Arreglos between the Church and the State. On June 

21, 1929 the substitute President Emilio Portes Gil and the high clergymen Leopoldo Ruiz y 

Flores—Archbishop of Morelia—and Pascual Diaz Barreto—with the approval of Pope Pius 

XI— signed a Church-State settlement that brought the Cristero Rebellion to an end. Ecclesial 

authorities accepted the conditions imposed by the government and restored religious services in 

all the churches around the country. This unilateral decision left alone all the Catholic rebels who 

were still protesting against the government in regards of the anticlerical provisions enforced 

during Obregón and Calles administrations. The peace agreement provided explicitly a 

simulation frame as a major concession because the so called Ley Calles would remain in force, 

but it would be applied in a manner that would give the Church an acceptable degree of “de 

facto” freedom,715 whatever that meant. The colonial practice of not obeying the law is 

synthesized in the phrase “acátese la ley pero no se cumpla.” In the same way, both the 

revolutionary government and the Church agreed that the letter of the law would remain 

                                                 
714 Two emblematic represenations of jury trials in film were included in the movies Ahi esta el Detalle (You are 
missing the point) and Las Abandonadas (The Abandoned). See: Rogelio Agrasánchez, Cine Mexicano: Poster Art 
from the Golden Age, 1936-1956 (Chronicle Books, 2001); Emilio Fernández, The Abandoned, Drama, History, 
Romance, (1945); Juan Bustillo Oro, You’re Missing the Point, Comedy, (N/A). 
715 Hanley, “Civilian Leadership of the Cristero Movement,” 1. 
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unchanged, so both parties would enact a theatrical respect for the law “a medias.” Thus as Peter 

L. Reich demonstrates: 

 

[…] both powers evaded the laws, suppressed their own radicals, supported each other 

ideologically, formed local-level linkages, and used (or dealt with) the rising influence of 

Catholic laity.716 

 

The Arreglos allowed in fact an evident simulation status known as the “Modus 

Vivendi,” which permitted an acceptable level of political balance in the revolutionary era. It is 

clear, as Peter L. Reich asserts, that such a balance was achieved by means of extralegal 

practices. He demonstrates that such an agreement between Church and State was based on a 

network of extralegal compromises mostly developed between 1929 and 1942, which was a non-

written rule carried out in order to evade the Constitution and its implementing legislation on 

religious practices.717 Reich argues that the Catholic Church actually contributed to the 

emergence of the modern state, because the mutual cooperation between the Clergy and the 

Revolutionary elite, which was achieved after the religious conflict, reveals an “informal system 

of collaboration that has preserved ecclesial influence and aided the federal development 

policy.”718 This “network of ecclesial-secular conciliation” is what Reich calls a “hidden 

Revolution,” which lay beneath a fake face of total anticlericalism promoted by recalcitrant 

Jacobin revolutionaries. He correctly points out that after 1929 the anticlerical provisions were 

                                                 
716 Peter L Reich, Mexico’s Hidden Revolution: The Catholic Church in Law and Politics since 1929 (Notre Dame, 
Ind.: University of Notre Dame Press, 1995), 2. 
717 Ibid. 
718 Ibid. 
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not totally enforced. Still, something escapes his deduction, because is clear that such a “no-

enforcement of the law status” applied only to the Church as an institution, but many Catholic 

citizens continued to suffer official persecution concerning their everyday religious practices. 

There was no fake or real legal armistice for fervent Catholics, so popular discontent 

exploded in what historians have called the Segunda Cristiada, because in many ways law 

enforcement of extreme secularizing provisions became harder. The secret official surveillance, 

for example, continued in the 1930s mostly to ensure the monopolization of education and other 

cultural arenas by the government. As late as 1936, the Confidential Department continued 

conducting undercover investigations at clandestine Catholic Schools, and other private spaces. 

For example on October 6, 1936, Ramiro Zapien— Confidential Department Chief—ordered a 

detailed investigation of a hidden school located at Colonia Legaria neighborhood in Mexico 

City719 In the following days, agent I-65—whose name remains unknown in the archival file—

reported that at 35 Calzada Legaria Street, there was a surreptitious school inside a poor grocery 

store. He went disguised as a technician from the electricity company, so he could get into the 

house without a judicial order, and was able to interrogate children and teachers. The school was 

managed by two sisters who charged students the low amount of 15 cents per month as tuition, 

and yes, they used to teach them how to pray too. Digging in the Confidential Department 

repository—which by the 1930s was called the Dirección General de Investigaciones Políticas y 

Sociales (DGIPS)—lead us to find similar cases throughout the decade.  It is evident that 

surveillance over Catholics continued for years. In the case of private schools managed by 

religious orders or clergy men, the story was a bit different. They operated normally, simulating 

                                                 
719 “Informe” by Inspector I-65, Mexico City, 1936. AGN-DGIPS, Gobernación, Box 307, file 345(5.1)-42, s/folio. 
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educational laity. An urban legend tells that during those years it was common that every 

classroom at Catholic schools used to hang a portrayal of Benito Juarez next to the chalkboard. 

The funny part of this story is that such a picture was fixed to have an image of the Sacred Heart 

of Christ in the back, so once the government inspectors concluded their regular checkups, 

Catholic teachers basically just turned over the picture so Juarez was hidden on normal school 

days. The Modus Vivendi was a two-sided educational normality, one of a permanent simulation 

of secularization by the Church and the State in the revolutionary era.  

Censorship was another official practice that remained in operation after 1929 as one of 

the means used by government to contain the Church’s remaining influence. The revolutionary 

regime raised the practice to the next level for the rest of the twentieth century and transformed it 

into one of the pillars of the modern political system. Any dissidence fell under official scrutiny, 

so political propaganda, literature, cinema, and even music became a target of censorship— not 

only Catholic sided, but any other heavily or slightly critical against the Revolution. The 

Revolution as an abstract concept and historiographical construction became untouchable for 

many years to come, so anything intended to desacralize was subject to censor. In that regard, 

many Catholic stories from the time of the conflict were censored, such as biographical works 

about martyrs and saints like Padre Pro.720 Some alternative versions of the Cristero war were 

also prohibited, such as La verdad sobre Mexico written by Nicolas Martin Negueruela,721 

because challenged “established institutions.” One of the most extreme cases of censorship was 

                                                 
720 On January 1932 the Confidential Department ordered an investigation that winded up censoring a biographical 
book of the priest Miguel Agustin Pro Juarez. See ”Vida del P. Miguel Agustin Pro, se prohibe la circulacion de 
dicho libro en nuestro país,” Mexico City, Enero, 1932. AGN-DGIPS, Gobernación, Box 32, Exp. 21, folio 1.  
721 On March, 1930 the Confidential Department prohibited the circulation of this book. See “La Verdad sobre 
Mexico, libro escrito por Nicolas Marin Negueruela que habla en contra de nuestras instituciones,” Mexico City, 
Marzo, 1930. AGN-DGIPS, Gobernación, Box 32, Exp. 18, folio 1.  



337 

the one imposed on the novel by Martin Luis Guzman entitled La Sombra del Caudillo. This 

novel, now considered a classic, depicts the violent times of Álvaro Obregón and describes his 

bloody campaign against political opponents during the presidential race in 1927. It was heavily 

censored. Although Martin Guzman used fictional names for the characters in his novel, it was 

evident that he was depicting prominent politicians from the time. The novel masterfully 

illustrates the corrupt practices in the revolutionary regime and the violence used against 

dissidents during the Obregón and Calles administrations. This book was published for the first 

time in Spain and by November 1929 the Confidential Department ordered an investigation. The 

government released an official prohibition for this book to circulate in Mexico because it 

“denigrates the current policy of the Mexican Revolution.”722  

The new—and frequently simulated— rule of law brought about some effects resulting 

from the secularization of patriotism and the legal popular culture. The implications of such 

effects were at least five. The first one was that in the new secular times of the Revolution being 

openly a religious person became politically incorrect for any major politician or functionary, so 

a sort of atheist or Jacobin façade became the standard for those who aspired to be politically 

successful, and this phenomenon had no precedent in a country that was 99% Catholic prior to 

1929. By keeping religion and the Church out of the public sphere of authority, the 

revolutionaries gained room for strengthening and maintaining their ideology as the hegemonic 

official rhetoric.  

Second was the sacralization of the revolutionary ideology. As a result of the strong 

censorship and exclusion of alternative historical versions, the Revolution, as a concept, became 

                                                 
722 See “La Sombra del Caudillo, Libro que denigra la política actual de la Revolución Mexicana” Mexico City, 
Noviembre, 1929. AGN-DGIPS, Gobernación, Box 32, Exp. 17, folio 1.  
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a fictional and sacred discursive unit — no matter that it was a contradictory and multi-

dimensional historical process that was not monolithic. The Revolution, with the capital R, 

became sacred in history textbooks and official rhetoric; it gained a place among the untouchable 

entities at the national Parnassus, just as the Catholic Church and the Virgin of Guadalupe. Such 

a sacralization of the Revolution as the historical ethos of the regime was possible precisely 

because of the victory over the Church. As Enrique Krauze sustains, the Revolution 

transformed—figuratively—into a “generous mother that reconciled all the heroes, no matter that 

they hated each other in life; all of them were viewed as mere accidents before the foundational 

myth that now unifies them: The Revolution.”723 This a very romantic way to describe the 

monopolization of the national past conducted by the revolutionaries from 1929 on. Such a 

mystification724 was just the upper side of an iceberg that was the progressive exclusion of any 

kind of alternative nationalism or patriotism which intended to be against the revolutionary 

version of history.  

Third, as mentioned above, was the normalization of a discretional rule of law. Toral’s 

crime and the way the government handled it, reflect this effect and showcases the previously 

mentioned legal simulation as the Revolution gave it a legal—although incoherent—outlet. In a 

wider sense, the way government handled the whole conflict with Catholics and the Church also 

portrays a discretional approach to the rule of law, which became the standard from this point on.  

Legal and political discretion was epitomized in the Modus Vivendi adopted as a peace 

agreement with the Church in July 1929.  

                                                 
723 Enrique Krauze, Biografía del poder: caudillos de la Revolución Mexicana, 1910-1940 (Barcelona: Tusquets 
Editores, 1997), 16. 
724 A classic study of this cultural process is: Ilene V O’Malley, The Myth of the Revolution: Hero Cults and the 
Institutionalization of the Mexican State, 1920-1940 (New York: Greenwood Press, 1986). 
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Fourth was the possibility for constructing and imposing a political model of loyal 

opposition. According to Heather K. Gerken and Jeremy Waldron, the principle of loyal 

opposition basically describes the institutionalization of opposition, first developed in Great 

Britain. This model makes room for dissent, knitting outsiders into democracy’s fabric, attending 

to the institutional dimensions of integration, avoiding those contending groups that challenge 

the instituted and constitutional frame. By keeping the Church legally and legitimately out of 

politics, and by symbolically discrediting orthodox Catholics as fanatics and antipatriotic, the 

Revolution shifted into the Mexican version of a modern democracy, building a politically 

organized society with minorities participating without rebelling against the established 

institutions. In sum, this cultural victory paved a way for constructing a real loyal opposition out 

of Catholic citizens. 

Although up to here, all the previous described effects can be seen as both positive and 

negative. The fifth effect is mostly negative. This was the emergence of an authoritarian political 

system that facilitated the control of major forms of exerting a free citizenship, such as elections, 

free expression, and mass media. The most remarkable feature to settle and maintain the 

revolutionary authoritarian model was doubtless the creation of a sort of omnipresent structure to 

counter the Church, it was called PNR. From this point on, the party –not the government— 

became a civil enabler of control and ideological imposition. A prime example of this tendency 

is intelligence. As described in chapter two, the decline of the Confidential Department created 

in the times of Venustiano Carranza, began after 1930. This was because the PNR reduced the 

need for the secret service as it simply “solved any conflict before it reached the official 
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sphere.”725 This later assertion by a secret agent reveals the broad reach and profound influence 

of the PNR in the public sphere of authority. Taking the idea of “God” literally back into the 

realm of privacy was a titanic task. Only such an invasive model of politics could counter the 

power of the Church and push it to negotiate an agreement of cooperation. This is why, as Peter 

L. Reich argues, the cooperative Church-State relation can be seen as a complement to the 

origins of the present PRI regime.726 The monopolization of mass media, the denial of access to 

communication means by dissidents, and the subsequent control over free speech, solidified the 

authoritarian structure of the government. Miguel Contreras Torres727, an excluded filmmaker 

who was a veteran of the Revolution, describes the origins of the monopolization of cinema, 

radio, and television industries by families and individuals loyal to the regime. This condition 

secured the Revolution’s control over the masses for the rest of the century and continues today 

as a pillar of the political system that Mario Vargas Llosa baptized as the “Perfect 

dictatorship.”728  

In conclusion, the cultural victory over the Church became the cornerstone of 

revolutionary supremacy. This dissertation identified this conjuncture between 1917 and 1929 as 

a fundamental social, institutional, legal and cultural watershed. Its effects provoked an 

unthinkable shift in the country’s idiosyncrasy toward the rule of law. It is evident that the 

notions of ordinary Catholics toward the legal system changed, although they adapted the ways 

they lived their religion, just as the Church adapted to a new status quo imposed by the 

                                                 
725 José de la Luz Mena, Expediente Personal, Departamento Confidencial, Secretaria de Gobernación, México D.F. 
Julio, 1929, AGN-DGIPS, Gobernación, Caja 58. Exp. 1, Folio 763. 
726 Reich, Mexico’s Hidden Revolution, 1995, 3. 
727 Contreras Torres, El libro negro del cine mexicano. 
728 Ediciones El País, “Vargas Llosa: ‘México es la dictadura perfecta,’” EL PAÍS, September 1, 1990, 
http://elpais.com/diario/1990/09/01/cultura/652140001_850215.html. 
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Revolution. This type of adaptive relation—as Reich affirms—“sheds light on the Catholic 

Church’s ability to adjust to a modernizing State and on the importance of Church support for the 

government programs of socioeconomic development.”729 At their everyday level, Catholics—

just as the rest of citizens—needed to find ways to coexist with a new model of rule of law, 

characterized by authoritarianism, judicial discretion, and secular simulation. They found ways 

to continue their life as they used to, adjusting their faith to modernity. In the fixed secular times 

of the Revolution atheists kept their “guadalupanismo” alive; politicians kept baptizing their 

children as a way to secure success by means of a good “compadrazgo;” and Plutarco Elías 

Calles—believe it or not—became “espiritista.”730 Entrepreneurs, engineers and technicians kept 

“blessing factories and machines” as in the photograph presiding this conclusion. All of them 

found ways to escaping the law they considered unjust. Many found corruption as the last chance 

to negotiate toward authoritarianism, and many times the government just turned a blind eye, or 

as we say in Mexico, “se hizo de la vista gorda,” depending on who the corruptor was. All we 

Mexicans—as Rodolfo Usigli731 wrote in his masterpiece theatrical work—became 

“gesticuladores” or posers, as the ultimate way to survive. These new order of things was 

legitimized through a cold and ostensibly functional legality, which ultimately had broad and 

significant implications for the country’s cultural life up to now.  

 

 

 

                                                 
729 Reich, Mexico’s Hidden Revolution, 1995, 4. 
730 Una ventana al mundo invisible: protocolos del IMIS (Ediciones Antorcha, 1960); José Gil Olmos, Los brujos 
del poder: El ocultismo en la política mexicana (Penguin Random House Grupo Editorial México, 2012), 53–65. 
731 Rodolfo Usigli, El gesticulador (Barcelona: Círculo de Lectores, 1974). 
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Islas, Felipe, and Manuel Múzquiz Blanco. De la pasión sectaria a la noción de las instituciones. 

México: [s.n.], 1932. 
 
J. M. F. La ejecución de Alvaro Obregón, tirano de México: el hecho y sus antecedentes, sus 

motivos y sus consecuencias. San Antonio, Tex., U.S.A.: Edit. “REXMEX,” 1935. 
 
James, Timothy M. Mexico’s Supreme Court Between Liberal Individual and Revolutionary 

Social Rights, 1867-1934. University of New Mexico Press, 2013.  
http://public.eblib.com/choice/publicfullrecord.aspx?p=1458111. 
 
Kahn, Paul W. The Cultural Study of Law: Reconstructing Legal Scholarship. University of 

Chicago Press, 2000. 
 
Kelley, Francis Clement, and Catholic Church Extension Society of the United States of 

America. The Book of Red and Yellow; Being a Story of Blood and a Yellow Streak,. 
Chicago: The Catholic church extension Society of the United States of America, 1915. 

 
Klaits, Joseph, and Michael H Haltzel, eds. The Global Ramifications of the French Revolution. 

Washington, D.C.]; Cambridge [England]; New York, N.Y., U.S.A.: Woodrow Wilson 
Center Press ; Cambridge University Press, 1994. 

 
Koselleck, Reinhart, and Todd Samuel Presner. The Practice of Conceptual History: Timing 

History, Spacing Concepts. Stanford, Calif.: Stanford University Press, 2002. 
 
Krauze, Enrique. Biografía del poder: caudillos de la Revolución Mexicana, 1910-1940. 

Barcelona: Tusquets Editores, 1997. 
 



353 

La Iglesia y el Estado en México: estudio sobre los conflictos entre el clero católico y los 
gobiernos mexicanos desde la Independencia hasta nuestros días. Ediciones El Caballito, 
1927. 

 
La Tour-Du-Pin Chambly, René-Charles-Humbert, and Eduardo Aunós Pérez. Hacia un orden 

social cristiano. Madrid: Cultura Española, 1936. 
 
Langle Ramírez, Arturo. Vocabulario, apodos, seudónimos, sobrenombres y hemerografía de la 

revolución. México: Universidad Nacional Autónoma de México, Instituto de 
Investigaciones Históricas, 1966. 

 
Law in Action: A Socio-Legal Reader. Foundation Press, 2007. 
 
Levan, Ryan. “Rethinking Judicialization: Towards a Better Empirical Model.” CUREJ - College 

Undergraduate Research Electronic Journal, April 9, 2010. 
http://repository.upenn.edu/curej/124. 

 
Lírica narrativa de México: el corrido. México: Instituto de Investigaciones Estéticas, 

Universidad Nacional Autónoma de México, 1964. 
 
List Arzubide, Germán. La gran rebelión de los constituyentes de 1917; génesis de los artículos 

3, ̊ 123 y 27. México: Ediciones Conferencia, 1963. 
 
Lomnitz-Adler, Claudio. Deep Mexico, Silent Mexico : An Anthropology of Nationalism. 

Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2001. 
 
Lopez, Amanda M. Cadaverous City: The Everyday Life of the Dead in Mexico City, 1875--

1930. [S.l.]: Proquest, Umi Dissertatio, 2011. 
 
 “Los Espías de Don Porfirio.” Algarabía. Accessed August 3, 2015. 

http://algarabia.com/ideas/los-espias-de-don-porfirio/. 
 
Loyo Camacho, Martha Beatriz. Joaquín Amaro y el proceso de institucionalización del Ejército 

Mexicano, 1917-1931. México: UNAM, Instituto de Investigaciones Históricas : 
Fideicomiso Archivos Plutarco Elías Calles y Fernando Torreblanca : Instituto Nacional 
de Estudios Históricos de la Revolución Mexicana : Fondo de Cultura Econ ómica, 2003. 
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Villadelángel Viñas, Gerardo, Edgardo Ganado Kim, and Vicente Riva Palacio. El libro rojo: 

continuación. México, D.F.: Fondo de Cultura Económica, 2008. 
 
Voekel, Pamela. Alone before God: The Religious Origins of Modernity in Mexico. Durham: 

Duke University Press, 2002. 
 



360 

Weis, Robert. “PIOUS DELINQUENTS: Anticlericalism and Crime in Postrevolutionary 
Mexico.” Americas (00031615) 73, no. 2 (2016). 

 
Wilkie, James Wallace. The Meaning of the Cristero Religious War against the Mexican 

Revolution. [Waco? Texas], 1966. 
 
Young, Julia G. “The Calles Government and Catholic Dissidents: Mexico’s Transnational 

Projects of Repression, 1926-1929.” The Americas The Americas 70, no. 1 (2013): 63–
91. 

 
Zabludovsky, Jacobo. En el aire: las 25 [i.e. veinticinco] más célebres entrevistas. México: 

Editorial Novaro, 1973. 
 
 
 


