
Latin American
Liberation Theology

by Joseph S. Wang

Latin American liberation theology is the recent fashionable effort
of Latin American theologians to deal with the social situation of that
continent. In 1950, the United Nations proclaimed the first "decade
of development." Several international organizations such as the Inter
national Development BanK, International Aid for Development, and
International Monetary Fund were created to help the underdeveloped
countries to improve their socioeconomic situations.^ But as early as

1960, many Latin American leaders expressed pessimism regarding
development. They were of the opinion that in Latin America under

development was the result of the situation of dependence of these
countries upon the great metropolises, and therefore true liberation
had to be won against the world capitalistic system. The idea of "hber
ation"^ then came to the fore among, certain Christian leaders as an

answer to this situation of dependence.
In August and September of 1968, 150 bishops and 100 periti of

the Roman Catholic Church met in Medellin, Colombia to deal with
the church in the current transformation of Latin America in the light
of Vatican II. Out of the meeting 16 documents were elaborated to

serve as authoritative guidelines for the church. In the months preceding
the conference a preHminary draft was distributed. Although the draft
attacked in strong language the oligarchies of power, the foreign-based
system of capitaHsm and the general situation of institutional violence,
it was severely criticized by the leaders of the various lay apostolate
organizations throughout Latin America. They attacked its lack of

focus, its failure to get at the roots of the problems of marginality and

alienation, its insufficient attention to the cause of dependency and
lack of autonomy. Nine hundred priests issued a document called
Latin America: A Continent of Violence underlining the violence of

Joseph S. Wang is Associate Professor of New Testament at Asbury
Theological Seminary. He holds the Th.M. from Princeton Theological
Seminary, and the Ph.D. from Emory University. He joined the A TS

faculty in 1970.

18



the privileged minority against the majority of deprived, a violence of
hunger, helplessness, oppression, underdevelopment and neglect.'* The
delegation at the Medellin conference was a divided group. On the one

hand, there were those who proposed a sort of peaceful, progressive
development according to North Atlantic models of industriahzation
and democracy. On the other, there were those who advocated libera
tion from external and internal structures of dependence. They ac

cented the conflict of interests existing between Latin American
countries and neo-colonialism, between the mass and the local oH-
garchies. Not without inconsistencies, however, the Medellin documents

generally adopted the liberationist language and point of view.^
Soon after the Medellin conference, pubHcations for this libera

tionist point of view began to circulate. The leading spokesmen in
cluded Roman Cathohc thinkers such as Hugo Assmann, Paulo Freire,
Gustavo Gutierrez, Jose Miranda, Juan Luis Segundo and Protestant
thinkers like Rubem Alves and Jose Miguez Bonino.

Rubem Alves is considered the prophet of hberation theology. His
book, A Theology of Human Hope (Washington/Cleveland: Copus
Books, 1969), is probably the first one to explain a theology of libera
tion and marks the "wide globahzation of the basic questions of a

'Theology of Liberation.'
Hugo Assmann is the apologist of liberation theology. In his book,

Opresion-Liberacion: Desafio a los cristianos (Oppression-Liberation:
A Challenge to Christians, Montevideo: Tierra Nueva, 1971), he gives
the roots of liberation theology, defends its theological locus and

methodology, and launches a mounting attack on North Atlantic the

ologies, demoHshing their vagueness and ideological presuppositions.
He builds a case for liberation theolo�' as an autochthonous political
theology based on an ethic of change. The most systematic presenta
tion of liberation theory is A Theology of Liberation, History, Politics
and Salvation by Gustavo Gutierrez, (translated and edited by Caridad
Inda and John Eagleson, Maryknoll, New York: Orbis, 1973). This
book was originally published in Spanish in Lima early in 1971. It was

reprinted in Spain in 1972. Then it was translated into English, French
and Italian.^ It is considered the magnum opus and its author the sys
tematic theologian of the movement.

I

In its approach, liberation theology is radically different from tradi

tional theologies. While the traditional theologies start theologizing
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with theological categories and concepts such as God, the church, and
the world, liberation theology starts with the poverty-stricken, op
pressed and dominated reality of Latin America. Hugo Assmann states,
"The greatest merit of the 'theology of liberation' probably lies in its

insistence on the historical starting point of its reflection: the dominated
situation of Latin America." Gustavo Gutierrez points out that lib
eration theology arises from concern with a particular set of issues -

economic and socio-cultural. This will "give us the soHd and permanent,
albeit modest, foundation for the theology in a Latin American perspec
tive which is both desired and needed."

Since the economic, socio-political situation in Latin America is the

"starting point" and "foundation" of liberation theology, the primary
tools of liberation theology are those of the social science. Gustavo
Gutierrez explicitly states that liberation theologians need to "make use

of the instruments offered us by social sciences for understanding those
social reahties which deny the justice and brotherhood which we

seek."^2
Liberation theology is not only interested in the analyses of the

social situation, it is committed to action to change the situation. In

the words of Gustavo Gutierrez, "the theology of hberation is charac
terized not only by its different analyses of reality and its more com

prehensive and radical political options .... Rather it seeks to think

through the faith from the starting point of the way it is lived within
the commitment to liberation." In another place Gutierrez writes:

The theology of hberation offers not so much a new theme

for reflection as a new way to do theology. Theology as

critical reflection on historical praxis is a Hberating the

ology, a theology of the liberating transformation of the

history of mankind and also therefore that part of man
kind � gathered into ecclesia � which openly confesses
Christ. This is a theology which does not stop with re

flecting on the world, but rather tries to be part of the pro
cess through which the world is transformed. It is a theology
which is open - in the protest against trampled human dig
nity, in the struggle against the plunder of the vast majority
of people, in hberating love, and in the building of a new,

just and fraternal society . . . }^

The situation in Latin America is desperate. According to a report
of the United Nations in 1952, two thirds of the Latin American popu-
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lation is physically undernourished to the point of starvation in some

regions. One-half of the Latin American population is suffering from
infectious or deficiency diseases. About one-third of the Latin Ameri
can working population continues to remain outside the economic,
social, and cultural pale of the Latin American community. An over

whelming majority of the Latin American agricultural population is
landless. Two-thirds, if not more, of the agricultural, forest, and live
stock resources of Latin America is owned or controlled by a handful
of native landlords and foreign corporations. Most of the extractive
industries in Latin America are owned or controlled by foreign corpo
rate investment, a considerable portion of the profits being taken out

of the various countries. Living conditions for the bulk of the Latin
American population are particularly unstable, being dependent on the
fluctuations of the foreign market. Intra- and inter-Latin American
trade is largely underdeveloped.^^

A book published in 1971 states that in Colombia, there is only one

doctor for every 2,500 inhabitants. Three percent of the population
owns 70 percent of the land. One out of two adults cannot read or

write and 38 percent of the school-age children have no school to go to.
The population is 75 percent rural, and only 20 percent of the gross
national product comes from industry. Four percent of the population
enjoys 40 percent of the national revenue.

Surely something has to be done to change this desperate situation.
The God of the Bible is interested in both the physical and spiritual
welfare of persons. The Lord is concerned about social justice. The
liberation theologians are to be commended for their concern for the
situation in Latin America and their attempts to change that situation.
Their efforts are very relevant.

In their endeavor to bring about liberation, Latin American libera
tion theologians are deeply influenced by Marxism. In the analysis of
the situation in Latin America as the basis of their action, the liberation
theologians reject the North American functionalistic sociological anal
ysis, since it represents a commitment to developmental theory. In
stead, they adopt "structuralistic" methodology. Sociological struc-

turahsm questions the system from the perspective of the poverty-
stricken masses. It analyzes the situation as one of economic, social,
political, and cultural dependence and sets forth the necessity of deep
structural changes as a condition for advance. Denis Goulet points
out that, like Marxists, Latin American liberationists "accept class

struggle both as an undeniable fact and as a starting point for devising
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strategies of change.'
Liberation theology maintains the primacy of praxis. Assmann re

jects "any logos which is not the logos of a praxis." Gutierrez attacks

"epistemological spht." To the liberationists "there is no truth outside
or beyond the concrete historical events in which men are involved as

agents. There is, therefore, no knowledge except in action itself, in the

process of transforming the world through participation in history."^ ^

With them "action is itself the truth. Truth is at the level of history,
not in the realm of ideas. "^^ This kind of epistemology, and this pri
macy of praxis are those of Marx and his followers. The theses of Marx

include, "In practice [praxis] man must prove the truth" (second
thesis). "Social Hfe is essentially practical. All mysteries which mislead

theory into mysticism find their rational solution in human practice
and in the understanding of this practice" (eighth thesis). "Philoso
phers have only interpreted the world differently. The point, however,
is to change" (eleventh thesis). Mao-Tse-Tung states, "Truth has to

be discovered and confirmed by practice and should be developed also

by practice ("On Praxis").'^^
In April 1972 the leading liberation theologians along with 450

delegates from all of Latin America had a meeting of "Christians for
Socialism" in Santiago, Chile. In the meeting there was a general re
jection of a "third way" between capitalism and sociahsm, and an ac

ceptance of Marxism as an analytical and revolutionary method.^^
Miguez Bonino acknowledges that the thought of hberationists

... is characterized by a strict scientific-ideological analy
sis, avowedly Marxist. This is clearly seen in their way of

relating praxis and theory and in their insistence on the

rationality, conflict, and radicality of the poHtical realm.
It can also be seen in the recognition of class struggle. This
assumption of Marxism � which is not tantamount to an

uncritical acceptance of all its philosophy � is decisive for
the theological task and indicates, as GuiHo Girardi has said,
'a quahtative leap' from the humanist or spirituaHst in

spiration of the 'social concern' to an engagement medi
ated through scientific (Marxist) analysis.

Gutierrez appreciates the influence of Marxism upon his theology.
These liberationists, however, cannot be charged with adopting

Marxism uncritically. They have done some evaluative thinking and

weighing of the issues involved. They reject the total embracing of

22



Latin American Liberation Theology

Marxist ideology as contrary to Christian faith."^^ They maintain that
they accept Marxism merely as a scientific analysis of the way in which
socio-economic-political reahty functions, which is "projected into an

hypothesis concerning the relation of human history (and all its achieve
ments) to the process of producing material goods."'^^ Gutierrez claims
that Marxism is science and Christianity is faith.^^

Can one really accept a Marxist analysis of historical reahty without
being influenced by Marxist metaphysics? Can one really follow Marx
ist praxis wdthout embracing Marxist philosophy? After his attempt to
argue that Christians can follow Marxist analysis of historical reahty
and Marxist praxis without betraying their Christian faith, Miguez
Bonino concedes that "Admittedly, Marxism does not behave as the
cool rafional entity we have described. It is frequently possessed by
an apostohc zeal, a dogmatic certainty and a messianic fervor ""^^

In the similar context, Miguez Bonino admits:

If it be true that every form of praxis articulates - con

sciously or unconsciously � a view of reality and a projec
tion of it, an analysis and an ideology, this means that re
flection on this praxis must necessarily raise the question
of the rightness or inadequacy of such analysis and ideol
ogy. This is a complex problem to which we cannot expect
to find an unobjectionable answer. But the question is un

avoidable.^^
Since the liberation theologians concentrate almost exclusively, if not,
in fact exclusively on socio-economic-pohtical issues, they empty the
Christian message of its spiritual dimension. "^"^ They operate as if there
were no spiritual dimension in human Hfe. In effect, this amounts to

the Marxist materiahstic view of human Hfe.

II

Liberation theology with its insistence on praxis and the sociopoliti
cal context as privileged theological data, gives to the historical circum
stances the determinative weight in theology.

"^"^ Liberation theologians
are committed to restructuring the society along the line of socialism.

The Bible messages are reinterpreted to support this praxis."^^ This is

well illustrated in their treatment of the resurrection of Jesus Christ.

Rubem Alves writes:
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The word resurrection, in the universe of discourse of the
community of faith, does not describe, therefore an organic
process. It does not indicate either that a dead body was

brought to hfe again or how it happened. The One who was

dead was experienced by the community of faith as ahve
again. But nothing is said about the "how," about what
came in between. Resurrection, Hke creation, was an ex

pression of freedom's power to create ex nihilo, to give Hfe
to the dead and to call into existence the things that do not
exist (Rom. 4:17). The word was borrowed from Jewish
apocalypticism to express the community's experience that
the One who had been crucified was ahve in history, as a

power of hberation .... Resurrection, hence, is the lan
guage of the ongoing politics of God in history. It is the
language of hope .... This is why no historical research is
able to "verify" the resurrection The field of the verifi
cation of hope is not, therefore, the past, but the future.
Hope is verified to the extent to which man is made open
for the future, the structures of oppression are broken, and
the future is made open for man. And each of these events
is a new celebration of hope, a new enjoying of the "aperi
tif of liberation.^^

Miguez Bonino asks the rhetorical question, "Is it altogether absurd to
reread the resurrection today as the death of monopolies, the liberafion
from hunger, or a solidary form of ownership?"^^

Under this kind of eisegetical operation of liberation theologians,
many important Biblical doctrines have been transmuted and emptied
of the original Biblical message.

Gutierrez affirms that salvation is the central theme of Christian
mystery. On the basis of "the historical and liberating experience of
Exodus," salvation and creation are hnked together.^^ "Yahweh's his
torical actions on behalf of his people are considered creative. The God
who frees Israel is the Creator of the world."^^ Yahweh is at one and
the same time Creator and Redeemer. Accordingly creation is seen as

the first salvific act. It

. . . initiates history, the human struggle, and the salvific
adventure of Yahweh. Faith in creation does away with its

mythical and supernatural character. It is the work of a

God who saves and acts in history; since man is the center
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of creation, it is integrated into the history which is being
built by man's efforts.^^

Thus, salvation is linked with the history which is being built by man's
efforts. Further, since the Exodus experience is a poHtical act, in which
Israel was liberated from the bondage of oppression, salvation has to be
understood in terms of poHtical Hberation. This poHtical liberation is
to be understood as the "self-creation of man.""*^ Israel is Hberated to
build a just nation and to witness to the whole world about God's lib
erating concern for all humanity. Therefore, the Exodus becomes a

paradigm for the poHtical Hberation of man.
Gutierrez maintains that the "work of Christ forms a part of this

movement and brings it to complete fuirillment.""^^ The paradigm of
the liberation of man found in the Exodus experience of Israel finds
its fulfillment in Christ. In Christ, God liberates aU men to continue
their creative vocation, to work and transform this world.

Therefore, salvation is to be understood as "the inner force and full
ness of this movement of man's self generation which was initiated by
the work of creation."'*"^ Thus to "work, to transform this world, is to
become a man and to build the human community; it is also to save."^^
Juan Segundo states, "In the domain of time, then, salvation is a 'politi
cal' maturity. It is the maturity of 'poHtical being' that every human

being is.""*^
Gutierrez advocates the replacement of a quantitative and extensive

approach by a qualitative and intensive approach to salvation. The for

mer, which is to be discarded, has to do with "the problem of the
number of persons saved, the possibiHty of being saved, and the role
which the Church plays in this process."'^^ The latter has to do with

"the value of human existence" in history. Therefore

. . . man is saved if he opens himself to God and to others,
even if he is not clearly aware that he is doing so. This is

valid for Christians and non-Christians alike - for all

people. To speak about the presence of grace � whether ac

cepted or rejected � in aU people implies, on the other

hand, to value from a Christian standpoint the very roots

of human activity.'*^
In the Bible, however, salvation is holistic. It has both theological and

social dimensions. It is concerned with both this world and the other

world. It has to be accepted individually by faith. Yet the liberation

theologians do away with its theological dimension, and remove its
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other-worldly significance. The universalism of liberation theology re

garding salvation does away with the necessity of individual faith and

removes the mandate for evangelization.
In liberation theology, Christ and God are to be understood pre

eminently in historical categories. In Christ, God has become man.

Christ is the historization of God. In Christ,

... in his personal uniqueness, the particular is transcended
and the universal becomes concrete. In him, in his Incarna

tion, what is personal and internal becomes visible. Hence

forth, this will be true, in one way or another of every
48

man.

"Since God has become man, humanity, every man, history is the

living temple of God." Therefore "we meet God in our encounter with

men; we encounter him in the commitment to the historical process of
mankind.""^^

Since Christ is the neighbor, conversion to Christ is conversion to

the neighbor. The neighbor, however,
... is not only man viewed individually. The term refers

also to man considered in the fabric of social relationships,
to man situated in his economic, social, cultural, and racial
coordinates. It hkewise refers to the exploited social class,
the dominated people, and the marginated race.^^

Therefore conversion means

... a radical transformation of ourselves; it means thinking,
feeling, and living as Christ-present in exploited and alien
ated man. To be converted is to commit oneself to the

process of the liberation of the poor and oppressed, to
commit oneself lucidly, reaHstically, and concretely. It

means to commit oneself not only generously, but also with
an analysis of the situation and a strategy of action ....
Our conversion process is affected by the socioeconomic,
poHtical, cultural, and human environment in which it oc

curs. Without a change in these structures, there is no

authentic conversion.^
Assmann writes:

The conversion to the God of the Kingdom has to be mate

rialized in the conversion of the historical human process
.... to be converted, to God and the perspectives of his
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Kingdom, it is necessary to be converted, here and now, to
man and his history. It is in the struggle for the liberation
of man that the love of God is materialized (cf. Mt. 25).^^

In harmony with these, Gutierrez understands the Church as the

community, not of those who have been reconciled to God through
faith in Jesus Christ, but rather all those who are willing to participate
in the struggle for liberation. "The Church is not a non-world; it is hu
manity itself attentive to the Word. It is the people of God which lives
in history and is orientated toward the future promised by the Lord."^^
Gutierrez sees the Church as a sacrament of salvation, a visible sign that
points beyond herself to what salvation is all about. "As a sign of the
liberation of man and history, the Church itself in its concrete exis

tence ought to be a place of liberation."^^ The Church has the obliga
tion to manifest in its visible structures the message it bears.

Since the Church is not an end in itself, it finds its meaning
in its capacity to signify the reality in function of which it

exists. Outside of this reahty the Church is nothing; be

cause of it the Church is always provisional; and it is to

wards the fulfillment of this reality that the Church is ori

ented: this reality is the Kingdom of God which has al

ready begun in history.^ ^
Since the Kingdom of God, for Gutierrez, is a just society in which

there is no oppression, servitude or alienated work,^^ the Church,
therefore, is mission, a responsive community to God's action, pointing
to the reahty of a just society in history. This mission of the Church

takes at least three forms; namely, celebration, denunciation, and an

nunciation.

Through Eucharist, the Church celebrates with joy the gift of salvific
action of God in humanity. This celebration becomes a vivid dramati

zation of what has been achieved in Christ, namely human liberation

and brotherhood.^^ By denunciation the Church has to take a stance

against the present state of social injustice. This is the necessary con

frontation which must take place wherever the Gospel is proclaimed.
This denunciation "should be backed up by clear actions and commit

ments."^^ The denunciation, however, "is achieved by confronting a

given situation with reality which is announced" - the Gospel. The

Gospel is the good news of the presence of God's love "in the historical

becoming of mankind."

To preach the Good News is for the Church to be a sacra-
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ment of history, to fulfill its role as community � a sign of
the convocation of all men by God. It is to announce the

coming of the Kingdom. The Gospel message reveals, with
out any evasions, what is at the root of social injustice: the
rupture of the brotherhood which is based on our sonship
before the Father; the Gospel reveals the fundamental alien
ation which lies below every other human ahenation.^^

Consequently evangelization is a poHtical activity. "EvangeHzation
is a powerful factor in personaHzation" of the Gospel.^ ^ The person-
ahzation stimulated by the annunciation of the Gospel can take on very
particular and demanding forms.

If a situation of injustice and exploitation is incompatible
with the coming of the Kingdom, the Word which an

nounces this coming ought normally to point out this in-

compatibihty. This means that the people who hear this

message and live in these conditions by the mere fact of

hearing it should perceive themselves as oppressed and feel

impelled to seek their own liberation .... The annuncia

tion of the Gospel thus has a conscienticizing function, or
in other words, a politicizing function. But this is made
real and meaningful only by living and announcing the

Gospel from within a commitment to liberation, only in

concrete, effective sohdarity with people and exploited
social classes.^^

Liberation theology understands the Kingdom of God in a political
sense. Alves claims that when Jesus announced the Kingdom of God
He announced

. . . the immediacy of that political reahty of power in
which liberation was possible and offered .... The Gospel
is thus the annunciation of the historical reaHty of the on

going politics of God, which expressed itself not as philo
sophical or mystical experience but rather as a power that
invades history .^"^

Gutierrez perceives the Kingdom as "the end of domination of man
over man; it is a Kingdom of contradiction to the established powers
and on behalf of man."^^ The Kingdom is realized in a society of
brotherhood and justice. It is political in nature.^^

Liberation theologians attempt to take into account both the present
and the future aspects of the Kingdom. On the one hand, the Kingdom
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materializes in the concrete historical struggles for liberation. On the
other, "the horizon must be kept open toward the ultimate and def
inite Kingdom." " Assmann understands this future Kingdom as "a
horizon always open before us."^^ Alves explams the present and fu
ture in this way.

But that present had something special. It was not the pres
ence of the eternal now, a present that exhausted itself.
The future did not become present in an eternal now as in
realized eschatology. Nor did it remain an isolated dogmatic
idea, independent from and not related to the now, as a

future that comes down from the heavens, as with consis
tent eschatology. The now was the time when a liberating
activity that pushed toward the future was going on. Al

ready and not yet were not, therefore, abstract points in

the chronology of objective time. The not yet was what

quahfied and determined the present. It was not primarily
the point of arrival but rather that which was being en

gendered in the womb of the present. In the now we have
the presence of the future made historical through God's
action. God is thus neither the "eternal present" or the
"absolute future" for the community of faith. It came to

see, from its historical experience, that what God's action

does is to create an explosiveness that is both present and

negates the present.

Gutierrez understands the presence of future, eschatology as "an in-

trahistorical reality. The grace-sin conflict, the coming of the Kingdom,
and the expectation of the parousia are also necessarily and inevitably
historical, temporal, earthly, social, and material reahties."^^

In their treatment of the Kingdom of God, these liberation theo

logians seem to put the cart before the horse. The Biblical data indicate

and the majority of exegetes agree that the central meaning of the

Kingdom of God is the reign of God.^^ This effective reign of God will
resuU in a society of brotherhood and justice among men. Yet the

liberationists perceive the Kingdom in terms of a Utopian society of

brotherhood, love and justice without considering its cause - the reign
of God. The liberationists talk about the Kingdom of God without

God. They want to build a Utopian society of brotherhood and justice
with human efforts without God. According to the New Testament

while the "present" of the Kingdom is already in existence, the "future"
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of the Kingdom, namely, the consummation of the Kingdom, will be
brought about by God Himself. The liberation theologians' interpreta
tion of future Kingdom as that which keeps history open, always full
of new possibihties, and the hope that arises out of the struggles of

the present cannot be squared with the Bible. Their interpretation does

away with the glorious eschatology which is a very important Bible

message. Similar weaknesses can be found in their interpretation of
other major Biblical doctrines treated above.

The effect of this exclusive concentration on politics by liberation

theology is to rule out all religion in the traditional sense. In fact, these
liberationists consider traditional rehgious activities detrimental to their
cause and advocate radical secularization or desacralization. Alves
writes:

See how people close their eyes when they pray. They do
not know why. It has become an automatic reflex. But the
reason is that they believe God begins where the body ends.
The act of closing one's eyes is an act of refusal of the

body and of rejection of the world.^^
He claims that:

The language of theology and of the Church, the language
of many hymns, liturgies, and sermons sounds to the secu

lar man like the voice of an alien and remote sphere. This
is one of the reasons why a growing number of people are

leaving the churches and opting for a totally secular hu-
manism.^^

Therefore Alves advocates total secularization.

God, thus, is not freedom for man. He is the domestication

of man, the end of the "homo creator." When the death of
God is proclaimed, obviously man is made free again for his
world, for history, for creation. The world is desacralized.
Its frozen values thaw. Nothing is final. The horizons be
come permission and invitation. Man is free to experimen
tation .... Rehgion, therefore, is to be destroyed for the
sake of the earth, for the sake of man's freedom to criti-

cize his world in order to transform it.

Juan Segundo claims "Secularization is a central postulate of the
Christian message .... Now everything is under man's dominion."^^
To this Gutierrez adds his support: "Secularization poses a serious
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challenge to the Christian community. In the future it will have to

live and celebrate its faith in a nonreligious world, which the faith it

self has helped to create."^^

III

Latin American hberationists are committed to the restructuring of

society along the line of sociahsm. Many engage in violent revolutionary
action to achieve this. After the deaths of two guerrilla leaders, Che
Guevara and Camilo Torres, the guerrilla warfare subsided somewhat.

However, there still are some leaders who advocate violent revolution-
1ft

ary action as the means to achieve the restructuring of society.
Paulo Freire defends violent actions by saying "Violence is initiated

by those who oppress, who exploit, who fail to recognize others as

persons � not by those who are oppressed, exploited, and unrecog
nized."^^ Alves claims that "Man is absolved from inhumanity and

brutality in the present, as the time of transition, the time which does

not count."^^ Jose Miranda advocates negation of the state and the

law. He writes, "Completely opposite to the defense of the status quo,
the realization of justice not only subverts it, it also demands that we

abolish the State and the law."^^ He also claims that "The insurrection

of authentic Christianity against all law and all civilization which has

ever existed in history is a subversion which knows no limits . . . ."^^
Goulet observes that "A supreme sense of moral worth pervades the

subversive enterprise in Latin America."^ ^

However, is it wise to resort to violent revolution in Latin America

now? Is it impossible to solve the socioeconomic problems in Latin

America without bloodshed? The published statement of Medellin indi

cates that in the present circumstances the evils that would follow

in the wake of violent revolution would be greater than those it sets

out to remedy. Some Latin American leaders are calling the strategy of
82

violent revolution into question.
At this point, probably the successful case of Taiwan (Repubhc of

China) in solving her socioeconomic problem without bloodshed can

provide a good example for Latin America.

During the 1940's, 56 percent of the farmland in Taiwan was ownea

by landlords. Seventy percent of the farmers were tenant-farmers.

The landlords were taking a share of more than 50 percent of the total

harvest. In 1949 the government took an action to Hmit the rent to a
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maximum of 37.5 percent of the principal crop as an initial step of land
reform.^"*

In 1953 the "land-to-the-tiller" program was enforced. The govern
ment compulsorily purchased the farmlands from the absentee land
lords and resold these to the farmers who were actually cultivating that
particular piece of farmland. The price of a piece of farmland was set

at two-and-one-half times the total amount of the annual main-crop
yield. The compensation to the landlords was paid 30 percent with
government industrial enterprise stocks and 70 percent with land bonds
which carried an interest rate of 4 percent per annum. Both principal
and interest were to be paid in equal, semiannual installments spread
over a period of ten years. The farmer purchaser would pay the price
of the land plus interest at the rate of 4 percent per annum in equal,
semiannual installments spread over a period of ten years. The dates
of installment payments were closely coordinated with the harvesting
seasons. In case of crop failure, a farmer purchaser could apply to

postpone the payment of that particular installment. The unpaid install
ments were to be made up, one after another, immediately after the ten

year period was over.^^
Though reluctantly, the landlords cooperated with the program.

This was due to the following factors. First, though the purchase of
land from the landlords was compulsory, it was not outright confisca
tion. There was due compensation which was carefully calculated and,
to a great extent, justified. Second, the payment of the land price
was carefully arranged and guaranteed. Third, the time was ripe to

change the dependency of one's living on farm rental. It was consi
dered an outmoded feudalistic way of Hfe, and was rapidly being
replaced by developing self-respect through independent careers in

modern business. Many landlords were able to figure out that invest

ments in industries and businesses were more profitable than invest
ment in farmland. Fourth, in the years between 1949 and 1953 the
Chinese communists took over the mainland of China and practiced
cruel and inhumane atrocities on the landlords to take away farmland
from them. The Chinese communists were threatening to take over

Taiwan. If this should happen, the communists surely would do the
same thing to the landlords in Taiwan. Many landlords in Taiwan were

convinced that if they refused to cooperate with the government and
thus gave opportunity for the communists to take over Taiwan, they
would face the same tragedy the landlords in mainland China expe
rienced. This fearful possibiHty made the landlords in Taiwan accept
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the democratic and fair-play type of land reform.
This democratic, peaceful land reform in Taiwan has brought many

positive results. The Hving standards of the farmers have improved
greatly. This has raised the morale of the farmers. They have ample op
portunities for education. All these factors combined to boost the
farm production. Many former landlords switched their investments
from the land to modern industries and business. Taiwan also attracted
many foreign investments. In 1975, American private firms had $500
milHon invested in Taiwan.^^ These foreign investments helped, rather
than hurt the economy of Taiwan. It has grown steadily. In 1954, the
year after the land-to-the-tiller program was carried out, imports from
the United States to Taiwan amounted to $93.8 milHon and exports
from Taiwan to the United States came to $5.5 miUion. In 1975 the

gross national product was $14.4 billion. In foreign trades, imports
from foreign nations were $5.3 biUion, and exports to foreign nations
were $5.9 bilHon, with a balance of payment of $300 million m favor
of Taiwan.^^ In 1976 in the trade with the United States alone, there
was a balance of payment of $1.4 bilHon in favor of Taiwan .^^ Taiwan
now is America's thirteenth largest trading partner. The gross national

product was up 11.8 percent in 1976 and is expected to climb by
8.5 percent in 1977, while Consumer Price Index climbed only 2.49

percent in 1976.^^ Taiwan extends technical assistance to some 30
countries throughout the worid.

Despite the weaknesses and even fallacies in their theology, Latin
American liberation theologians are to be commended for their con

cerns and dedications to change and improve the desperate socio

economic conditions in South America. Perhaps the peaceful and suc

cessful case of socioeconomic improvement in Taiwan may be a good
model for Latin American liberationists to consider.
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