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PREFACE

I owe a large part of my motivation for undertaking a 

study of Michael Novak’s political theology to some people 

who probably utterly dislike him. Last year a roommate of 

mine often kept me awake at night discussing the proper 

method for Christian social action. One of the questions we 

continually came back to was whether the world social order 

needed a total transformation or a gradual process which 

sought to patch up the old one. On matters of political 

economy, he tended to desire a transformation of the capit

alist system to a system resembling socialism. My brother- 

in-law, an extremely intelligent man, sat up with me one 

night discussing the attributes of Marxism. His language 

contained such--to me, baffling—terminology like "class 

struggle," and "capitalist imperialism." Again, the discus

sion came down to the question of whether the capitalist 

order needed reformation or revolution. He opted for an 

overthrow, because he believed that the factors which I 

suggested could bring about reform—the media, universities 

and churches—were under the sway of huge monopolistic cor

porations. Finally, a few weeks ago, a friend and I were 

discussing a problem he was having at his place of work. He 

understandably was having trouble pushing credit applica

tions upon customers. He said something to the effect that

v
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"I myself opt for socialism, but I don’t knock those who 

are capitalists.” I respected this man’s gentleness with 

capitalists, but I was uncomfortable at his seemingly un
critical acceptance of socialism as the only alternative to 

the present order.

I was placed in a paradox. To me, such viewpoints 

seemed somehow irrational and unrealistic. I had gone 

through ray "socially active" phase, learning from that ex

perience that social action must draw upon both a realistic 

assessment of the problem and a good deal of patience. 

Years and years of debating had made me extremely reluctant 

to view any position simplistically or absolutely. In the 

years spent at Carroll, my studies of philosophy and the

ology had also awakened in me a critical edge. Finally, and 

most importantly, my experience seemed to suggest that these 

viewpoints were grossly generalized. Raised in comfort in a 

family with a long history of making money, I had no ex

perience of the kind of problems my friends had talked 

about. I scanned my experience of capitalism to see if it 

was inherently so evil. Though not without stain, I found 

that the history of my family contained repeated instances 

of overwhelming selflessness, gentleness and concern for the 

poor. Try as I may, I couldn’t feel guilty for the wealth 
of my family.

Yet maybe these friends had something. There is some

thing very powerful in the tenacity with which they held 

their beliefs. How could I discredit the purity of their
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ideals? Is my reluctance to accept their positions uncri

tically only a consequence of my capitalist upbringing? 

Perhaps, in my wealth, I was in need of a change of heart. 

Such musings challenged me.

I discovered political theology last year in a spirited 

theology seminar. There I discovered that political prac

tice and ideology could be brought under the glass of theo

logical methodology. I began to speculate on a possible 

topic for my thesis that incorporated such a critical edge. 

We investigated the work of Michael Novak in that seminar, 

and I found in him a partial taste of the critical view

point I was looking for. Upon Dr. Thompson’s suggestion, I 

began a careful look into Novak’s arguments. I found him 

attractive not so much for his defense of democratic capit

alism but for his willingness, even daring, to demand that 

political theology be grounded in practical experience. As 

I read, I found that Novak’s real contribution was not so 

much in his defense of democratic capitalism but his re

quirement for critical realism among all political theolo

gians .

This study was also undertaken for scholastic reasons. 

Novak’s work is relatively unique in the area of political 

theology. Until recently, the contributions of capitalism 
have been unexplored. I felt that an investigation of his 

work, even if I found it to be deficient, would at least 

broaden my horizons.
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Assisted by the advice of my director, I formulated the 

purpose and content of this study. I chose to review the 

contribution Novak makes to the debate between democratic

capitalism and liberation theology. The content of this 

thesis includes three chapters. In Chapter I, democratic 

capitalism is addressed. In this chapter, we will discuss 

Novak’s explanation of the lack of any theoretical defense 

of democratic capitalism, his assessment of the inner spirit 

or Geist of democratic capitalism and his attempt, as a 

theologian, to develop theological principles that might 

provide democratic capitalism with an ideology with which it 

can judge and defend itself. In Chapter II, Novak’s critique 

against liberation theology is related. To aid the reader, 

sufficient background is given concerning general tenets of 

liberation theology. Having been exposed to the general 

tenets of liberation theology, we will then view Novak’s 

answers to such questions as: "Does liberation theology 

accurately assess the cause of Latin American poverty?’’, 

"Are the proposed solutions of liberation theology realis

tic?", "What is Novak’s overall assessment of socialism?’’, 
and finally "What is the nature of the type of ideology 

Marxism and Socialism contain?" Lastly Chapter III will 

explore the critical reception of Novak’s work. The critics' 

responses to several of Novak’s positions will be presented, 

as will be the possible issues Novak might raise in rebuttal 

to these criticisms. Finally I relate some of my personal

reflections on the issues raised by the critics
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Chapter I

THE LACK OF AN IDEOLOGY

According to Novak, a large number of religious think- 
1

ers favor a socialist approach to economics. Novak reveals

that he too once shared this bias. He has undertaken the

project of defending democratic capitalism with the aim of 

explaining why his opinions concerning political economy 

have changed. Novak may liken himself to Plato’s Good Philo

sopher, having ascended out of the cave of political naivete 

and seen the light that democratic capitalism has to offer. 

And, like the Good Philosopher, he has returned to the arena 

of his prior misconception to demonstrate the illusory na

ture of the ideals of socialism.

Novak attributes the intellectual assent to socialism

to two factors. First, socialism appears to be a system 

deeply infused with religious values. Secondly, capitalism 

lacks an ideology with which it can be easily defended on 

moral grounds.

To Novak’s fellow religious thinkers, socialism has a

major advantage over capitalism in that its tenets supply a 
2

direct and simple moral vision. Socialist literature tends 

to describe society in terms of moral goals. It promises, 

in word at least, a society where moral values are preserved 
as an integral part of the social fabric. In particular,

-1-
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notes Novak, socialism stresses fraternity and solidarity. 

The responsibility of the individual to greater society is 

considered a central socialist presumption.

The tenets of capitalism, on the other hand, do not 

supply such a simple moral vision. Novak observes that 

capitalist theory has been developed by economists, not 

philosophers or theologians. The professional concern of 

the economist was with the economic system alone, not with 

moral or political issues. The result is a narrow theoreti

cal foundation for capitalism, where the moral justifica

tions of capitalism remain unarticulated. Humanitarians are
3

made uncomfortable at this absence of moral justification.

In their eyes, capitalism contains patterns of thought and

practice which are alien to them. Novak writes that ’’The

ancient and medieval tradition had not known capitalism.

Unlike democracy and pluralism, (capitalism) seemed less

than spiritual, less than communal, and—more strongly— 
4

disruptive of community and tradition.”

In addition to this explained lack of moral reasoning 

within the tenets of capitalism, Novak notes that modern 

capitalism found in the United States and in a handful of

other countries has evolved into a much different brand of

capitalism. By way of consequence, this new brand of capi

talism is often judged on moral principles applicable only 

to the old order. Novak notes that Jacques Maritain’s 

reaction to American capitalism was one of suprise.

Capitalism in the United States operated differently from
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the earlier European style of capitalism. Maritain wrote

that:

The industrial regime inherited from Europe has now 
become unrecognizable in this country. It has been 
superseded by new economic structures which are still 
in the making, and in a state of fluidity, but which 
renders both capitalism and socialism things of the 
past. Free enterprise and private ownership function 
now in a social context and general mood entirely 
different from those of the nineteenth century.5

This lack of an ideology disappoints Novak. Novak 

cites Maritain as supplying the following criticism of Amer

ican capitalism:

You are advancing in the night, bearing torches to
ward which mankind would be glad to turn; but you 
leave them enveloped in the fog of a merely 
experiental approach and mere practical conceptuali
zation, with no universal ideas to communicate. For 
lack of an adequate ideology, your lights cannot be 
seen.6

In a world preoccupied with economics, no ideology of demo

cratic capitalism is available to instruct or attract. 

Novak notes that "There is hardly a less developed area in 

the tradition of Christian thought, whether in philosophy or

in theology, than the relation of Christianity to econo- 
7

mics. ”

The result of this absence of ideology is that capital

ism remains unappealing to intellectuals and common-folk

alike. Novak writes that:

Throughout the world, capitalism evokes hatred. The 
word is associated with selfishness, exploitation, 
inequality, imperialism, war. Even at home, within 
the United States, a shrewd observer cannot fail to 
note a relatively low morale among business execu-
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tives, workers, and publicists. Democratic capital
ism seems to have lost its spirit. To invoke loyalty 
to it because it brings prosperity seems to some 
merely materialistic. The Achilles’ heel of demo
cratic capitalism is that for two centuries now it 
has appealed so little to the human spirit.”8

Novak places the blame for such a condition with those whose 

concern it is to expound the ideology of democratic capital

ism. Novak continues:

If the system in which we live is better than any 
theory about it, as Reinhold Niebuhr has suggested, 
the guardians of the spirit—poets and philosophers 
and priests—have not penetrated to its secret 
springs. They have neither deciphered nor taught its 
spiritual wisdom. They have not loved their own 
culture.9

Novak’s goal is to construct a system of thought which 

will aid this modern form of capitalism—which he calls 

democratic capitalism—with an ideology with which it may 

defend itself on moral grounds. Novak explores the spirit of 

democratic capitalism—its Geist of underlying moral terms— 

and finds it compatible with Judeo-Christian thought. Though 

some efforts have been made in this area by pioneers in the 

past—Maritain, John Courtney Murray, and Reinhold Niebuhr— 

Novak believes that the task is far from completion.

It will will be the task of our generation to carry 
out these tentative beginnings to fruition in a 
theory worth the actual practice. Then in that 
light, reformers may lead the system to a larger 
fulfillment of the dreams of liberty, equality and 
justicelO
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The Nature of Democratic Capitalism

For Novak, modern capitalism exists as but one part of

a three part system of social order. Society, he claims, 
11

can be broken down into three realms. First, there is an

economic realm. This realm holds the activities of the

marketplace and operates along functional and utilitarian 

lines. Second, there is a political realm. The political 

realm holds the activities and goals of the state. Finally,

there is the moral-cultural realm. This realm is focused

along the axis of the self. Democratic capitalism is a 

political economy which shares the three- part structure of 

society. Politically, it is a consensus that respects indi

vidual rights of life, liberty, and the pursuit of happi
ness. Economically it is a market economy based upon incen

tives—the profit motive, if you will. Finally, its moral 

and cultural realm is one moved by ideals of liberty and 

justice.

It should be obvious that these three systems often 

contradict one another. In Novak’s estimation,this is all 

for the better. According to Novak,in a democratic capital

ist society each realm is given its own autonomy. Each 

realm has its own idiosyncratic institutions, characteristic 

classes, goals, and faults. Thus it is in the nature of 

these three realms to compete. For example, the character

istic classes of the realms tend to view one another with

distrust if not disdain. Businessmen, publicans, and poets

all tend to distrust the intentions of the others. Further,
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the social order is set up in such a way as to prevent one 

person from gaining control over all realms. Some may rise 

to the top of the corporate world, others may climb to the 

top of the political world, and still others may become 

leaders of the moral and cultural realm, such as a leader of 

a church, a powerful art critic, or even a popular televi

sion evangelist. This arrangement provides a diversity which 

works to prevent the tyranny of one realm over the others.

Despite the contradictory nature of these three realms,

it is their common roots that Novak is interested in.

According to Novak, democracy, capitalism, and a Judeo- 

Christian cultural order are more than merely associated 

with one another; they are connected through similar histor

ical, theoretical, and practical roots. Democracy and capi

talism depend on each other for their unique and robust 

health; for democracy, according to Novak, is only compat

ible with a market economy such as capitalism. These, in 

turn, are dependent upon an underlying moral and cultural 

order. The full implications of this moral and cultural 

underpinning are the grounds for Novak’s claims that trea

sures of moral virtue lie within democratic capitalism.

The first connection is an historical one. Democracy 

and capitalism, according to Novak, historically spring from 

identical roots which were planted deep in Judeo-Christian 

soil. Principles arose from this moral grounding which were 

reflected in both the political and economic systems. These 

principles aimed to: 1) limit the power of the state as a
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defense against tyranny and stagnation, and 2) liberate the 

energies of individuals and independently organized groups. 

Novak explains that these principles gave birth to modern 

European cities. In these cities, men began to struggle for 

freedom from heavy taxation, crippling bureaucracy, and from 

the dreary regulation of church and state. The moral vision 

of such men led them to demand self-government in "city 

republics” and "free cities." It led them to desire an 

economy based upon free markets, incentives and contracts. 

Gradually such citizens developed states where separation of 

powers, declarations of individual rights and suffrage were 

practiced. Thus, says Novak, "The two revolutions—poli

tical and economic—in practice, but also in theory, nour-
12

ished each other." "Both (revolutions) spring from the

same logic, the same moral principles, the same nest of 
13

cultural values, institutions, and presuppositions."

Novak also suggests that democracy and capitalism are

linked on practical grounds. According to Novak, the na- 
14

tural logic of capitalism inevitably leads to democracy.

He admits that there have been attempts to separate the two 

in actual practice, yet he contends that these are "bastard" 

forms of political economy. Novak explains in the following

way :

Economic liberties without political liberties are 
inherently unstable. Citizens economically free soon 
demand political freedoms. Thus dictatorships or 
monarchies which permit some freedoms to the market 
have a tendency to evolve into political democracies, 
as has happened in recent years in Greece, Portugal, 
Spain, and other nations. On the other side, the
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state which does not recognize limits to its power in 
the economic sphere inevitably destroys liberties in 
the political sphere. There are, as yet, no 
instances of dictatorial socialist states becoming 
democratic (although in 1981 one watched Poland with 
fascination).15

Novak also contends that democratic nations which describe

themselves as socialist (e.g. France, Israel, Sweden)

actually retain a large portion of private property, free

markets, and incentives, supporting his theory that 
16

democracy depends on such capitalistic practices.

Another practical link between democracy and capitalism

is that democracies demand real and sustained economic 

growth if liberties are to continue. Novak explains that 

capitalism can guarantee such growth. No society—tradi

tional, socialist, or capitalist—has ever produced strict 

social equality among its peoples or classes. Differences 

in talent, inspiration and discipline will inevitably pre

vent equality. Only a society which imposes social equality 

through political means—and crushes political liberties in 

the process— can hope to produce "equality of outcome," or 

equal income for all individuals. A democratic capitalist 

nation rejects such attempts and instead seeks to ensure 

equal opportunities. To achieve this goal, sustained econ

omic growth must occur. Novak writes that:

The same democracy which without growth manifests 
self-destructive tendencies, leads to "balkaniza
tion," and inspires factional struggle acquires under 
conditions of growth a peaceable, generous character 
and is buoyant and expectant in each of its parts. 
It yields freedom to dream and realistic fulfillment 
of dreams. In the trap of a zero-sum economy, the
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Hobbesian "war of all against all" makes democracy 
come to seem unworkable. Liberated by economic 
growth, democracy wins common consent.17

Not only do the logic of democracy and the logic of 

capitalism strengthen one another. These concepts also 

require a specific moral and cultural base. Where certain 

attitudes, habits, beliefs, are lacking, argues Novak, 

economic success is unlikely to occur. Yet societies which 

possess a strong growth oriented moral and cultural element 

can squeeze success even out of a scarcity of resources, as 

is the case in Japan, Hong Kong, and Taiwan. There are, 

Novak believes, certain

underlying moral structures which make the practices 
of democracy and capitalism work. Nations which lack 
such moral structures often reject democracy or 
capitlism, as a human organism sometimes rejects a 
heart transplant.18

Moral and Cultural Presuppositions—Weber

What, then, are the moral and cultural presuppositions

that are inherent to democratic capitalism? Novak begins by

investigating the work of Max Weber (1864-1920), the first

great sociologist to study world history with a concern for

understanding the origins of the political systems of the 
19

modern West. His work, The Protestant Ethic and the

Spirit of Capitalism, introduced such common phrases as "the 

work ethic." Though Weber was an agnostic, he had a strong 

interest in the role of religion in building and motivating 

societies. He was interested in what he called the Geist,
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the spirit which shaped and directed different cultures in 

differing ways.

Weber observed that in capitalist countries there was a 

certain attitude which constituted the Geist of capitalism. 

Capitalist societies seemed to give commerce a new meaning. 

They seemed to make commerce a part of the cosmic order and 

presented it within a new vision of human history. For him, 

the most striking feature of capitalism was its theme of 

sustained growth. Until the advent of capitalism, the world 

was understood to be relatively static. There were cycles 

of famine and prosperity, but a concept of sustained econ

omic growth was absent.

The sustained application of human intelligence was 

another innovative characteristic Weber found in capitalism. 

Weber noted that John Locke's unique theological outlook on 

productive growth holds a significant role in the Geist of 

democratic capitalism. Locke perceived that Creation left 

to itself is still incomplete, still partially uncreated. 

Humans are made in God’s image and hence share in his creat

ing nature. He maintained that the application of human 

intelligence could unlock great treasures hidden in nature. 

Humanity's task, then, is to share in the creation process 

with God, bringing forth from nature potentialities which 

the Creator left hidden. Locke's theory radically altered 
the way God's work was viewed within the world. The way the 

Creator works in the world was now thought to be progres

sive, open, and subject to human intelligence and activity.
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No longer were humans encouraged to be passive, long-suffer

ing, and submissive. Progress and economic growth, not only 

for the self but for the whole globe, were seen to be the

will of God.
Weber found in Benjamin Franklin a classic spokesman 

for the spirit of democratic capitalism. In Franklin’s 

Advice to a Young Tradesman (1748) and Necessary Hints to 

Those That Would be Rich (1736), Franklin explicitly reject

ed the traditional Christian warnings against riches. 

Franklin actually praised the pursuit of riches, though he 

advised a rigorous asceticism and counseled constant watch

fulness in manners of dress and manners. He saw in riches

the goals of moral striving. He did not believe that this 

counsel was in any way a violation of the wisdom of the 

saints and sages of the past. He held this new viewpoint in 

a full conscience and did so with an almost religious zeal. 

Weber observed that Franklin’s advice indicated a startling

new moral attitude toward the world. Creation itself was

seen by Franklin to be an imperative calling young men

toward wealth and riches.

This, thought Weber, must be the revolutionary Geist of 

democratic capitalism. In previous ages and cultures both 

humanists and Christian saints counseled against wealth and 

riches. Franklin, on the other hand, turned what was 

thought to be evil into virtue itself. It was not that men 

and women were doing things differently than they did in the 
past, but rather they were doing things motivated by a new
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conviction and purpose. They sought wealth as humanists, 

and they did so with a "religious” conviction.

Weber tried to isolate this new spirit in his general 

definition of capitalism:

Capitalism is identical with the pursuit of profit, 
and forever renewed profit, by means of continuous, 
rational, capitalistic enterprise. ... A capital
istic economic action . . . rests on the expectation
of profit by the utilization of opportunities for 
exchange, that is on (formally) peaceful chances for 
profit.20

This general definition apparently dissatisfied Weber, 

for he followed this definition with an investigation of six 

intrinsic elements of capitalism. Each of these elements, 

to one degree or another, indicate the basic moral and 

cultural principles inherent in capitalism.

Free Labor

Weber believed that free labor is essential to a 

capitalist system. The precise reality of capitalism which

Marx saw as so inhuman—that labor is often seen as a 

commodity—is, according to Weber, the condition for its 

liberty. Every society requires a division of labor in the 

production of its goods and services. But in a democratic 

capitalist society, says Weber, free men can trade or barter 

their labor as a commodity. One’s time, energy and strength 

are, in this sense his personal capital. Each worker is 

free to dispose of his labor as he desires and, upon provid

ing his labor to another, can expect to be paid for his

personal investment Weber notes that this makes it
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possible for both employer and employee to calculate the 

profit or loss of each transaction, asking themselves, "Is 

it worth it?’ before the agreement is made. In circum

stances where such freedom is not present, capitalism cannot

take root.

Reason

Reason is also central to capitalism. As the word 

suggests, capitalism is a system of the head. Weber saw how 

practical intelligence is demanded in every move that is 

made. Capitalism requires ingenuity and invention. It 

strives for new patterns of organization, more efficient 

production, and plans for the long-term and the short-term, 

all of which demand intelligence. Reason is demanded to 

order materials, machines, producers, workers, and consum

ers .

Continuous Growth

Weber was impressed that capitalism is a continuous 

effort. It is a system of continuous enterprise, planned, 

organized and evaluated for a profit or a loss. In this way 

it is distinct from other money-making ventures, such as a 

spirit of adventure or piracy. It is not so much a system 

of immediate profits but of long-term growth.

Impersonality

Capitalism also contains a degree of impersonality, 

meaning a separation of an individual’s personal life from 

his professional life. This impersonality is attributed to
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the separation of the workplace from the household. Though 

this separation is not unique to capitalism, it did elevate 

capitalism to a degree of impersonality that was not 

possible in an agricultural or feudal society. Under capit

alism, a man is not born locked into a social class. 

According to Weber, matters of a man’s life history are made 

unimportant, for in capitalism his working life and personal 

life are separate and autonomous. Thus the economic con

tract does not control a person’s private life.

Networks of Law

Weber also noted that stable networks of law tend to be 

produced by a capitalist system. Such stability is required 

for calculation, organization, investment and exchange to 

occur. The gradual development of corporate law provided 

capitalism with this needed stable framework. Commerce and 

development require stability and methods for the peaceful 

resolution of conflict. Although law may at times choke 

investment and commerce, it is also vital to its survival.

Cities and Towns

The development of cities and towns was integral to the 

new brand of capitalism. According to Weber,the urban 

spirit encouraged humans to create new forms of associa

tions, breaking from the traditions of agrarian societies. 
Capitalism also depends upon the culture of the cities. The 

texture of its manners, laws, and personality is distinctly

urban
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Novak believes that there are a number of flaws in

Weber’s assessment of the moral roots of democratic capital

ism. In his own work he tries to clarify what these flaws 

are. For the time being, however, it should be noted that 

Weber was fascinated by what he perceived to be the under

lying moral and cultural assumptions inherent in capitalism. 

This is the spirit or Geist which he claims is the motivat

ing force behind the achievements and virtues of democratic 

capitalism.

Moral and Cultural Presuppositions—Novak

What are Novak’s contributions to this definition of 

the Geist of democratic capitalism? Novak’s definition 

includes five parts. He notes that:

Democratic capitalism is not just a system but a way 
of life. It’s ethos includes a special evolution of 
pluralism; respect for contingency and unintended 
consequences; a sense of sin; and a new and distinct
ive conception of community, the individual, and the 
family. ’’21

He then proceeds to unpack these five parts one by one.

Pluralism

Novak believes that pluralism is an essential part of 

the spirit of democratic capitalism. As he puts it:

Max Weber was right to look to the spirit of demo
cratic capitalism. Apart from some new spirit, it is 
almost impossible to define capitalism. Its economic 
features do not define it. Neither industry nor fac
tories, neither commerce not profits, neither private 
property nor incentives, neither the division of 
labor nor international trade, appeared first in
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modern times. Yet something new is universally held 
to have appeared—even if Weber failed, finally, to 
define it exactly—and that something new is plural
ism . 22

According to Novak, every other form of society known 

to the world imposes a social order of what is good and 

true. In these systems, basic decisions of a political, 

economic or moral-cultural nature are made by one set of 

authorities. The practice of pluralism in democratic capit

alism apparently is one, if not the most important, disting

uishing characteristic in its spirit.

Just how new a pluralistic social order is can be 

demonstrated by the degree of opposition the concept re

ceives from traditional social orders. According to Novak, 

pluralism goes against traditional patterns of thought con

cerning human history. To a large extent, Western religions 

are responsible for such reluctance to accept pluralism. He

notes that:

The human race commonly manifests a kind of 
mysticism about order. In the religious conscious
ness of the West, for example, there is a deeply 
buried habit of thinking of history as a unified 
field. There is a deep desire to find meaning in it. 
Traditional societies in the West have exhibited this 
desire, as more recently have socialist societies. In 
this sense, monotheism has had profound effects upon 
political consciousness. If there is one God who 
shapes nature and history, then there must be mean
ing, purpose, direction in history.23

Atheistic versions of the same theme also exist. There

are some secular theories which see history as purposive.

Novak describes their belief:
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'The future’—imagined as better than the present—is 
seen to make moral claims upon persons of goodwill.
It is imagined that there are tides, trends, and 
causes being realized in events which it is 
obligatory for sensitive persons to support.24

Individuals acquire a moral weight from lending their ef

forts to the advancement of ’’progressive” history. Novak 

notes that Marxism and its theoretical offshoots are

atheistic views of history of this sort.

One major objection to democratic capitalism is that 
25

pluralism robs it of moral purposiveness. Pluralism will 

not allow a democratic capitalist society to contemplate 

building such a moral order. This objection was voiced by 

Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn in his Harvard address of 1978. 

Novak quotes Solzhenitsyn as saying that in the states of

the West:

Everything beyond physical well-being and accumula
tions of material goods, all human requirements and 
characteristics of a subtler and higher nature, were 
left outside the range of attention of the state and 
the social system, as if human life did not have an 
higher meaning.26

Novak also observes that Roman Catholic popes from Leo XIII 

(1881) to Pius XI (1931) also have looked with disapproval 

upon liberal, pluralistic societies. Novak explains this 

disapproval as follows:

They interpret these societies from afar as examples 
of radical disorder. In their eyes such societies 
cannot be suffused with justice or love, for they 
depend solely on the choices of individuals unres
trained by commanding social imperatives. They must 
end in moral disorder. The pontiffs fear an indi
vidualism so radical that it will end in tyranny.27
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These objections, Novak believes, unfairly measure the 

worth of pluralism. They weigh the moral virtue of demo

cratic capitalism using traditional standards for social 

order. The coming of capitalism was proclaimed as the 

coming of a ’’new order of the ages.” It was intended to be 

much different in its standards of social order than those 

of the past. The fathers of capitalism feared absolutism 

more than they feared anarchy. They were willing to attempt 

something new, even if it was untested.

According to Novak, the virtue of pluralism lies pre

cisely in this ’’moral poverty” its critics oppose. In a 

truly pluralistic society, there is no one ” sacred canopy” 

which imposes moral order. By intention the society is 

designed in this way. Novak notes that:

At its spiritual core lies an empty shrine. The 
spiritual core of the society is left empty in the 
knowledge that no one word, image,or symbol is worthy 
of what all seek there. Its emptiness, therefore 
represents the transcendence which is approached by 
free consciences from a virtually infinite number of 
directions. (Aquinas once wrote that humans are made 
in the image of God but that since God was infinite 
He may be mirrored only through a virtually infinite 
number of humans. No concept of Him is adequate.) 
Believer and unbeliever, selfless and selfish, 
frightened and bold, naive and jaded, all participate 
in an order whose center is not socially imposed.28

Emergent Probability

A second theme Novak locates within the spirit of 

democratic capitalism is the concept of emergent probability 

The term ’’emergent probability" refers to the belief that
history is not a series of recurring patterns but rather is
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open to being changed and directed through human acts. 

Bernard Lonergan developed this theory in his work Insight; 

_A Study in Human Understanding. In his vision, human his

tory is open to new probabilities and futures, yet the 

sequences of any one future depends on the fulfillment of 

prior conditions in preceeding sequences. Human free will 

and intelligence may affect the fulfillment of such condi

tions and hence affect the future.

Though democratic capitalism was developed long before 

Lonergan vocalized this world view, Novak believes that the 

assumptions of emergent probability were essential to the 

development of democratic capitalism. He writes that Adam 

Smith inserted this insight into his development of demo

cratic captalism. The result was to place creativity in a 

central position within the Geist of democratic capitalism.

Novak notes that:

In inquiring into the causes of the wealth of na
tions, Smith discovered that societies equally rich 
in resources might through different systems achieve 
remarkably different outcomes. A system designed as 
closely as possible to fit human character, Smith 
argued, is best designed to unleash human creativity.
The key to the wealth of nations lies in human creat
ivity more than in any other source. The key to that 
lies in "the natural system of liberty.”29

The application of emergent probability to economics 

was not immediately accepted. Novak believes that in many 

ways it was counterintuitive. It had to overcome the pre

vailing instinct that governmental control, planning from 

the top, would be both more orderly and more efficient. 

Democratic capitalism ran counter to this instinct. He says
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that:

Adam Smith believed that he had glimpsed an important 
secret in the way the world works. The best way to 
try to understand it is not from the top down, but 
from the bottom up, along the fullest extent of its 
base in individual citizens. The best way to make 
the economic system rational is not to impose upon it 
the rationality glimpsed in the minds of one person 
or a few, but to empower the individual rationality 
of every individual. Cumulatively, individual ra
tionality, close to the emergent texture of daily 
events, in the end adds up to a far more rational 
form of economic order than a rationality imposed 
upon the collective from some distance above daily 
events.30

Sin

The third theme which Novak locates within democratic

capitalism is the concept of sin. Novak believes that this 

is probably the most important contribution that Judaism and 

Christianity has added to democratic capitalism. According 

to this view, no man or woman is without sin. In society,

the most destructive manifestation of sin is the abuse of

power. Democracy is based upon the premise that because of 

the threat of tyranny, all forms of political power must be 

diffused. Not only political powers, but the power bases of

the economic and moral-cultural realms must also be held in

check.

According to Novak, democratic capitalism exhibits the 

lives of its peoples as they are, for it has been created 
with the recognition that the human heart often errs. In 

this way, says Novak, it follows the mind of the Creator,

who hates human sin but permits it for the sake of liberty
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This conception of sin reflects itself in three presumptions 

which democratic capitalism operates upon. First, it re

gards sin as rooted in the free personality of the indivi

dual. Thus sin is beyond the reach of systems that may seek 

to abolish it. Secondly, democratic capitalism operates upon 

the belief that the way to defeat sin is to transform its 

energy to creative use. In this way the system that puts 

ineradicable sin to creative use need not rely on perfect 

virtue from its subjects. Thirdly, moral virtue is regarded 

as a significant part of self-interest. This expresses the 

belief that free society must insist on a core of common 

indispensible morality and can—under suitable checks and 

balances—wrest a reasonable degree of goodness and decency 

from less than perfect individuals. This is not to say that 

moral perfection is achieved or even attempted. This effort 

is rather an attempt to prevent society from being impacted 

by the effects of sin as they appear in murder, robbery and

the like.

Community

Novak believes that democratic capitalism operates with 

a unique appreciation for community. He observes that the 

nature of capitalism as Adam Smith envisioned was not for

the advancement of the wealth of individuals or even the

wealth of Great Britain. Rather, it had a communitarian 

emphasis. Smith designed capitalism to advance the ’’Wealth

of Nations’’—all nations, not just individual ones. The
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intention of the system as a system is to raise the material 

base of the life of every human being on earth. Novak 

believes that the unlocking of the secret of sustained 

economic growth was the key to advancing the interests of 

justice and goodness in the world.

Novak observes that democratic capitalism also devel

oped a new and interesting social unit—the corporation. 

The corporation is unique in that it is a voluntary organi

zation of free individuals committed to a business endeavor.■*
In this way, he argues that a fundamental economic structure 

of capitalism is essentially communitarian. In the begin

ning, investors pool their resources, making concrete deci

sions about how the collective money is to be spent. Later 

they decide how the corporation is to be run. After the 

corporation is set up, it continues to operate with a demand 

for social cooperation. If each person in the corporation 

does his job efficiently and correctly, then all profit. 

When one abuses his position, then all suffer to some degree 

or another. Finally, Novak considers the ongoing growth of 

the corporation. A corporation does not usually cease once 

its founders have died. It continues on chiefly because the 

founders engaged in long-term planning for the good of the 

corporation. Corporate life, then involves all the toil, 

discipline, and self-denial that any other styles of commun

ity life demands.
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Family

Novak’s final theme to be found in democratic capital

ism is a strong attitude toward the family. According to 

Novak, this institution is a fundamental presupposition that 

democratic capitalism was built upon. To be sure the found

ing fathers did not devote much energy to treatises on 

family. Nor can it be assumed a perfect family life existed 

in their day to take for granted. Yet it can be said that 

the family’s importance in a democratic capitalist society 

is essential to the working of the system. Novak states 

that the family network is the primary forum for the learn

ing of moral and cultural realities which underlie the 

system. If these were not taught, the foundation for the 

system would change. On an economic level, the family is 

usually the source of welfare to those in need. The econ

omic welfare of an individual depended in the past on the 

generosity of not only the immediate family but the extended 

family as well. Further, Novak believes that the family is 

probably the true center of motivation for added income in 

our society. Parents struggle to earn money not for them

selves, but for the whole family. Self-interest in the 

system extends to the interests of one’s offspring, and to 

the offspring of offspring. This reality has for the most 

part produced the emphasis on delayed gratification which is 

such an essential factor in the working of capitalism. Thus 

the family and its continued well-being are central to the

working of democratic capitalism, both on a philosophical
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and pragmatic level.

A_ Theology of Democratic Capitalism 

To add to his explanation of the moral and cultural

roots of democratic capitalism, Novak wishes to construct a 

body of theological reflections on the system. This effort 

is undertaken with the aim of vocalizing the ideals which 

Novak believes have not been fully articulated. He does so 

by summarizing

some of the important doctrines of Christianity (of 
which there are analogues in Judaism and other major 
religions) which helped to supply the ideas through 
which democratic capitalism has emerged in history.31

In doing so, Novak explicitly denies that he is 

attempting to equate democratic capitalism with anything

divine. He states that:

No society in the long history of the Jewish and 
Christian people owes more than our own to the in
spiration of Jewish, Christian, and humanist tradi
tions. By no means is the political economy of the 
United States to be identified with the Kingdom of 
God, which transcends any historical political 
economy. It is not the ’’City of God.”32

Elsewhere he states:

I do not claim that democratic capitalism is the 
practice of which Christianity and Judaism are the 
religions. That is not my view. Both Christianity 
and Judaism have flourished, or at least survived, in 
every sort of social system known to humankind. If 
democratic capitalism were to perish during the next 
fifty years, as well it may, Christianity and Judaism 
could still survive; according to God’s promise, they 
will survive to the end of time. It is essential, 
then, not to confuse the transcendence of 
Christianity and Judaism with the survival of demo
cratic capitalism. If democratic capitalism were to
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perish from the earth, humankind would decline into 
relative darkness and Jews and Christians would suf
fer under regimes far more hostile to their liberties 
and their capacities. Yet Judaism and Christianity 
do not require democratic capitalism. Among polit
ical economies, there may be something better than 
self-correcting democratic capitalism. If so, it is 
not yet in sight.33
Novak’s ultimate aim is to provide a set of ideals with 

which democratic capitalism can defend and judge itself. To 

this end, he has chosen six theological doctrines which he

believes

have been powerful in leading humanity, slowly and 
fitfully, to those formulations of institutional 
practices which have made economic development, pol
itical liberty, and a moral-cultural commitment to 
progress emerge in history as a realistic force."34

The Trinity

Novak applies the Trinity to democratic capitalism. 

The one God of Christianity is, by revelation, a plurality

of three. The mind of a Christian is then accustomed to 

seeing unity in plurality, whether in God, in creation, or 

in social systems. Novak explains the application to demo

cratic capitalism:

In everything I have been taught to seek God’s 
presence. Thus also in political economy. I find 
attractive—and resonant with dark illumination—a 
political economy differentiated and yet one.35

The Incarnation

The second Christian doctrine is the Incarnation. This

doctrine professes the belief that God humbled himself to 

take on human flesh. In doing so, notes Novak, God did not



-26-

overpower human history but respected its constraints. 

(Judaism’s analogous doctrine is that of the chosen people, 

where the transcendent was revealed through the particular.) 

According to Novak, The Incarnation teaches humility and 

realism. Novak observes that there are many who dream of 

political economies in utopian terms. Their hope is in the 

world changing: either reverting back to a Paradise or

ahead to a Promise. Novak writes that:

The Incarnation is a doctrine of hope but not of 
utopia. If God willed his beloved Son to suffer, why 
should he spare us? If God did not send legions of 
angels to change the world for him, why should we 
idly dream of a sudden change for us? Christian hope 
is realistic, braced for darkness and cruelty, alert 
to the forces of unreason and sin. In an analogous 
way, the diaspora of the Jewish people and the horror 
of the twentieth-century death camps have given Jews 
a profound instinct of realism, a readiness for the 
worst. Illusionlessness is a high form of Christian 
and Jewish consciousness.36

Novak applies this realism to democratic capitalism. 

According to him, democratic capitalism respects the world 

as it is, acknowledging its limits, recognizing its sins, 

seeing the evil as it really is. Democratic capitalism 

disbelieves that the world will ever be transformed into the 

City of God. ’’The world is not going to become—ever—a 

kingdom of justice and love. This is not a counsel against 

hope. It is a moderate and realistic response to the quest

ions of Kant: 'Who are we? What ought we to do? What may
37

we hope?’’’ To some, such realism may seem overly pessi

mistic. To the founding fathers, says Novak, it was wel

come. He observes that:
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Although the founding fathers, too, were tempted by 
perfectionism, they strove manfully to design insti
tutions proportionate not to angels or to saints but 
to sinners. They did not try to construct utopia. 
They tried to check and limit vice, tyranny most of 
all, even tyranny in the name of morality and reli
gion. They chose as their model citizen, for whom 
the system was designed, neither the saint not the 
preacher, neither the hero of war nor the aristocrat, 
neither the poet nor the philosopher, neither the 
king nor the peasant, but the free man of property 
and commerce. They did that precisely because they 
thought such a man was more common, more visibly 
human both in virtues and vices, thus cut to the size 
of sinfulness and plain expectation. . . . There 
would be room enough within the system they designed 
for every form of heroism and high virtue, noble 
thought and brilliant deed. But the system as a 
system was cut to common cloth.38

Competition

Novak’s third theological reflection concerns com

petition. He believes that the traditional clerical disdain 

for competition is ill-founded. ”A political economy", he 

writes ,

needs bold political leaders who thrive in contests 
of power and willful dreamers and builders who de
light in overcoming economic difficulties in order to 
produce. The will to power must be made creative, 
not destroyed.39

Novak acknowledges that the Bible is full of warnings 

against riches. The essential focus of these warnings is 

that those with riches be mindful of the poor. But Novak 

believes that the contribution of capitalism lies in the 

answer to the question: "Can the money created through 

competition serve the interests of justice?" The answer, 
according to Novak, is "Yes it can." He notes how the rule

of St. Benedict instructed monks to work as is they were
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praying, and to attain not only a communal self-reliance but 

to gain a surplus that might be shared with all. In short, 

the abbeys were to become factories of productivity for the 

good of society. In the same way capitalism has used its 

wealth to produce a surplus of every imaginable commodity to 

serve the interests of society. Production of goods has 

been attempted in setting without competition and self- 

interest, but it fails to match the productivity of the 

competitive system of capitalism. To produce goods and 

services which will best serve society, the apparent evil of 

competition must be embraced.

Novak also contends that competition can induce new 

forms of virtue. In a capitalist society, certain moral 

virtues are rewarded by profits, encouraging a suprisingly 

ascetic lifestyle. It rewards hard work, thrift and 

savings, prudent investments and self-control. It ex

plicitly penalizes laziness, gluttony, pride, envy and other 

sins of the flesh. In this way competition produces virtue.

According to Novak, competition is an essential part of

spiritual and natural growth. He writes that:

There are abuses of the competitive spirit, of
course, as there are of love, meekness, and peace.
But to compete—com-petere, "to seek together al
though against each other"--is not a vice. It is, in 
a sense, the form of every virtue and an 
indispensible element in spiritual and natural 
growth.40

Original Sin

Novak’s fourth reflection is on the doctrine of

original sin. The doctrine states that human beings are
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inherently subject to sin. Sin is seen to be not a matter of 

environment or upbringing but a fundamental flaw in human 

nature. Human liberty is understood to be subject to doing 

evil as well as doing good. Human intelligence is thought to

be limited and often distorted. The human heart is accord

ingly held to be often fooled. This assumption differs from 

the assumptions of the many who believe that, given the 

proper conditions, humans and their societies will one day

live without evil and sin.

Democratic capitalism operates under the assumptions of

this doctrine. Novak notes that:

Every form of political economy necessarily begins 
(even if unconsciously) with a theory of sin. For 
every system is designed against something, as well 
as in favor of something. Every system nourishes, 
every system inhibits. . . . The system of demo
cratic capitalism, believing itself to be the natural 
system of liberty and the system which, so far in 
history, is best designed to meet the premises of 
original sin, is designed against tyranny. Its chief 
aim is to fragment and to check power, but not to 
repress sin. 41

A free society often tolerates sin and vice. According 

to Novak, this is because such a society has a confidence in 

the basic decency of human beings, even though they are 

under the burden of sin. The concept of original sin does 

not hold that men are inherently depraved, only that at some 

time everybody sins. Belief in original sin is wholly 
consistent with a guarded trust in the better side of human 

nature. Aided by appropriate systems of checks and 

balances, claims Novak, the majority of individuals will

live decent lives
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The Separation of Systems

Novak’s fifth reflection is on the theological implica

tions of a separation of systems. Novak notes that the 

separation of systems renders the mission of Christianity 

very difficult. Christianity cannot impose itself through 

the political system of a democratic capitalist society. To 

this extent, no democratic capitalist system can ever be a 

wholly Christian system. It can never be, in any obligatory 

way, totally suffused with Christian principles and ideals. 

Christians thus may use democratic means to persuade the 

will of the people, but they must also respect the rights

and consciences of others.

Yet the separation of systems serves fundamental 

Christian interests. It diffuses the effects of sin.

According to Novak, no human order (not even church bureau

cracy, he claims) can be run wholly according to the coun

sels of Christianity.

Not even saints in company assembled can bear such a 
regimen. . . . In the world at large, moreover, the 
consciences of all Christians are not identical. An 
economy based upon the consciences of some could 
offend the consciences of others. A free economy 
cannot—for all these reasons—be a Christian 
economy.”42

He writes that:

That is why the separation of systems is appropriate 
to our weakness. At the heart of Judaism and Christ
ianity is the recognition of sin, as at the heart of 
democratic capitalism is a differentiation of systems 
designed to squeeze some good from sinful tenden
cies . 43



-31-

Love

The final theme Novak explores is that of love or caritas. 

He claims that the distinguishing feature of the Jewish and 

Christian concept of love is that it is very realistic. In 

teaching us a type of realism, love teaches us wise judge

ment concerning the frailties and possibilities of men and

women.

Love clarifies the intelligence of the heart, disci
plines the merely self-loving emotions, corrects the 
aberrations of personality, brings one down to earth, 
teaches one respect for the other as other. Love 
listens. Yet love can hardly afford to be sentimen
tal; so many vices lurk where good judgment is left 
at the door.44

According to Novak, a political economy fulfills the 

demands of love when it pursues the causes of creating, pro

ducing, and distributing wealth. It should raise the common 

material base for the other. It should be based upon a 

voluntary and active communal life. A political economy 

which robs individuals of their own dignity through forcing 

collectivism does not know love. It is no more pure a love 

than that of a lover who encourages dependency upon himself

from his lover. It is, according to Novak, "no more an 
45

example of caritas than a beehive or herd of cattle."

Love’s demands are not easy to realize, but the pathway 

to their accomplishment lies along the path of renouncing 

techniques of force and manipulation to impose order. Novak 
contends that a political system based on love must imitate 

the Creator, who loves eternally with respect, patience and 

hope for his errant children. Though all systems pale when
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confronted with this requirement of love, Novak contends 

that democratic capitalism clearly has a better under

standing in this regard than any other system. It remains 

patient and realistic concerning humanity, yet shares the 

hope of the Creator that one day humanity might arrive at a

realization of its own divine nature.

Summary

This, then, is a review of the case Michael Novak 

presents which supports democratic capitalism. Novak be

lieves that democratic capitalism suffers from a lack of 

ideology with which it can defend itself and attract intel

lectuals HeHis effort is to provide such an ideology, 

advances his case under the assumption that democracy and 

capitalism are somehow internally consonant with one an

other. He believes that democratic capitalism comes from 

one Geist that is consistent and even nurtured by Jewish and 

Christian principles. We have concluded this chapter by 

viewing Novak's contributions to the definition of this 

Geist and by relating his use of theological reflections to 

defend democratic capitalism.

In the following chapter, Novak's reductive views on 

socialism and, in particular, "liberation" theology will be
discussed.
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Chapter II

A CRITIQUE AGAINST LIBERATION THEOLOGIES

A second branch of Novak’s thinking is his analysis of 

socialism and its various forms. Despite its inherent at

tractiveness to the morally sensitive, Novak believes that 

socialist political theory fails to critically address econ

omic realities and hence does not deliver its promised moral 

ends. In relating this critique, this chapter will contain 

four parts: 1) a general explanation of what liberation 

theology is; 2) an exposition of Novak’s arguments against 

liberation theology; 3) Novak’s critique of socialism gen

erally; and 4) Novak’s assessment of the ’’New Idealism."

Liberation Theology 

Background

Liberation theology is chiefly a Latin American phen

omenon. Its development was broadly motivated by two situa

tions: The situation of the poor and oppressed in Latin 

America; and the unique situation of the Church as a major 

institution in that continent’s culture.

To understand liberation theology we must first be 

aware of the conditions of poverty and oppression in Latin 

America. Liberation theology has arisen out of real and

37
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serious conditions of human poverty. According to Arthur F.

McGovern, in almost every nation of Latin America five

percent of the population controls 80 percent of the wealth.

Most of the population is landless, exploited, and hungry.
1

Crippling disease and malnutrition is common. Only a brief 

description of conditions in Latin America can be related 

here, yet according to McGovern, without a knowledge of 

these desparate conditions, the whole issue of liberation 

theology could seem to be only an academic problem.

The special situation of the Church in Latin America, 

especially the Catholic Church, has also contributed to the 

birth of Latin American liberation theology. The people of 

Latin America gain a tremendous amount of cultural identity 

from the Church. Moreover, the Church is seen as the only 

major institution still free and strong enough to promote 

change. This situation created cause for reflection on the 

Church's role in the socio-political affairs of Latin

America. For centuries the Church used its massive cul

tural influence towards conservative political ends. The 

last fifteen years, however, have seen a dramatic change 

and polarization of loyalties. Bishops, priests, religious 

and lay people have become increasingly active in the in

terests of justice. Conservative and even reactionary ele

ments still remain within the Church, and as radicals 

threaten to polarize the Church from the other side, mo

derates try to steer between the two. The resulting ten

sions within the Church underlie much of the current debate

over the Church's role in socio-political affairs and create
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significant differences within the movement itself.

McGovern details three factors which precipitated theo

logical reflection upon these areas. First, the work of 

Paulo Freire in the area of illiteracy began a move towards 

a pastoral identification with the poor and oppressed. 

Second, European political theology provided liberation 

theologians with the education and ideas that shaped their 

theology. Finally, the Second General Conference of Latin 

American Bishops (CELAM) in the summer of 1968 made signifi

cant steps toward the legitimization of liberation theology

as an acceptable theology in the Latin American Church.
2

In Freire's Pedagogy of the Oppressed, special concern 

is vocalized for the millions of illiterate peasants and

urban dwellers of Latin America. Freire could see that 

their illiteracy locked them into a dehumanized ’’culture of 

silence." Yet Freire’s approach to illiteracy was more than 

simply teaching them to read and write. He recognized that 

the poor lacked the ability or desire to become aware of 

their situation. He advocated a process of "conscientiza- 

tion," which aimed at allowing the poor to come to a new 

awareness of themselves, to look critically at their situa

tion, and to recognize the possibilities of changing it.

European political theology provided some impetus for 

the intellectual development of liberation theology. Al

though liberation theology is deeply rooted in concrete 

praxis and experience, and is more committed to action than 

European political theology, European thinkers like Jurgen 

Moltmann and Johannes B. Metz provided some intellectual
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groundwork for liberation theologians. Several specific 

ideas enunciated by Moltmann and Metz were adapted by liber

ation theology: God is revealed in history and promises a 

new future; the future God promised is a ’’new heaven and a 

new earth”, meaning that Christian speculation and action 

must be this worldly rather than only other worldly; the

realization of this future calls for active collaboration of

Christians in an effort to transform the world; the Church 

must act for the sake of the world, not for its own in

terests; the Church must become "an institution of social
3

criticism” confronting injustice in the world.

Finally, the CELAM meeting in Medellin, Columbia pro

vided an important stage in the growth of this young move

ment. The bishops were the first to officially use the term 

’’liberation” when they discussed strategies for correcting 

the factors that produced poverty. Before, reference was 

made to the need for "development" of Latin American econ

omies. The bishops now perceived that Latin America was 

being kept in a state of underdevelopment by their depen

dence on foreign capital, hence liberation language was used 

to describe the elimination of the factors producing pov

erty. Vocalization of this perception is contained in the 

language of a statement issued by the Conference:

[A] feature of this economic situation is our subjec
tion to capital interests in foreign lands. In many 
cases, these foreign interests exercise unchecked 
control, their power continues to grow, and they have 
no permanent interest in the countries of Latin 
America. Moreover, Latin American trade is jeopor- 
dized by its heavy dependence on the developed coun-
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tries. They buy raw materials from Latin America at 
a cheap price, and then sell manufactured products to 
Latin America at ever higher prices; and these manu
factured goods are necessary for Latin America’s 
continuing development.4

The Conference contributed other important comments on 

the Church’s mission in Latin America. The bishops encour

aged an awakening of social consciousness of all strata of 

society. They called for solidarity with and commitment to 

the poor, affirming Freire’s goal of raising the overall 

social awareness of the oppressed. They stressed that; "The 

Church—the People of God—will lend its support to the 

downtrodden of every social class so that they might come to 

know their rights and how to make use of them." They warned 

against the use of violence, but recognized that some situa

tions of injustice might demand efforts to counteract the 

"institutional violence" perpetuated by such situations. 

Finally, they warned against the pursuit of Marxist systems 

which tend toward totalitarian concentration of state power.

The Conference documents affirmed many of the tenets 

that liberation theology would stress; that poverty and 

oppression are major pastoral concerns; that there are bib

lical grounds for speaking of "liberation;" that foreign 

imperialism and economic dependency are the roots of Latin 

American poverty; and that the Church should stress soli

darity with the poor and has a role in the denunciation of 

injustice and oppression.
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Tenets of Gutierrez’s Thought

The best known advocate of liberation theology is 

Gustavo Gutierrez. In 1973 he published _A Theology of 

Liberation, which has become for many the best statement of 

the tenets of liberation theology. McGovern locates four

central tenets in this work which sketch the broad outline

of Gutierrez’s theology:

1. Commitment to Praxis
Liberation theology begins with a commitment to live 

the gospel, by sharing in the lives and struggles of the 

poor, and by striving with them to bring about the changes

needed to liberate them.

2. Critical Reflection (Political and Ideological Critiques)

This praxis, this practical effort to live out the 

gospel, leads one to critical reflection. It leads one to 

look for the root causes of poverty and oppression, and to 

question the whole prevailing socio-economic system. It 

leads one also to question and criticize the way in which 

the Church has operated and expressed itself, in its theo

logy, its social teachings, and its pastoral ministry.

3. New Awareness/New Biblical Dimensions

Out of this same praxis comes a newness of faith, the 

discovery of God’s liberating power and the implications of 

this for understanding the faith. This discovery enables 

one to see Christian faith in a whole new light, to ex

perience it with the eyes of the poor, and to recognize the
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promise it holds.

4. The Role of the Church

This new understanding of the faith leads to a new

understanding of the Church and what its role should be in 
5

the given historical situation of Latin America.

The second aspect of liberation theology, that of crit

ical reflection using political and ideological critiques,

has led Gutierrez and others into the utilization of Marxist

categories of socio-political criticism. McGovern explains 

that reflection on the conditions in Latin America led many 

theologians to a conviction that the reformist, developmen

tal strategies of the 1960’s had failed to relieve poverty. 

They began to speculate that a more radical effort was 

needed. It was this conviction which led some liberation 

theologians to speak out for Marxist analysis.

Two specific conclusions of Gutierrez exemplify this 

adoption of Marxist analysis. First, Gutierrez holds that 

the poverty of Latin America is chiefly a product of cap

italist growth in the developed world, especially in the 

United States. Second, he opts for a socialist replacement 

of the current capitalist order.

Gutierrez believes that capitalism has created the 

conditions of poverty on his continent. In believing so, he 

embraces the Marxist doctrine of dependent capitalism, which 
claims that capitalist wealth can only be gained at the 

expense of others. According to this theory, capitalism

creates a productive, dynamic order at the center of
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society, yet feeds this prosperity by exploiting the outer, 

periphery areas of society. In 1973 he wrote in _A Theology

of Liberation that:

The underdevelopment of poor nations, as a global 
social fact, is then unmasked as the historical sub
product of the development of other countries. In 
fact, the dynamic of the capitalist system leads to 
the establishment of a center and a periphery, simul
taneously generating progress and riches for the few, 
and social disequilibrium, political tensions and 
poverty for the majority.6

Though more cautious, ten years later he noted in The

Power of the Poor in History that:

The upsurge of capitalism, and the situation of the 
poor, in recent decades has demonstrated once again 
that capitalist development is of its very nature 
detrimental to the masses, as the naked exploitation 
now endured by the poor nations of the world all too 
abundantly attests.7

Gutierrez also believes that liberation from the bonds

of poverty will be advanced by a socialist order. In his 

1973 book he reveals his basic preference toward socialism

and hints at the tenets which his brand of socialism would

contain:

Only a radical break from the status quo, that is, a 
profound transformation of the private property 
system, access of power to the exploited class, and a 
social revolution that would break this dependence 
would allow for the change to a new society, a 
socialist society—or at least allow that such a 
society might be possible.8

Gutierrez is more cautious in opting for socialism than 

other liberation theologians. He is quick to point out that 

there are many different variations and degrees of social

ism. One characteristic of his conception of a socialist
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order is that private ownership of the means of production

would be eliminated.

This transformation [of society] ought to be directed 
toward a radical change in the foundation of society, 
that is, the private ownership of the means of pro
duction. 9

And in his 1983 book, he writes that:

[Our awareness of the poor and oppressed] insists on 
a society in which private ownership of the means of 
production is eliminated, because private ownership 
of the means of production allows a few to appro
priate the fruits of the labor of many, and generates 
the division of society into classes, whereupon one 
class exploits another. It insists on a society in 
which, by appropriating the means of production, the 
masses appropriate their own political management as 
well, and definitive freedom, thereby occasioning the 
creation of a new social consciousness.10

The Case Against Liberation Theology

The Case Against Dependent Capitalism

Novak disagrees with the liberation theologians’ as

sessment of the causes of Latin American poverty. He 

argues that the theory of dependent capitalism in many 

instances does not square with the facts, and is only one 

economic theory among many.

In pointing out the factual errors of the theory of 

dependent capitalism, Novak turns to the work of Joseph 

Ramos, a scholar for the U.N.’s Economic Commission on Latin 

America and International Labor Organization. A Latin Amer
ican himself, Ramos is a professor at the Catholic Latin

American Institute on Doctrine and Social Studies in

Santiago In this role he prepared background papers on
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economics for the Catholic bishops' meeting at Puebla in 

1979, and has provided several critiques of Gutierrez’s 

theology.

First, Novak argues that relations of dependency are 

common throughout the world. He notes that in an inter

dependent world, every nation is dependent upon every other 

nation. Highly developed nations, for example, are extremely 

dependent upon oil producing nations. Novak argues that:

If one regards the oil-producing nations as part of 
the periphery, they are, clearly, able to exploit 
nations in the center. If they are now to be located 
in the center—having until recently been on the 
periphery—then the original theory of center-peri
phery is a truism: a center is any self-reliant, 
economically active locale.11

Second, Novak challenges the notion that progress and 

riches in one area must subtract what is available in an

other. He argues that the industrial revolution began an era 

in which expansive and dynamic economies produced more 

wealth than ever before. Progress and riches added wealth to 

all parts of the globe. In general terms, the result is 

that the wealth of virtually every nation is greater than it 

was 200 years ago. Nations now enjoy greater health, modern

ization, and other intangible benefits from this production 

of wealth. Yet in relative terras, individual nations rise 

and fall as events, needs and exertions favor one or the 

other. Novak cites the fall of Britain and the rise of 

Japan are two immediate examples of this.

Novak turns to a battery of facts to specifically 

address the cause of Latin American poverty. According to
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him, the following statistics seriously challenge the theory 

that Latin American poverty is caused by U.S. prosperity: 

1) Only five percent of total U.S. investment is made 

abroad, and only seven percent of of the nation’s production 

is exported. Hence the United States depends relatively 

little on trade for its prosperity. 2) About 70 percent of 

U.S. foreign investments and exports go to developed na

tions. Less than 20 percent of U.S. foreign investment goes 

to Latin America. U.S. investment in Latin America repre

sents less than one percent of the total U.S. GNP. 3) The 

average rate of return on U.S. investment in Latin America 

has not been particularly high, either before 1950 or during 

the years 1950 to 1977. This return lags behind the rate of 

return from investment in Europe, Australia, Asia, and 

Africa. 4) The often-repeated accusation that U.S. in

vestors often take out from the Third World more than they 

put in is, as in all sound investments, a truism. Novak 

states that "To invest $1,000 in a savings account for ten 

years is to hope to withdraw significantly more than the 

original $1,000. These new funds are then available for new 

investment elsewhere. Without such growth, economies stag

nate and investment is futile. One might as well be a 

miser." 5) To argue that U.S. corporate profits depend to 

a large degree on investments in the Third World is, ac

cording to Novak, to make an error. Only about 200 U.S.

firms account for most of U.S. investments overseas. Of

these, virtually all make most of their investments in the

United States of the developed nations of Europe. Seventeen
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percent of their foreign investments are in Latin America. 

About twenty firms account for half of all U.S. overseas 

profits. For such transnationals—General Motors and Gen

eral Electric, for example—investments and sales within the 

United States are, year to year, more than ten times greater

than those in the Third World. Novak notes that for some of

these companies, profits from some operations are used to 

make up for the costs incurred for new investments over 

elsewhere. His point is that we must examine investments 

over time. 6) The U.S. has suffered in recent years from 

huge balance of payments deficits, meaning that the total 

amounts of imports to the U.S. exceeded the total amounts of 

exports. The net effect is a weakening of the dollar in

relation to other currencies.

Novak concludes from these arguments that the theory of 

dependent capitalism is undocumented. Yet he also acknow

ledges that deep seated assumptions make the apparantly 

dubious theory attractive. Novak relates the efforts of 

Professor Ramos to deal with these assumptions.

First, Ramos addresses the assumption that the wealth 

of the First World comes from the exploitation of other 

nations. He asks us to suppose for a moment that exploita

tion does exist. The exploitation of one people by another 

has occurred in one form or the other since the beginning of 

history. However Ramos notes that "until the industrial 

revolution no people, no matter how exploitive or imperial

istic they were, could reach a generalized, sustained level
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12
of economic development.’’ He believes that the ’’wealth’’ 

of the center is far more a consequence of factors other 

than domination and exploitation. He points to cultural 

factors such as the propensity of the early members of the 

First World societies for science, technology, and economic 

planning and organization. This, Ramos believes, is the real 

cause of the First World’s wealth, not the colonization of 

dependent countries. Novak comments that the contrast bet

ween Great Britain and Spain since 1500 permits no other

conclusion.

Second, Ramos addresses the assumption that the blame 

for Latin American poverty lies on factors outside the 

continent’s control. He writes that Gutierrez ’’may find it 

attractive to place the fundamental blame for our problems 

on dependency (and by doing so blame others), but might not 

this dependence rather be a reflection on the internal 

obstacles to development which are encountered within our 

countries?" Ramos observes that every currently developed 

nation once began as an underdeveloped nation. The United 

States was an underdeveloped and dependent nation before it 

broke free from what was then the world’s greatest power, 

while Latin American nations colonized at the same time

still fail to do so. Ramos concludes that the blame for

Latin America’s underdevelopment rests largely upon its own

cultural heritage. He writes that "internal structures

common to Latin American and Iberian countries are the 
13

fundamental obstacles to overcoming underdevelopment."
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A third assumption is that private property perpetuates 

underdevelopment. Ramos argues that it is not the ex

istence of private property which causes Latin underdevelop

ment but Latin America’s extreme concentration of it. In 

Latin America, most of the land is held by the few. As a 

consequence, opportunities for growth are limited. For 

Ramos, narrow concentration of property, whether in Latin 

America or the U.S., empirically inhibits development. In 

the southern U.S., for example, power and wealth were not 

spread until the landholding system was reformed. Vigorous 

development did not begin there until after World War II. 

By contrast, in areas of the U.S. Midwest and West, where 

property was widely spread, development was early and rapid. 

Thus Ramos concludes that development seems to depend on the 

diffusion of private property, not the abolition of it.

The Catholic Contribution to Latin American Poverty

According to Novak, the underdevelopment of Latin 

America is due to factors other than capitalist development

in the First World. He notes that Latin America was richer

in resources than North America. It possessed a gentler 

climate and topography.

Why, then, didn’t Latin America become the richer of 
of the two continents of the New World? The answer 
appears to lie in the nature of the Latin American 
political system, economic system, and moral-cultural 
system. The last is probably decisive.14

In placing the blame for Latin American underdevelop

ment on the continent’s moral-cultural system, Novak is 

blaming a system with deep Catholic roots. He traces a
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history of Catholic misinterpretation of capitalism. Some,

like Max Weber, observed that capitalism seemed to succeed

first and most steadily in Protestant lands. Novak believes

that the picture is more complicated than the one Weber

paints. He notes that some scholars have traced the origins 
15

of capitalism to sixteenth century Catholic cities. Yet

between 1500 and 1620 these centers were ’’convulsed, and the

secret techniques of capitalism were carried away to other 
16

cities, to be applied in new lands.’’ Novak argues that 

the decisive factor which caused this ’’convulsion’’ was a new

alliance of Church and State, which grew more intolerant 

with each passing year and

drove the new class of Catholic businessmen in some 
cases out of their church but in many cases out of 
their native cities and homelands. They sought 
cities no longer under the control of princes and 
bishops; they sought self-governing cities of a re
publican character.17

Latin America suffered from this official discourage

ment of capitalist techniques. The Spanish Empire, made 

more intolerant by measures of the Counter-Reformation, 

consolidated control over commerce. It banned or restricted

enterprise in the private sector. It licensed certain en

trepreneurs to develop state monopolies; it favored state 

mercantilism over private mercantilism. This change occur

red ’’predominantly in countries of the Spanish clientele,” 

including Latin America.

Novak grows angry at the apparent double standard of 

Catholic bishops and theologians. He writes that: [Latin
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Araerica’s] bishops do not blame the Catholic Church, the 

political and economic systems those bishops have long sup

ported, or the past values and choices of the Latin American
18

people. They blame the United States.

The Case Against The Techniques of Liberation

According to Novak, the writings of liberation theolo

gians contain little in the way of realistic reflection on 

methods for achieving liberation. The following language of

Gutierrez witnesses such a lack of reflection.

Liberation means seeing the history of mankind as a 
process of the emancipation of man all through his
tory, a process which aims at a society in which man 
will be free from all forms of servitude and in which 
he will determine his own destiny.19

Novak contends that Gutierrez’s language exemplifies the 

apparent unconcern of liberation theology to make concrete 

plans for the achievement of liberation.

Liberation theology seems to lack critical reflection. 

According to Novak, ’’liberation theology is remarkably ab

stract.” He writes that:

One reads in vain for a critical assessment of the 
socialist experiments in Europe, from which it claims 
to distinguish itself. The liberation theologians 
claim originality of thought; but they do not show 
it. In virtually every respect, their ideas are 
derivative of European socialist ideas. . . .

From Latin American theology one learns little about 
the actual political and economic realities of the 
diverse societies of Latin America. One finds in 
them minimal concrete descriptions of persons, events 
and institutions. Their tone is inspirational and 
hortatory, marshalling the 'awakening’ masses in 
rebelling against the 'oppressors.’20

This abstract tone seeps into the political planning of 

liberation theology. Novak argues that liberation theolo
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gians have not sufficiently reflected on the logistics of 

achieving liberation, establishing a new regime, and pre

serving true liberation in the new regime.

First, there is little in the way of planning for the 

revolution which will bring liberation. Novak argues that 

"there has not yet been much thought given to how the revo

lution it calls for will be accomplished. Yet a revolution
21

is not solely a matter of ideas."

Second, Novak locates little evidence of critical ref

lection on the nature of the government that will follow the 

revolution. ”[O]ne finds in liberation theology little ref

lection on the new institutions which, after the revolution,
22

will replace the old." Novak is particularly troubled by 

liberation theology’s hasty acceptance of socialism. He 

notes that, among liberation theologians, there is no sup

port for a "middle way" between socialism and capitalism. 

All considerations seem to weigh the two systems only. The 

liberation theologian Juan Luis Segundo, according to Novak, 

defines the "theological crux" of our time as capitalism 

versus socialism. Segundo simply chooses socialism. Novak

believes that liberation theorists have not addressed the

poor track record of prior socialist revolutions. He be

lieves that the lack of critical reflection on the part of 

all Catholic theologians endangers the hasty acceptance of 

Marxist analysis as the Catholic social practice. In

Commentary magazine we writes that:
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Catholic theologians, especially those who claim to 
speak for "liberation," have a duty to study how 
liberation has, in fact, been attained in human his
tory, and by what empirical and practical means its 
scope can be extended. If such a study were under
taken dispassionately and in good faith, I believe it 
would show that the greatest chances for improving 
the concrete daily life of human beings everywhere 
lie with the forces not of Marxist "liberation" but 
with the forces of democratic capitalism. Others may 
disagree; but that Catholic social theory so far has 
failed to raise the necessary intellectual questions 
is a sign of its bankruptcy in this area, and the 
extent to which much of it has in fact, already 
fallen hostage to Marxist categories of thought.23

Third, and, for Novak, most important, liberation 

theology gives little reflection on what life will be like 

after a new regime is set up.

Such theologians seem to have given little thought to 
how the church will retain institutional independence 
under socialism. Will it have liberty to publish its 
own papers, magazines, books and access to the media? 
How will public institutions be designed to ensure 
dissent, free speech, the right to organize, and 
other human rights.24

The Critique of Socialism

Novak is troubled by the liberation theologians’ pre- 

deliction for socialism. He fears that the socialism they 

advocate is now only a romantic ideal, not a concrete poli

tical option. "The most unreported fact of our era," Novak 

quotes Daniel Bell, "is the death of socialism." He cites 

Leszek Kolakowski, whom he describes as "The greatest Marx

ist theoretician of our time until harsh experience made him 

Marxism’s most penetrating critic," as saying that:

Marxism has been the greatest fantasy of our century. 
. . . The influence that Marxism has achieved, far 
from being the result or proof of its scientific 
character, is almost entirely due to its prophetic,
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fantastic, and irrational elements. ... At present, 
Marxism neither interprets the world nor changes it: 
it is merely a repertoire of slogans serving to 
organize various interests.25

Three specific critiques of socialism are advanced: 1) The 

practice of socialism discredits its political viability; 2) 

Socialism has become more of an ideal than a reality; and 3) 

Socialism’s ideals are ill-conceived.

Socialism is Dead

Novak writes that several important lessons have been 

learned by socialists in the 133 years since The Communist 

Manifesto and the 64 years since the Bolshevik revolution. 

First, the socialist dream of a new moral order has some

times resulted in a nightmare of oppression, totalitarian 

control, and ruthless imperialism. Second, centrally planned 

economies have been fraught with failures. Novak notes that 

nationalized industries have not been demonstrated to pre

vent low wages to workers, to guarantee better working 

conditions, or to diminish environmental damages. Most 

importantly, they have not raised levels of efficiency, 

material progress, and humane attitudes in the workplace. 

Administered prices and wages have been shown to be "far 

less intelligent, efficient, and rational than the market 

mechanism." Thus, according to Novak, "In the economic 

sphere, . . . nearly every central socialist doctrine has 

been shown to be in need of transformation." Third, the 

central administration of the state "has proved to be a more

thorough instrument of oppression and exploitation than the
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26
democratic capitalist state.’’ Fourth, no socialist state 

has yet shown that it can fully tolerate the broad range of 

dissent and human liberties achieved by democratic capital

ist states.

Novak writes that, because of these lessons, classical 

socialism as a political program is no longer taken seri

ously. Instead it is taken as only a set of ideals.

Socialism as a Set of Ideals

Novak observes how modern socialism is slowly evolving 

into a set of ideals rather than a viable political option. 

In the hands of the socially active, socialism is now con

sidered a prophetic vision utilized to channel frustrations. 

Its political programs are either considered of secondary 

importance or forgotten. He says that:

Even after it has died as an intellectual theory, 
Marxism still has enourmous power as an instrument of 
international mobilization. For Marxism has become 
embodied. It works like a stencil applied to every 
grievance in human affairs. Wherever there is re
sentment, wherever there is injustice, wherever there 
is inequality, wherever there are expectations met 
too slowly, the Marxist stencil channels frustration 
and aggression.27

As a theory held by intellectuals, it has been trans

formed into nothing more than a set of ideals. A recent 

conference of socialists gathered to assess the contemporary 

nature of socialism. Novak reports its conclusions:

The outcome of the conference may be summarized as 
follows: Socialism is not a set of political or 
economic programs; it is a set of political and 
economic ideals. In the past, we have misidentified 
it with programs which do not work, with interpreta
tions of good and evil which were too simple, and
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with ideals carelessly stated and insufficiently 
realistic. We must begin afresh.28

Novak concludes that recent socialist thought has ac

complished two feats. First, they seem to be ”in a retreat 

both from theory and from program. A favorite new word is

’’nondoctrinaire.’’ This may be regarded as disillusionment 
29

with doctrine.” Second, they seem to have retreated to the 

apparently safer ground of moral ideals.

According to Novak, socialism is now a form of high-

mindedness that is not (nor does it desire to be) grounded

on actual practice. It is comfortable with just being in a

morally superior position, irregardless of the effects of

implementing its ideals in the real world. Novak says that

he once shared this position. ”1 tended to give socialists

credit for pure idealism. Capitalism might be justified

because it works better, but—I tended to agree—it repre- 
30

sents an inferior model.”

Novak notes that since it is popular to interpret the 

logic of democratic capitalism as inherently less moral than 

socialism, many are troubled by an apparent paradox. Demo

cratic capitalism ought not to bear moral fruit; yet it 

does. Novak relates Jacques Maritain’s struggles with this 

paradox:

This industrial civilization . . . appeared to
me . . . as a kind of ritual dedicated to some fo
reign goddess. Its inner logic, as I knew it— 
originally grounded as it was on the principle of the 
fecundity of money and the absolute primacy of the 
individual profit—was, everywhere in the world, 
inhuman and materialist.
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But, by a strange paradox, the people who lived 
and toiled under this structure or ritual of civili
zation were keeping their own souls apart from it. At 
least as regards the essentials, their souls and 
vital energy, their dreams, their everyday effort, 
their idealism and generosity, were running against 
the grain of the inner logic of the superimposed 
structure.31

According to Novak, the paradox only exists to those 

who utilize the socialist interpretation of reality. He 

argues that the moral fruits of capitalism are not paradoxi

cal to those familiar with the real inner logic of demo

cratic capitalism.

Novak is troubled that an unworkable set of ideals is

judged to be superior to a set of ideals that works. "If an

ideal doesn’t work, isn’t that evidence that it is out of

touch with human reality? Isn’t that a sign that it is a 
32

false ideal?"

Dangers of Socialism

Novak argues that the ideals of socialism entail dan

gerous theories of government and economics. According to 

Stuart Hampshire, socialism can be reduced to three moral 

injunctions: 1) that the elimination of poverty ought to be

the first priority of government, after defense; 2) that 

great inequalities in wealth lead to inequalities in free

dom of action and need to be redressed by government action; 

and 3) that basic needs ought to be given priority by go

vernments, even if this involves some loss in aggregate of 

goods and services which would otherwise be available.

These appear to be innocent and moral enough, yet Novak 

argues that there are immediate threats inherent in them.
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First, there is the danger of tyranny. The application of

these rules under a socialist regime demands a "monstrous

government". And this "danger of tyranny is great, all the

more so when the enlargement of government is made to seem 
33

legitimate through appeal to moral principle. Second, 

there is the danger of inducing inefficiency and poverty. 

He fears that "some" loss of aggregate goods and services 

may be so great as to bring about economic stagnation and 

decline. The lot of all citizens will thus be in some way 

reduced, and in democratic socialist nations, the legitimacy 

of the government may be thrown into question as the popu

lace grows more dissatisfied.

Critique of the New Idealism 

Novak’s work is characterized by what he perceives as a

critical and realistic methodology. This methodology brings 

him into opposition of forms of idealism which he feels are 

not grounded in concrete reality. In his latest work, 

Confession of a_ Catholic (1983), Novak develops a theologi

cal and philosophical attack against the "New Idealism" he 

sees emerging in our world. Using language that betrays the 

autobiographical character of this book, Novak critiques the 

foundations of what he perceives to be an ideology separated 

from reality. As he perceives that Marxist analysis is 

deeply steeped in this New Idealism, a review of his crit

ique is pertinent to our discussion here
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The Vulnerabilities of the Present World.

Novak perceives that the temptation to heresy has per

ennially plagued the church. The patterns of past heresies 

illustrate that heresy often enters the church as a 

subversion of thought. Novak believes that today’s tempta

tion will likewise come through the subversion of thought. 

He comments that ”If we were to ask, the, what is the temp

tation of our generation, I think we might discover that 

outlines of an attractive faith similar enough to the

Catholic faith to breed confusion and powerful enough, in 
34

time, to prevail.”

Novak sees two present vulnerabilities. First, in the 

developed nations, millions live far above the poverty level 

and live lives of relative ease and luxury. These are 

vulnerable to a loss of the sense of reality. As they no 

longer need to worry about concrete needs of food, clothing, 

shelter, they begin to occupy themselves with other concerns 

and causes, making them ’’prone to imagine yet more perfect 

worlds and dreamy visions.” Second, in less developed na

tions, it is naturally intolerable to admit that centuries 

of poverty and oppression are outcomes of local habits of 

life. Some naturally blame all ills upon those more suc

cessful and cover despair by placing hope in almost magical

solutions.

The Temptation

The temptation of the present world, then, is to i- 

magine a new world order that will banish "sinful struc
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tures” once and for all. It perceives the major flaw of the 

world perceived something that does not lie in personal 

living styles but in world order. There is some truth to 

this vision, Novak notes, otherwise few people would be 

attracted to it. Yet

The great urgent desire of many is to find a spiri
tual engine to effect a ’’great transformation” from 
the present corrupt order into a brotherly, just, and 
peaceful society and to do so as soon as possible, 
now, in this generation or the next. Marxism pro
mises such a transformation. Its appeal is great.
The contemporary world encourages Christians to 
borrow the Marxist magic. This some (but not all) 
forms of 'liberation theology’ clearly attempt to 
do.35

Christianity contains some perennial vulnerabilities of 

its own which match those of the world. First, Christianity 

is tempted to perfectionism. Second, it is tempted base its 

faith on sentiment and passion.

Novak states that because Christianity is ”a religion 

of the spirit," it carries with it a strong spiritualizing, 

perfectionist current. Despite the incarnational view 

Christianity holds, it often falls into "body denying, spir

itual visions." Those on the religious Right manifest this 

tendency in forms of extreme personal asceticism. Those on 

the religious Left manifest this tendency in a social dream

iness, "a denial of the persistence of evil in clumsy this-

worldy institution." They try " to imagine structures pure 
36

of individual sinfulness." The Right favors individual 

perfectionism, the Left, social perfectionism.

In addition to this common tendency in the Church, 

Novak notes a profound de-intellectualism of the faith.
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Years of Christian tolerance have had the effect of basing 

the Christian life less on doctrine than on personal senti

ment, habit taste and preference.

According to Novak, Marxism is the best example of this 

temptation. Novak quotes Leszek Kolakowski as saying that:

Marxism is a doctrine of blind confidence that a 
paradise of universal satisfaction is awaiting us 
just around the corner. Almost all the prophecies of 
Marx and his followers have already proved to be 
false, but this does not disturb the spiritual cer
tainty of the faithful . . . for it is a certainty 
not based on any empirical premises or supposed his
torical laws, but simply on the psychological need 
for certainty. In this sense Marxism performs the 
function of a religion, and its efficacy is of a 
religious character. But it is a caricature and a 
bogus form of religion, since it presents its tem
poral eschatology as a scientific system, which reli
gious mythologies do not purport to be.37

Novak sees this psychological need for the certainty of the 

Marxist order as an extremely dangerous one. In applica

tion, however, it has been tempered by the realization of 

many, like Kolakowski, that Marxism rarely delivers on its 

promises. More dangerous than its application, Novak fears, 

is the inner spiritual current of Marxism from which it 

gains its power.

Negatively, as Kolakowski notes, this is the power of 
resentment, the delicious solution of blaming one’s 
misfortunes on malevolent others whose destruction 
will magically abolish evil. Positively, however, 
its spiritual power derives form the ancient quest 
for a perfect society of comradeship and equality.38

Novak holds that these ideals seem to entail a loathing 

of reality. Those within the grip of such ideals experience
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the fantasies of self-destruction. Novak quotes one Jesuit

writer who is mesmerized by some similar set of ideals:

’’the deepest mystery of the Christian faith’’ is to be

’’killed, murdered, destroyed, annihilated rather than to

injure another human being." For these, "the world is not

worthy of them and, being too weak to change the world, many

fantasize themselves throwing themselves gloriously, rebel- 
39

liously, defiantly beneath its wheels." Revolutionaries, 

according to Novak, only live happily ever after if they 

lose. This tendency is not limited only to the Left. In

terestingly, Novak states that some of the same passion is

on the Right. "One is tempted," writes Novak, to say that 
40

it comes with all ideological and absolutist thinking."

The Nature of The New Idealism

According to Novak, this new idealism has three parts. 

First, it is a spiritualization of the human being, holding 

a resentment and a hostility toward the flesh. Secondly, it 

holds an rationalist epistemology that tends to be ahistor- 

ical. Third, it perceives evil as arising out of social

institutions.

First, the New Idealism places the spirit of the human 

person in a superior position to the flesh. It tends to 

revolt against the limits of the flesh, seeking "liberation" 

from the flesh of the "true human person."

Second, this idealism appears to be ahistorical. Ac

cording to Novak, its theory of knowledge "does not highly 

value common sense and common experience or the lessons of
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traditions and history. It values consciousness raising.

It promotes a superior way of looking at things—looking 
41

through things, seeing hidden realities.” Novak illus

trates the difference between this theory of knowledge and 

what he perceives to be genuine knowledge. He believes that 

this idealistic knowledge is an attempt to become superior 

to the human race. By contrast, He claims that genuine 

knowledge is an attempt to gain humble realism. Idealistic 

knowledge commonly expresses itself as rage against the way 

things of history and nature are. Genuine knowledge, in the 

words of Novak, ’’commonly expresses itself as reconcil- 

liation and quiet determination." To the contemporary 

idealist, reconcilliation seems like surrender. To the 

"humble seeker of truth, reconcilliation is a step along the 

way of sound and solid progress."

Third, the new idealism perceives evil as arising out

of social structures. It believes that if we could throw off

the historical order, destroy sinful structures and estab

lish a new, perfect order, then paradise on earth would be 

possible. It therefore reflects its ahistorical thinking in 

its lack of concern for the concrete applications of the new 
regime. Since it imagines that people are good which social 

institutions are bad, it regards the human spirit as the 

source of virtue and all establishments as bad and oppres

sive. Novak states that in this sense the new idealism is 
infantile, full of the rage of innocent children against

restrictive parents
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Novak believes that a significant part of our activity 

as a society is tainted with this new idealism. He states

that the

the war to eliminate hunger, discrimination, war, and 
every other human evil, that illusory war waged by 
our own idealism and magnified today by our media of 
communication, is a false war, unhistorical and un
real in its propositions. The secret lust of the 
same media is for excitement, violence, auto crashes, 
flames and bombs testifies to its hidden origins in 
the same unreality.42

Novak warns that:

We are taught that we may, with a little more good
will, ultimately master history and its evil forces. 
Those who think themselves superior to history com
monly harbor fantasies of self-destruction. One may 
watch for such signs in oneself.43

The New Idealism as Gnosticism 

According to Novak, the ancient name for this "new”

idealism is gnosticism. Gnostic impulses have threatened

orthodoxy for ages, and yet in this age they have expressed

themselves in ways not easily discerned by most thinkers.

Eric Voegelin has discerned the modern manifestations of 
44

gnosticism in his book, Science, Politics, and Gnosticism.

In this work, he describes six features that give modern 

idealism a continuity with ancient gnosticism. Novak has 

adopted and adapted these six features in the following

criteria.
1) As all humans have good reason to be dissatisfied, 

so gnostics too find themselves dissatisfied and restless.

Their unique characteristic is that they find this dissatis
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fied state unacceptable. They expect much more than reality 

gives them.

2) Gnostics hold that the dissatisfaction they exper

ience is due to the intrinsically poor organization of the

world around them. Gnostics believe that the world order is

bad and humans are good. Orthodoxy, according to Novak, 

contends that the order of being is good, and that it is we 

humans who approach the world inadequately.

3) Gnostics hold that liberation from the evils of 

this poor world is desireable and indeed possible.

4) Whereas Christians hold that the world will remain 

morally as it is, even though worldly progress is made, 

gnostics hold that the order of the world evolves histor

ically into a morally better world. According to Novak, 

whereas Christians believe in history as narrative, but not 

in history as salvation, gnostics tend to believe not so 

much in human progress as in total transformation.

5) Gnostics hold that this total transformation is to 

be accomplished through human action. According to Novak, 

in later centuries, the word for this transformation became 

revolution—not in the sense of turning back to first prin

ciples, but in the sense of a wholly new future.

6) The gnostic key to this transformation is science, 

knowledge (gnosis), which is achieved only through true 

consciousness (as opposed to common sense). This special 

knowledge has the special ring of the prophetic (as opposed 

to the priestly, realistic) mode.



-67-

Thus Novak discerns in some parts of movements such as 

liberation theology an age-old enemy of Christian orthodoxy. 

In particular, liberation theology tends to embrace the view

that all evil lies in social structures and that a revolt 

from the current world order will ensure a morally better 
world.

Summary

A significant contribution Novak makes to political 

theology is a critique of socialist political theologies. 

Liberation theology is one such political theology. Imple

mentation of the tenets of liberation theology has led to 

the adoption of Marxist categories do describe the cause of 

Latin American poverty and the methods to achieve libera

tion.

Novak argues that liberation theology is founded upon 

factually incorrect presumptions. He argues that Latin 

American poverty is not caused by capitalist growth in the 

First World. Other factors, including the moral-cultural 

environment prominent in Latin America, have contributed to 

Latin America’s underdevelopment. In addition liberation 

theology provides only abstract reflection on what sort of

measures should be taken to achieve liberation.

Socialist systems are next criticized. Novak shows how 

the harsh lessons of socialist practice have made all but 

the most stubborn withdraw from socialism as a political

program Instead, socialism has now evolved into a set of
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ideals only. Since these ideals do not appear to be grounded 

in reality, Novak questions their worth.

Finally we reviewed Novak’s treatment of the "New 

Idealism" emerging in the world. He believes that current 

conditions provide certain vulnerabilities to the temptation 

of personal or social perfectionism. He contends that 

Marxist analysis is one example of a New Idealist social 

doctrine. Finally, he contends that there is some 

continuity between the New Idealism and ancient gnosticism.
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Chapter III

THE RECEPTION OF NOVAK’S THOUGHT

In the past two chapters, we have reviewed the central 

themes behind Michael Novak's defense of democratic capital

ism and his attack on liberation theology. It will be the 

purpose of this chapter to note the most widely held criti

cisms of Novak’s arguments from the scholarly and critical 

field. This chapter will have three parts: 1) a represen

tative sampling of the critical assessment of Novak's work 

from published critiques; 2) responses which Novak might 

give these criticisms, and 3) some personal reflections on

the issues in the debate.

The Critics’ Response

From the comments in the critical reviews, the critic’s 

disagreements with Novak’s work can be collected and 

generalized. We will review each of these general critic

isms. They are: 1) that the basic assumptions of Novak
# concerning the relationship of democracy to capitalism are

incorrect; 2) that Novak is mistaken about the pluralistic 

orders and their function in our society; 3) that Novak has 

ignored the evils of capitalism; and 4) that Novak’s posi

tion is non-Christian.
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Democratic Capitalism

The first controversial area of Michael Novak’s thought

involves the conception and terminology of "democratic

capitalism." The Lutheran theologian Robert Benne, in his

work The Ethic of Democratic Capitalism, attributes the 
1

invention of this phrase to Novak. The critics question

Novak’s basis for choosing the term. Other phrases might be

equally adequate in describing the type of political economy 
2

that is here under investigation. As listed by Benne, these 

phrases include "liberal capitalism," "reformed capitalism," 

or " social market capitalism." Jacques Maritain reportedly 

struggled for a phrase to describe the political economy he 

had found in America. Maritain requested suggestions from 

his readers and received over fifteen thousand replies. 

Among the suggestions were "the new capitalism," "economic 

democracy," "industrial democracy," "productivism" and "dis- 

tributivism." Maritain himself referred to the system as 

"economic humanism."

Peter Steinfels, the editor of Commonweal, in a criti

cal review of The Spirit of Democratic Capitalism, noted:

. . . nowhere does Novak’s rhetoric run roughshod
over careful thinking so much as in the central 
concept of his book: democratic capitalism. . . .
While so many of his critics are suspiciously wonder
ing whether he has slipped this or that virtue into 
the container, without its legitimately being there, 
it is the container itself, the very concept of demo
cratic capitalism, that he is boldly wheeling past 
them.3
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According to Steinfels and others, Novak has made a 

major mistake in assuming that democracy and capitalism are 

somehow inherently interrelated. Recall that Novak has 

stated that "political democracy is compatible in practice 

only with a market economy." Critics immediately decry 

this assumption as a subjective interpretation of history. 

According to the critics, Novak has too quickly judged such 

a link to exist, without testing to see if it actually 

exists in the present or any historical world. Danny 

Collum, in a review for Sojourners magazine, argues that:

in the real world [democracy and capitalism] exist 
in a variety of mixtures. Some predominately 
socialist societies, Sweden and Denmark, for 
example, are at least as democratic as the United 
States. Some free enterprise societies are ruled 
by dictatorships, as in Chile. And in those capit
alist countries that are also democratic, reforms 
such as universal suffrage most often came not as a 
result of capitalism, but as a result of an arduous 
struggle by working people, often led by the 
socialists.4

Novak bases much of his belief that democracy and

capitalism are linked upon historical grounds. Based upon

these grounds, "the natural logic of capitalism leads to 
5

democracy." Here the critics claim that Novak’s use of 

historical associations is suspect. Steinfels claims that a 

parallel exists between Novak's argument for democratic 

capitalism and the classic turn-of-the-century argument 

advanced by Anglo-American "nativists" who pointed to the 

statistical association between free, tolerant institutions 

and Protestant and Northern European races. They concluded 

from this association that political liberty could not be
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preserved without preserving the numerical and cultural 

hegemony of Protestant Anglo-Saxons, and that the Catholic 

culture of Southern and Eastern European immigrants was 

incompatible with democracy. In a similar way, according to 

Steinfels, Novak builds his case on the statistical associa

tion between democracy and capitalism and a like associa

tion between socialism and dictatorship. His conclusion is 

that capitalism most comfortably meshes with democracy and 

that socialism works in opposition to it. In essence,

Steinfels is accusing Novak of being an ethnocentric histo- 
6

rian, confusing historical correlations with logical ones.

Novak is also charged with being ignorant of the 

evolutionary process of democracy and capitalism. According 

to Steinfels, capitalism has often thrived in decidedly 

undemocratic environments. He notes that universal suffrage 

was non-existent in the entire world, capitalist or other

wise, until early in this century. He also observes that of 

the three paradigm examples of democratic capitalism refer

red to by Novak—Japan, West Germany and the United 

States,—two of these three had decidedly undemocratic so

cial systems until they were conquered and occupied by the

third .

Steinfels and the others claim that in many instances, 

capitalism has worked in direct opposition to the interests 

of democracy. Steinfels explains:

Modern democracy has been built on (a) liberal heri
tage. But liberalism—and in this it spoke for



-11-

capitalism—was highly ambivalent about democracy. 
Liberal leaders of the rising economic classes need 
the support of the "people” to break the monopoly on 
political power of the landed aristocracy. But 
actual rule by the people was something else again. .
. . Liberal principles had democratic implications; 
liberal politics sometimes encouraged democratic 
forces ; but liberal—and capitalist—self interest 
dictated drawing the line far short of genuinely 
democratic government.7

Historically, capitalism has not always been the most ac

cepting of democratic principles. Steinfels makes a general

conclusion when he states:

The difficulty that faces any theoretician of "demo
cratic capitalism" is obvious: Since the latter part 
of the nineteenth century, there has scarcely been an 
expression of democratic reform toward which most 
capitalist leaders were not, at best, indifferent or, 
more commonly, hostile.8

Some

capitalism 

democracy.

asked:

critics have

is always

Paul Heyne,

even gone so far as to say that 

in destructive opposition to 

writing for the Christian Century,

Why has the adjective, "democratic" been chosen to 
describe a system whose "innermost secret," as Novak 
eventually admits, is liberty, not a majority rule or 
universal suffrage or popular control? The system 
Novak advocates will not function unless the demos is 
restrained. Should that system have a name which 
obscures this crucial claim?9

Thus the central controversy over Michael Novak's con

ception of democratic capitalism is whether such a relation
ship exists between democracy and capitalism. Even Daniel 

Bell, whom Novak often quotes, does not agree that democracy 

and capitalism have any necessary interconnections.
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Steinfels cites Bell as saying that:

. . . though capitalism and democracy historically 
have arisen together, and have been commonly justi
fied by philosophical liberalism, there is nothing 
which makes it either theoretically or practically 
necessary for the two to be yoked.10

George G. Higgins has a further criticism to make 

against the term "democratic capitalism." He charges that 

this phrase, along with the phrase "socialism" carries so 

much partisan baggage and ambiguity as to make the terms 

unusable. They have become, in his words "shiboleths"—pet 

phrases or series of phrases that act as criteria for dist

inguishing members of a group. According to Higgins, "while

shiboleths are fun to argue about, they really don’t get us 
11

very far in the real world." He made this comment in a 

review of Gregory Baum’s commentary on the encyclical 

"Laborem Exercens." Charging both Novak and Baum with using 

muddled and loaded language, he wishes that they would stop 

using the terms "democratic capitalism" and "socialism.":

Call it wishful thinking on my part, but I persist in 
entertaining the faint and flickering conviction .
. that if Novak and Baum (and all the rest of us) 
could declare at least a temporary moratorium on the 
use of an ambiguous and ideologically loaded term 
such as "democratic capitalism" and "socialism" and 
could concentrate, if only for a time, on the grubby 
task of trying to reconcile, in very practical, non- 
ideological North American terms the principle of 
subsidiarity and the principle of socialization . . .
we might begin to get somewhere.12

As a part of this effort to come out from behind polit

ical terminology and move toward some form of constructive

dialogue, Higgins requests the apologists of democratic
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capitalism, including Novak, to meet the critics of capital

ism on their own grounds, rather than standing aloof to 

their arguments. He states that Novak and the others have 

performed the vital service of raising the hard ethical 

questions about socialism. Yet:

... if they want to be heard by those in the third 
world and elsewhere who may be attracted to social
ism, they will have to look more closely and less 
apologetically to the systematic problems of capital
ism, will have to cease projecting onto pro-social
ists their ’’own pre-political view of socialism," and 
will have to meet the critics of capitalism on their 
own ground and in quite specific terms.13

The Three Part System

Novak claims a political and social advantage from a 

democratic capitalist society’s three competing and bal

ancing systems—the liberty found in pluralism. According 

to Novak, these three systems work to ensure that one does 

not gain pre-eminence over the other two. The result is a 

sort of ’’vacuum" of power, preserving liberty and ensuring 

against tyranny. It seems then that Novak is praising a type 
of system that demands adherence to no one set of principles 

or any ultimate values.

This troubles the critics for two reasons. First, it 

seems to threaten anarchy. Second, The critics of capital

ism strongly suspect that the vacuum of the "empty shrine" 

of democratic capitalism will actually be filled with a 

dollar sign.

Steinfels questions; "Can a society really cohere with 

an 'empty shrine’—some would call it a moral vacuum—at its
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14
core?" Steinfels fears that, lacking a real shrine, our 

society will start to worship the procedures of social 

order, not the principles upon which it is established. A 

look at the growing caseload in the courtrooms today may 

convince someone that we have done precisely that.

Other critics have questioned whether the realms are 

really as balanced and harmonious as Novak claims. Those 

with a basic mistrust of capitalism are quick to point out 

that the corporate world greatly influences both the polit

ical and moral-cultural realms of our society. Danny Collum

notes:

Novak’s claim of a balance of power among the three 
orders is just that, a claim. He does not attempt to 
prove it; he simply hands it down from on high. . . .

The fact is that a strong and convincing case can be 
made that in the United States, corporate capital has 
both the state and "moral-cultural order" on a very 
short leash. Many scholars have made a life’s work 
of documenting this very point. But it does not 
really take mountains of research to doubt Novak’s 
central contention. One need only consider recent 
events at the Environmental Protection Agency. This 
situation provides an unusually clumsy example of the 
way that business interests, though often more 
subtly, use and dominate the machinery of the 
state. 15

Collum not only believes that corporate power has held 

influence in political matters; he also believes that it 

also has affected the moral and cultural realm. Collum

points to the growing corporate monopolization of the book 

and newspaper publishing industry, and on the increasing 

dependence of universities on corporate contracts and pat

ronage.
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Steinfels believes that Novak’s systems are not really 

the discrete and bounded entities he suggests. In particu

lar, the moral and cultural realm does not parallel the 

other two systems. Steinfels points out that institutional

ly the moral-cultural order contains governmental entities 

(universities, the courts, governmentally funded scientific 

institutions, etc.) as well as profit-making business ven

tures (television networks, magazines, Hollywood, etc.). 

Because of this inter-connection, ’’there is therefore no

simple way to speak about the capacity of the moral-cultural 
16

system to balance the government and the private economy.

Another area of disagreement with Novak’s position is 

in the nature of his three-part social system. Here again, 

critics say that Novak has viewed society subjectively, 

locating within society three perfectly ’’designed" systems 

which in reality do not exist in such harmonious terms. Not 

only has he manufactured an incorrect theory of social 

order, they say, his social setup is fraught with inequali

ties. Novak’s main source for his conception of social order 

is Daniel Bell’s work The Cultural Contradictions of

Capitalism. According to Steinfels:

Bell offered a theory of "three realms" as a descrip
tive framework for analyzing not capitalism but con
temporary society; and his analysis emphasized not 
the harmonious balancing, and supportive character of 
these realms but their "disjunctive" and contradic
tory character. Novak has transmuted Bell’s disjunc
tive realms as a happy ideal.17
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Thus, according to Steinfels, Novak has no real basis for 

establishing the actual existence of such a harmonious sys

tem; his method is non-empirical. Again, Steinfels com

ments :

Novak offers no criteria except his own subjective 
judgement for concluding that these three systems are 
in fact sustaining and self-correcting rather than 
colluding and suborning, or fatally antagonistic and 
corroding.18

The Evils of Capitalism

The third general negative reaction to Novak's work is 

that he is blind to the evils of capitalism. Steinfels has 

named Novak "the man who raised amnesia to a theological 

principle." Here Collum makes the observation that capital

ism is based upon the assumption that growth can be contin

uous given expanding human ingenuity. He finds this belief 

particularly disturbing:

Capitalism, democratic and otherwise, has so far 
sustained itself on the notion that there are no 
limits to growth, but the price has been severe and 
is sure to grow higher. Believing that physical 
resources are unlimited, we have stripped the earth’s 
rain forests, brought down torrents of acid rain, and 
suffused our soil and water with toxic wastes. Be
lieving in the solutions provided by human ingenuity, 
we have surrounded our cities with nuclear power 
plants that tick away like time bombs.19

Collum contends that there are real limits to growth, and 

points to the declining standard of living in the U.S. as an 

example.

Collum also embraces the center-periphery theory, which 

holds that growth in the developed world can only come at
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great expense to the developing world. That Novak can defend 

such a system shocks him:

[Novak] does not mention that economic growth in 
countries such as Brazil has come at the expense of 
destroying subsistence agricultural societies. Capi
tal-intensive industries will never provide enough 
jobs to employ those displaced. Nor does Novak con
sider the possibility that the highly mobile Western 
capital that fled to the Third World in the first 
place to avoid taxes, union wages, and safety regula
tions might someday abandon Seoul or Singapore just 
as easily as it has abandoned Youngstown and 
Detroit.20

Democratic Capitalism as a Non-Christian System

The fourth main attack on Novak is that though he 

claims to present a theology that justifies democratic cap

italism, he has embraced a most unchristian position. Most 

are troubled by his lack of scriptural references and his 

plethora of references from the founders of liberalism. 

Danny Collum states that:

This viewpoint raises the most significant flaw of 
The Spirit of Democratic Capitalism. Despite promis
ing to construct a theologically viable basis for 
capitalism, Novak gives us large doses of Adam Smith, 
and very little of what the Bible has to say about 
the "wealth of nations.21

This flaw is fatal, according to Collum, for capitalism is 

totally foreign to the Bible. Collum claims that the Bible 

repeatedly speaks of the danger of accumulating capital. He

believes that the standards which measured the holiness and 

health of a society were concerned with the just distrib

ution of wealth. A biblical approach to economics should
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always be concerned with the poor. As Collum sees it, Novak 

utterly fails to do this:

The whole body of Scripture teaches us that God 
has a special love for the poor and that if we want 
to see the world and history through God’s eyes, we 
must learn to see through the eyes of the poor. But 
the perspective of the poor is utterly absent from 
Novak’s book. The thought never enters his intellec
tual universe that there might be serious and logical 
reasons why so many people, especially in poor coun
tries, hate capitalism.22

Points of Agreement—

The Need For a_ Historical Perspective on the Left

Even among these critics, Novak’s work has not totally 

failed its purpose. Though Collum and others act otherwise, 

Steinfels points out that Novak has touched a raw nerve in 

the Left. According to Steinfels, the Left needs to develop

a self-critical attitude:

Before critics of democratic capitalism gloat over 
the weaknesses to be found in a book like Novak’s 
they should face the fact that the same faults abound 
in the political literature of the religious left. 
Questionable statistics are thrown about like proof- 
texts. Concepts like exploitation and imperialism 
are brandished without inquiry into their precise 
meaning and applicability. Crude theories of econo
mics and international relations are accepted as 
self-evident. The specific arguments of opposing 
theorists are ignored or dismissed as morally compro
mised .

We give the benefit of the doubt to 
the burden of proof on someone else, 
to do so in favor of the powerless,
the immediate victims, 
such a preference.23

someone, place 
It makes sense 

the underdogs,
But there must be checks on

As a part of this new, critical and cautious attitude, the



-85-

religious left must embrace an accurate sense of history as

well:

If there is anything that would serve the religious 
left well in this uncertain area—and that is cur
rently wanting— it is precisely that historical 
sense I find absent in Novak—that refusal to yield 
to enthusiasm over claims that have not been set 
against the shadowed tapestry of the past. For too 
many Christian pacifists,the world seems to have 
skipped from St. Augustine’s devising of the just-war 
theory to Vietnam ;if they are interested in the 
intervening centuries it is mainly to cull Bad Ex
amples . 24

Awareness of the tangled threads of history may in
duce despair or indifferentism; that is its danger.
But it can also substitute steady and knowing passion 
for the kind of skittish infatuation found as fre
quently on the religious left as in The Spirit of 
Democratic Capitalism.25

Steinfels also has some choice words directed to the

liberation theologians. He calls them to embrace a more 

historical, self-critical method:

Christian advocates of liberation and revolution 
often write as though the twentieth century were 
something which they often had vaguely heard about 
but which doesn’t very much interest them. They 
acknowledge that the left has made its mistakes, but 
they are not going to waste much grief and intelli
gence in pondering exactly what those mistakes were 
and how they came to be made.26

Novak * s Rebuttal

What are Novak’s responses to these criticisms? Many 

of the answers are given within his original work. We will 

develop some of Novak’s responses in the order the arguments 

originally appeared.
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Democracy and Capitalism

The critics charge that there is no necessary correla

tion between democracy and capitalism. Collum argued that 

there are nations which describe themselves as having polit

ical economies that are both democratic and socialist.

Steinfels accuses Novak of mistaking statistical associa

tions for logical corellations between democracy and 

capitalism. He also notes that there have been examples of 

capitalist nations which have denied democratic principles. 

Heyne charges that the forces of capitalism actually work in 

opposition to democracy.

Novak describes "democratic socialist" nations as

"bastard" forms of political economy. We have noted how

Novak argues that these nations "invariably retain large 
27

components of private property, markets, and incentives."

He admits that in "conceptual logic" socialism and democracy 

are mutally compatible, but argues that in terms of histor

ical practice they are not so harmonious. A hard and fast 

socialist economy is unlikely to be supported by a diverse 

populace. He writes that:

In the real world, a socialism which is rationally 
planned and coercively imposed by a state bureacracy 
is not likely to arise from popular interests, unless 
one supposes an incredibly passive, docile and homo
geneous populace. Another type of socialism, decen
tralized and participatory, must deal with the re
fractoriness of individual agents and groups. If it 
reconciles diverse interests, it is unlikely to be 
"rational." If it is "rational," it is unlikely to 
express diverse interests. Thus democratic social
ism, while possible in the world of logic, appears to 
be incoherent in actual history.28
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The other side of Novak’s argument is that democracy 

and capitalism are logically correlated. His method of 

argument was to demonstrate practical connections through 

the common history capitalism and democracy share. He admits 

that democracy and a free market do not mutally entail each 

other in the world of conceptual logic. He says that we can 

imagine democracy without markets, and a market system with

out democracy. But in the real world they are practically

linked. He notes that:

. . . in the real world of actual experience, a 
polity which recognizes individual rights is bound to 
be drawn to an economic system which empowers indiv
idual agency. Similarly, an economic system which 
empowers individual incentives is, over time, bound 
to be drawn to a political system recognizing indiv
idual rights and liberties.29

Novak also is troubled by the application of the term 

"capitalism" to the political economies of nations which are 

repressive of democracy. According to him, these are not 

fully formed examples of democratic capitalism. In his term

inology, they are rather examples of "state-controlled mer

cantilism." These regimes inevitably violate tenets of 
capitalism. He says that:

. . . political authoritarianism, however, diminishes 
liberty, social mobility, and the circulation of 
elites. Their typical patterns of corruption, favor
itism, nepotism, and other vices violate economic and 
moral ideals. Thus, to liberate the economy from the 
state is a necessary but not a sufficient step toward 
the attainment of fully formed democratic capital
ism . 30

Novak also acknowledges that the interconnections are 

more complex than he may lead people to believe. His intent
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is "not to simplify the many underlying schemes of causa

tion, but only to call attention to the underlying conson

ance of political and economic liberties of conscience,
31

morals, and culture."

The Three Part Social Order

The critics also argued that Novak’s three part social 

order will result in either anarchy, with no guiding 

"center" to order society, or the tyranny of one realm over

the others. Novak has noted that the traditional under
standing of pluralism always is uncomfortable with plural-

32
ism’s inability to impose social order. His response was 

that the judgment of the traditional order failed to under

stand the motivation behind the new experiment of pluralism. 

According to Novak, pluralism offers freedom from tyranny.

The founders of the new order feared absolutism more than

they feared pluralism.

Novak believes that corporate power over the political 

and moral-cultural realms is not disproportionate. He lists 

examples of the democratic wishes of the people overriding 
the wishes of corporations. Governmental regulation of cor

porate behavior is extreraenly burdensome. The Congress of 

the United States in 1980 was easily able to collect $100 

billion in a windfall profits tax levied on oil companies. 

The political system has no difficulty enforcing antitrust 

laws. Government agencies regularly force the expensive

recall of defective cars and other products. Candidates
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heavily financed by corporations, such as John Connally in 

the 1980 Presidential race, routinely fail to win offices. 

Though corporations do have powerful lobbies, they are of

fset by lobbies of other groups. The government, writes

Novak, "has far more coercive controls over even the biggest 
33

corporation than the latter has over the government."

The Evils of Capitalism

Collum listed several "evils" that allegedly result

from a capitalist economy. Perhaps Novak can be faulted in

that his defense of democratic capitalism contains little in

the way of a denial and/or recognition of these ill-effects.

This may be because he wishes to avoid the complexity of the

argument. He writes in his introduction to The Spirit of

Democratic Capitalism that:

There is a crying need for a more just inspection of 
those the humanists have, with barely concealed 
venom, attacked as "robber barons.". . .Fair and 
exact judgement has scarcely been rendered.

My own aim, however, has been to leave such questions 
aside. I am not trying to reinterpret the past but 
understand the present. More precisely, I am trying 
to understand within the present those institutional 
ideals and systemic sources by which a better future 
may be shaped. If it suits the reader to suppose 
that the conventional picture of the exploitation of 
the poor by the captains of industry is a fair pic
ture, about which they have no nagging questions, so 
be it.34

Novak’s argument takes the apparant evils of democratic 

capitalism out of a systemic mentality. The evils, he 

shows, do not warrant an abandonment of the entire system, 

merely a correction of it. That is the function of his
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three part social order. When the economic realm begins to 

take advantage of its position, the moral and cultural realm 

rebukes it and the political realm takes action to control 

it. The reforms of the New Deal were precisely such an 

effort by the economy’s competing realms. Novak explains 

the process such a reformist movement undertook:

[the work of Monsignor John A. Ryan] was influential 
upon a joint statement by the Catholic bishops of the 
United States in 1919, the "Bishop’s Program for 
Social Reconstruction," many of the proposals of 
which were later realized under Roosevelt’s New Deal 
and in subsequent social programs. These proposals 
were not only consistent with democratic capitalism, 
they have become part of its substance. The moral- 
cultural system (the bishops joining with others, 
like the "Social Gospel" movement among Protestants) 
helped to move the political system to check, modify, 
and improve the economic system.35

But Novak cautions against an excessive correcting 

factor. The less intervention in each realm, the greater 

the dynamism of the whole system. He believes that the 

extreme of this correcting process leads to a centrally 

ordered society with the devastating effects of totali

tarianism replacing the evils of capitalism. Novak’s des

cription of the ill-effects of socialism must then be 

weighed by the individual that suggests that we should 

abandon democratic capitalism to avoid a set of evils.

Christianity and Democratic Capitalism

Novak admits that he rarely quotes Scripture, but he

does not believe this makes his work less Christian. There 

is a danger, he believes, in using Scripture to defend
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something as worldly as a political economy. He argues that 

the tenets of orthodox Judaism and Christianity contain more 

standards than merely Scriptural texts. The creeds of these 

faiths contains a wealth of philosophical and theological 

reflections which relate the faith of the Scriptures to the 

events in the modern world. While the economies of the

biblical nations were familiar with trade and, to some 

degree, markets like our own, the writers of biblical times 

simply could not envision the political economies of today.

He notes that:

There is a great gap between the Word of God and the 
systems of economic, political, social and cultural 
thought in modern societies. The human mind requires 
a powerful set of philosophical and theological con
cepts in order to relate the pure and simple Word of 
Scripture to the complex body of modern thought. By 
trying to take a shortcut around systematic and theo
logical reflection, and by ignoring intellectual and 
social history, too many contemporary clergymen, 
theologians, and devout laypersons have ensnared 
themselves in pious simplicities which falsify 
reality. Quoting Scripture, they do not manage to 
relate the Word of God incarnationally to every fiber 
of modern civilization. They fail to understand that 
Scripture applied to the real world without exact 
intellectual analysis echoes emptily. Those who 
would apply Scripture to public policy cannot take 
shortcuts.36

Personal Reflections

Has Novak successfully defended democratic capitalism? 

Are his responses to these charges of the critics adequate? 
In this section, an attempt will be made to draw some per

sonal conclusions concerning the arguments and evidence 

advanced in this chapter. I will turn to other sources at

times to reinforce the conclusions that I have reached
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Democracy and Capitalism

Is there a consonance between democracy and capitalism? 

Do democracy and capitalism nourish each other or do they

contradict one another?

Two arenas exist in which the answers to these quest

ions might be determined: the arena of theory, which Novak

calls ’’conceptual logic," and the arena of practical ex

perience .

Arguments in the arena of conceptual logic are plagued 

with ambiguity. The compatibility of the concepts of demo

cracy and capitalism is not clear. The success of the 

marriage of democratic concepts with capitalist ones depends 

upon the formulation of the concepts themselves. Unfor

tunately, the advocates emphasise different conceptual feat

ures of democracy and capitalism differently. We see an 

example of this difference in emphaisis within the arguments 

related in this chapter. Steinfels notes that democracy and 

capitalism both evolved from a liberal heritage, but "actual 

rule by the people" was discouraged by capitalism. Capital

ist "self-interest dictated drawing the line far short of 

genuinely democratic government." Paul Heyne seems to 

equate "democracy" with "a majority rule or universal suf

frage or popular control." Thus these men seem to conceive 

of democracy with an emphasis toward popular participation 

in government. Novak describes the democratic nature of the 

political realm as "a polity respectful of the rights of the

individual to life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness."
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The opposite of democracy, political authoritarianism, ’’di

minishes liberty, social mobility, and the circulation of 

elites." No mention is made concerning popular participa

tion in government. This does not mean Novak discounts 

popular participation as a central part of democracy; 

rather, in this argument, his emphasis is on the preserva

tion of individual rights. This sort of disagreement over 

the fundamental conceptions of democracy and capitalism 

makes the debate over conceptual links between them a mud

dled one.

In the arena of practical experience, however, a good 

argument can be made that democracy and capitalism are 

comfortably married. They appear to be the best partners 

for each other. They serve to counteract the weaknesses of 

each. Capitalism demands a democratic government to ensure 

it does not overstep its authority and become abusive. It 

also demands, and this is something Novak did not mention, 

that a state intentionally work to preserve competition in 

the markets. Both these roles can be safely performed only 

by a democratic government. In turn, democracy demands a 

market economy. Novak mentions that democratic liberties 

depend upon ever expanding growth in the market sector for 

their preservation. He does not mention that the market 

economy performs many functions, such as distributing wealth 

and providing equal opportunity, and that the state would be 

tremendously overburdened to perform were it not for

capitalism’s natural contributions in this arena. Though it
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ried to other partners, the marriages are unlikely to be as 

successful. Without market economies, democratic socialist 

nations seem to be burdened in their efforts to preserve 

equal opportunity and wealth distribution. Their economic 

efficiency is usually less than par. Hence they often choose 

to retain a large amount of private property and other 

economic liberties. Britian, for example, has begun a slow 

trek towards expanding private ownership in industries it 

had once socialized. Labor unrest in France suggests that 

they too may choose to pursue private ownership. And, most 

interesting of all the People's Republic of China has in

creasingly allowed private ownership of farms and even small 

industry. Authoritarian regimes with capitalist economies do 

not remain that way very long. Economic liberties will 

create a demand for political liberties, and democracy will 

slowly develop. If those in power see this threat to their 

control coming, they will move their economy to a more 

oligarchical, raercantilistic one.

The Three-Part System

When the argument enters the practical arena described 

above, critics of Novak usually raise doubts as to whether 

the marriage between democracy and capitalism is all that 

happy a one. The argument advanced by Danny Collum is a 
good statement of their objection. According to Collum, the 

corporate world is in truth controlled by huge monopolies 

that have "both the state and the 'moral-cultural order’ on
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ment has often acted upon the democratic wishes of the 

people to curb corporations, hence the corporate world can 

not be all-powerful.

Both positions appear to be a bit simplistic. I believe 

Novak has left out a powerful argument in meeting this 

objection. Robert Benne, in his work The Ethic of Democratic 

Capitalism, provides a more careful argument against the 

assumption of a ’’corporate collectivism” in the United

States.

First, the question of corporate concentration must be 

discussed. Is the American economy characterizd by monopo

lies capable of controlling the political, moral-cultural, 

and even economic realms? Benne turns to a 1969 study by 

Warren G. Nutter and Henry Einhorn which compared the degree 

of concentration in the economy of 1899 with that of 1958. 

In 1899, 17.4 percent of the national income was gained by 

monopolies, 76.1 percent by those that had competition of 

some sort, and 6.5 percent by those businesses run or reg

ulated by the government. In 1958, 11.5 percent of the GNP 

was produced by monopolies, 66.4 percent by competitive 

companies, and 21.5 percent by those companies under the 

direct influence of the federal government. From the per

spective of this study, then, monopoly has actually de
creased while the percentage of government enterprise has

increased. M.A. Adelman reached similar conclusions in his

1971 study of concentration He cautions against the
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recitation of statistics on the largest 100 or 200 corpora

tions and the corporate assets they hold. These statistics 

can be misleading. First, the industries that have large 

corporations are not the industries with the highest level 

of concentration. Second, the size of a corporation tells 

us little about the competition it faces, or the kind of 

market it competes in. His conclusion, after cataloguing 

the technicalities involved in measuring concentration, is 

that concentration in the American economy has remained 

roughly the same over the last century. These studies and 

others seem to suggest that corporations are still held in 

check by large amounts of competition in the American

economy.

Benne predicts an increase in competition in coming 

decades. He bases this belief on relatively recent develop

ments in transportation, technology, and communication. 

With the development of more reliable and faster means of 

shipping, the kinds of monopolies dependent upon geography 

are declining. Competition has been spread from the local 

to the national to the international arena, making monopoli

zation of a product extremely difficult. Technology is 

reducing market concentration by providing more ways to meet 

the needs of consumers. Steel, for example, no longer holds 

the monopoly in construction because technology has devel

oped substitutes like concrete, aluminum and plastic. 

Finally, advances in communication media have increased 

competition from the consumer side. Consumers are becoming
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more knowledgeable in buying techniques to get the most from 

their money. According to Benne, this will help prevent 

consumers from being abused by corporate power.

Second, the control corporations have over the 

political realm must be assessed. Novak’s argument that 

increased public regulation of the corporate sector exempli

fies the lack of influence of the corporate world appears

naive but accurate. More substantial evidence is needed to

prove this point. Benne makes the same argument as Novak 

against the charge of corporate oligarchy, but adds a point 

about the government’s redistributive efforts through wel

fare programs. Benne writes that:

The interests of many different groups, including 
those of the very poor, have been expressed through 
political and judicial channels. They have resulted 
in legislation that appropriates a good deal of the 
national income for redistributive purposes. Indeed 
with the exception of Sweden, it appears that the 
United States devotes a greater percentage of its 
national income to the public sector than any other 
nation, capitalist or socialist. . . . As to the 
often used interpretation that these are grudging 
concessions by the economic elite so that the capi
talist order can keep going, it would appear that so 
many and so great concessions call into question the 
fact of that elite’s dominance. Certainly the cap
tains of industry do not will such a transfer from 
the private to the public sector.37

More evidence will be presented later that documents the 

extent of governmental actions on behalf of the least ad

vantaged of our society. For now, I conclude that the 

political realm has a relative—yet obviously not complete— 

autonomy from the corporate sector.
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The Evils of Capitalism

Collum presented the two classic arguments which charge 

capitalism with producing great harms. First, he contends 

that capitalism unquestionably embraces unrestrained growth 

and all its deleterious consequences upon the environment 

and future human generations. Second, he verbalizes the 

traditional theory of dependent capitalism, which holds that 

capitalism victimizes underdeveloped nations to feed the 

growth of the developed world. For millions of morally 

sensitive people, these two arguments are the most important 

objections to democratic capitalism.

As mentioned earlier, Novak chooses to forego any major 

debates concerning these objections. He does provide an 

argument against the theory of dependent capitalism, which 

was related in chapter two. Instead of a major defense 

against these objections, Novak offers an argument for the 

ability of the state to intervene in the economic realm to 

correct and compensate for these harms. I believe that this 

position, that of a ’’reformed capitalism,” is a very tenable 

position which helps to legitimate democratic capitalism. 

We will discuss this further when we weigh the compatibility 

of democratic capitalism with Christianity.

Robert Benne offers a more extensive examination of

these two objections. The problems associated with growth 

are admitted to be serious ones. Yet Benne argues that none

of these problems are incapable of being corrected by the
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mechanisms of capitalism. First, there is a great deal of 

mystery as to the placement of the limits to growth critics 

announce. Even the most pessimistic of the advocates, the 

’’Club of Rome’’ study group, has recently hedged on the 

absolute limits it had set earlier. Second, Benne argues 

that the market provides ways of signaling scarcities. As 

supplies dwindle, prices go up and a rationing system goes 

into effect as the quest for substitutes or a more efficient 

use begins in earnest. Adjustments such as severance taxes 

and organized futures trading in all natural resources can 

be made to enhance the market’s ability to foresee and even 

avoid future scarcities. However, Benne admits that the use 

of common resources, such as air and water, demand some sort 

of governmental or legal means to prevent abuse. Third, 

Benne argues that capitalist economies Are growing in areas 

which do not threaten the environment nor demand great 

amounts of natural resources. In most modern capitalist 

nations, growth in the service industries is a significant 

part of the society’s growth. These service industries are 

using fewer resources and producing less harmful pollution. 

Thus present and future growth is much less likely to result 

in the ecological and social harms the opponents of growth

f ear.

Novak and Benne have also attempted to discredit the 

theory of dependent capitalism. Novak’s effort was related 

in chapter two. Benne attempts similarly to demonstrate 

that the poverty of the Third world is not a product of the
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development of the First. Benne cites W. Arthur Lewis, who 

offers a competing explanation of how the First World devel

oped and the underdeveloped Third world remained poor. 

Lewis contradicts the notion that the industrial revolution

in the capitalist countries was dependent on the materials 

of the Third World. He points out that the developing First 

World nations were virtually self-sufficient in the raw 

materials of the industrial revolution. Consequently, trade 

between the developing and underdeveloped nations did not 

amount to much. He does not deny that there was a serious 

split in the paths of the industrial world and the under

developed world. While the rest of the world has developed 

strong industrial bases, the Third World has somehow re

mained without industrialization. Lewis reports that tradi

tional economics explain that industrial revolution is con

tingent upon a prior or simultaneous agricultural revolu

tion. In order for industrialization to occur, agriculture 

has to be capable of producing the surplus food and raw 

materials consumed in the industrial sector, and the af

fluent state of the farmers is needed to provide the market 

for the industrially produced goods. According to Lewis, 

the underdeveloped world benefited from the cheap imports of 

industrial products and saw no reason to support an in

digenous industrial emergence. In turn, they responded to 

the industrial revolution’s demand for agricultural products 

by developing economies geared to the export of these agri

cultural products. Unfortunately, their labor productivity
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was and is very low. Lewis summarizes his theory as to the 

causes of poverty in the Third World:

The principal cause of the poverty of the developing 
countries and of their poor factoral terms of trade 
is that half their labor force (more or less) pro
duces food at very low productivity levels. This 
limits the domestic market for manufactures and ser
vices, keeps the propensity to import too high, re
duces taxable capacity and savings, and provides 
goods and services for export on unfavorable terms.
To alter this is the fundamental way to change 
Less Developed Count-ries /More Developed Countries 
relations. But this takes time.38

Benne also demonstrates that the affluence of the First

World is not based on the exploitation of the Third. There 

is some measure of exploitation that has occurred, but 

according to Benne, the affluence of the First World is a 

result of a unique combination of social, political, and 

economic factors rather than the exploitation of the poor. 

He reports that much of the prosperity of the capitalist 

countries since World War II is a product of trade amongst

themselves rather than trade with the Third World. He

concludes by noting:

Democratic capitalist countries, especially the 
United States, are not fated by the force of histori
cal necessity to be vicious exploiters of the world’s 
poor. Our gifts can be used for good, even as our 
power can be used for all. We are not sentenced to 
be the world’s oppressors, just as we have not in the 
past been primarily responsible for its poverty.39

There is, I believe, a great amount of misinformation 

concerning the cause of Third World poverty. Millions of 

individuals believe that the successes of capitalism inher
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ently victimize others. To be sure the past is clouded with 

instances of grave inhumanity and insensitivity toward the 

Third World. But the majority of centrist economists con

clude that these instances were by no means an inevitable 

product of capitalist expansion, rather they were avoidable 

abuses. In the future, the policies of the First World, 

particularly the United States, must reflect a desire to 

better the condition of the Third world. Specifically, 

policies of trade, aid and technology transfer need to be 

customized to provide opportunities for Third World nations 

to pursue policies of slow, stable, and safe economic 

growth.

Democratic Capitalism and Christianity

The issue of the compatiblity of capitalism with 

Christianity will depend upon the answers to two questions: 

"Is capitalism inherently opposed to the principles of jus

tice and love?”; and, "What can capitalism contribute to the 

fulfilment of these ideals?"

The answer to the first question, I believe, is no. 

Capitalism does not contain inherent flaws which force a 

society to impose conditions of injustice upon others. 

There are, however, flaws which allow society to do so. 

Capitalism works to diffuse the effects of human sin through 

diffusing the power of various interests and individuals. 

On the whole the market economy operates in a way that 

diffuses power. There are times,however, when the system 

breaks down and must be repaired and reformed to help pre
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vent harms, and when harms have already occurred, to help 
redress them.

Democratic capitalism has a place for government inter

vention to assist the market in diffusing power. There are 

both technical and moral reasons for this. Technically, 

there are areas where the market economy fails to achieve a 

desired purpose. There are areas where the market fails to 

distribute wealth adequately and there are common goods that 

need to be produced. Morally, the will-to-power often breaks 

down the natural equilibrium produced by the markets, and 

the powerful must be restrained from oppressing the power

less. As Robert Benne puts it:

Government, ...can and does exercise the human cap
acity for justice. It can shape the laws and struc
tures of society to include the rightful claims of 
the whole community, and especially those of the most 
disadvantaged. It can become an instrument of a more 
universal justice and thereby a vehicle of agape’s 
impact on the world.40

There are many examples of a democratic polity oper

ating in this effort to redress the failures of the markets. 

In fact, the achievements in this area have been spectacu

lar. Benne lists these achievements in three categories: 

(1) efforts to preserve the health of the democratic 

capitalist system; (2) efforts to provide common public 

goods; and, (3) efforts at correcting unjust circumstances 

and refining more just ones.

The United States government has acted to preserve the

balance and vitality of the market economy The broadest
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effort has been to protect the competitive nature of the 

market by limiting monopolies. The history of antimonopoly 

efforts has been lengthy: The Sherman Act, the Clayton 

Act, the establishment of the Federal Trade Commission, and 

the New Deal are examples of pre-World War II efforts. 

Since that time, the Justice Department has persevered in 

its efforts to prosecute the antitrust laws. Economist Paul 

Samuelson surveyed the prosecution efforts of the government 

over the last decades and concluded:

...Both Republicans and Democrats are spending more 
and more money on lawyers and investigators to 
enforce antitrust laws with ever-increasing vigor. 
Firms no longer dare to use group practices that 
used to be standard in American industry.41

To governmental efforts at limiting monopolies, Benne 

adds the government’s use of macroeconomic strategies to 

preserve the balance of the economy. He lauds the employ

ment of Keynesian economic theory—the practice of deficit 

spending to prime the economic engine—as a brilliant ex

ample of governmental intervention for the purposes of pre

serving economic balance. Other examples of governmental 

intervention to preserve the market balance include the 

formulation of free trade policies, the support of organized 

labor, the encouragement of voluntary organizations, and 

efforts at preserving the viability of the small, family

f ar m.

The government has seen a growing role in providing 

common goods which the market cannot provide. The prime 

example is the public school system. The government seeks
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to provide education opportunities to those who may not 

receive an adequate education from the private sector for 

one reason or an other. A second example is that of the 

government’s efforts to deal with the effects of industrial 

output—namely air, water, and noise pollution. The efforts 

of reducing pollution in the past ten years have been phen

omenal, resulting in significant declines of pollution 

levels in most areas. The recent effort to clean up the 

nation’s toxic waste problem is a contemporary example of 

the government’s role of providing common public goods.

The government also has taken more direct steps to 

increase justice in our society. Efforts have been made to 

extend economic justice to the least advantaged in the 

American society. Benne comments on the wide extent of 

governmental action in welfare programs. His statistics are 

from a pre-Reagan era, but they do witness the extent of 

governmental possibilities in these areas.

First, let us deal with the serious plight of one 

parent, impoverished families. Nearly half of all poor 

white children and two-thirds of all poor black children 

live in families headed by their mother, who is separated, 

divorced, widowed, or was never married. Aid to Families 

with Dependent Children (AFDC) has been the major effort 

directed at this group. In 1972, more than three million

families received over seven billion dollars of aid from

AFDC. The size of the AFDC rolls is fast growing, doubling

about every four years
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Other important programs include Medicaid, food stamps, 

and Head Start. Since 1967, Congress has enacted more than 

a dozen food laws and now appropriates more than $9 billion 

to feed the poor. These programs have significantly improved 

the lot of the poor. In 1977, the Field Foundation sent a 

medical team to revisit poverty areas that it had examined 

ten years earlier. Its 1967 report revealed serious cases 

of malnutrition. In its 1977 report, the team reported 

that:

There are far fewer grossly malnourished people in 
this country than there were ten years ago. Mal
nutrition has become a subtler problem. . . . But in
the area of food there has been a difference. The 
food stamp program, the nutritional component of Head 
Start, school lunch and breakfast programs, and to a 
lesser extent the women-infant-children (WIC) pro
grams have made the difference.42

The food stamp program deserves a special emphasis. A

Congressional Budget Office study concluded that 87 percent

of the recipients of food stamps are families living on

incomes less than what is needed to buy even an adequate

amount of food. They concluded that the food stamp program

had lifted four million people above the poverty line. Food

stamps today help more Americans than any other social 
43

program except Social Security.

Finally, Social Security has been a major success in 

assisting the elderly. Economist Arthur Okum writes that ”In 

terms of public attitudes, social security is probably the

greatest success of any major expenditure program in Araeri-
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can history. And it has brought the nation within sight of 
44

ending poverty for the aged.”

A look at 1980 tax figures suggests that this effort

at redistribution is a fairly authentic one. The top three

percent of American families on an income scale remitted 31

percent of all income taxes paid, or $79 billion of the

total $250 billion. The bottom 50 percent paid $14 billion

in taxes, or roughly six percent of the total. Thus the top

three percent contributed five times more money to the 
45

budgetary pool than the bottom 50 percent combined.

It is obvious that more effort is needed to correct the

injustices in the American system, but these examples illus

trate the role that the government can play in ensuring that 

the economic system benefits the least advantaged. Caution

must be used to ensure that the intentional role of the

state does not become counterproductive to the interests of 

liberty and efficiency. Nevertheless, principles of justice 

are currently in the process of being engaged in the Ameri

can society. Thus injustice is not irreparable in a demo

cratic capitalist society.

The second question to be answered when weighing the 

compatibility of capitalism with Christianity is, "What can 

capitalism contribute to the interests of justice and love?”

Capitalism promotes liberty. It promotes a wide disper

sion of power. A market economy helps preserve political 

liberties. It performs the essential economic tasks of

American society without direction from a political power
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Decisions concerning what should be produced, how production 

should proceed, where the manufactured products should be 

sent, and how they should be marketed are all made by the 

market system itself. No governmental decisions on these 

matters is needed. Thus the markets have saved us from a 

strongly centralized economy where pluralism could hardly 

exist. Further, these arrangements have limited the number 

of issues upon which political decisions have to be made and 

hence on which it is necessary to achieve agreement. The 

market thus reduces the risk of government tyranny, since it 

obviates the need for the government to have the managerial 

knowledge over the business affairs of corporations, decide 

on them, and make those decisions stick. The market economy 

also helps preserve economic liberty. Capitalism embraces 

competition which prevents corporate tyranny and encourages 

innovation. Thus liberty of economic choice is preserved. 

Finally, market arrangements preserve basic intellectual and 

moral freedom. Dissent and intellectual diversity are nur

tured. By relying on relationships of self-interest, market 

economies decrease the need for a consensus on the moral, 

sociological, and ideological level. Societies without 

market economies must either presuppose or impose such a

moral consensus.

Capitalism also provides an equality of opportunity. A 

decentralized and unconsciously coordinated economy provides 

a wide degree of opportunity for individuals. Individuals 

have the opportunity to advance their own welfare. Accomp
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anying this wide amount of opportunity is a system which 

rewards effort with advancement. Hence an individual’s 

likelihood of advancement is chiefly dependent upon his or 

her own effort.

Capitalism’s contributions to the cause of justice give 

it some moral weight. Building justice and love demands 

materials with which to build. The capitalist market pro

vides such materials in the wealth it creates, the liberty 

it preserves, and the opportunity it provides. It also 

provides a rough, ’’natural" system of justice through 

spreading its wealth throughout both the national and global 

society. It is a far cry from the ideals of justice 

cherished in Judeo-Christian principles, yet capitalism is 

not incompatible with these principles.

Summary

Novak's work to defend democratic capitalism has been 

fairly controversial. Individuals have criticized Novak ’s 

belief that democracy and capitalism are somehow internally 

consonant with one another. They have also charged that 

corporate power dominates the political realm, thus destroy

ing all hopes for a true pluralism. They claim that Novak 

has ignored capitalism’s sad history of abuses. Finally, 

critics contend that Novak’s defense of democratic capital

ism is inconsistent with the Christian principles of justice

and love.

Novak has fair responses to each of these criticisms. 

Though other combinations do exist, he argues that democracy
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and capitalism are linked on the level of ’’practical logic,” 

meaning that they nourish one another most compatibly in 

practice. He attempts to discredit claims of corporate heg

emony by documenting the extent of governmental action in 

ways that appear to be opposed by the corporate world. He 

fails to provide any indication that he has carefully an

alysed the past abuses of capitalism, yet he demonstrates 

how a democratic capitalist society moves to counteract 

these abuses. Finally, he defends democratic capitalism as 

a system consistent with Christianity, and warns against the 

naive application of Scripture to the complex socio

political issues of the modern world.

A critical and cautious analysis of these issues has 

led me to accept most of the positions held by Novak. It is 

difficult to get anywhere arguing about the compatibility of 

capitalism and democracy on the conceptual level. Practical 

experience, however, has demonstrated that capitalism and 

democracy share a common esteem of liberty and pluralism. 

Hence they seem to be most comfortable married to one ano

ther. I was not able to agree with the critics who argued 

that corporate power holds the political realm of a 

democracy captive. Though I do not totally agree with 

Novak’s and Benne’s argument that the high degree of 

political intervention in the marketplace exemplifies corpo

rate weakness, I do agree that American political history

seems to show that there remains some sort of balance bet

ween the political and economic realm. Though I concede
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that capitalists have acted in an unjust way at times, I 

side with Novak and Benne’s arguments against the two 

classic objections to capitalism—the "limits to growth’’ 

argument and the theory of ’’dependent capitalism.’’ Finally, 

I see in capitalism no fatal flaws which force it to always 

work in opposition to the Christian principles of justice 

and love. In fact, I can cite major contributions made by 

capitalism to these efforts in capitalism’s ability to 

create wealth, preserve liberty and provide equal 

opportunity.
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