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FROM ITS inception in the late 1960s Latin American liberation the­
ology has been the subject of much controversy. Unquestionably 

one major factor in generating the heat surrounding the liberation 
debate has been the tendency, common to both its proponents and 
critics, to regard liberation theology as bound up with an unmistake-
ably left-wing political stance. Some have gone as far as to pronounce 
it Marxism pure and simple. This latter claim is one I reject. Nor do I 
accept that liberation theology is reducible to left-wing politics, even if 
conceived more broadly than Marxism as such. But there is a strong 
case to be made that a left-wing political posture, though somewhat 
indeterminate, has been a marked feature of liberation theology. In 
particular, many liberation theologians have at various times and in 
various ways made explicit a preference for socialism over capitalism. 
In this article I will explore the possible meanings of this preference, 
the reasons adduced for it, and some of the criticisms made of it. 

I will confine my discussion to the issue of what might be called "the 
socialist option," and will not examine the related but separable issues 
of the use in liberation theology of Marxism and of dependency theory. 
At first sight this might appear an unwise or unworkable separation, 
since Marxism is obviously a major source of inspiration for much 
socialist thinking, and has had some influence on liberation theology; 
and dependency theory played an important role in the ''break" with 
traditional Catholic approaches to social ethics which made liberation 
theology stand out as a novel and distinct theological movement. I 
would defend the separation on several grounds: that the acceptance of 
socialism does not depend on a prior evaluation of the core theory in 
Marxism, namely historical materialism; that few if any liberation 
theologians appear to subscribe to that core theory in any case, at least 
in anything like its classical form; and that analogous remarks can be 
made substituting dependency theory for Marxism. 

REASONS FOR THE OPTION FOR SOCIALISM 

I mentioned above that liberation theology represented a break from 
a traditional Catholic approach to social problems. This break was due 
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in part to the utterly inhuman situation of massive poverty that con­
tinues to scar Latin America. Hunger, slums, high infant mortality, 
illiteracy, high unemployment, and low wages were typical throughout 
the continent when liberation theology was born. There was a strong 
sense that these problems were not simply due to misfortune or mere 
circumstance, but were the result of structural forms of exploitation 
and oppression. It was deeply felt that it was the system, in some sense, 
that was to blame. Given this understanding of the cause of socioeco­
nomic misery, many Latin Americans found the standard social teach­
ing of the Church insufficient because it seemed to call for reforms 
within the system, rather than a radical transformation of the politi­
cal, social, and economic structures that constituted the system. 
Whether or not this was a fair assessment of the Church's teaching is 
arguable, but for the moment we may simply note that for liberation 
theologians the present reality cried out for profound change. 

This urgent sense of the need for radical change was expressed in 
three characteristic ways. The first was an explicit acceptance that an 
authentic Christian faith would necessarily require a definite, con­
crete sociopolitical option for a more just society. This position was 
given official support at Medellin and was confirmed at Puebla: 'The 
fact is that the need for the church's presence in the political arena 
flows from the very core of the Christian faith."1 

What was a little more noticeable among liberation theologians, 
however, was their recognition that this connection between faith and 
politics had to be mediated by particular, historical, sociopolitical pro­
grams and ideologies which were part of the secular world. This was 
due to the fact, as the International Theological Commission recog­
nized in its 1977 Declaration on Human Development and Christian 
Salvation, that "theology . . . cannot deduce concrete political norms 
sheerly from theological principles."2 But such norms were urgently 
required to address and remedy the enormous deprivation being expe­
rienced in Latin America. In other words, if Christians were going to 
engage effectively in the quest for social justice, secular political op­
tions would have to mediate their praxis. Among liberation theolo­
gians this point has been elaborated most fully by Juan Luis Segundo.3 

1 Quoted in E. L. Cleary, Crisis and Change (Maryknoll, N.Y.: Orbis, 1985) 165. Sim­
ilar statements were made in the document Justice in the World from the 1971 Bishops' 
Synod, and in Paul VTs encyclical Evangelii nuntiandi (1975). 

2 Quoted in A. T. Hennelly, ed., Liberation Theology: A Documentary History (Mary­
knoll, N.Y.: Orbis, 1990) 208. 

3 See esp. his books, The Liberation of Theology (Maryknoll, N.Y.: Orbis, 1976), and 
Faith and Ideologies (Maryknoll, N.Y.: Orbis, 1984). 
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The second characteristic of liberation theology's new approach to 
the social problems of Latin America was its clear identification of the 
system, whose unjust character it saw as the source of these problems, 
as capitalist. In this way capitalism practically became equated with 
injustice. As McGovern writes, "When Pope Leo ΧΙΠ wrote his encyc­
lical Rerum novarum (1891) he criticized the abuses of capitalism, but 
rejected socialism as false in principle. Many liberation theologians 
would reverse this judgment."4 Among the liberation writers who were 
most openly opposed to capitalism were José Míguez Bonino, José 
Porfirio Miranda, Franz Hinkelammert, and of course the Christians 
for Socialism group based in Chile.5 Indeed the very word "capitalism" 
tended to have negative connotations—suggesting foreign domina­
tion, exploitation, and concentration of wealth—not just for liberation 
theologians, but for many Latin Americans generally.6 Antipathy to­
wards capitalism was evident even among members of the hierarchy as 
early as 1967.7 

Identification of the system as unjust and capitalist was obviously 
fraught with major political implications. For it is important to recog­
nize that if the injustices had been cited simply as such without the 
accompanying claim that the system producing them was capitalist, 
then much of the unease and criticism aimed at liberation theology 
would probably not have arisen. 

Description of the Latin American political-economic system as cap­
italist is found quite clearly, even bluntly, in the writings of liberation 
theology's founding father, Gustavo Gutiérrez: "[Capitalism is] the 
only system that really exists in Latin America, save for Cuba."8 In his 
classic text, A Theology of Liberation, Gutiérrez calls for a radical 
transformation of the socioeconomic structure and not simply for re-

4 A. F. McGovern, Liberation Theology and Its Critics (Maryknoll, N.Y.: Orbis, 1989) 
139. 

5 J. M. Bonino, Christians and Marxists: The Mutual Challenge to Revolution (Grand 
Rapids: Eerdmans, 1976); J. P. Miranda, Marx and the Bible: A Critique of the Philos­
ophy of Oppression (Maryknoll, N.Y.: Orbis, 1974); F. J. Hinkelammert, The Ideological 
Weapons of Death: A Theological Critique of Capitalism (Maryknoll, N.Y.: Orbis, 1986); 
and the "Final Document" of the Christians for Socialism 1972 Convention, printed in 
Hennelly, ed., A Documentary History 147. 

6 See McGovern, Liberation Theology xviii-xix and 180. 
7 See Third World Bishops, "A Letter to the Peoples of the Third World," in Hennelly, 

ed., A Documentary History 52; see also the Bishops of Peru, "Justice in the World," ibid. 
129. 

8 G. Gutiérrez, The Power of the Poor in History (Maryknoll, N.Y.: Orbis, 1983) 113. 
Gutiérrez traces capitalism in Latin America back to the 16th century, but Otto Maduro 
sees it arising only in the latter part of the 19th century; see his Religion and Social 
Conflicts (Maryknoll, N.Y.: Orbis, 1982) 60. 
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forms that leave capitalism in place.9 In the same book Gutiérrez 
claims that Latin American development is not viable given the ex­
isting structures of international capitalism,10 and that a truly liber­
ated society cannot be reached by capitalist means.11 This opposition to 
the capitalist order is reiterated in Gutierrez's The Power of the Poor in 
History}2 Again, his view is stated quite bluntly: "Capitalist develop­
ment is of its very nature detrimental to the masses."13 

A similar view is taken by Enrique Dussel, who blames capitalism 
for the exploitation and alienation of workers and for the domination 
of poor countries by rich ones.14 Strong opposition to capitalism is 
found even in some liberation theologians who are not usually noted 
for their treatment of specifically socioeconomic matters. Thus Leon­
ardo and Clodovis Boff criticized the U.S. Bishops' Pastoral Letter on 
the Economy, Economic Justice For All, because it failed in their view 
to call into question capitalism as such: 

Capitalism can be more or less immoral; it can never be more or less moral. 
You do not eliminate the ferocity of the wolf by filing down its teeth . . . . It is 
just as impossible to create a moral market system as it is to build a Christian 
brothel.15 

This criticism is all the more significant coming as it does from theo­
logians who have distanced themselves from dependency theory.16 

Even noted conservative opponents of liberation theology in Latin 
America have had little good to say about capitalism. Archbishop Ló­
pez Trujillo has said, "We are convinced that capitalism is a human 
failure." And Roger Vekemans, S.J. has advocated a "Christian social­
ism" as preferable to either capitalism or Marxism.17 Hence McGovern 
is surely right when he says that 

One reason liberation theologians opt for socialism stands out above all others: 
their abhorrence of the prevailing capitalist system. If, as many liberation 
theologians stress, capitalism cannot be reformed to meet the basic needs of 
the poor or to give them true participation in society, then socialism would 
seem to be the only real option.18 

9 G. Gutiérrez, A Theology of Liberation (Maryknoll, N.Y.: Orbis, 1988; originally 
published 1971) 65. 

10 Ibid. 88. u Ibid. 127. 
12 Gutiérrez, Power of the Poor 133. 13 Ibid. 85. 
14 E. Dussel, Ethics and Community (Maryknoll, N.Y.: Orbis, 1988) chaps. 12-13. 
15 Quoted in McGovern, Liberation Theology 139. 
16 Ibid. 136-37. 17Ibid. xix. 
18 Ibid. 178. 

# 
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Liberation theologians spend little time arguing that Latin America is 
capitalist; they simply assume that it is, and that it is unjust. In this 
they appear to reflect an attitude that is pervasive in Latin America 
generally.19 

The third characteristic expression of liberation theology's new and 
distinctive approach to the socioethical evaluation of Latin American 
problems was its eschewal of tercerismo or Third Way strategies. It had 
not been uncommon among Catholic social ethicists before the middle 
1960s to interpret the social doctrine of the Church as pointing to a 
middle approach to socioeconomic matters which would retain the ben­
efits and shed the defects of both capitalism and socialism. But as the 
1960s progressed many in the Latin American Church (and not only 
there) became disenchanted with the practical results of this approach. 
This was especially true in Chile where the Christian Democratic gov­
ernment failed to meet the expectations of many Christians committed 
to social justice. The example of the Cuban revolution also inspired 
many Latin Americans to believe that a far more radical (i.e. more 
socialist) strategy was required to bring about the fundamental 
changes they regarded as necessary. Liberation theology reflected and 
contributed to this shift of perspective. 

As military dictatorships came to power in several Latin countries, 
and repressive measures became more widespread and systematic, for 
example in Brazil after the 1964 coup and in Chile after its 1973 coup, 
the adoption of a middle-of-the-road position seemed to many to be a 
form of appeasement of evil, and therefore totally unacceptable. Mean­
while, economic growth was apparently failing to benefit the majority 
of poor Latin Americans. Reformism seemed not only a failure as far as 
social justice was concerned, but an ideological weapon of the ruling 
classes to keep the oppressed in a quiescent state politically. Thus 
Gutiérrez called for socialism, and not simply "the modernization of 
the existing system."20 He criticized the "socio-Christian" search for a 
middle way between capitalism and socialism, which he saw as based 
on an outmoded and anti-historical "distinction of planes" approach to 
the relation between faith and social action.21 Segundo judged the 
search for Third Ways as fundamentally misconceived: 

I think that the whole phenomenon of adopting "third ways" presents a pro­
found methodological challenge to liberation, and represents the ultimate con-

19 See M. Falcoff, "Political Systems and Economic Growth: The Case of Latin Amer­
ica," in M. Novak, ed., Liberation Theology and the Liberal Society (Washington D.C.: 
American Enterprise Institute, 1987) 195. 

20 Gutiérrez, Power of the Poor 45. 21 Ibid. 40,198. 
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sequence of an erroneous way of formulating the whole problem of the rela­
tionship between theology and politics.22 

Dussel simply avers that "a concrete, positive Christian economico-
political project does not exist."23 

It now seems that the official magisterium of the Church does not 
regard or invite others to regard its social teaching as a Third Way 
either, given John Paul II's disclaimer to this effect in his encyclical 
Sollicitudo rei socialis.24 By this disclaimer I think is meant above all 
that Catholic social doctrine is a moral theological guide that must be 
applied to, but cannot substitute for, specific political options and pro­
posals. In this light Catholics should not disdain entering into the 
secular arena and making definite, albeit provisional commitments to 
particular political programs. There seems to be no reason in principle 
why such a commitment should not extend to embrace programs that 
customarily are identified as socialist in a broad sense (notwithstand­
ing verbal injunctions to the contrary, especially in the early social 
encyclicals).25 

We have seen, then, three reasons why liberation theology was led to 
embrace a broadly left-wing political agenda. First, there was a 
strongly felt need to concretize the faith-inspired quest for social jus­
tice in specific political options. Since revelation and theology were 
incapable by themselves of selecting one such option, the use of a 
mediating political ideology drawn from the secular realm was deemed 
both legitimate and inescapable. Second, confronted with the facts of 
systemic injustice, an almost unanimous identification was made that 
characterized the system in question as capitalist, and so justified a 
desire not merely to see changes within capitalism, but to replace it 
with a different kind of socioeconomic system altogether. Third, since 
traditional Third Way approaches were judged to be accommodating of 
the capitalist system, and therefore incapable of the radical transfor-

22 Segundo, The Liberation of Theology 91. 
23 Dussel, Ethics and Community 193. 
24 See Sollicitudo rei socialis (Washington D.C.: U.S. Catholic Conference, 1987) 

no. 41. 
25 In Centesimas annus John Paul II seems more or less to equate "socialism" with the 

Stalinist regimes of the erstwhile Soviet bloc (though he also calls it "state capitalism"); 
and he gives a qualified verbal approval of "capitalism"; see Centesimus annus, nos. 35 
and 42 (printed in National Catholic Reporter, 24 May 1991,17-30). Western socialists 
will recall, however, that in his earlier social encyclicals the pope distinguishes between 
authentic and inauthentic forms of socialized property, which seems to chime well with 
their calls for the radical democratization of the ownership and control of capital; see 
Laborem exercens, no. 14; printed in G. Baum, The Priority of Labor (New York: Paulist, 
1982); and Sollicitudo rei socialis, nos. 15 and 21. 
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mation that was thought to be necessary, the only real alternative 
appeared to be an unabashed option for socialism. The clearest exam­
ple of such a position was that of the Christians for Socialism move­
ment in Chile. But, with perhaps less emphasis on the use of Marxist 
language, most liberation theologians adopted a similar stance. 

WHICH SOCIALISM? 

Despite the apparent clarity of this option initially, the question at 
once arises, what does one mean by socialism? As McGovern writes, 
with some justification, 

[Liberation theologians and dependency theorists, while quite articulate 
about what they oppose, can appear vague and Utopian about what they favor 
("a system that truly represents the vast majority of the people"; "a socialism 
without the deficiencies of existing socialist countries").26 

Segundo did attempt to give a direct answer to the question as to what 
he means by "socialism" in his 1974 essay, "Capitalism versus Social­
ism: Crux Theologica": 

By "socialism" I do not mean a complete long-term social project—hence one 
that is endowed with a particular ideology or philosophy. I simply mean a 
political regime in which ownership of the means of production is taken away 
from individuals and handed over to higher institutions whose main concern is 
the common good. By "capitalism" I mean a political regime in which the 
ownership of the goods of production is left open to economic competition.27 

Segundo went on to admit that this was not a very fully specified 
definition of socialism. But he argued that the urgent, immediate ques­
tion in his own Latin American situation concerned the private own­
ership of the means of production, and he said that he was neither 
willing nor able to prognosticate further about what socialism would 
mean beyond that. 

Referring to "new insights into history" (presumably from Marx), 
Gutiérrez commented sympathetically on 

the change from the capitalistic mode of production to the socialistic mode; 
that is to say, to one oriented towards a society in which persons can begin to 
live freely and humanly. They will have controlled nature, created the condi­
tions for a socialized production of wealth, done away with the private acqui­
sition of excessive wealth, and established socialism.28 

26 McGovern, Liberation Theology 124. 
27 Quoted in P. Berryman, Liberation Theology (New York: Pantheon, 1986) 91. 
28 Gutiérrez, A Theology of Liberation 20. 
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In the same book Gutiérrez describes socialism in terms of the social as 
against private ownership of the means of production as a necessary 
precondition for the realization of such values as equality, solidarity, 
and participation.29 He refers to the Peruvian Marxist Mariátegui as 
an "outstanding" figure in the search for a creative and indigenous 
socialism, one that is loyal both to "the central intuitions of Marx" and 
to "a unique historical reality."30 Gutiérrez makes room for greater 
modifications in the socialist tradition than envisaged "by those who 
sought refuge in easy solutions or in the excommunication of those who 
did not accept their pat answers, schematizations, and uncritical atti­
tudes towards the historical expressions of socialism."31 Clearly the 
target here is Stalinism. He also warns against a "monolithic orienta­
tion,"32 and "politico-religious messianism."33 But he favors the use of 
Utopian thinking as a guide to praxis, and quotes Che Guevara to the 
effect that socialism involves not just a new economic structure, but a 
new kind of human being and a new kind of social consciousness.34 In 
The Power of the Poor in History Gutiérrez argues that the elimination 
of private ownership of the means of production is required because 
such ownership deprives workers of the full fruits of their labor, and 
creates an exploitative, class-divided society. He notes with approval 
the call for a society in which, by appropriating the means of produc­
tion, "the masses appropriate their own political management" and 
"their definitive freedom," thus creating a new social consciousness.35 

To summarize, Gutierrez's use of the concept of socialism involves 
the following: the abolition of private ownership of the means of pro­
duction, which will permit the realization of fraternal and cooperative 
values, and will help to engender a new social consciousness that 
stresses solidarity and participation for all. But such a socialism is 
always provisional, always corrigible. It should therefore be flexible 
and nondogmatic, as well as culturally and historically sensitive. Guti­
érrez also seems to envisage that the control of productive capital will 
be exercised by the masses themselves, and not by a state bureaucracy 
or "vanguard" party. That is to say, the people as a whole should 
become genuine subjects of economic and political power, rather than 
objects to be manipulated by some revolutionary elite. 

The Christians for Socialism group, at its 1972 Convention in San­
tiago, was briefer in its description of the future socialist society, a 
society "without oppressors or oppressed, in which everyone will have 

29 Ibid. 66-67. 
31 Ibid. 56. 
33 Ibid. 38. 
36 Gutiérrez, Power of the Poor 37-38 

30 Ibid. 56. 
32 Ibid. 55. 
34 Ibid. 39. 
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the same possibilities for human fulfillment," though it too called spe­
cifically for an end to private ownership of capital.36 José Míguez Bon­
ino described what socialism meant for him: it meant a break with 
Northern domination; a transformation of Latin America's social 
structure; a genuinely Latin American socialism, not a mere copy of 
existing socialist models; and a process leading to a new humanity. He 
went on to stress the need for democratic political participation, re­
spect for cultural freedoms, and the need for a mechanism of self-
correction.37 

Philip Berryman says that liberation theologians do not spell out 
what they mean by socialism in detail, nor do they feel obliged to do so; 
and from the material presented here that appears to be a fair com­
ment. But he identifies several common characteristics which libera-
tionists usually include in their notions of socialism: a socialist system 
will meet the basic needs of all; in it citizens will be active participants 
in the development of their society; it will be genuinely sensitive to the 
host culture (Latin American) and not simply an imitation of previ­
ously existing socialisms; and it will exclude all forms of exploitation 
and luxurious consumption based on monopolistic private ownership.38 

Arthur McGovern has helpfully reconstructed what he thinks liber­
ation theologians would generally regard as a desirable form of social­
ism for a country like Nicaragua.39 It would include the distribution of 
land to landless peasants; an expansion and diversification of exports 
to reduce dependency on a single sector or commodity; a nonaligned 
foreign policy; a mixed economy comprising state, collective, and pri­
vate enterprises; a high priority on meeting basic needs for all, espe­
cially in the areas of food, medical care, and education; full political 
democracy, with free labor unions, a free press, and a freedom of reli­
gion. Something like this mix of policies is what McGovern thinks 
most liberation theologians have in mind as a preferable alternative to 
"capitalism." It should be noted that this program is quite similar to 
that outlined by the Nicaraguan bishops in 1979 when they distin­
guished between acceptable and unacceptable forms of socialism. The 
bishops spoke favorably about workers' participation in the fruits of 
their labor, a transfer of power to the "popular classes," and a cultural 
awakening of the dignity of the masses. It is not surprising that they 
considered a dictatorial regime which denies religious and other per-

36 Quoted in Hennelly, ed., A Documentary History 149. 
37 Reported by McGovern, Liberation Theology 147. 
38 See Berryman, Liberation Theology 92 f. 
39 A. F. McGovern, "Latin America and Dependency' Theory," in Novak, ed., Libera­

tion Theology and the Liberal Society 124. 
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sonai rights as unacceptable, though interestingly they described such 
a regime as "false socialism."40 

Much of the content of the notion of socialism in liberation thinking 
is expressed in ideal and Utopian terms. It is not surprising, then, that 
liberationists have also been critical of de facto socialist regimes. We 
have already seen how they speak of their own socialism as flexible, 
democratic, participative, respectful of culture, and original to Latin 
America. Enrique Dussel is perhaps most explicit in his acknowledge­
ment of the failures of (what used to be called) "really existing social-
ism : 

We read of the violence, the absence of democracy, the bureaucratism, the 
totalitarianism, and the out-and-out brutality of the "eastern bloc" or "iron 
curtain" countries. At all events, for some Christians at least, Christianity and 
socialism as practiced today are intrinsically incompatible. Christianity and 
socialism are as different as night and day.41 

He notes that the Soviet system, far from emancipating workers, ended 
up by dehumanizing work itself. He argues that genuine socialism 
must maximize conscious participation and control by the workers, 
whereas under Stalinist regimes they have been turned into objects to 
be instrumentalized by an unaccountable bureaucracy. He quotes with 
approval from John Paul II's encyclical Laborem exercens on what is 
required for true socialization: 

One must keep account of the fact that the simple withdrawal of those means 
of production from the hands of their private owners is not sufficient to social­
ize them in a satisfactory fashion The group responsible for direction may 
fulfill its commission in a satisfactory manner.... But then again it may fulfill 
its commission in an unsatisfactory manner, by reserving to itself a monopoly 
over the administration and disposition of the means of production.... And so 
the mere transfer of the means of production to the ownership of the state, 
within the collectivistic system, is certainly not equivalent to the socialization 
of property.42 

These passages indicate that there may be authentic, and even desir­
able forms of the socialization of property, as Dussel and others have 
noted. 

Dussel also discusses the relationship between socialism and mar­
kets. While he admits some role for the market, he also argues that 
democratic forms of "approximative" economic planning, combined 

40 Quoted in Hennelly, ed., A Documentary History 285-86. 
41 Dussel, Ethics and Community 181. 
42 Ibid, quoted at 187 (Dussel's emphasis). 
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with worker-controlled enterprises that are autonomously managed at 
the operational level, represent a better alternative than free-market 
capitalism.43 

Other liberationists have been critical of Stalinist-style regimes too. 
José Comblin includes them in his denunciation of the ideology of the 
"national security state."44 Arturo Fontaine quotes theologian Ron­
aldo Muñoz's insistence on a socialism that is not "Russian collectiv­
ism," but popular, democratic, original, nondogmatic, nontotalitarian, 
and nonbureaucratic.45 Juan Luis Segundo has chastised "state social­
ism" as inhuman, bureaucratic, and lacking in ethical norms for 
rule.46 

So it seems clear that when liberation theologians speak favorably of 
socialism, they do not have in mind the now discredited regimes of the 
erstwhile Soviet bloc. However, I would hazard that at least in the 
early years of liberation theology there was much more tolerance and 
even in some cases admiration for the socialist policies of Cuba and the 
People's Republic of China, though it is harder to find much evidence 
of similar attitudes now, probably because the flaws in human rights 
and civil liberties under those regimes seem much more serious and 
visible than they did then. 

Hence there has been a noticeable shift within the liberation-
theology movement. While I would judge liberationists still to be ba­
sically anticapitalist and strongly sympathetic to "socialist values," 
there now seems to be much more caution than before in espousing a 
specific socialist political and economic program. As McGovern puts it, 
"Socialism no longer remains an unqualified paradigm for liberation 
aspirations."47 He reports that Gutiérrez now favors a mixed economy 
with state, collective, and private ownership, though McGovern main­
tains that he has not found any liberation theologian who does not 
favor some form of socialism.48 

CRITIQUE OF LIBERATION THEOLOGY'S "SOCIALIST OPTION" 

Having examined how the concept of socialism is used by the liber­
ationists, we can see that it is clearly distinguished from the "false 

43 Ibid. 183-85 and 189-93. 
44 J. Comblin, The Church and the National Security State (Maryknoll, N.Y.: Orbis, 

1979) 132. 
45 A. Fontaine, "It Is Not Easy to Argue with Liberation Theologians," in Novak, ed., 

Liberation Theology and the Liberal Society 164-5. 
46 Segundo, Faith and Ideologies 254, 262, 300, 318-19. 
47 McGovern, Liberation Theology 230; see also 180, 185. 
48 Ibid. 148. The mixed system of ownership discussed here is also favored by Ricardo 

Antoncich; see his Christians in the Face of Injustice (Maryknoll, N.Y.: Orbis, 1987) chap. 8. 



504 THEOLOGICAL STUDIES 

socialism" of doctrinaire, dictatorial Communism. We can also discern, 
I think, a certain clustering of notions concerning values and ideals. 
They are not all expressed identically; different themes are given dif­
ferent weight at different times and by different authors. But it seems 
as if, in general, we are being presented with a fairly "natural" or 
"spontaneous" series of images and ideas selected precisely to depict 
the good and just society. At times the vision is highly Utopian. But, 
and here is the difficulty, we are not furnished with much information 
about which institutions are being proposed concretely to provide for 
"basic needs," "participation for all," or "equal opportunity for human 
fulfillment," or even about why we should believe that the necessary 
institutions, whatever they are, should be thought of as characteristi­
cally socialist. Liberation theologians' vagueness on these points has 
drawn upon them serious criticism by some of their opponents on three 
specific and related counts. 

First, it is claimed that they are very weak when it comes to pro­
viding empirical descriptions of the actual structures, both political 
and economic, they wish to put in place of the current ones. Second, 
they are charged with a failure to use empirical economic analysis to 
discover which policies are really the most effective in practice for 
raising the living standards of the poor. Third, they are chided for their 
insistence on describing the prevailing socioeconomic system of Latin 
America as capitalist. 

An example of the first criticism is stated, in rather severe terms, by 
Arturo Fontaine: "The cognitive value of [liberation theologians'] writ­
ings on political, economic and ethico-philosophical matters related to 
political and economic institutions is close to nil."49 A similar charge 
has been made repeatedly by Michael Novak.50 That is, for all their 
supposed attachment to social analysis as a necessary handmaiden to 
theology, liberation theologians have provided little by way of a de­
tailed account of the socioeconomic and political arrangements they 
regard as necessary for ensuring social justice. Even on the level of 
pure theory, none of them has come close to providing the kind of 
systematic account of justice typified in the Anglo-American tradition 
by John Rawls's magisterial work A Theory of Justice. Even their use 
of Marxist analysis is comparatively meagre and unsystematic. This is 
all the more surprising when we recall that one of liberation theology's 
distinguishing marks was its urgent demand that authentic Christian 
faith be concretized in a specific political commitment. The fact of 
commitment, however, seems to have been given much more attention 

49 Fontaine, in Novak, ed., Liberation Theology and the Liberal Society 176. 
50 See esp. Novak, Will It Liberate? (New York: Paulist, 1986). 
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than the object of commitment. To speak of political engagement as 
having to be "specific," "historical," "concrete," and so forth still turns 
out to be a purely formal way of talking about political engagement, if 
the institutional forms by which social values are to be realized are left 
undefined and undecided. 

One exception to this may be thought to lie in the call for social 
versus private ownership of the means of production, a call made by 
many liberationists. But as any student of socialist theory and practice 
will testify, what "social ownership" means in institutional practice 
has been one of the thorniest problems in the history of the socialist 
movement. Simple to say, "Not the Soviet model" only invites the 
further question, "Well, which model then?" Some liberationists like 
Gutiérrez have indicated some form of direct workers' control, or a 
mixed system of state, worker, and private ownership. But again one 
must ask, what does workers' control mean in institutional practice, 
and how much of each form of ownership? This is not to suggest that 
meaningful and ultimately fruitful answers cannot be given to these 
questions;51 only that it would have been helpful if liberationists had 
gone some way to provide those answers. 

Liberation theologians can and have replied, "Don't ask us; we are 
theologians, not economists or political scientists." But one wonders 
whether this is a fair or consistent response. That is, it does not seem 
right repeatedly to call for a radical transformation of society, if one is 
not prepared to say with at least some degree of concrete detail what 
new structures should be substituted for the present ones. And sec­
ondly, it is not clear that this reply is compatible with how liberation 

51 For those interested in institutionally specific models of feasible socialism, 
grounded in cogent economic analysis and argument, I would recommend the following 
works: J. Vanek, The General Theory of Labor-Managed Market Economies (Ithaca, 
N.Y.: Cornell Univ., 1970); idem, The Labor-Managed Economy (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell 
Univ., 1977); D. Schweickart, Capitalism or Worker Control? (New York: Praeger, 1980); 
B. Horvat, The Political Economy of Socialism (Armonk, N.Y.: M. E. Sharpe, 1982); A. 
Nove, The Economics of Feasible Socialism (London: Allen & Unwin, 1983); O. Sik, For 
A Humane Economic Democracy (New York: Praeger, 1985); P. Devine, Democracy and 
Economic Planning (Cambridge: Polity, 1988); and D. Miller, Market, State and Com­
munity (Oxford: Clarendon, 1989). Well-argued philosophical justifications for demo­
cratic socialism can also be found in B. Horvat, M. Markovic, and R. Supek, eds., Self-
Governing Socialism, 2 vols. (White Plains, N.Y.: International Arts and Sciences, 1975); 
A. Levine, Arguing for Socialism: Theoretical Considerations (Boston: Routledge & 
Kegan Paul, 1984); P. Green, Retrieving Democracy (Totowa, N.J.: Rowman & Allan-
held, 1985); S. Bowles and H. Gintis, Democracy and Capitalism: Property, Community 
and the Contradictions of Modern Social Thought (New York: Basic, 1986); C. Gould, 
Rethinking Democracy: Freedom and Cooperation in Politics, Economy and Society 
(Cambridge: Cambridge Univ., 1989); and R. G. Peffer, Marxism, Morality and Social 
Justice (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton Univ., 1990). 



506 THEOLOGICAL STUDIES 

theologians have usually described their own methodology, one that 
starts from a social analysis of secular experience. If theology really 
does require an essential input from the secular inquiries of sociology, 
economics, and political science, it should show up somewhere in the 
results. Hence the charge that liberation theologians have only Uto­
pian ideas about socialism: "They do not spell out the institutions 
needed to establish justice and freedom."52 

The second criticism is succinctly stated by Fontaine: 'The style of 
most classical liberation theology precludes rational and cool analysis 
of socioeconomic matters as well as their connection with the ethical 
questions at stake."53 Fontaine argues that a lack of empirical socio­
economic analysis leads to the result that "vague concepts and sweep­
ing statements conspire against clear intellectual persuasion and effi­
cient political action."54 He suggests, for example, more than half a 
dozen different possible empirical meanings for the phrase "the rich 
are always richer at the expense of the poor who are always poorer," 
none of which is clearly invoked or designated as that intended by 
liberationists themselves when they use this or similar formulas.55 

This lack of a rigorous use of empirical social science has been stressed 
repeatedly by Michael Novak. His argument is that, had such use been 
made by liberation theologians, they would see that capitalism is far 
superior to socialism in benefiting the poor. Hence a true option for the 
poor would involve the advocacy of a free-enterprise, private-
ownership system along North American lines.56 Whether the evi­
dence really does point in this direction is, I would suggest, highly 
debatable, and much of Novak's case is seriously flawed, as I shall 
argue presently. But Novak does have a strong point when he says that 
one must examine the empirical evidence about what works and what 
doesn't, both in terms of general economic success, and specifically in 
helping the poor. 

Pottenger describes liberationists as energetic in offering a moral 
critique of capitalism, but says they have failed to butress their case 
with a rigorous critique of the theoretical justifications for free-market 
economics. He suggests that this is due to the difficulty of translating 
between the language of moral philosophy and the language of eco­
nomics.57 Yet this, I feel, is a poor excuse, for it ignores the vast lit­
erature from Adam Smith and Karl Marx onward which has done just 

52 McGovern, Liberation Theology 59. 
53 Fontaine, in Novak, ed., Liberation Theology and the Liberal Society 164. 
64 Ibid. 174. 55 Ibid. 172. 
56 Novak, Will It Liberate? 6, 73. 
57 J. R. Pottenger, The Political Theory of Liberation Theology (Albany, N.Y.: SUNY, 

1989) 123. 


