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“This book, with Bill Cavanaugh’s Torture and Eucharist, represents a more chal-
lenging stage of and for liberation theology. Bell’s extraordinary analysis of the
capitalist captivity of Christianity makes chilling reading, but at the same time he
helps us see how what appear to be weaknesses may represent the gift God has
given us to resist the powers.”

Stanley Hauerwas, Gilbert T. Rowe Professor of Theological Ethics, Duke University

“Christians have often naively ignored the powers and principalities that shape our
actual desires. We have too often imagined that it is easy to learn to desire, love
and know God. In this powerful, stimulating and insightful book, Dan Bell
demonstrates the challenges that capitalism presents to Christian faith as an extra-
ordinarily powerful force shaping our desires and distorting understanding of God.
Bell’s constructive theological confrontation of Christianity and capitalism engag-
ingly challenges us all to more rigorous thought and faithful living.”

L. Gregory Jones, Dean of Divinity School and Professor of Theology, Duke University

“Dan Bell’s book launches an incredibly serious theoretical and practical challenge
to the direction of ‘liberation theology,’ but a challenge that is at every turn against
capitalism and for the poor. In Augustinian fashion the technology of desire that is
capitalism is opposed to the shaping of desire for God that is Christianity. From this
opposition – supported by discussion of a host of figures from Bernard of
Clairvaux to Foucault – Bell argues for the profoundly political character
of Christianity itself. The logic of forgiveness is then read as central to the politics
that is Christian life and as founded in trinitarian theology.

The combination of the theoretical and the sheerly ‘practical’ is one of the great
strengths of the book – Dorothy Day out-thinks Marx and Adam Smith! The
book should – if possible in combination with Bill Cavanaugh’s Torture and

Eucharist – be compulsory reading not only for all who are concerned with politi-
cal theology or liberation, but also for all concerned with ecclesiology and the very
nature of desire.”

Lewis Ayres, Assistant Professor of Historical Theology,

Candler School of Theology, Emory University

“This book is an important entry into a major debate and even those who disagree
with Bell will not be able to ignore his argument.”

William T. Cavanaugh, Assistant Professor of Theology,

University of St. Thomas, St. Paul, MN
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INTRODUCTION

The end of history

In 1989 Francis Fukuyama, an official at the US Department of State, heralded the
arrival of “the end of history.” By this he meant the unabashed victory of eco-
nomic and political liberalism on the stage of world history, the triumph of
consumerist Western culture, the total exhaustion of viable systematic alterna-
tives to Western liberalism. History, said Fukuyama, was ineluctably moving in the
direction of the “victory of the VCR,” that is, toward a universal homogeneous
state characterized by liberal democracy in the political sphere combined with easy
access to VCRs and stereos in the economic. The crumbling of the Berlin Wall
marked the revelation of liberal democracy and the free market as the paradig-
matic form of human society, as the regime that best “satisfies the most basic
human longings.”1

Many Christians have greeted this development with deep satisfaction, believing
that capitalism is quite compatible with Christianity. Accordingly, with great joy
they announce that “we are all capitalist now” and happily join the chorus of
voices celebrating the “capitalist revolution.”2 Others, however, lament this devel-
opment, believing that capitalism, far from accommodating Christianity and
marking the culmination of history, is actually antithetical to the faith and an
obstacle to history’s true end.

My argument takes as its starting point the latter position. My basic premise is
that the end of history has not been brought near by the boardrooms of New York
and Tokyo or the staterooms of Washington DC and Mexico City, nor does human
desire find its satisfaction in the capitalist market. Rather, history discovers its end
far from the boardrooms and away from the marketplace, on a hill where a poor
person, uttering the words “forgive them,” was crucified.3 In other words, broadly
conceived this project is about the contemporary struggle between capitalism and
Christianity over the end of history, over the redemption of humanity. Does capit-
alism exhaust the horizon of human emancipation? Must we all bow (or at least
slouch in our recliners, remote in hand) before the VCR and prostrate ourselves to
the forces of Wall Street? Or can Christianity fund resistance to capitalism? Is
Christianity capable of liberating human desire from capitalism? In other words,
what comes after the end of history?

According to traditional accounts of Christianity, although the end of history is
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found outside the city gate among the crucified, history does not end with the cru-
cifixion. From the depth of that space of exclusion the crucified one was raised.
Hence, for an answer to the question “what comes after the end of history?” I turn
to what is going on outside the city gate today, to the contemporary spaces of exclu-
sion. In particular, I engage the Latin American liberationists and their account of
the “Church of the poor” that has emerged in recent decades to contest capital-
ism’s ascendancy. As a result of their work among the impoverished masses of
Latin America and their provocative articulation of a “preferential option for the
poor,” the Latin American liberationists have consistently posed the question of
Christian resistance to the capitalist order in the most compelling of terms.
Consequently, their work – and the life and activity of the poor Christian com-
munities in their midst as articulated by the liberationists – serve as the primary foil
for this project.

Recently, however, Latin American liberationists have acknowledged that their
revolutionary efforts are in disarray. In the wake of the electoral defeat of the
Sandinistas, the intensified siege of the Cuban revolution, the collapse of socialism,
and the subsiding of revolutionary currents, Latin American liberationists share a
generalized sense of crisis among those forces that had hoped to usher in a new era
on the revolutionary wave of the “irruption of the poor.” Hence, with the chas-
tening of revolutionary expectations, Fukuyama’s end of history raises the specter
that the triumph of capitalism not only marks the culmination of history, but of
Christianity as a credible source of resistance to that order as well. The present age
may well be remembered, in the words of John Kent, as “the end of a line of
growth, an end which neither Marxism nor Christianity can prevent, not even
when they combine in ‘liberation theology.’”4 Is it possible that capitalism has
succeeded where two millennia ago the powers and principalities failed? Has the
stone been rolled back in place, with the crucified left to languish for ever?

In this situation, Kent suggests, a theology of survival – one more akin to diplo-
macy than ideological crusade – may be more to the point than a theology of
liberation. Hence, the subtitle of this project. While the phrase “the refusal to cease
suffering” is fraught with difficulties and does not immediately evoke images of sur-
vival, it is my contention that the possibility of Christian resistance to the capitalist
order is anchored in those whom Ignacio Ellacuría called “the crucified people”
and their enactment of God’s gift of forgiveness.

At the heart of my argument is the assertion that the conflict between capitalism
and Christianity is nothing less than a clash of opposing technologies of desire.
Christianity has traditionally conceived of the human being in terms of desire.
Augustine’s famous dictum, “our hearts are restless until they find rest in thee” cap-
tures this sentiment well. The human being is constituted by desire, the desire of
God. The Christian tradition also claims, however, that desire has been corrupted.
Sin has distorted desire. Sin captures and bends desire in unnatural directions. It
disciplines and enslaves desire. In what follows I argue that capitalism is one such
discipline of desire. It is a form of sin,5 a way of life that captures and distorts
human desire in accord with the golden rule of production for the market.6 Given
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the horrendous consequences of this discipline for the majority of humanity, it is
fitting to call capitalism a form of madness. Christianity, on the other hand, is
about the healing or liberating of desire from sin. It is a therapy, a way of life that
releases desire from its bondage, that cures the madness so that desire may once
again flow as it was created to do.

My argument begins in the first chapter with the display of contemporary cap-
italism as a discipline of desire. This display in turn begins with a brief introduction
to contemporary capitalism by the liberationist Franz Hinkelammert. His analysis
of “savage capitalism” highlights themes and issues that will recur throughout the
project. Following this, the heart of the chapter is devoted to a more structured
account of the way capitalism disciplines desire. Drawing on the work of Gilles
Deleuze and Michel Foucault, I argue that savage capitalism’s victory is not merely
economic, but ontological. Capitalism extends its reign by far more than merely
fostering a particular mode of production and division of labor; it is best under-
stood as an ensemble of technologies that disciplines the constitutive human power,
desire. Of particular importance is the recognition that capitalism only succeeds in
disciplining desire through the agency of the state-form. Capitalism advances as
the state-form delivers desire to its discipline. It is here that Foucault’s work on
“governmentality” proves perspicacious. His account of governmentality reminds
us that the state-form embraces more than “the state,” that it includes a vast array
of “technologies of desire” operative on the social, cultural, and personal as well
as economic registers that together form and govern desire in accord with the
demands of the capitalist market.

In the second chapter I consider the powerful witness of the Latin American
liberationists and the Church of the poor in their midst. For their efforts to dis-
tance Christianity from capitalism, often at great personal cost, they deserve
much praise. They have contributed significantly to a widespread appreciation for
the connection between the Christian life and struggles against all forms of
oppression – so much so that even their fiercest ecclesiastical opponents now pro-
claim a gospel of liberation (albeit a liberation of a much different hue). They
have boldly challenged the Church to leave its spiritual ghetto, where for too
long it has remained comfortably complicitous with the powerful while ignoring
the cries of impoverished masses. Here, however, I challenge the liberationists’
theorization of Christian resistance to capitalism on the grounds that that theo-
rization is insufficiently radical. In itself, this claim is unremarkable; critics of
liberationists’ social theory abound. In contrast with the majority of the critics,
however, I argue that the root of the crisis of liberationist social theory lies in their
ecclesiology. The ecclesiological innovations inaugurated by the liberationists to
overcome the failures of the New Christendom ecclesiology dominant in the
1960s falter insofar as those innovations remain embedded in the modern narra-
tive that divorces religion from the social-political-economic dimensions of life. As
a consequence, the Church of the poor is only indirectly political and politics is
conceived as statecraft. This remains true from the earliest writings, with their
revolutionary expectations, to the more recent emphasis on democracy and civil
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society. When viewed against the backdrop of Deleuze and Foucault’s work, it
becomes apparent that this commitment to an apolitical Church and politics as
statecraft cannot help but deliver liberationists into the maw of the capitalist
order.

In the interest of revitalizing the liberationists’ revolutionary efforts, I conclude
this chapter by gesturing toward an alternative account of the Christian commu-
nity, one that rejects the false and futile politics of statecraft and instead reclaims
the Christian community as a public sui generis, that is, as a social, political, eco-
nomic formation in its own right. In other words, my constructive effort to envision
Christian resistance to capitalist discipline begins with Christianity’s reassertion in
the material realm as the true politics. Christianity is the true politics, the true
polity, over against the agony of capitalist discipline, in the Augustinian sense that
the Church embodies the true form of human social, political, and economic
organization because its order is one of liturgy, of worship of the triune God.7 As
will become clear, however, this reassertion of the political character of Christianity
is not an instance of wistful pining after a departed Constantinianism or
Christendom. Rather this non-identical renewal of Christianity’s public presence
finds its exemplification in the Church of the poor. In particular, I suggest that
there are signs that some elements of the Church of the poor may in fact embody
this alternative, setting aside politics as statecraft, and hence may be able to fund
resistance to capitalism. This is the first step in reclaiming the particular technolo-
gies of desire that God may have provided for healing desire and resisting the
madness that is capitalism.

The next step occurs in the third chapter, where Christianity is reclaimed as a
therapy of desire that may be capable of both liberating desire from its capitalist
captivity and enabling it once again to flow freely as it was created to do. I begin
with a construal of Christianity as an ensemble of technologies of desire. Using the
example of Bernard of Clairvaux and the twelfth-century Cistercians, I argue
that far from being the apolitical custodian of moral values or a preferential option,
Christianity is, no less than capitalism, an ensemble of technologies that shapes and
forms desire. As an ensemble of knowledges, systems of judgment, persons, insti-
tutions, and practices, Christianity governs desire; through a host of technologies
such as liturgy, catechesis, orders, and discipleship, Christianity exerts an ontologic-
al influence on humanity. It reshapes desire. Following this display, the question is
broached, what kind of therapy does Christianity offer to counter capitalist disci-
pline? Specifically, because of the frequency with which it is invoked against
capitalism, the question is posed in terms of justice. Is justice the name of the ther-
apy that Christianity offers desire corrupted by the madness of capitalism? Again,
because of their prominence in the struggle against capitalism, the Latin American
liberationists are the foil for my argument. Against capitalism they proffer a con-
ception of justice as the guarantor of rights. I unpack this account of justice by
situating it within the tradition of Catholic social teaching on justice, highlighting
both important similarities and differences. Finally, I offer an analysis that reveals
several theological and practical difficulties with justice so conceived, difficulties
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that suggest that far from liberating desire from capitalism, the liberationists’ vision
of justice can only accentuate the terror of the capitalist order.

The subject of the fourth chapter is forgiveness. Here I present the case for for-
giveness as the therapy that Christianity offers desire in order to liberate it from
capitalism. I begin by arguing that forgiveness avoids both the theological and
practical deficiencies that undercut the liberationists’ account of justice. Next, I
turn to what the liberationists have to say, particularly their reservations and sus-
picions, concerning forgiveness. This sets the stage for what follows, namely an
analysis of forgiveness as an ensemble of technologies of desire that is organized
around addressing the liberationists’ concerns. This is to say, the presentation
focuses on those technologies essential to establishing forgiveness as a form of
resistance to capitalism. Central to this account of forgiveness are those whom Jon
Sobrino and Ignacio Ellacuría call “the crucified people.” In spite of their own
commitment to justice as the guardian of rights, the liberationists acknowledge that
many of the crucified people who constitute the Church of the poor are facing
their oppressors and extending the gift of forgiveness, not demanding what is due
in accord with their “rights.” More importantly, the crucified people are extending
forgiveness precisely as a form of resistance to capitalism. They are enacting for-
giveness as a means of liberating desire from its capitalist captivity. Included here
is a reconsideration of the place and function of justice, reconceived in terms of
the aneconomic order of the divine gift of forgiveness, in the Christian life.

Finally, this chapter concludes this project with an appraisal of the risk of for-
giveness. At this point it is clear that the therapy of forgiveness is nothing less than
an effort to resist the unjust suffering of capitalism with a refusal to cease suffering.
As such it is an odd and risk-laden form of resistance. Because it expects the vic-
tims of injustice to refrain from resorting to claims of “what is due” and “rights”
in their defense, it is haunted by the possibility that ultimately forgiveness is noth-
ing more than the refusal to cease suffering. Here I confront head on the suspicions
that have stalked forgiveness the length of this chapter. Does this account of for-
giveness disempower victims and inevitably sanction the impunity of the powerful?
I argue that the forgiveness enacted by the Church of the poor does neither, that
on the contrary it is an instantiation of a crucified power and of a suffering against
suffering. But is this true? My final move is a confession that the truthfulness of the
claims I advance for forgiveness, as well as the wisdom of the crucified people’s
refusal to cease suffering, remain to be seen. Christians await the consummation of
redemption, when suffering will indeed cease. Until that time, the refusal to cease
suffering is an act of hope. More specifically, it is a wager on God. Is God who
Christians claim God is, the one who defeats sin not by extracting justice in the
sense of rendering a strict account of “what is due” but by reaching out to the
sinner with the gift of forgiveness?

What is the point of this project? I have struggled with identifying what I hoped to
accomplish in this work. Part of this struggle involved defining my relation to the
Latin American liberationists and the crucified people of the Church of the poor.
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Although I critique the liberationists, I do not really have nor do I want an argu-
ment with them. Although I have been welcomed and embraced by poor
Christians in Central America, I do not presume to speak for them. At times I
assumed I was engaged with the liberationists in a common effort to answer the
question, how do we proclaim God as savior in the midst of a world suffering from
the madness of capitalism? While capitalism has created a certain bond between
us, the legitimacy of this assumption rested on the presumption on my part that we
shared a common faith, as the author of Ephesians wrote, “There is one body and
one Spirit . . . one Lord, one faith, one baptism” (4:4–5). Yet I have come to see the
error in this too. In an essay on theology from the underside of history, Gustavo
Gutiérrez observes, “The poor of the earth, in their struggles for liberation, in their
faith and hope in the Father, are coming to the realization that, to put it in the
words of Arguedas, ‘the God of the masters is not the same.’ Their God is not the
God of the poor. For ultimately the dominator is one who does not really believe
in the God of the Bible.”8

Finally, I came across an account of an All Souls Day celebration that took place
in San Salvador during the 1980s, when the United States was actively supporting
the Salvadoran government in a brutal counter-insurgency campaign that, inter-
estingly enough, included the murder of several of the liberationists on whom my
work here draws. Jon Sobrino describes one particularly compelling incident at that
celebration:

Around the altar on that day there were various cards with the names of
family members who were dead or murdered. People would have liked to
go to the cemetery to put flowers on their graves. But as they were locked
up in the refuge and could not go, they painted flowers round their
names. Beside the cards with the names of family members there was
another card with no flowers which read: “Our dead enemies. May God
forgive them and convert them.” At the end of Eucharist we asked an old
man what was the meaning of this last card and he told us this: “We made
these cards as if we had gone to put flowers on our dead because it
seemed to us they would feel we were with them. But as we are Christians,
you know, we believed that our enemies should be on the altar too. They
are our brothers in spite of the fact that they kill us and murder us. And
you know what the Bible says. It is easy to love our own but God asks us
to love those who persecute us.”9

This project is an attempt to make sense of the card on the altar that read “Our
dead enemies. May God forgive them and convert them.” It is an effort to com-
prehend the power present at that celebration, the divine power that enabled the
crucified people to reach out to their enemies, the enemies of God, with a love that
just might overcome all sin and suffering and usher in an age where all gather
round the table of God and share in its bounty as sisters and brothers.
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Notes

1 Francis Fukuyama, “Reflections on The End of History, Five Years Later,” in After History?
Francis Fukuyama and His Critics, ed. Timothy Burns (Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield
Publishers, 1994), 241. Fukuyama’s ideas are expounded in his article, “The End of
History?” National Interest 16 (Summer 1989), 3–18 and the book The End of History and
the Last Man (New York: The Free Press, 1992).

2 Michael Novak, The Catholic Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism (New York: The Free Press,
1993), 101; Peter Berger, The Capitalist Revolution (New York: Basic Books, 1986).

3 Posing the relation between capitalism and Christianity in such starkly oppositional
terms may strike some as rather incautious and overstated. My defense of this claim is
the unfolding argument of this project.

4 John H. S. Kent, The End of the Line? The Development of Christian Theology in the Last Two
Centuries (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1982), viii.

5 This may strike some as a rather strong claim simply to take for granted. However, far
from being an exceptional claim, it is in fundamental accord with capitalism’s neo-
conservative defenders, who acknowledge both capitalism’s disciplinary and sinful
character. For example, with regard to the disciplinary character of capitalism,
Michael Novak writes that “capitalism is not a set of neutral economic techniques
amorally oriented toward efficiency. Its practice imposes certain moral and cultural
attitudes, requirements, and demands.” Likewise, with regard to capitalism’s moral
status, he writes, “Capitalism itself is not even close to being the Kingdom of God . . .
The presuppositions, ethos, moral habits, and way of life required for the smooth
functioning of democratic and capitalist institutions are not a full expression of
Christian or Jewish faith, and are indeed partially in conflict with the full transcendent
demands of Christian and Jewish faith.” See The Catholic Ethic and the Spirit of
Capitalism, 227–228.

6 This statement deserves a bit of attention. It is commonplace simply to assert that cap-
italism creates an acquisitive subject that is relentlessly driven to acquire and consume
more and more. While it is one of the main pillars of my argument that the logic of
capitalist discipline is a logic of acquisition and consumption, it is nevertheless a crude
simplification to suggest that there is a single capitalist subject and that that subject is
acquisitive. On the contrary, capitalism covers a broad spectrum of subject positions:
from the hyper-acquisitive Trumps and Reagans (the latter a trope for the collective sub-
jectivity of an empire), to the bulk of humanity, the “two-thirds” world who although
hardly partaking of the fruits of the capitalist order are nevertheless subject to and dis-
ciplined by it. In other words, capitalist discipline celebrates consumption, but does not
form all of its subjects as consumers. Many who are subjected to its discipline do not so
much strive to consume and accumulate as struggle to survive.

Recognizing the polyvalence of capitalist subjectivity highlights the reason for focus-
ing on technologies of desire. What distinguishes capitalism is not the formation of a
particular subject, because there is no monolithic capitalist subject. Pressing this point,
capitalism is distinguished neither by its formation of subjects with a passion to accu-
mulate and consume nor by its perpetuation of the misery of the majority of humanity.
Although perhaps intensified by capitalism, both conditions preceded capitalism.

Capitalism is distinguished by the technologies of desire embodied in the processes
of production for the market it oversees. In other words, what sets capitalism apart is the
way in which all desire is disciplined by the requirements of production for the market.
Consequently, what can be said is that the plurality of capitalist subject positions share
a “family resemblance” (to use Wittgenstein’s well-known concept): they all are discip-
lined by the axiomatic of production for the market.

Hence, the focus of this project is neither the kind of subject capitalism produces nor
the kind of subject needed to resist capitalism. Rather, the concern here is with
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technologies that may be able to release desire from capitalist discipline. In other words,
the focus is primarily resistance, which undoubtedly will nourish multiple subjectivities.

7 See Rowan Williams, “Politics and the Soul: A Rereading of the City of God,” Milltown
Studies 19/20 (1987), 55–72; John Milbank, Theology and Social Theory (Oxford: Basil
Blackwell, 1990): 380–438.

8 Gustavo Gutiérrez, The Power of the Poor in History, trans. Robert R. Barr (Maryknoll, NY:
Orbis Books, 1983), 204.

9 Jon Sobrino, The Principle of Mercy (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 1994), 63.
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THE INFINITE UNDULATIONS
OF THE SNAKE

Capitalism, desire, and the state-form

Latin American liberationists insist that theological reflection carefully attend to the
contours of contemporary reality. Accordingly, I begin this account of Christianity
as a font of resistance to capitalism with an analysis of contemporary capitalism.
Specifically, the principal task of this chapter is to display contemporary capitalism
as a discipline of desire. This display proceeds in several steps. First, I introduce
contemporary capitalism by taking up Franz Hinkelammert’s analysis of “savage
capitalism.” Hinkelammert’s work is useful insofar as it serves as a salutary intro-
duction both to the Latin American liberationists, who are the primary foil for my
argument, and to several themes that will occupy center stage throughout this
work. Moreover, given that the benevolence of capitalism has attained the status of
a veritable truism today, Hinkelammert’s unflinchingly critical (and some might be
tempted to add, unnuanced) appraisal of capitalism serves as a poignant reminder
that capitalism’s triumph has not been achieved without a certain cost being borne
by those whom Fukuyama dismisses as still “mired in history.”1 Second, I engage
the work of Gilles Deleuze on capitalism and desire. Deleuze’s work suggests the
victory of savage capitalism is not simply economic; it is, more insidiously, onto-
logical. Capitalism, Deleuze argues, extends its dominion over humanity not
merely through the extraction of labor and production of wealth, but by captur-
ing and distorting the constitutive human power, desire. Moreover, Deleuze’s
analysis implicates the state-form in the capitalist capture of desire, which brings
us to Michel Foucault and his work on “governmentality.” This complements
Deleuze’s account and completes the display of contemporary capitalism as a dis-
cipline of desire by showing that the state-form encompasses much more than that
ensemble of institutions called “the state,” that it encompasses a whole host of
“technologies of desire”: technologies present in the social, cultural, and religious
as well as political and economic registers that shape and form desire in particular
ways. Finally, I conclude by briefly suggesting why even as we learn from Deleuze
and Foucault, we must look beyond them if there is to be any hope of desire
escaping capitalist discipline and attaining its true end.
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Savage capitalism

Even as Fukuyama lauds neoliberal capitalism as the beacon of prosperity and
hope astride the pinnacle of history, Latin American liberationists denounce global
capitalism as a brutal and oppressive force responsible for the misery and prema-
ture death of much of the world’s population. Given that the Latin American
liberationists have long been concerned with the expansion of the capitalist order
on account of the suffering and misery that it has perpetrated and is perpetuating,
this is unsurprising. Indeed one could cogently argue that it is precisely the bold
and uncompromising critique to which the capitalist order was subjected by theo-
logians such as Hugo Assmann, Gustavo Gutiérrez, and Juan Luis Segundo that
first attracted attention to liberation theology.

In the years since the end of history was announced, one of the bolder analyses
of contemporary capitalism to emerge from the Latin American liberationists is
that of Franz Hinkelammert. In an article that has resonated in the work of
many liberationists, entitled “The crisis of socialism and the Third World,”
Hinkelammert exposes the underside of the “end of history”.2 In bold strokes that
indubitably would inflame capitalism’s partisans, Hinkelammert develops three
theses on recent changes in the international capitalist order, changes that amount
to the advent of a new era he calls “savage capitalism.”

Three theses on contemporary capitalism

The first thesis is nothing less than a concession of defeat. Hinkelammert acknow-
ledges capitalism’s victory. Capitalism has won. Its rivals have been soundly
defeated. “The world that now appears and announces itself is a world in which
there exists only one lord and master, and only one system,” writes Hinkelammert.
“[T]here no longer remains any place of asylum . . . The empire is everywhere. It
has total power and it knows it . . . The consciousness that an alternative exists is
lost. It seems there are no longer alternatives.”3 For the Third World, this amounts
to being cut loose from even the minimal assistance it had previously received. With
the ascendancy of the capitalist order, with the extension of its empire, Third
World countries lost the strategic importance they once possessed as pawns that the
competing superpowers would play off against each other.

The Third World now finds itself adrift in the midst of what Hinkelammert calls
“wild” or “savage” capitalism.4 In the 1950s and 1960s capitalism was tempered by
a reformist current that went by the name of developmentalism. At that time, even
as the capitalist market was acknowledged to be largely self-regulating, it was nev-
ertheless recognized that the market, left to its own devices, was unable to assure
development and solve the grave socio-economic problems that afflicted the Latin
American continent. Consequently, the welfare state, public investment, and indus-
trialization by means of import substitution were all accepted components of this
“capitalism with a human face.”5 The 1970s, however, marked a shift towards a
more extreme, unfettered capitalism. This was the beginning of the era of Milton
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Friedman’s “total capitalism,” of neoliberal economics, and “structural adjust-
ment.” This is the capitalism of the era for which Ronald Reagan and Margaret
Thatcher are icons: anti-interventionist, anti-reformist, anti-populist. In short, cap-
italism shorn of its human face.

One of the central precepts of this naked capitalism is an aggressive anti-statism.
In contrast to the earlier phase of capitalism, which conceded a necessary regula-
tory role to the state, savage capitalism denounces all state intervention in the
market and sets about dismantling the welfare state and selling off state-owned
enterprises. In Latin America this anti-statism was incarnate in the national secur-
ity states that appeared in the 1970s and 1980s, Chile under Pinochet being the
paradigmatic example. This anti-statism, however, is deceptive. It amounts to a
minimalist state that only renounces its regulatory and welfare role. While savage
capitalism’s advocates say they are anti-statist, in truth, what they favor is a “small-
state, strong-state.”6 That is, they are advocates of a state that is long on repressive
capability and short on social assistance. What is forsaken, in other words, is not
intervention, but intervention that obstructs the free operation of the market. The
neoliberal state is a police state or anti-state, the function of which is essentially
negative. It exists as a repressive tool of the market, used to deliver society to the
market.

With the advent of this savage capitalism, states Hinkelammert’s second thesis,
the population of the Third World is rendered largely redundant. It is no longer
needed; it is excluded. Production in the Third World has traditionally developed
on the basis of its labor force and its raw materials. Today, however, that labor force
is increasingly being rendered superfluous. Advances in productive technology
mean that capitalism needs less of the available labor. “The First World still needs
the Third World,” Hinkelammert writes, “its seas, its air, its nature, even if only as
a garbage dump for the First World’s poisonous garbage. Its raw materials continue
being needed. What is no longer needed is the greater part of the population of the
Third World.”7 The market’s logic of maximum efficiency entails the sacrifice of
redundant populations. Capitalism simply does not need this many people – all
these unnecessary, dangerous people. They are excess. Hence, with the arrival of
savage capitalism, it becomes a privilege to be exploited: Hinkelammert cites a
Latin American saying, “It is bad to be exploited by the multinationals. It is worse,
however, not to be exploited by them.”8 Third World countries increasingly find
themselves competing with one another for limited openings in the international
capitalist market, with the consequence that more and more people are not even
able to find a place on the margins of this system. They are excluded, discarded to
wander outside the productive system, foraging in the garbage dumps and making
newspaper cakes for their children.9

In this situation development is not possible for Third World countries; indeed,
the central countries consider Third World development on the basis of industrial
integration into the world market a threat. This is Hinkelammert’s third thesis.10

Third World development is no longer perceived as a goal to be attained, but a
threat to be squelched. With its arrival in the 1970s, savage capitalism did not
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establish industry that could competitively enter the world market. Rather, it
renounced industrialization and silenced the masses with the terrorism of the
national security state. Instead of fostering efficient enterprise, it reduced Latin
America, once again, to the exportation of raw materials and agricultural products.
Instead of overcoming underdevelopment, an efficient underdevelopment was
pursued.11 Even if a few small countries have escaped the First World’s grip, the
visible tendency in the Third World is away from self-sustainable industrialization.
Even those industries that were established in prior decades have been targeted for
destruction or stagnation. The First World countries simply no longer see any
advantage to be gained from allowing and encouraging this kind of development.
Accordingly, savage capitalism opts for the maximization of profit over develop-
ment. Perhaps the clearest example of this policy is the collection of the Third
World’s foreign debt. The debt is the primary tool with which Third World devel-
opment is suppressed. The structural adjustment policies that are part and parcel
of that debt insure that the debtor country will be unable to develop in a manner
that would allow it to achieve a favorable insertion into the world market. In this
way, Hinkelammert argues, the West has found a method of shedding blood that
easily allows it to wash any stain off its hands.12

What conclusions does Hinkelammert draw in the face of savage capitalism’s tri-
umph? There are no visible, viable alternatives to the current vicious order. We are,
as he suggests in the title of another article, stuck in a moment of uncertainty,
“¿Capitalismo sin Alternativas?”13 We remain in the grip of a “mysticism of
death,” a madness, a culture that in its destruction of people and nature amounts
to a celebration of collective suicide.14

A savage capitalism, repressive states, excluded populations, madness, sacrifice,
and the absence of alternatives. These are matters that will occupy our attention
for much of the remainder of this work. But first we must ask, how did we arrive
in this condition? How has capitalism accomplished this victory? For the beginning
of an answer we turn to Gilles Deleuze and his history of desire and capitalism.

Capitalism and desire

Gilles Deleuze is frequently characterized as a postmodern philosopher; about
such philosophers there is a debate over the extent to which they are or are not
political.15 In the case of Deleuze, there can be little dispute. His philosophy is
political through and through.16 This is perhaps nowhere more apparent than in
his account of capitalism and desire. In the wake of the failed revolution of 1968
in France, Deleuze turned his attention to rethinking revolutionary politics.17

Perceiving the bankruptcy of both social democracy and Soviet state socialism as
forms of resistance to and liberation from the advancing capitalist order, he began
an effort to think otherwise, to explore new ways of conceiving human relations
and revolutionary practice. The result of this effort was a history of capitalism and
desire, a history that suggests contemporary capitalism’s dominion is not merely an
economic affair – concerning modes of production, the efficient manipulation of
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labor, and the creation of wealth – but is ontological. Capitalism’s victory hinges on
its successful capture and discipline of the constitutive human power, desire.

Politics and ontology 

The philosophical point of departure for Deleuze’s history of capitalism and desire
is the claim that “politics precedes being.”18 This enigmatic statement serves as a
fitting introduction to his history insofar as it provides a glimpse of the politics and
ontology that underpin it. Politically, the claim that “politics precedes being” is a
critique of would-be revolutionaries whose vision of resistance to the capitalist
order is circumscribed and hence crippled by the “social unconscious”:19 that
ensemble of ideas, institutions, and social arrangements erected and propagated by
state, party, class, etc. but attributed a certain fixed, unquestioned status as a
“given.” In particular, Deleuze’s account of capitalism and desire is meant to chal-
lenge the unquestioned assumption of would-be revolutionaries that politics and
therefore revolutionary struggle are a matter of statecraft. The modern vision of
“politics as statecraft” was given its classic articulation by Max Weber when he
defined politics as “the leadership, or the influencing of the leadership, of a polit-

ical association, hence today, of a state.”20 “Politics as statecraft” is the conception
of politics that emerged with the Enlightenment and reached its pinnacle in Hegel
that holds that the realm where persons come together in a polity, in a politics, is
rightly overseen by and finds its highest expression in the state; it is the investiture
of the state with sovereign authority over the socius and, consequently, privileging
the state as the fulcrum of social and political change. The assertion that “politics
precedes being” calls this into question by suggesting that the arrangement of
social space is not in fact attended by a metaphysical fixity that would bestow
upon a particular arrangement the status of an unchanging and unchangeable
“given.” More specifically, the organization of social space with the state at its
summit does not precede the multitude of contingent relations that constitute
social space. In other words, this arrangement of social space, with the sovereign
state at its center, is a particular arrangement of social space, an arrangement that
can (and, as we shall see, must) be otherwise.

As a critique of the politics of statecraft, “politics precedes being” is the instan-
tiation of what Deleuze calls a “micropolitics of desire.”21 As he describes it, a
micropolitics of desire is concerned with the multiplicity of becomings, the fluid-
ity of forces that interact in every moment to produce life.22 Here we arrive at the
ontology proper undergirding his account of capitalism and desire. Reaching back
to the medieval theologian, Duns Scotus, Deleuze develops an ontology of differ-
ence anchored in the univocity of being. Simply put, the proposition that being is
univocal means that “being” has only one sense and is said in one and the same
sense of everything of which it is said.23 For medievals such as Scotus, this meant
that God is deemed “to be” in the same univocal manner as creatures.24 At first,
this would appear to be a rather odd way to establish an ontology of difference that
celebrates multiplicity, becoming, and flux. If being is univocal, then what could
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the difference between beings be? Deleuze answers, again echoing Scotus, that dif-
ference is a matter of degrees of power, or, rather, degrees of desire.25 Everything
is desire, flows of desire. What distinguishes desire, what renders desire distinct, sin-
gular, is a matter of degree. Univocal being, desire, is differentiated by degrees of
intensity. “Between a table, a little boy, a little girl, a locomotive, a cow, a god, the
difference is solely one of degree of power in the realization of one and the same
being.”26

Coupled with the claim that desire is univocal is the further claim that desire is
productive. Production constitutes the immanent principle of desire. Accordingly,
desire cannot be mistaken for a lack, deficiency, or absence.27 Desire is not a desire
for something; it is not a matter of acquiring or grasping an object. It is not about
possession. Nor is it a matter of meeting needs or seeking pleasure; this, too, would
be a lack. Rather, desire produces; it gives. It works. It creates.28 Desire is a positive
force, an aleatory movement that neither destroys nor consumes but endlessly cre-
ates new connections with others, embraces difference, and fosters a proliferation
of relations between fluxes of desire.

The world, then, is constituted by flows of intensities of desire. The movement
of desire, however, is not anarchic. By means of various machines (social machines
and their formations of power, semiotic machines and their regimes of signs),
desire is always already organized or assembled. For example, society is an assem-
blage of desire. A given society or social formation is nothing other than productive
desire under determinate conditions: “the social field is immediately invested by
desire, . . . it is the historically determined product of desire.”29 Society, in other
words, is the effect of the assembly of desire in a particular way by a host of social
formations and semiotic codes. The subject, likewise, is an assemblage of desire.
No less than society, human subjectivity is the product of desire under determinate
conditions. The subject is an assemblage of intensities of desire; it is the result of
the capture of desire by a particular regime of subjectification.

If desire is always already assembled, however, it is not necessarily assembled in
one particular way (one privileged form of society, one privileged subjectivity). This
returns us to where we began, with the statement, “politics precedes being.” This
means that any and every assembly or organization of desire is inherently unstable,
that resistance and revolution are always possible. This is the case because in
Deleuze’s ontology desire is de-finalized; it is shorn of any teleology. Desire resists
any and every end, any and every assembly and organization. Simply by virtue of
its being the intrinsically productive, creative, anarchic force that it is, desire is
antagonistic to every attempt to capture and assemble it. Desire is intrinsically
antagonistic to every organization and hence at any moment may find a line of
flight, a crack in that order and explode it. As a consequence, every organization,
every social formation, every subjectivity is a contingent, unstable assemblage of
desire, whose duration is uncertain – lasting a day, a season, a year, a life – and
order is nothing but a temporary checking of disorder; stability nothing but vari-
ation within tenuous limits.30
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Desire, capitalism, and the state-form

In light of the proposition “politics precedes being,” then, we can surmise that the
advent of savage capitalism is not cast by Deleuze as the “end of history” whereby
desire has attained its true repose. To the contrary, capitalism’s victory is a matter
of the contingent capture and disciplining of desire. However, the relation of cap-
italism to desire is not as immediate as this might suggest, for capitalism’s victory
is subsequent to the work of social formations, such as the state-form. Capitalism
depends on social machines for the organization of the social basis of production.
This is to say, capitalism acts on desire that has already been assembled, made
receptive, by means of the social machine that is the state-form.31 Thus, according
to Deleuze, the history of capitalism and desire is the history of the struggle
between desire and three manifestations of the state-form that have sought to cap-
ture desire.

The first of these is the archaic imperial state, which acted upon primitive agri-
cultural communities. These communities organized or assembled desire according
to lineal-territorial codes. The flows of goods, people, and privileges were coded
according to kinship (filiation) and marriage (alliance). With the arrival of the
archaic state, these primitive territorial codes are now deterritorialized by being
subjected to the despotic overcoding of the emperor. The imperial state’s over-
coding simultaneously effects a reterritorialization of the primitive codes of people,
labor, and gift/debt whereby a particular kind of property, money, and labor are
formed. The emperor becomes the sole public-property owner, the master of the
surplus or stock, the organizer of large-scale works, and the cornerstone of all
public functions.32 Humans are subjected to enslavement to the extent that they
become constituent pieces of a machine that is under the control of a higher
unity. The primitive codes are forced into a bottleneck: a new inscription is estab-
lished that makes all desire the property of the sovereign.33 In other words, the
primitive codes cease to be self-regulating and come under the jurisdiction of a
transcendent agency, the state.

Recalling the preceding discussion of Deleuze’s ontology, however, we know that
the state’s jurisdiction is always uncertain, unstable, contested. The law of the
state, Deleuze writes, is not the law of all or nothing.34 The arrival of the state is
not the arrival of a power that imprisons the entire social field of desire. The state
exercises sovereignty, but it reigns only over what it successfully captures or interi-
orizes, and while it may succeed in capturing and disciplining some flows of desire,
it does not capture all. Hence, the state’s control is always tenuous, contingent. The
sovereignty enjoyed by the state is contingent upon the state’s ability to continu-
ously exert control that fixes relations of desire on part of the social field.

State sovereignty always being tenuous and contested, it is unsurprising that the
archaic state’s effort at overcoding the primitive society is not entirely successful. In
the process of overcoding, the archaic state frees large quantities of decoded flows
of desire that elude capture:
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The State does not create large-scale works without a flow of independent
labor escaping from its bureaucracy (notably in the mines and metal-
lurgy). It does not create the monetary form of the tax without flows of
money escaping, nourishing or bringing into being other powers (notably
in commerce and banking). And above all, it does not create a system of
public property without a flow of private appropriation growing up beside

it, then beginning to pass beyond its grasp.35

Flows escape its overcoding, and in an effort to capture them, the archaic state
undergoes a mutation. Extremely diverse states – evolved empires, autonomous
cities, feudal systems, monarchies – now appear. These states no longer operate on
the basis of overcoding or the enslavement of primitive codes, rather they function
to organize conjunctions of decoded flows of desire. They proceed not by enslave-
ment but by subjectification and subjection. Flows of labor, money, and property
are no longer captured and put at the service of the public sovereign. Instead the
state becomes a machine that regulates deterritorialized flows, that coordinates and
integrates relations of flows it can no longer contain. Hence, according to this
regime, the human being is no longer enslaved by or a component of the machine
but becomes a worker or user who is subjected to the machine.

This mutation constitutes a subtle shift in the topography of the social field.
Whereas the archaic state attempts (always unsuccessfully) to circumscribe the
social field through overcoding, the diverse state is itself positioned on the social
field traversed by decoded flows. The archaic state functioned as the transcendent
unity of the social field; the new state-form has become immanent to the field of
social forces. Its ability to capture flows of desire being overwhelmed, this state no
longer attempts to prevent the decoded flows from flowing and ceaselessly engen-
dering new flows; instead, the best this new state can achieve is the regulation of
decoded flows; that is, it manages to fix or limit the relations between persons and
things, between labor and capital. In a sense it is able to tie a knot in the flows at
certain points: decoded flows are still bound by concrete forms and personal rela-
tions of dependence. Private property is still associated with particular, concrete
land, people, and things. Labor is still tied to individual workers’ relations of
dependence on particular owners. The decoded flows are still inhibited or con-
strained.

Yet flows of desire escape even these limited restraints, and they continue to
escape until the diverse state-form is overwhelmed. This happens as the flow of
labor escapes determination as slavery or serfdom (concrete relations of personal
dependency) and becomes naked, free labor and as wealth is no longer merchant’s
or landed wealth (wealth tied to concrete land, people, things) but becomes pure
homogeneous capital, a filiative capital where money begets money and value
begets surplus value.36 History is now on the brink of capitalism. Capitalism is
born when decoded flows of desire overwhelm the state’s ability to perform topi-
cal conjunctions (tying labor and capital to specific, concrete people, land, or
things), and flows of unqualified labor encounter flows of unqualified capital.
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Thus, the advent of capitalism is the crossing of a new threshold of deterritori-
alization. Capitalism mobilizes forces of deterritorialization that infinitely surpass
those of the state.37 The various state-forms deterritorialized desire – freeing it
from the previous social formation’s coding and overcoding – but their deterrito-
rialization was always relative; they always reattached desire (in the form of labor
and capital) to the earth, to the concrete territories under the state’s relative con-
trol. Capitalism, however, is not at all territorial.38 Its object is the abstract,
generalized flow of labor and capital. For this reason, Deleuze identifies capitalism
as a general axiomatic of decoded flows. It is an axiomatic, dealing “directly with
purely functional elements and relations whose nature is not specified, and which
are immediately realized in highly varied domains simultaneously,” as opposed to
dealing in codes, which “are relative to those domains and express specific relations
between qualified elements.”39 Hence, capitalism oversees an “enormous, so-called
stateless, monetary mass that circulates through foreign exchange and across
borders, eluding control by the States, forming a multinational ecumenical orga-
nization, constituting a de facto supranational power untouched by governmental
decisions.”40 Savage capitalism exemplifies this superior deterritorializing force
with particular clarity as capital assumes the form of the transnational corporation,
the division of labor is internationalized, flexible manufacturing systems are
advanced, a standardized market/global culture and consumption patterns
expand, the informal sector of the economy grows, complex systems of credit
and exchange are introduced, and so forth.41 Each of these developments reflects
capitalism’s abstract, deterritorializing nature: capitalism is not constrained by any
territory or tied to any organizing center.

With the advent of capitalism, with its infinitely superior forces of deterritorial-
ization, the usefulness of the state-form, with its limited deterritorializing power, is
called into question. What, if any, role does the state have in this new context or has
it been rendered obsolete? Obviously, the state-form is still with us; the birth of cap-
italism has not rendered it superfluous. Quite the contrary, with the rise of
capitalism the state-form undergoes another mutation. This time the modern
nation-state emerges as the pinnacle of the becoming-immanent of the state-form.
The modern nation-state is the state-form completely subsumed by the capitalist
axiomatic. Capitalism is “an independent, worldwide axiomatic that is like a single
City, megapolis, or ‘megamachine’ of which the States are parts or neighbor-
hoods.”42 In this setting, instead of functioning as a transcendent paradigm of
overcoding, the state operates as a model of realization for the worldwide capital-
ist axiomatic. “Never before,” writes Deleuze, “has a State lost so much of its
power in order to enter with so much force into the service of the signs of eco-
nomic power.”43 States serve capitalism by organizing and combining the various
domains in which capital is realized. They organize the social basis of production
and prepare it for insertion into the worldwide capitalist machine (think of recent
governmental efforts on behalf of NAFTA and GATT).

This holds true for all states. All states serve capitalism. The capitalist axiomatic
is like a megapolis of which all the nations constitute neighborhoods. And these
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neighborhoods need not look alike. As an international ecumenical organization,
capitalism neither proceeds from an imperial center that imposes itself on and
homogenizes an exterior nor is it reducible to a relation between similar forma-
tions.44 The neighborhoods need not be homogeneous, for the capitalist axiomatic
is capable of traversing diverse social formations simultaneously. It is not wedded
to any single mode of production or logic of accumulation but instead effects an
“isomorphy” between formations – be they states or modes of production. In
other words, capitalism as an axiomatic can effect surplus value from a diversity of
formations. As Deleuze writes:

To the extent that capitalism constitutes an axiomatic (production for the
market), all States and all social formations tend to become isomorphic in
their capacity as models of realization: there is but one centered world
market, the capitalist one, in which even the so-called socialist countries
participate . . . [I]somorphy allows, and even incites, a great heterogene-
ity among States (democratic, totalitarian, and especially, “socialist” States
are not facades).45

The recent history of New Labour’s rule in Britain, of socialist France, or of
García’s Peru bear this out.

The unity or consistency of the capitalist axiomatic consists in the relation of
production for the market. How production for the market is effected is flexible, as
long as desire produces for the market. There is a relative independence of the cap-
italist axioms. They can be added, as was the case following the World Wars –
axioms for the working class, employment, union organization, social institutions,
the environment, the role of the state, domestic and foreign markets, and so forth –
or they can be subtracted, as was the case in Chile under Pinochet, NAFTA and
GATT, and as characterizes savage capitalism generally. Capitalism is flexible:
whatever it takes to ensure production for the market.

This flexibility insures the isomorphy of the models of realization and conse-
quently the integration of non-capitalist sectors and modes into the market. Take
the example of the Third World. The neoconservatives are not wrong when they
point out that much of Latin America is not “capitalist” in the classic sense asso-
ciated with the presence of capitalist modes of production. Where they err is
(among other things) in their failure to appreciate the flexibility of contemporary
capitalism. Hence, capital acts as the relation of production even in the non-
capitalist modes that predominate in the Third World. Thus, the underdeveloped
sectors do not constitute a separate world but rather are integral components of the
worldwide capitalist megapolis. It is as though capitalism has put a new twist on
Augustine’s famous dictum, “Love and do as you please.” Now it is, “Produce for
the market and do as you please.” This flexibility accounts for the productive
topography of domains like Brazil or North Carolina.46 In Brazil there is a broad
spectrum of modes of production, from the Stone Age production of the indigen-
ous peoples of the Amazon basin to the advanced computer technology of São
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Paolo. These very different modes of production co-exist within the same national
space and produce for the same market. Amazonian artifacts appear on the tourist
markets of downtown São Paolo beside laptop computers and video cameras.47 A
similar situation, although perhaps not as pronounced in its extremes, exists in
North Carolina, where the Research Triangle Park engages the most technologi-
cally advanced production, while virtually in its shadow, migrants harvest tobacco
in conditions resembling those of slavery.

As capitalism has enveloped the globe, all states function as models of realization
for capital. In the era of savage capitalism, the principal way this function is car-
ried out is negative. States find their raison d’être in reterritorializing the flows of
desire that capitalism unleashes. When capitalism advances, it deterritorializes
desire, releasing it from its captivity to prior social formations and codes. The
modern state, functioning as an apparatus of capture, reterritorializes this desire so
that it is available to capital. As is painfully clear to the countless Latin Americans
who have felt the state’s wrath in response to their resisting capitalism’s advance,
and as is becoming increasingly clear to North Americans (in Seattle, for example),
the “small-state, strong-state” of savage capitalism exists to neutralize and crush
resistance, to block the flow of desire that it might not escape altogether and
recover its original aleatory movement.

At this point, we arrive at the place where Foucault’s account of governmental-
ity proves illuminating. Deleuze’s account of capitalism and desire suggests that
capitalism disciplines desire and that it does so by means of a sort of pincer move-
ment. The capitalist machine deterritorializes desire: it overruns all previous social
formations and releases the flows of desire that these formations had organized and
regulated. The capitalist machine also reterritorializes desire: it subjects desire to
the axiomatic of production for the market. In this process capitalism relies on the
state-form to prepare desire for participation in the capitalist order. This is where
Foucault is helpful.

Governmentality and technologies of the self

Deleuze displays capitalism as a discipline of desire and suggests that the state is not
an emancipatory agent but a repressive instrument of the capitalist order.
Supplementing Deleuze’s account with Michel Foucault’s work on governmental-
ity is useful because Foucault illumines the ways in which capitalist dominion is
extended by means much more insidious than the state. In other words, Foucault
reminds us that the state-form of which Deleuze wrote is much more than the
ensemble of institutions called “the state.” Rather, it is a project that includes a
whole host of what Foucault called “technologies of the self.”

Beheading the king: power beyond the state

In response to criticism that he neglected larger social and political systems (like
“the state”), towards the end of his life Foucault shifted his attention from analyses
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of discursive formations and apparatuses of power, for which he was well known,
to what he called “governmentality.” If the turn to governmentality, however, is in
part a response to those who pressed Foucault to develop a more explicit analysis
of political entities like the state, then it is undoubtedly not the response for which
they were hoping, for Foucault’s account of governmentality does not propound
a theory of the state as such. To the contrary, what Foucault says about govern-
mentality may be read as a repudiation of any attempt to put forward a theory of
the state. It is as if Foucault responded to his critics with an attack on every
account of political power that concentrates such power in institutions of the
state, that attempts to anchor government in essential properties and propensities
of the state. Foucault argued on several occasions that “We need to cut off the
King’s head”48 and by this he meant that there was a need to move political
theory (and revolutionary practice) beyond its obsession with the state. Models of
thought and practice that continued to conceive of power as something essentially
negative and as the sole possession of the state are bankrupt. Such models effect-
ively conceal the many ways – positive as well as negative – in which power is
actually exercised. They overlook “all the mechanisms and effects of power which
don’t pass directly via the State apparatus, yet often sustain the State more effect-
ively than its own institutions, enlarging and maximizing its effectiveness.”49

Foucault explains:

I don’t want to say that the State isn’t important; what I want to say is that
relations of power, and hence the analysis that must be made of them,
necessarily extend beyond the limits of the State. In two senses: first of all
because the State, for all the omnipotence of its apparatuses, is far from
being able to occupy the whole field of actual power relations, and further
because the State can only operate on the basis of other, already existing
power relations. The State is superstructural in relation to a whole series
of power networks that invest the body, sexuality, the family, kinship,
knowledge, technology and so forth.50

Neither the source nor the sole proprietor of power, the state exists on a field that
is always already crossed by power, by relations of power. Thus, those who would
resist the deprivations of the current order need to look beyond the state; they need
to attend to the whole series of power networks that invest the socius.

Implicit in this move beyond the state is an ontology with close parallels to that
of Deleuze. Just as Deleuze held that reality consists of omnipresent productive
power, Foucault holds that reality is constituted by a positive power that is dis-
persed, present everywhere, with no singular or unique source.51 Therefore, when
the state exercises power, it does so only to the extent that it manages successfully
to harness or capture some of those always already existing forces. It is the recog-
nition that the state is not the sole proprietor of power that prompts consideration
of what Foucault calls “governmentality.”
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Technologies of power

Governmentality is quite simply the art of government. In the light of the pre-
ceding discussion of the need to “behead the king,” Foucault clearly does not
mean by “the art of government” what is commonly meant by that term today,
namely the machinations and deceits of the agents and institutions of modern
political life. Rather, Foucault refers to government in the broadest of senses, as the
“conduct of conduct.” Governmentality, he says, concerns, “[h]ow to govern one-
self, how to be governed, how to govern others, by whom the people will accept
being governed, how to become the best possible governor.”52 A broad definition
indeed. Governmentality concerns the conduct of oneself and the conduct of
others at the micro and macro political levels. At the macro level, governmentality
engages power in terms of political sovereignty – the state and society. At the
micro level, it engages power in terms of individual conduct. This distinction
between the two dimensions of governmentality is further clarified when Foucault
distinguishes between four technologies of power:

(1) technologies of production, which permit us to produce, transform, or
manipulate things; (2) technologies of sign systems, which permit us to use
signs, meanings, symbols, or signification; (3) technologies of power, which
determine the conduct of individuals and submit them to certain ends or
domination, an objectivizing of the subject; (4) technologies of the self,
which permit individuals to effect by their own means or with the help of
others a certain number of operations on their own bodies and souls,
thoughts, conduct, and way of being, so as to transform themselves in
order to attain a certain state of happiness, purity, wisdom, perfection, or
immortality.53

Technologies, according to Foucault, are ensembles of knowledges, instruments,
persons, systems of judgment, buildings, and spaces bound together by certain pre-
suppositions and objectives.54 Governmentality, he says, concerns the convergence
of the last two technologies, technologies of domination and technologies of the
self, totalizing power and individualizing power.55 Governmentality encompasses
the relation between the totalizing power that the state exercises as a framework for
unity and the individualizing power that Foucault calls “pastoral,” a power that
aims at ensuring, sustaining, and improving the lives of each and every individual.56

Pastoral power

At this point, Foucault’s account of governmentality takes the form of a genealogy,
which commences with the emergence of pastoral power in ancient Oriental soci-
eties, particularly the Hebrews, prior to its adaptation by the early Christians. The
term “pastoral power” is derived from the shepherd’s practice of watching over
sheep. The idea of a deity or king functioning as a shepherd flourished among
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Oriental societies, especially the Hebrews, where God and eventually the monarch
was cast as the shepherd of the people.57 This is in contrast with the ancient
Greeks, to whom this particular style of power was foreign.58 Whereas the Greeks
cast their God as possessing the land, which mediated the relation between the
people and the deity, the pastoral image casts the deity as directly owning the
people. Whereas the Greek idea of a good lawgiver is of one who establishes a
strong system that is able to function without the lawgiver’s presence, the pastoral
model assumes the immediate, direct, and sustained involvement of the shepherd
in the maintenance of the flock. Whereas the Greek deity saves the community as
a community, the shepherd saves the whole flock by means of constant, individu-
alized kindness. Finally, whereas the Greeks cast the wielding of power as a duty of
sorts, the shepherd exercises power as a devotion. The shepherd watches over and
attends to the needs of each one of the flock; power is more personal.59

According to Foucault, Christianity appropriated and intensified this individu-
alizing pastoral power and it did so primarily through techniques developed to aid
in the discovery and formulation of the truth about oneself, namely, the practices
of examination of conscience and confession. Of course, Christianity did not
develop these practices ex nihilo but appropriated them from the ancient Greeks and
Romans. Ancient Greco-Roman philosophy had encouraged self-examination and
“knowing thyself ” as part of a tradition of practices known as “the care of the
self.” Foucault emphasizes two aspects of this ancient tradition that are significant
with regard to Christianity’s adaptation of the tradition. First, the ancient tradition
is administrative rather than juridical. That is, the point of self-knowledge is not to
judge or condemn the self but to aid the self in establishing itself, in attaining the
truth. Second, the focus of the examination is not thoughts and intentions, but
activity. The Ancients concerned themselves with what they did; they did not
interrogate their thoughts with the goal of uncovering an elusive desire that lurked
just beyond awareness.60

As early Christianity developed a pastoral power, it intensified that power by rad-
ically transforming the Greco-Roman practice of “the care of the self.” According
to Foucault, this occurred as the practice of confession and penance developed.
The earliest form of confession and penance developed a technology of self-
disclosure known as exomologesis. Several facets of this practice bear directly on the
intensification of pastoral power. First, whereas the Greco-Roman tradition was
essentially private, Christian practice involved public confession. This amounted to
an intensification of pastoral power insofar as public confession coupled to an
elaborate and complex system of sin and merit meant that the shepherd now
acquired intimate knowledge of every detail of the sheep’s life. Second, while the
medical and juridical models prevalent in the earlier tradition were not absent, by
far the most prominent model used to explain exomologesis was the model of death
or torture or martyrdom. Penance was a ritual martyrdom. It marked a rupture of
the self with the self, the past, and the world. Hence, Christian care of the self was
oriented not so much towards the acquisition of truth and the establishment of a
self as it was towards the renunciation and sacrifice of the self. “In the ostentatious
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gestures of maceration,” Foucault observes, “self-revelation in exomologesis is, at the
same time, self-destruction.”61

Foucault then takes up exagoreusis, the form of confession and penance that
developed in the monastic traditions of the fourth century and that marks a further
modification and intensification of the ancient tradition in two important ways.
First, obedience became a permanent and comprehensive relation that was an end
in itself.62 In the ancient tradition, the obedience of a disciple to a master was of
limited duration and a means to the good life. Second, as a result of the elevation
of contemplation, self-examination became much more concerned with thoughts
than with actions, with present thoughts rather than past actions.63 Whereas
according to the classic technology, examination was for the sake of making adjust-
ments to acts, thereby reducing the gap between what one did and what one ought
to have done, the Christian technology was geared towards excavating guilt.
Furthermore, this excavation could occur only by means of verbalization: confes-
sion to another. Both of these alterations – concerning obedience and verbalization
of thought – reflect exagoreusis as a further refinement of a technology of self-
disclosure geared towards the renunciation and sacrifice of the self.

Reason of state

From the Christian expansion of pastoral power Foucault’s narrative jumps to the
fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, for it is here, with the rise of the modern state,
that individualizing pastoral power is coupled with the totalizing power of the state.
This occurred as the doctrine of “reason of state” and its accompanying “science
of police” developed.

The Italian jurist Giovanni Botero, in his 1589 treatise entitled The Reason of

State, defined reason of state as a “perfect knowledge of the means through which
states form, strengthen themselves, endure, and grow.”64 This definition brings to
the fore several distinctives of this emergent doctrine. First, it is regarded as an art,
as a technique that conforms to certain rules. These rules, moreover, are not mat-
ters of custom or tradition but rather they pertain to a certain rational knowledge.
Second, the rationale for this art of government is the state itself.

The novelty of this rationale is brought into high relief when considered against
the double foil of Christianity and Machiavelli. The medieval Christian tradition
subordinated temporal government to supernatural ends; that is, just government
was government in accord with a hierarchy of human, natural, and divine laws.
Reason of state, in contrast, operates on a much more mundane logic. Crowning
a trend begun at least as early as the eleventh century, reason of state asserted that
temporal government was not accountable to any transcendent law or principle.
Instead, it held, the principles of government are immanent in the state itself.
This logic also clashed with the tradition of princely sovereignty, of which
Machiavelli’s The Prince (1513) is the most famous example. Machiavelli gives an
account of public power that is personal and charismatic and that is located in the
person of the prince. Hence, when Machiavelli refers to “the state,” he does so in
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accord with what was at that time the commonplace meaning, namely, he is refer-
ring to the general condition of the ruler.65 The doctrine of reason of state,
however, marks a departure from that tradition. Reason of state was concerned
neither with the wisdom of God nor with the strategies of princes; rather its con-
cern was the viability and durability of the state irrespective of the security of the
particular ruler.66 With the emergence of reason of state, political power is no
longer located in the person of the prince but is equated with an ensemble of insti-
tutions and means of coercion distinct from both the people and the prince.
Maintaining the state no longer means assuring the sovereign’s personal ascen-
dancy over the realm; rather it now concerns the apparatuses of government that
the ruler is obliged to maintain. In other words, the state emerges in its own right
and the aim of government is to strengthen the state.67

The attainment of this end presupposed a certain kind of knowledge, which is
the third distinctive feature of reason of state. Whereas the Christian tradition
asserted that the ruler must be virtuous, reason of state marks the advent of the
politician, the ruler for whom not virtue but a specific political competence and
knowledge are paramount. Government of the state, now understood as an ensem-
ble of institutions that organize and preserve order within a particular domain, is
only possible if the state’s capabilities and limitations are firmly grasped.
Government is henceforth bound to knowledge. The state’s ability to act depends
on a concrete, precise, measured knowledge of the state’s strength. Consequently,
the art of governing characteristic of reason of state was closely associated with the
development of what was then called political statistics or political arithmetic and
the concept of “population.” The subjects of government were now assembled on
a grid that could be observed, measured, and recorded (birth and mortality rates,
geographic distribution, and so on).

Finally, reason of state entails a new, pastoral kind of relationship between the
state and the individual. Under the old regimes of sovereignty, the sovereign’s
relation with his or her subjects was relatively loose and impersonal. The sovereign
essentially taxed and ruled on death. With the emergence of reason of state, how-
ever, the state is no longer content just to tax; now it must organize productive
activity. It is no longer satisfied with ruling on death; now it administers life. This
pastoral relationship is a consequence of the state’s changing rationale. Reason of
state is concerned first and foremost with strengthening and perpetuating the state,
but it realizes that its strength and prosperity lie in the strength and prosperity of
its population. The state, therefore, takes an abiding interest in the individual
details of its subjects’ lives.68 Each individual is now addressed (measured by the
new political statistics) in terms of how that individual’s life may contribute to or
detract from the state’s strength.

The science of police and the disciplines

As reason of state flourished, with its distinctive rationale (the state) and knowledge
(statistics, population), it was given concrete form by a technique or practice of
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power that developed in seventeenth-century Europe under the name the “science
of police.” The term “police” is not used here in the essentially negative, contem-
porary sense of an institution for the maintenance of order and prevention of harm.
Rather, this early science of police was an administrative science with an excep-
tionally broad reach. In essence, police science included everything – all persons and
things – that provided the state with resilience and splendor. As feudalism dissolved,
theorists of police science saw the social terrain as a vast open space traversed by
people and things that needed regulation and order. The science of police was
about the task of forming the social body, shaping the newly conceived “population”
into an efficient and productive body. The extent of the regulation they proposed to
accomplish this feat went far beyond anything that had previously been enacted.
Governing power reached into all sorts of areas of life by means of specific and
detailed regulation.69 In sum, police science underwrites political governance by the
extension of an individualizing, pastoral power. It is government as the exercise of a
specific, permanent, and positive intervention in the behavior of individuals.70

Here Foucault’s account of the emergence of governmentality coincides with the
history narrated in his earlier work, Discipline and Punish. There Foucault displayed
the ways in which the body is directly involved in a political field by means of tech-
nologies of domination. He unmasked how power relations have an immediate
hold upon the body as “they invest it, mark it, train it, torture it, force it to carry out
tasks, to perform ceremonies, to emit signs.”71 That display was remarkable for its
bringing to light the ways in which governing apparatuses may capture the body in
a system of subjection without resorting to instruments of violence and ideology.
Governing apparatuses hold the body in a particular regime of subjectification by
weaving an intricate web of micropolitical forces, a “heterogeneous ensemble con-
sisting of discourses, institutions, architectural forms, regulatory decisions, laws,
administrative measures, scientific statements, philosophical, moral and philan-
thropic propositions.”72 This is to say that disciplinary power should not be
identified simply with a single institution or cluster of institutions, nor with overt
violence. The paradigmatic example of this disciplinary power is Jeremy
Bentham’s Panopticon, which Foucault describes at length:

We know the principle on which it was based: at the periphery, an annu-
lar building; at the centre, a tower; this tower is pierced with wide
windows that open onto the inner side of the ring; the peripheric build-
ing is divided into cells, each of which extends the whole width of the
building; they have two windows, one on the inside, corresponding to the
windows of the tower; the other, on the outside, allows the light to cross
the cell from one end to the other. All that is needed, then, is to place a
supervisor in a central tower and to shut up in each cell a madman, a
patient, a condemned man, a worker or a schoolboy. By the effect of
backlighting, one can observe from the tower, standing out precisely
against the light, the small captive shadows in the cells of the periphery.
They are like so many cages, so many small theatres, in which each actor
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is alone, perfectly individualized and constantly visible. . . . Each individ-
ual, in his place, is securely confined to a cell from which he is seen from
the front by a supervisor; but the side walls prevent him from coming into
contact with his companions. He is seen, but he does not see; he is the
object of information, never a subject in communication.”73

To perfect the Panopticon, Bentham suggested that the windows of the central
tower be fitted with blinds, thereby concealing the presence or absence of the
guard. In this situation, unable to verify the occupancy of the tower, it was asserted
that inmates would internalize the surveillance and in effect become their own
guards. Inducing in its object a state of consciousness that insures the automatic
functioning of power is what renders the Panopticon such a compelling example of
the disciplinary power that subtended the emergent art of government in the sev-
enteenth and eighteenth centuries. The Panopticon is the model of a governing
power that creates subjects who, in the absence of direct force, nevertheless police
themselves.74 Beyond this, however, it is the diagram of a mechanism of power, a
generalizable model of functioning, a metaphor of sorts for a host of power rela-
tions – those operative not only in prisons, but in all sorts of enclosures, like
hospitals, schools, armies, and factories, indeed, in the human sciences as a whole –
with their constituent forms of observation, surveillance, and judgment enforcing
and reinforcing the normative gaze.

The resonance between the police of state reason and Foucault’s account of the
disciplines is unmistakable. What we see happening in the police science of reason
of state is the convergence of technologies of domination (the disciplines) with
technologies of the self (sciences of population), with the result that the modern art
of government, governmentality, was born.

Economic government and the rise of liberalism

At this time, however, governmentality was young and immature. Indeed, Foucault
argues, reason of state inhibited the development of a full-blown art of govern-
ment, even as it took steps in that direction, to the extent that it remained under the
yoke of sovereignty. Governmental rationality under the sign of reason of state
remained subordinate to the theoretical and institutional structures of state sover-
eignty.75 Everything passed through the bottleneck of the state. As the seventeenth
and eighteenth centuries unfolded, however, this model of government became
increasingly problematic. Faced with a series of political and economic crises and
the rapid growth of peoples and commerce, people began to lose confidence in the
sovereign state touted by the theorists of state reason. Whereas the state had been
called upon to organize commerce and regulate society in its minutest detail, now
that same state was viewed with suspicion. Indeed, the state was deemed to have
pernicious political and economic effects.76 It was engaged in endless warfare and
harmful protectionist economic practices that interfered with the changing eco-
nomic climate.
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Foucault argues that the nascent governmentality of state reason collapsed as the
economy escaped its grasp. This escape is linked to the problem of population.
Although the concept of population was essential to the rise of state reason, as it
continued to develop it contributed to state reason’s collapse. Whereas statistics had
initially undergirded the regulatory apparatuses of the sovereign state, it gradually
revealed that the population was subject to movements and forces (epidemics,
mortality rates, spirals of labor and wealth, changing customs and activities etc.)
that were not amenable to and hence did not correspond to the sovereignty
model.77 The ebb and flow of the life of populations constantly exceeded the
regulation of the state. Hence, before long the sovereign state lost its position as the
container of the population and instead became but a segment of the population.

The perspective of population also undermined state reason’s rationale. The
individualizing, pastoral power exercised by police science on the population
encouraged the fragmentation of what had been the end of the state. As know-
ledge of the population expanded, the state increasingly had a difficult time
correlating the diverse ends and processes and interests of the population with the
end of the state. As populations and commerce expanded, the state found itself
unable to guide those currents through the bottleneck of the state. Ironically, the
subject that this state created by targeting individuals with the pastoral power of
police science was more than this state could contain.

Faced with an expanding population of interested individuals engaged in a
flourishing commerce, the Physiocrats pressed the case against reason of state,
arguing that far from constituting a chaotic swamp that needs the state to order it,
society and its economy generate their own order and prosperity. Individual inter-
ests do not need the state’s control; rather, they naturally and spontaneously
converge in the public interest. Thus was born the doctrine of laissez-faire, which
held that society was a self-regulating mechanism that only suffered under the
weight of the excessive and detailed regulation of the sovereign state’s police sci-
ence. Adam Smith’s famous “invisible hand,” bringing good out of individuals’
self-interested pursuits, is part of this development.78 Indeed, the invisibility of
Smith’s hand is of particular importance, for it marks the total dissolution of the
state’s economic sovereignty. The invisible hand functions precisely because it is
invisible. The state cannot know how the individual pursuit of interests will con-
spire towards the public interest; the processes of the economy are opaque. They
are not transparent to the state.79 The economy escapes the state. Not only does it
escape the state, but it returns to capture its former master. Now the state finds itself
immersed in a field that it had previously sought to contain and control.

With the economy’s escape from the sovereign state, governmentality undergoes
a mutation. Liberalism emerges and severs the link between maximal governmen-
tal effectiveness and maximal government itself.80 Whereas reason of state
identified government and state apparatuses, liberalism extends or diffuses gov-
ernment beyond the state apparatuses across the entire social field. With the arrival
of liberalism, governmental reason is no longer identified with the totalizing reason
of the state but is reformulated in terms of civil society.
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The early modern theorists of civil society, such as Hobbes, Locke, and
Rousseau, developed the concept of civil society against the foil of nature. Civil
society is synonymous with rational, orderly political society and it is set over
against the disorder of an irrational nature. Hobbes, for example, in the famous
passage in Leviathan, contrasts political society with the state of nature, where life is
a war of all against all.81 By the latter half of the eighteenth century, however, the
meaning of the terms had shifted and civil society was no longer being equated
with political society and contrasted with nature. Rather, the early liberals like
Adam Ferguson began to distinguish civil society from political society and the state.
Moreover, they argued that civil society is a natural society that had its own laws
and patterns. It is in a sense self-organizing or self-governing, and political society –
the state – must recognize and respect these natural patterns. The state must
govern in accord with these naturally occurring relations. In other words, the
state’s exercise of governmental power must be integrated into the power relations
immanent in society.

The recognition of civil society, with its naturally self-regulating processes and
non-totalizable multiplicity of economic subjects of interest, prompted a redefin-
ition of the function of the state. According to reason of state, the prosperity of the
population was only a means to bolster the state and, as a consequence, its mer-
cantilist logic channeled all wealth to the economically sovereign state. According
to the laissez-faire logic of the liberal state, flows of wealth and prosperity dry up
when the state attempts to contain them, therefore the state must become imma-
nent to the economic processes; that is, it must forego the direct acquisition of
wealth and instead support the pursuit of individual interests. Hence, the liberal
state is the state of liberty and freedom, with liberty and freedom understood in
terms of laissez-faire. That is, when the early liberals speak of government as a
“system of natural liberty,”82 they are advocating a system that bolsters the laissez-

faire operation of the natural economic processes. The objective of liberal
government is the securing of the optimal conditions for the autonomous func-
tioning of the economic processes within society.83 The liberal state is responsible
for the controlled insertion of bodies into the machinery of production, for the
adaptation of the population to the economic processes.84

The liberal state’s concern for the controlled insertion of bodies into the machin-
ery of production returns us to the intersection of technologies of domination and
technologies of the self. Under the liberal regime, the technologies of power con-
tinue to occupy a prominent role in the art of government, but they undergo
subtle alteration. Recall that liberalism severs the link between maximal govern-
mental effectiveness and maximal government itself, between government and
state apparatuses. In this new situation, technologies of power that constitute the
art of government are dispersed. They take up new positions as components in a
much broader web of governmentality, a web that extends beyond the state appar-
atuses. Further explanation of this requires taking up the liberal understanding of
civil society in more detail.
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Civil society and government through freedom

Since at least the time of the Physiocrats, it was argued that society apart from the
state was governed by natural processes. The early liberals insisted that the state
coordinate its governing activities with those forces already at play within society.
Civil society, then, is not a space that is fundamentally antagonistic to government.
On the contrary, Foucault insists, the early liberal conception of civil society is
rightly understood as the correlate of a particular art of government: recall that in
response to a crisis in state reason’s art of government, civil society was put forward
as that space deemed capable of governing the non-totalizable multitude of eco-
nomic subjects of interest. Even as it restrains the state and champions civil society,
then, liberalism cannot be rightly understood as opposed to government.
Liberalism does not juxtapose government and freedom. Rather, liberal govern-
ment is government through freedom. More specifically, liberalism is economic
government, in a dual sense. First, it is government that is particularly attuned to
the precepts of political economy. Second, it is government that advocates efficient,
economical government. It recognizes that some government is more effective
and efficient when left in private hands. This illumines the state/civil society dis-
tinction as well as the public/private split that emerged with liberalism. Such
distinctions do not establish boundaries between government and freedom; rather,
they demarcate modes of government. They mark the interface of different tech-
niques of power that together constitute governmentality.

In this regard it may be helpful to think of various privately led campaigns of
moralization/normalization often associated with health, education, philanthropy,
or religion that flourish in civil society; these private campaigns participate in the
art of government as they promote specific techniques of the self. By encouraging
practices of saving or the acquisition of insurance or particular parenting roles or
the habits of cleanliness, sobriety, fidelity, self-improvement, responsibility and so
on, they exert a pastoral power, essential to government, that insures that individ-
ual freedom is exercised in ways appropriate to the optimal functioning of the
economy.85 Civil society and the realm of the “private” designate areas of the
social field where, in the name of efficiency, government is the responsibility of
apparatuses other than the state. By establishing civil society, liberalism does not
dismantle government; it only ends the narrow identification of government with
the state.

Recognizing the liberal state and its civil society as a matter of government
through freedom positions us to appreciate the changes wrought in the technolo-
gies of power under this new regime of governmentality. In the era of reason of
state, technologies of power flourished but remained within the sphere of state sov-
ereignty. They constituted a network of power that rendered each individual
malleable to the ends of the sovereign state. Under the liberal state, however, the
technologies of power are de-centralized. Once again, Bentham’s Panopticon is
illuminating. Recall that the Panopticon was designed to function with the central
tower unoccupied. Thus, when fully functional, disciplinary power does not
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emanate from a center but is a mobile network of power that radiates like a thou-
sand points of light across the social field. Furthermore, it is not insignificant that
Bentham offered to build and operate the Panopticon himself. Liberalism takes a
broad approach to governmentality, perceiving it to extend beyond the state to
encompass civil society as well. Indeed, one of the hallmarks of liberalism is its
belief that many if not most aspects of government are best – that is, most eco-
nomically – left to private mechanisms. Hence, the push for the privatization of
technologies of power, of which Bentham’s offer is but one example. Others
abound. For example, during this time legislation was enacted that conceded
national mineral rights to private mining companies on the condition that they
ensure the “good order and security” of the population, or that essentially handed
the regulation of labor over to those who ran the factories, on the grounds that,
“since it is futile to claim ability to provide for every detail of production with reg-
ulations emanating from public authority . . . taking account of the variety of
occupations, the best course is to authorise those responsible for directing work to
regulate everything relating to it.”86 In a similar manner, the science of police
became the human sciences and was dispersed broadly in independent fields like
medicine, psychiatry, psychology, criminology, pedagogy, and so forth. More con-
temporary examples could easily and endlessly be culled from the pages of any
newspaper. Under liberalism, disciplinary power extends beyond the state, per-
meating civil society.

Societies of control

In the years just prior to his death, Foucault suggested that the disciplinary society
was entering into a crisis, prompting yet another mutation in the art of government:

In the last few years society has changed and individuals have changed
too; they are more and more diverse, different, independent. There are
ever more categories of people who are not compelled by discipline (qui ne

sont pas astreints à la discipline), so that we are obliged to imagine the devel-
opment of society without discipline. The ruling class is still impregnated
with the old technique. But it is clear that in the future we must separate
ourselves from the society of discipline of today.87

Foucault’s remarks remained largely undeveloped until Deleuze expanded upon
them in terms of what he called “societies of control.”

Picking up from where Foucault left off, Deleuze notes that the disciplinary
society associated with liberalism consisted largely of vast spaces of enclosure,
such as the school, hospital, prison, and factory. Criss-crossing civil society like the
tunnels of a mole, these enclosures ordered social space by manipulating the timing
and spacing of human activity.88 The force employed by disciplinary mechanisms
to accomplish this was, according to Foucault, “heavy, ponderous, meticulous and
constant.”89 By the 1960s, however, it was clear that such cumbersome forms of
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power were no longer efficient and effective. Just as the subject of interest formed
by police science eventually escaped, prompting the development of the liberal
state, by the mid-twentieth century the subject of discipline was mounting effective
resistance. Whether in the school, the factory, or the family, the disciplined subject
was showing itself less compelled by discipline.

Consequently, liberal governmentality underwent a mutation in the late 1960s
and early 1970s and in the wake of disciplinary society emerged a society of con-
trol, a neoliberal intensification of governmentality. Whereas early liberalism was
characterized by what might be called a passive laissez-faire attitude, with govern-
ment striving to minimize intervention in and interference with the naturally
occurring patterns and processes of the economy, neoliberal governmentality dis-
plays a much more active attitude. Neoliberal government aggressively encourages
and advocates the extension of economic reason into every fiber and cell of human
life. Economic or market rationale controls all conduct. Capitalism has enveloped
society, absorbing all the conditions of production and reproduction. It is as if the
walls of the factory had come crumbling down and the logics that previously func-
tioned in that enclosure had been generalized across the entire time-space
continuum.90 With the crossing of this threshold, a new era has dawned, as
Hinkelammert suggested. It is the golden age of capitalism, a time when capital-
ism can set aside its ill-fitting human mask. “It is the coming out of capital,” Brian
Massumi writes, “a new golden age of greed that dares to say its name. Without a
wince. Capitalism no longer has to justify itself. It no longer has to hide behind fas-
cist-paranoid quasicauses and argue that it serves the common good.”91 Capitalism
has prevailed. It has subsumed society; it has become social. No longer is it suffi-
cient for modern economic individuals to accept their place beside their machines,
in their cubicles, in the lines at the malls as producers and consumers; now they
must submit every aspect of their lives to the logic of the economy; they must be
entrepreneurs of themselves. Accordingly, the previous era’s welfare state is dis-
mantled in the name of reform, and bodies – even children’s, who until recently
were thought to inhabit a sphere at least nominally sheltered from the economy92 –
are delivered to the logic of the market. Churches are now run like businesses, with
ministers proclaiming themselves “CEOs” and corporations offering contributions
in exchange for advertising space. Schools are corporate-sponsored training camps
for producers and consumers. Athletic events are saturated with corporate logos
and viewed by the participants as merely a means to financial gain in the form of
endorsements. Public media and public libraries face extinction. Capitalism has
taken control.

This control, this art of governmentality, however, is exercised in a manner
quite different from that which distinguished disciplinary societies. According to
Deleuze, the time-frame of the closed disciplinary system is collapsing and we are
increasingly subjected to ultrarapid forms of free-floating control.93 At the heart of
disciplinary society was the closed space, the enclosure. The disciplined, docile
body was formed by being channeled through a series of enclosures – school, hos-
pital, factory, army, prison – where it was molded in accord with a norm. Currently
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these enclosures are in crisis. The hospital is giving way to neighborhood clinics,
HMOs, hospice, and day care. The factory is giving way to the flexible productions
of the corporation, which more closely resembles a gas or a spirit in its penetration
of society.94 The penal system is experimenting with electronic collars. Even school
is being replaced by perpetual training. In societies of control, the body is rendered
pliable not by careful containment and conformity to a norm, but by a flexible,
variable, modulation that is ubiquitous. If disciplinary societies resembled the
work of a mole, societies of control imitate the serpent. Instead of stumbling over
the tunnels of the mole, we are caught in the infinite undulations of the snake.95

The corporation, homework, the internet, cell-phones, and ATMs: structured pas-
sages are receding before the spread of a web or net (or market) of control. “The
disciplinary man was a discontinuous producer of energy, but the man of control
is undulatory, in orbit, in a continuous network.”96 The human being is no longer
enclosed but in debt and unlike the enclosure, debt goes everywhere, all the time.
The credit card has surpassed the time card as the dominant mechanism of inser-
tion into the economy.97 In all these ways and more, pastoral power has become
virtually omnipresent, exerting control over persons, delivering desire into the
maw of savage capitalism.

With the arrival of societies of control, we have reached the conclusion of
Foucault’s genealogy of governmentality, of the conjunction of technologies of
domination with the pastoral power of technologies of the self. What is most
important for our purposes is his display of the generalization or dispersal of gov-
ernmentality under liberal government through freedom, and the further
intensification of that dispersal under neoliberal societies of control. From this
account we see humanity delivered to the capitalist order by means of a vast
matrix of technologies of power that extend across the social field and are not iden-
tical with the state apparatuses. Governmentality highlights how what Deleuze calls
the state-form is rightly understood as an ensemble of technologies of desire98 that
are not centered in the state but dispersed across the socius. Desire is captured by
capitalism and enslaved to the axiomatic of production for the market not merely
by the repressive capacity of the state but also through the exercise of a pastoral
power operative in a multitude of technologies of desire promoted in various
spaces of enclosure (prison, factory, school, home), human sciences, civic pro-
grams, practices, and organizations, and so forth.

Beyond madness?

When faced with the madness that is savage capitalism, the temptation is to
despair, to answer “yes” to Hinkelammert’s query, ¿Capitalismo sin Alternativas?
It is possible to come away from the preceding analysis with the sense that capitalist
discipline is so pervasive that resistance is futile, that we are rendered powerless
before the web of technologies that constitute governmentality.

Such a reaction, although perhaps understandable, contravenes the expectations
of both Deleuze and Foucault, who saw their work as a contribution to revisioning
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revolutionary practice. That politics precedes being, that power is ubiquitous and
hence not the sole possession of the state and its (para)military, is reason for hope.
Desire is restless. As the anarchic, creative force that it is, it resists every capture, it
eludes every end. And this applies to all desire, not to some specifically “revolu-
tionary” desire or privileged subject (generals, workers, academics, the poor).
“Desire” writes Deleuze, “is revolutionary in its own right . . . by wanting what it
wants.”99 With every mutation of the state-form, with every intensification of gov-
ernmentality, flows of desire nevertheless eluded capture. And desire continues to
resist even now, even in the grips of savage capitalism, unexpectedly finding cracks
in the system and creating lines of flight. Deep in the Lacandon forest, suddenly on
the Plaza de Mayo, slowly on a dormant farm in Brasilia, regularly on the streets
of Quito, San Salvador, Caracas, Lima, sporadically on a dusty path in
Cochabamba, flows of desire strain against the capitalist discipline and sometimes
escape.

Hence, revolution, as Deleuze envisions it, is a matter nurturing these flows of
desire.100 Escape from capitalism is not a matter of destruction but of creation,
addition, intensification. It is a matter of overwhelming capitalism’s ability to
adapt desire to the axiomatic of production for the market. The path beyond cap-
italism is not one that destroys capitalism but rather exceeds it. Revolution, in
other words, is a matter of achieving absolute deterritorialization. Previously it was
pointed out that capitalism’s power of deterritorialization, its ability to release
desire from social formations and codes, infinitely surpasses that of the state. But,
according to Deleuze, capitalism does not achieve absolute deterritorialization
because even as it deterritorializes desire, it reterritorializes desire, disciplining it in
accord with the axiomatic of production for the market. Hence, desire never
attains genuine freedom: the anarchic, creative, experimental movement that
Deleuze labels “schizophrenia.”

Capitalism, observes Deleuze, in its voracious deterritorializing, is a form a
madness, and as a way beyond this madness he proposes intensifying the madness,
continuing the process of deterritorialization until desire is free of all order –
schizoid desire, pure autopoesis.101 We are compelled, however, to ask, is madness
the way beyond madness? Or does madness intensified finally collapse in the black
hole of nihilism, where life becomes death and an absolute violence is unleashed?
Perhaps madness is simply madness, schizoid desire nothing but the far side of the
madness that is savage capitalism, which makes it that much more savage.

Deleuze’s revolution of madness beyond madness is anchored in the ontological
claim “politics precedes being,” which is to say that it begins with an ontological
rupture, a certain “capture of being.”102 Specifically, it is rooted in the univocity of
being, which is a rupture with the Thomistic analogia entis or “analogy of being,”
and is a capture of being in the sense that it renders being knowable, calculable, an
“object.” The appeal of the univocity of being for Deleuze is that it abolishes tran-
scendence103 and it secures difference (as degree, intensity), and the interplay of
difference that he characterizes as love, joy, playing, and dancing.104

Yet, Deleuze cannot get to where he wants to go, starting from where he starts,
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and as a consequence his madness is distinguishable only as a difference of degree
from the madness that is savage capitalism. It is as if Deleuze has forgotten his own
insight, that capitalism’s victory is ontological. Hence, by beginning with the uni-
vocity of being, he has already suffered ontological defeat. He has already
conceded the crucial capture, the capture of being, that leaves desire vulnerable to
the ravages of capitalism.

This is the case because relations of desire in the univocal mode can finally only
degenerate into the violence of conflict and conquest.105 In rejecting the analogy
of being that preserves ontological difference while nevertheless permitting par-
ticipation of one in another, Deleuze is left with discrete singularities for whom
relations are always external and never constitutive of identity.106 As a conse-
quence, these singularities can only relate to one another through the formal
mechanism of contract (between producer and consumer, between victor and van-
quished). Once captured in the univocal code, singularities become “objects” and
relations between objects are a matter of capture and possession. This follows
from the fact that the discrete individuals Deleuze celebrates, precisely as discrete
individuals, are intrinsically unrelated on account of the absolute and unbridgeable
difference (of degree or intensity) that distinguishes them. Hence, they can only
form relations either by forcing themselves on others (by piercing the sacrosanct veil
of analogically unmediable difference and seizing the other), or by entering into a
contract with the other (which as a purely external or formal relation rooted in the
aleatory coincidence of the calculi of discrete individuals’ wills, remains a kind of
possession).

The inescapable violence of Deleuze’s vision rooted in univocity is perhaps
easier to ascertain when approached from the angle of desire’s being shorn of
any teleology. The development of the univocity of being sundered notions of
the good, of love, of justice from the active power of being.107 Thus it is no sur-
prise when Deleuze de-finalizes desire, casting it as an experimental, anarchic
force that defies every telos and resists every organization. The question is on
what grounds does he assert that when this self-creating, self-asserting desire is
released from every organization, the flows of liberated desire will enter into
joyful, harmonious relations? From whence cometh the confidence that the
flows of desire, deprived of any shared end and barred from analogous partici-
pation in the other (which entails desire be understood not merely as assertive or
creative, but also as receptive), will not simply collide in absolute war? As was
perhaps most famously pointed out by Thomas Hobbes, the sort of nominalist-
voluntarist account of desire that Deleuze advocates requires a teleology
(whether divinely given or imposed by a secular state) to avoid a state of bellum

omnis contra omnem. Lacking a shared end and ontologically incapable of entering
into non-possessive relations, liberated univocal desire does indeed resemble a
“war-machine” (to mimic one of Deleuze’s own descriptions). And Deleuze’s
assertion otherwise becomes a plea for the miraculous,108 which remains eter-
nally unanswered because, transcendence having been banished, the heavens are
empty. Thus, Deleuze’s championing of assertive, creative desire looks more
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like the advancement of arbitrariness, and portends not the proliferation of joy
and harmony but the endless spilling of blood and shedding of tears.

Having embraced the univocity of being, Deleuze is delivered to an account of
desire that in the name of securing difference insures that relations of desire will be
conflictual. In this way, Deleuze does not escape capitalist discipline, for capitalism
has so construed the market that it too mediates all relations of desire agonistically.
Capitalist discipline distorts desire into a competitive force: competing for
resources, for market share, for a living wage, for the time for friendship and family,
for inclusion in the market, and so forth. Of course, Deleuze’s capitulation to
savage capitalism comes as no surprise, given that, as his analysis masterfully
shows, capitalism is erected on the same ontology of univocal desire shorn of any
particular telos.

In the end, then, Deleuze’s vision does not dismantle capitalist discipline. But this
was never really his goal; his objective was to envision a way beyond capitalism and
there is a sense in which he has accomplished this. The revolution of schizoid
desire, of absolute deterritorialization, promises to surpass capitalism in the sense
that were it to succeed, we would be delivered to a world that exceeds even the sav-
agery of savage capitalism. Bellum omnis contra omnem. Absolute war. After all, there
is some truth to the long-standing claim that capitalism has a pacifying effect.
Deleuze’s revolution would leave us without even this and, as terrifying as capital-
ism is, this is a truly hideous prospect.

Is there a way beyond both the madness of capitalism and schizoid desire? Is
there a balm for the sickness of capitalism that does not leave us sicker yet? Is there
a path beyond madness to health? A therapy that will heal desire of the distortions
and deformities inflicted by capitalist discipline?

In the next chapter, I will begin to consider this possibility by taking up one
particularly prominent account of Christian resistance to capitalism. Since the
1960s, Latin American liberationists have been among a handful of thinkers who
have boldly proclaimed that Jesus Christ, and the body of Christ that is the
Church of the poor, is about the work of liberating desire from the clutches of
capitalism.
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2

THE CHURCH OF THE POOR
IN THE WAKE OF

CAPITALISM’S TRIUMPH

Neoconservatives gloat that we are all capitalists now and State Department pun-
dits tout the triumph of capitalism as the end of history. But is capitalism really the
master of us all or can desire be freed from its servitude to the capitalist market?
Over the course of the past several decades, Latin American liberationists have
emerged among the most prominent and compelling voices to defy the capitalist
orthodoxy. Contending that the God of Jesus Christ is actively involved in history
struggling against the capitalist order that consigns much of the world’s population
to misery and premature death, liberationists have boldly sought to quicken
Christian resistance to the capitalist order.

This chapter takes up their account of that resistance. Beginning with the Latin
American liberationists’ own recognition that their vision is in crisis, I argue that
their vision is insufficiently radical. Although commendable in many respects,
when their understanding of Christian resistance to capitalism is read against the
backdrop of Deleuze and Foucault’s account of capitalist discipline, it is clear that
their revolutionary vision remains circumscribed by the very capitalist order they
hope to overcome. As a result, the revolutionary movement they hoped to nurture
has not succeeded in escaping the capitalist order, but with the arrival of the “end
of history” has been overrun by it.

On the surface, this might appear to be just another in a long line of criticisms
of liberationist social theory. From its inception, liberationist thought has come
under steady fire from both the right and the left for its social theory. Critics
argue that Latin American liberationists’ insightful claims about the Church’s
“preferential option for the poor” are hampered by a deficient social theory, usu-
ally spelled out in terms of a failure to appreciate the merits of “democratic
capitalism” or of an undue reliance on Marxist analysis or even of an insufficient
commitment to Marxist theory.1 In contrast with the commonplace criticisms,
however, I locate both the cause and potential solution to the crisis in libera-
tionists’ understanding of the Church. In this chapter’s critical moment I argue
that in an age scarred by a capitalism that achieves dominion by disciplining
desire, the ecclesiological innovations inaugurated by the Latin American libera-
tionists for the sake of surmounting the flaws of the New Christendom
ecclesiology dominant in the 1960s are insufficient. Liberationist ecclesiology has
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been disciplined by the capitalist order and, as a result, the Church of the poor is
cast as indirectly political (its commitment remains at the level of an abstract value
or “preferential option”) while the state is endowed with revolutionary expecta-
tions. Against the backdrop of Deleuze and Foucault’s analyses, it is clear that
such a vision of politics as statecraft delivers the liberationists to the capitalist
order because its hope is misplaced (in the state) and possible resources for the
struggle (specifically, the technologies of desire enacted in Christian community)
are displaced – stripped of immediate socio-political import as the Church is
rendered apolitical.

In this chapter’s constructive moment, I begin to develop an alternative vision of
Christianity, one that builds upon the insights of the liberationists while striving to
evade capitalist discipline. Specifically, I argue that refusing politics as statecraft and
reclaiming the Church as a fully social, political, economic reality in its own right
may establish it as a genuine site of resistance to capitalist discipline. Indeed, there
are signs that some base communities are, in the words of Leonardo Boff, “rein-
venting the church,” rejecting statecraft and living Christianity as a way of life that
is directly and immediately political. These communities may be enacting the true
politics, creating spaces where desire is healed of the madness that is capitalism.

The crisis in Latin American liberationist thought

What has happened to the “irruption of the poor” so enthusiastically announced
in the 1970s by Latin American liberationists? Whence cometh the revolution of
the impoverished and oppressed majorities so eagerly awaited and vociferously pro-
claimed? Perhaps what critics say about liberationist thought and the revolution it
envisions is true. It is a fad that is quickly fading, its hopes misplaced in a discred-
ited theory; its dreams displaced by the death of socialism; its vision replaced by
neoliberal economics riding the wave of what has been celebrated as the “capital-
ist revolution.”2

Latin American liberationist thought is in crisis; it has run up against the end of
history, the triumph of savage capitalism. It has become entangled in the infinite
undulations of the ascendant capitalist order. Latin American liberationists do not
deny this unpleasant reality. On the contrary, a sense of crisis pervades recent lib-
erationist thought. Leonardo Boff writes about “the general crisis in left-wing
thought” brought on by the collapse of socialism and Jon Sobrino observes that we
are witnessing the closing of a period that was shot through with the hope and
praxis of historical liberation.3 Pablo Richard recognizes a complete collapse of
hope that renders the current situation “worse than it was at the outset of the con-
quest.”4 Franz Hinkelammert speaks of “capitalism without alternatives” and
Javier Iguiñiz laments the fading of the irruption of the poor and the weakening of
the liberating process.5

Liberationist thought is in crisis. This crisis need not be fatal, however, for the
wound that precipitated it is self-inflicted and its remedy may be at hand.
Liberationist thought is in crisis, not because the capitalist juggernaut really is
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irresistible, as Fukuyama would have us believe, but because the liberationists have
succumbed to the capitalist order by accepting that order’s discipline. In particu-
lar, they have embraced the modern vision of politics as statecraft. They have
acquiesced to the separation of religion from the socio-political-economic spheres
of life, which entails depriving the Church of a forthright political presence, and
have turned to the state as the principal agent of resistance to the capitalist order.
In other words, liberationist thought is in crisis because it does not grasp that cap-
italism, as Deleuze and Foucault have shown, is not simply an economic system
that has escaped its proper domain and can be reined back in by the state. By advo-
cating an apolitical Church and endorsing politics as statecraft, the liberationists
reflect a failure to perceive that the state is but one component in a system of gov-
ernmentality that functions to deliver desire to the capitalist order. More
importantly, however, by advocating an apolitical Church and hitching the revo-
lution to the state, the liberationists reflect a failure to perceive the true nature of
both the struggle and the resources God may have provided for waging it, namely
that the conflict between capitalism and Christianity is between competing tech-
nologies of desire. Capitalism is a discipline of desire; Christianity is a therapy of
desire.

At first glance, the claim that the liberationists’ vision is circumscribed by the
capitalist order insofar as it embraces the modern disciplining of the Church,
which deprives it of an immediate political presence in favor of politics as state-
craft, may seem counter-intuitive. After all, are not the liberationists known for
their political activism? Are not liberationists denounced or lauded precisely for
politicizing the Church? Certainly one of the celebrated hallmarks of liberationist
thought is their persistent demand that the chasm between faith and politics not
remain unbridged, that Christianity not remain above the fray of human misery.
So how can liberationists be accused of adhering to a vision of the Church that is
apolitical, that leaves politics to the state?

If liberationists were the thinly veiled Marxists or the overly politicized priests
that their critics envision and consequently had written a great deal about the
Church and state and politics, this claim could be either verified or dismissed in
short order. However, given that the liberationists are people of faith and devote
most of their energy to examining the great spiritual themes of the Christian life
in light of the Latin American reality, they say relatively little about the relation
between the Church and state and politics. A thorough consideration of this claim,
therefore, requires an indirect and circuitous approach, one that begins with the
New Christendom ecclesiology, that model of the Church against which the liber-
ationists consciously developed their vision of the Church of the poor. By setting
the liberationists’ revolutionary vision in its proper context – developments in
Catholic ecclesiology in twentieth-century Latin America – what the liberationists
say is amplified and the submerged outline of a full-blown account of the Church
and state and politics is clearly discernible.
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Before the revolution: New Christendom in
Latin America

Beginning with the New Christendom model, however, is not without its difficul-
ties, for Latin American liberationist thought is often heralded as a completely new
way of doing theology. It is credited with theorizing a new way of being the
Church; it is accorded the status of a veritable “paradigm shift” in theology.6

While it makes little sense to deny or minimize the novelty and significance of lib-
erationist thought, such claims may lend themselves to concealing the ways in
which liberationist thought shares a great deal with what preceded it. The com-
mitment to an apolitical Church and politics as statecraft is a case in point. As I will
show, the New Christendom model of the Church, which dominated Latin
America during the first half of the twentieth century, envisioned the Church as an
apolitical custodian of moral values and conceded politics to the state.
Furthermore, as the New Christendom model entered into crisis in the 1960s and
the liberationists initiated ecclesiological innovations to overcome what they per-
ceived to be its weaknesses, they did not reformulate the Church’s role in political
life in such a way as to challenge the political primacy of the state; on the contrary,
they continued to assume that the state was the pinnacle of political life and the ful-
crum of social change.7

The origins of New Christendom in Latin America

The rise of New Christendom in Latin America is a direct consequence of the
challenges faced by the Latin American Church at the end of the nineteenth and
early twentieth centuries. As it entered the twentieth century, the Church was
struggling to come to terms with the precipitous decline of its influence since the
independence movements a century earlier led to the rise of liberal states, states
that proved hostile to the Church and its interests. Following the Vatican’s lead in
the latter half of the nineteenth century, the Latin American Church had staunchly
resisted the advance of liberalism by actively involving itself in politics by means of
open, and sometimes official, endorsement of conservative parties and politics.8

This changed, however, with the election in 1922, of Pope Pius XI. Pius initiated
a new era in the Church’s approach to politics when he propagated what came to
be known as “social Catholicism” or the “New Christendom” ecclesiology. Having
lost confidence in the ability of confessional political parties to advance the
Church’s mission, he shifted the Church’s energies to its social rather than politi-
cal witness. Henceforth, the Church would approach politics indirectly. The
centerpiece of this new model was the formation of voluntary associations that
would contribute to re-Catholicizing society by creating a critical mass of Catholic
laity active in society, who were formed in the principles and values of which the
Church is the custodian.9 Chief among these groups was Catholic Action, a lay
organization that under the guidance of Pius XI became a bridge between the spir-
itual and the temporal, between religion and politics, by forming Christians who
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would enter the world of politics prepared to put Christian values and principles
(such as those articulated in the growing collection of “social encyclicals”) into
action.

New Christendom first took hold in Latin America in the late 1920s through the
spread of Catholic Action groups. These groups gradually spread throughout
Latin America, becoming a major factor in the life of the Church as they nurtured
a whole generation of Catholic leaders who would rise to positions of national
political and intellectual leadership.10 By means of a pedagogical method that
stressed evaluating social issues in light of the Gospel (and the social encyclicals)
and acting on the basis of that evaluation, Catholic Action produced laity and
clergy who were committed to social change. Moreover, as a result of this strategy’s
deliberate distancing of the Church from conservative political parties, by mid-
century the New Christendom model had created a space for reformist and
progressive voices in the Church. It ushered in an era of cooperation between the
Church and the state, whereby the Church, assuming an apolitical position,
encouraged the state and urged Catholics to cooperate with national and interna-
tional development efforts. Consequently, the Church threw its weight behind
cultural, economic, and social development initiatives, such as literacy and mass
education programs, radio schools, agrarian reform (particularly of Church land),
cooperatives, and centers for the study of social issues.

This indirect approach to politics and its coupling with a developmentalist pro-
gram also found support in various papal encyclicals and the work of the second
Vatican Council, but the most significant influence on the development of the New
Christendom model in Latin America, and the clearest display of its commitment
to an apolitical Church and politics as statecraft, was found in the work of the
French Catholic lay philosopher, Jacques Maritain.11 As Tristán de Athaide, an
admirer of Maritain’s, said in 1948, “The Thomist renovation in America as well as
the Christian solution of the social problems of the New World, owe to Maritain
more than to any other modern thinker the vitality of its current expansion.”12

Maritain’s neo-Thomism impacted Latin American Catholicism through several
venues. Latin American intellectual leaders taught and propagated Maritain’s neo-
Thomism to generations of Latin American students.13 Maritain’s ideas were
embraced by the leaders of both the Catholic Action movement and the Christian
Democratic Party, and young cadres of Catholic Action were exposed to his work
through participation in international conferences. His works, particularly Integral

Humanism and The Rights of Man and Natural Law, circulated widely and had an
extensive readership in Latin America.14 Finally, Maritain himself traveled to Latin
America in the late 1930s, expounding his vision of an integral humanism that
undergirded the New Christendom model of the Church’s relation to politics.15

Distinguishing the spiritual and the temporal

The cornerstone of this vision is what came to be known as the “distinction of
planes,” a distinction between the spiritual and the temporal orders of existence.
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“Each of us,” writes Maritain, “belongs to two States – a terrestrial State whose
end is the common temporal good, and the universal State of the Church whose
end is eternal life.”16 This distinction between the spiritual realm proper to the
Church and the temporal realm precludes any confusion between religion and
temporal realities such as nation, race, or culture. “For the Christian, the true reli-
gion is essentially supernatural and, because it is supernatural, it is not of man, nor
of the world, nor of a race, nor of a nation, nor of a civilization, nor of a culture –
it is of the intimate life of God.”17

This distinction, however, is not a divorce. The two realms, although distinct, are
related. Specifically, a hierarchical relation exists between them. As Maritain says,
the two distinct powers are not on the same plane; rather, one is above the other.
Specifically, the temporal is subordinated to the spiritual:

The State being the most perfect natural community . . . which mankind
can form in this world, it is of supreme importance to draw the distinction
and define the relations of subordination between politics, which are
ordered to the whole of the terrestrial State as to their proximate and spe-
cific end, and ethics which are ordered to the divine transcendent whole.
The subordination of politics to ethics is absolute and even infinite, being
based on the subordination of ends; for the good of the State is not God
Himself, and remains far, far inferior to the supreme beatitude of man.18

Politics is subordinate to ethics. No prince of the nations of this world can know
anything of the spiritual Kingdom of God. The temporal authorities are incom-
petent in matters spiritual. Such secrets reside with Christ and his priesthood.

This subordination of the temporal to the spiritual, however, does not signal a
return to an earlier age when the spiritual dominated the temporal realm. New
Christendom is new precisely in that it is a vision adapted to a new age, one in
which the temporal order has “come of age.”19 New Christendom is new insofar
as it refuses the theocratic temptation – the temptation to conceive of the spiritual
as immediately and directly relevant to the temporal – and recognizes that Christ
did not come to change the kingdoms of the earth or to accomplish a temporal
revolution.20 Far from a nostalgic longing for a faded grandeur, New Christendom
understands Christianity as a transcendent, spiritual reality that is above all par-
ticular, concrete, temporal institutions.21 It recognizes the genius of Christianity in
effecting the interiorization of the moral life. With the appearance of New
Christendom, writes Maritain, Christianity has succeeded in escaping the claims of
the “Judaeo-Christian particularism” that tainted its early years and has attained a
spiritual universality based on “interiorizing in the heart of man – in the secret of
the invisible relations between the divine personality and the human personality –
the moral life and the life of sanctity.”22

Hence, New Christendom recognizes and respects the integrity of the temporal
in a manner inconceivable to Christendom. Christendom, according to Maritain,
viewed the temporal realm instrumentally; that is, it conceived of the temporal
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merely as a means to the singularly important eternal end. In contrast, New
Christendom acknowledges that in the modern world, the temporal realm has
attained a proper integrity and autonomy and therefore can no longer be trampled
upon in pursuit of the ends of the higher, spiritual plane. Thus, the New
Christendom model accords the temporal end a legitimacy or validity that pre-
cludes its instrumental use. In other words, the ends of the temporal order, namely
the earthly and perishable goods of our life here below, are no longer simply to be
dismissed out of hand by the spiritual.

The vision of New Christendom, then, is one in which the secular is no longer
starkly opposed to the sacred as the impure to the pure. Instead there is a vital unity,
whereby the sacred vivifies and superelevates the temporal while the temporal in
turn serves the sacred by facilitating the attainment of the supernatural end.23

Concretely, this means that the Church is no longer mistaken for a temporal insti-
tution or power. Indeed, because its end is eternal and above all temporal matters,
the Church is incompetent in the realm of temporal affairs.24 Rather the Church,
as a distinctly spiritual entity, exerts an indirect influence on the temporal realm in
the form of suprapolitical counsels and directions. The Church, declares Maritain,
is the custodian of a “doctrinal firmament of principles and truths” that animate
or vivify the human personality and conscience.25 The Church is a moral and spir-
itual force that works at the level of the human heart, not at the level of politics. In
this way, as a custodian of universal spiritual values, it functions as a sort of
“leaven” of the temporal realm.26

Politics and the state

Prior to the Second World War, Maritain envisioned this New Christendom as a
novel form of civilization, one whose emergence was imminent. The war, however,
shook Maritain and chastened his hopes for a new civilization.27 As a consequence,
in the years after the war the foil for Maritain’s vision of a New Christendom was
not so much a novel society as it was liberal democracy.28 This is not to say that
Maritain simply embraced liberalism. Rather, he adopted much of the liberal
agenda – pluralism, democracy, separation of powers, rights – minus its bourgeois
roots, striving instead to articulate such a vision within the context of his Thomistic
philosophy.

This subtle shift in Maritain’s focus brings into sharp relief the way in which the
New Christendom model, with its distinction of the spiritual and temporal,
embraced a conception of politics as statecraft. The vision of New Christendom
sketched thus far clearly advocated the withdrawal of the Church from the tem-
poral realm of politics. The Church is an apolitical entity – the trans-cultural,
mystical body of Christ – that only indirectly relates to the social, political world.
This evacuation of the temporal realm by the Church creates a vacuum. Although
with occasional comments like “the authority of the State is supreme in its own
order”,29 his pre-war writings suggest the state’s political primacy, it is in his post-
war writings that the state’s sovereignty over the temporal becomes explicit.
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Ironically, that politics is fundamentally a matter of statecraft becomes clear as
Maritain mounts an argument limiting the reach of the state. The crux of this
argument concerns not the spiritual and the temporal, but the person and society.
Persons, according to Maritain, by reason of their spiritual endowments, are not
merely part of the temporal realm.30 While not reducible to the temporal, however,
they nevertheless do participate in that order. In particular, they enter into and are
subject to society. And this is no mere accident; persons are intrinsically social.
Indeed, they crave society.31

On the basis of the human person’s intrinsic sociality, however, the state cannot
set itself up as the pinnacle of human life. Because society is not simply an aggre-
gate of individuals, but instead consists of human persons who derive their vitality
from a spiritual font, society’s end exceeds the claim of the state. The state’s sov-
ereignty is checked by the fact that the value of the person is not exhausted by the
state, that the human is both in and outside the state:

Man is a part of the political community and is inferior to the latter, by
reason of the things which, in him and of him, depend as to their very
essence on the political community, and which, as a result, can be called
upon to serve as means for the temporal good of this community . . . . On
the other hand man transcends the political community by reason of the
things which, in him and of him, deriving from the ordering of the per-
sonality as such to the absolute, depend as to their very essence on
something higher than the political community and properly have to do
with the supra-temporal fulfillment of the person as a person.32

The human being as a person, as one with a spiritual endowment, transcends the
claims of the state; the state’s sovereignty is always constrained by the supernatural
inviolability of the person. For this reason, Maritain suggests that the concept of
“sovereignty” should be discarded altogether.33

While he seeks to dismantle the idea of sovereignty, however, Maritain does not
desire the state’s abolition. Although he recognizes that the idea of sovereignty
emerged hand in hand with the modern state, he nevertheless makes a crucial dis-
tinction between the two developments. The emergence of the state was a good
thing that unfortunately was intertwined with the emergence of the idea of sover-
eignty: “According to a historical pattern unfortunately most recurrent, both the
normal development of the State – which was in itself a sound and genuine
progress – and the development of the spurious–absolutist–juridical and philo-
sophical conception of the State took place at the same time.”34 The point is not
to dismantle the state. On the contrary, says Maritain, in modern civilization the
state is more and more necessary to human persons in their political, social, moral,
and intellectual progress.35

I should like to point out that the people have a special need of the State,
precisely because the State is a particular agency specializing in the care
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of the whole, and thus has normally to defend and protect the people,
their rights and the improvement of their lives against the selfishness and
particularism of privileged groups and classes.36

The point of the critique of sovereignty is not to condemn the state but to restore
it to its true nature.

The state’s true nature is recovered when the state takes its place, not separate
and above, but at the top of the pyramid that is the body politic. The body politic
consists of the society of persons interacting with themselves and various
autonomous groups and institutions. The state, as the greatest temporal authority,
sits atop of this whole. It functions as the central agent of the body politic, spe-
cializing in the interests of the whole. The state is charged with looking after the
common welfare and, by means of its monopoly over the legitimate use of force,
securing public order. In other words, the state is not an end in itself but exists for
the sake of the common good. It is an instrument of the body politic for the
common good. The state is neither absolute nor sovereign. Only God can claim
that.37

What is noticeably absent from Maritain’s cartography of the body politic is the
Church. Crossing the body politic are persons, various and sundry autonomous
groups, and the state. The Church is not included among those autonomous
groups and associations that constitute civil society. This is because the Church is
supra-temporal. Although its members are a part of and its institutions occupy
temporal space in the body politic, the Church in her essence is above the body
politic: “While being in the body politic – in every body politic – through a given
number of her members and her institutions, the Church as such, the Church in
her essence, is not a part but a whole; she is an absolute universal realm stretching
all over the world – above the body politic and every body politic.”38 The recogni-
tion of the Church’s pre-eminent position above the temporal realm of politics is
one of the achievements of the modern age. Nothing less than the outworking of
a Gospel imperative, the Church’s abdication of temporal rule and the concomi-
tant recognition of the “complete differentiation” and “full autonomy” of temporal
society, have liberated the Church from dangerous political entanglements and
cleared a space for the recovery of its legitimate ministry as the bearer of absolute,
immutable, and supra-temporal principles.39 In other words, the Church is above
the body politic because it is a supra-temporal body – a mystical body – that traf-
fics in universal values and principles.

Such a position and such a ministry, however, do not mean that the Church and
the body politic pass like two ships in the night, neither recognizing the other. On
the contrary, the spiritual and the temporal cooperate. Temporal society has need
of the Church insofar as it depends on a kind of faith to hold society together in
pursuit of the common good. In particular, says Maritain, the well-ordered tem-
poral society requires a democratic secular faith and it is the Church, through the
application of its absolute principles to concrete historical reality, that underwrites
just such a faith.40 The Church contributes to temporal society as it carries out its
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supreme task of the moral enlightenment and moral guidance of persons, inspir-
ing them and shaping their consciences in accord with the standards and principles
that should undergird the social and political order.41

From reform to revolution:
the rise of liberation theology

New Christendom was the ecclesiology that rose to a position of prominence in
Latin American Catholicism during the first half of the twentieth century. It was
a reformist, developmentalist vision of the Church espoused by the Vatican, theo-
rized by Maritain, and lived by a dedicated group of bishops, priests, and laity
across the Latin American continent. At the heart of this vision was the desire to
sever the ties between the Church and the status quo by withdrawing the Church
from direct involvement in the political realm. As a consequence of the Church’s
evacuation of the temporal realm in favor of an indirect, moral influence, the state
was left as the uncontested overseer of the political realm. Politics was a matter of
statecraft.

As our attention now turns to Latin American liberation theology our concern
remains its revolutionary vision. Is it fundamentally a vision of politics as statecraft?
Is the Church deprived of an immediate political presence in favor of a sovereign
state? In the remainder of this chapter I will show that the liberationists are in fact
committed to such a revolutionary vision, one that in light of the work of Deleuze
and Foucault is clearly inadequate to the task of liberating humanity from capital-
ist discipline. The case for this claim, to reiterate a point made earlier, proceeds by
juxtaposing the liberationists’ vision with that of the New Christendom model.
Hence, now that we have an outline of the basic precepts of the New Christendom
model before us, as we take up Latin American liberation theology the question
becomes, “As the liberationists move beyond the New Christendom model, do
they jettison that model’s vision of an apolitical Church and politics as statecraft?”

The crisis of New Christendom

Because Latin American liberation theology is often put forward as a radically new
way of doing theology, it is worthwhile to briefly consider the years just prior to the
publication of Gustavo Gutiérrez’s landmark work, A Theology of Liberation, in
1971. An overview of this period both begins to provide a sense of what the prob-
lems with the New Christendom model were perceived to be and nuances claims
for liberation theology’s novelty by showing its emergence out of and not simply in
opposition to the problematics of New Christendom.

Discontent with New Christendom’s approach to the Church’s engagement
with the world was precipitated by an number of overlapping factors, beginning
with the failure of its reformist and developmentalist program on the economic
and political levels. In fact, economic conditions actually deteriorated as the devel-
opmentalist program of import-substitution and national industrialization
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championed by New Christendom’s adherents was overrun by mutations in the
international capitalist order, including the transnationalization of production,
capital, and finance, and the restructuring of the international market in such a
way that underdeveloped regions on the periphery were encouraged to export
their resources to the developed centers.42 Politically, by the mid-1960s, populist
and reformist governments were giving way to more authoritarian and repressive
regimes and, perhaps most significantly, the crown jewel of New Christendom’s
political success – the Christian Democrats’ ascendancy to power in Chile – was
unraveling. The New Christendom era of the Church cooperating with the state
for the sake of the social development was coming to a very harsh end and the era
of “national security” and “low-intensity warfare” was dawning. The space for
reform was quickly being filled in an outpouring of violence.

Another factor in the eclipse of New Christendom was the dissatisfaction born
of a new awareness among students and priests of the plight of the poorest sectors
of society. In the wake of student chaplain-turned-guerrilla Camilio Torres’ chal-
lenge to students to “ascend to the people” and take up the revolutionary cause,43

many students exposed themselves to the plight of the poor and were radicalized
as a result. This experience in turn led to their questioning the relevance of the
New Christendom’s reformist and developmentalist approach to social and politi-
cal issues.

As the students were radicalized, they prompted the chaplains who worked with
them to rethink their own approach to the social question. Gustavo Gutiérrez is a
case in point. As a student himself, he had been involved in Catholic Action and
credits that group with introducing him to “the social side of the Christian mes-
sage.”44 When he decided to become a priest he was sent to study in Europe,
where he became acquainted with those theological currents that would triumph
at Vatican II and that would surpass New Christendom’s fading star.45 However, it
was not until Gutiérrez returned to Peru and took up his priestly work as the
chaplain/director of the National Union of Catholic Students in 1960 that the
vision that would flourish in time as “liberation theology” began to take shape.
Prior to this experience, Gutiérrez’s theological horizon consisted of New
Christendom and his progressive European mentors.46 As the director of the
UNEC, Gutiérrez encouraged students to analyze their role in society and to
engage in service projects among the poorest sectors of society. The students con-
cluded that developmentalist programs did little to alleviate the misery of the poor
and they began to question the validity of the New Christendom model of
Christian social involvement. Confronted with their questions and fearing that
they might abandon the Church – a Church that was deeply embedded in a social
order they deemed oppressive and whose doctrine constrained their involvement in
social and political causes47 – Gutiérrez was forced to re-examine his understand-
ing of both the Church and the Christian’s role in the revolutionary currents that
were then being felt across Latin America.48

Gutiérrez was not alone. Across the continent priests were going to the people,
immersing themselves in the life and struggles of the poor masses, and as a result
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challenging the reformist orientation of New Christendom.49 One group of radi-
calized priests, for example, issued a statement that declared:

As human beings, Christians, and priests of that Christ who came to lib-
erate the people from all bondage and bade His Church to carry on His
work, we feel ourselves one with the Third World . . . [T]his inescapably
obliges us to join in the revolutionary process for urgent, radical change of
existing structures and to reject formally the capitalistic system we see
around us and every kind of economic, political and cultural imperialism.
We shall go forward in search of a Latin American brand of socialism
that will hasten the coming of the New Man . . . [This] will necessarily
mean a socialization of the means of production, of economic and polit-
ical power, and of culture.50

A similar shift of vision is evident in the statements issued by other priest groups.
Clearly many were beginning to look for a more radical model of social change
than that advanced by New Christendom and for new ways Christians could be
involved in promoting such change.

Finally, the search for an alternative to New Christendom drew support from
both the Second Vatican Council and the Second General Conference of Latin
American Bishops. Even as proponents of the New Christendom model appealed
to Vatican II for support, those radicalized persons who found themselves increas-
ingly dissatisfied with New Christendom saw in the Council’s aggiornamento several
new emphases that encouraged them in their search for a more revolutionary
Christian commitment. Among these were the affirmation of the “pilgrim” status
of the Church in the world. This was interpreted as a renunciation of the eccle-
siastical triumphalism of a New Christendom that sought to Christianize the
social order, that saw the Church’s task as that of bringing the temporal order
into accord with a Christian blueprint. Instead, Vatican II was seen as initiating
a new respect for the integrity and autonomy of the temporal. In a similar vein,
the Council’s effort to attend to the “signs of the times” was interpreted as a move
beyond New Christendom’s deductive approach of applying Christian principles
to the world in favor of a more inductive approach that begins with careful
analysis of the situation, then turns to Scripture and theological analysis, before
finally making pastoral application.51 Finally, the Council created a space for
cooperation and dialogue with Marxists by suggesting that all persons – believers
and unbelievers alike – ought to work for the betterment of the world, and that
such work cannot be realized apart from “sincere and prudent dialogue.”52 This
was an opening of which the radical segment of the Church was to take full
advantage.

Perhaps the single most significant event to give impetus to the rise of liberation
theology was the Second General Conference of Latin American Bishops that met
in August of 1968 in Medellín, Colombia. This meeting has been called the
“Magna Carta” of liberation theology and about it Enrique Dussel has written,
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“. . . Medellín was of imponderable importance for Latin America. It was not only
the moment of the ‘application’ of the Second Vatican Council but also of the dis-
covery of the real Latin America and the transition to a clear commitment to
liberation.”53

At Medellín, the work of Vatican II was reinterpreted in light of the Latin
American situation and, as suggested above, the impact of that reinterpretation is
hard to overstate. The Medellín documents, however, are by no means uniform in
their embrace of a radical liberationist vision. To the contrary, they are rather
mixed, containing elements of both the New Christendom perspective and a more
radical liberationist perspective.54 Indeed, of the sixteen sections of the Conclusions,
only three – those on justice, peace, and poverty – made a strong impact.

In the years following the conference these three documents were appropriated
by the liberationists, who pointed to them as the institutional legitimation of the
new directions they were pursuing.55 A sense of these new directions comes
through clearly in the opening paragraphs of the document on poverty, where the
bishops write:

The Latin American bishops cannot remain indifferent in the face of the
tremendous social injustices existent in Latin America, which keep the
majority of our peoples in dismal poverty, which in many cases becomes
inhuman wretchedness. A deafening cry pours from the throats of mil-
lions of men, asking their pastors for a liberation that reaches them from
nowhere else.56

As they move from an examination of the historical situation through doctrinal
analysis to pastoral application, all three of these documents place the Church
firmly on the side of “integral human development and liberation.” According to
these documents,57 the situation in Latin America is characterized by “institution-
alized violence,” “unjust structures,” “internal colonialism” and “external
neocolonialism.” Together these amount to a “sinful situation” that leaves the
Latin American countries dependent on the economic centers of power. In light of
this situation, the bishops call for “all-embracing, courageous, urgent, and pro-
foundly renovating transformations.” In particular, the Church is called to respond
to this situation by avoiding the “dualism which separates temporal tasks from the
work of sanctification” and by recognizing that “to create a just social order . . . is
an eminently Christian task.” The bishops commit the Church to a program of
radical social change oriented toward “authentic liberation” and the construction
of “a new society” in which the human person is “an agent of his own history.”
The Church is encouraged to carry Christ’s message of liberation to the poor by
becoming a poor Church, by being in solidarity with the poor and giving “prefer-
ence to the poorest and most needy sectors.” This will require the task of
“conscientization,” of encouraging and educating the consciences of believers to
help them perceive the responsibilities of their faith in both their personal and
social life.
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The language employed by these documents, although rather restrained in
comparison with that which liberation theologians would use in years to come, is
a sharp departure from both the traditional conservative and careful reformist
rhetoric that had characterized the institutional Church in Latin America to
date.

A theology of liberation

All of these factors began to congeal in the late 1960s, and a new, more militant
model of the Church, identified simply as the “the Church of the poor,” emerged.
This new model, the fruit of the labor of countless persons over the course of the
decade, found its programmatic statement in Gustavo Gutiérrez’s 1971 book, A

Theology of Liberation, which some thirty years later remains the classic statement of
the ecclesiological issues at stake in the rise of liberation theology.58 Thus, as we
consider the liberationists’ early revolutionary vision and its relation to New
Christendom’s vision of an apolitical Church and politics as statecraft, we turn to
Gutiérrez’s work.

Gutiérrez begins by addressing the issue, why speak of liberation instead of
development? His answer begins with the assertion that a “broad and deep aspi-
ration for liberation inflames the history of humankind in our day, liberation from
all that limits or keeps human beings from self-fulfillment, liberation from all
impediments to the exercise of freedom.”59 This process is rightly called liberation
because the programs that underwrote the favored terms to date, development and
developmentalism, have proven ineffective and even counterproductive. The fail-
ure of reformist efforts has cleared the way for a new awareness:

[T]here can be authentic development for Latin America only if there is
liberation from the domination exercised by the great capitalist coun-
tries, and especially by the most powerful, the United States of
America . . . It is becoming more evident that the Latin American peoples
will not emerge from their present status except by means of a profound
transformation, a social revolution, which will radically and qualitatively
change the conditions in which they now live.60

“Liberation” is more appropriate because only it expresses the inescapable moment
of a radical break with the status quo. Only liberation points to “a profound trans-
formation of the private property system, access to power of the exploited class,
and a social revolution that would break [Latin America’s] dependence [and]
allow for a change to a new society, a socialist society.”61

The term “liberation” reflects better than “development” the radical social and
political transformation that is necessary, but it would be a mistake to think that lib-
eration was only a matter of social and political transformation. The liberation
about which Gutiérrez writes is an “integral liberation,” a holistic liberation that
recognizes the multi-dimensionality of life and seeks to transform each level. In
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response to critics who erroneously charged that liberationists were guilty of reduc-
ing Christianity to a political ideology – in effect attending to this world while
ignoring more “spiritual” concerns proper to the world to come – Gutiérrez writes
in an essay published after A Theology of Liberation:

One of the oldest themes in the theology of liberation is the totality and
complexity of the liberation process. This theology conceives total liber-
ation as a single process, within which it is necessary to distinguish
different dimensions or levels: economic liberation, social liberation, polit-
ical liberation, liberation of the human being from all manner of
servitude, liberation from sin, communion with God as the ultimate basis
of a human community of brothers and sisters.62

Specifically, Gutiérrez discerns three distinct but interrelated levels of liberation:
what broadly might be called the “social,” the “personal,” and the “theological.”
The first level, that of the social, concerns liberation from concrete, historical situ-
ations of oppression, exploitation, and marginalization. It addresses the dismal
poverty and inhuman wretchedness in which so many Latin American poor strug-
gle to survive and accordingly encompasses what is usually identified as the
political, social, and economic. The second level, the personal, consists of a “pro-
found inner freedom.”63 It is an expression of the inner longing of persons to be
the artisans of their own destiny; it marks humankind’s assumption of conscious
responsibility for its own future.64 This denotes the realm commonly referred to as
the personal, private, or perhaps even the psychological.65 The third level, the
theological, looks toward communion with Christ and freedom from sin. It mani-
fests itself in the value or principle of love – in a turning away from a selfish gaze
on oneself and a turning towards God and neighbor – and is commonly identified
as the religious or spiritual dimension of life.

The first move of the liberationist vision, precisely as a vision of liberation instead
of development, is a forthright rejection of the political and economic agenda that the
progressive adherents of the New Christendom model had supported as the way for-
ward for Latin America: revolution instead of reform, socialism instead of capitalism.
Does this critique of New Christendom’s progressive politics extend as far as a rejec-
tion of the de-politicizing of the Church in favor of politics as statecraft? For an
answer, we turn to Gutiérrez’s account of the relation of salvation and liberation.

The autonomy of the temporal

Having unpacked, at least initially, the concept of liberation, Gutiérrez turns his
attention to what he identifies as the fundamental problem of a theology of liber-
ation: what is the relation between salvation and the historical process of
liberation? In more traditional terms, this is the issue of the relationship between
the Church and society or the Church and the world. The answer Gutiérrez pro-
poses to this traditional quandary emerges in the midst of a narrative construal of
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the temporal realm’s slow struggle to escape oppressive ecclesiastical supervision.
This narrative begins with Christendom, the model that dominated the Church’s
approach to the world for most of its 2,000-year existence. According to the
Christendom approach, the Church understood itself as the exclusive depository
of salvation. Because of this exclusiveness, it deemed itself a powerful force in rela-
tion to the world, a force that inevitably and rightly expressed itself in the political
arena. Furthermore, the Christendom model asserted that temporal activity ought
to be oriented toward the interest of the Church. “Under these circumstances,”
says Gutiérrez, “participation in temporal tasks has a very precise meaning for the
Christian: to work for the direct and immediate benefit of the Church.”66

Gutiérrez offers not so much a critique of this position as a forthright dismissal.67

The Christendom approach is dismissed as dysfunctional, given that the close
unity between faith and social life that it requires no longer exists, although
Gutiérrez does acknowledge that this mentality continues to linger in some sectors
of the Church, where it engenders pastoral attitudes out of touch with reality and
conservative political positions.

The Enlightenment essentially broke the back of Christendom and instigated
the formulation of Maritain’s “New Christendom.” This position represents a
genuine advance beyond Christendom. Specifically, Gutiérrez credits this approach
with recognizing the autonomy of the temporal realm insofar as the temporal was
freed from direct interference by the ecclesiastical hierarchy. “Much more clearly
than in the past,” he says, “the world emerged as autonomous, distinct from the
Church and having its own ends.”68 The temporal realm was no longer understood
as directly and immediately subordinate to the Church. The temporal realm was
freed from both ecclesiastical authority and the Church’s mission. In other words,
the Church was no longer responsible either for ruling or for constructing the
world; its influence became strictly moral, limited to the mediation of the con-
science of the individual Christian. Gutiérrez also appreciates the way in which the
New Christendom approach “led many Christians to commit themselves authen-
tically and generously to the construction of a just society.”69 It embraced the
search for a society based on justice, respect for the rights of others, and human fel-
lowship, which, given the long tradition of the Latin American Church’s strong ties
to the existing social order, was no small accomplishment.

Nevertheless, the New Christendom model is not adequate. It has shown itself
unable to adapt to the signs of the times, to the radical process of liberation that is
under way in Latin America. At the theological level, it did not go far enough in rec-
ognizing the autonomy of the temporal. The Church remains the sole repository of
salvation. “The view of the Church as a power in relation to the world has been pro-
foundly modified. But it continues to be, in a certain way, at the center of the work
of salvation. A certain ecclesiastical narcissism is still evident.”70 Based on the
world’s assertion of its secularity, however, contemporary theological reflection has
reason to challenge such narcissism. Gutiérrez acknowledges that secularization is
most commonly understood as a desacralization of the world, as a dismissal of the
theological dimension of life, and he is clear that this must be resisted.71 However,
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he asserts, there is a more positive side to the temporal realm throwing off its eccle-
siastical yoke, one that is perfectly consistent with a Christian vision of life. This is
secularization understood as the transformation of human self-understanding from
a cosmological to an anthropological vision. It is secularization as the recognition by
humanity that it is the agent of its own history, responsible for its own destiny.
Stemming from the growth of modern science, which enabled humanity to manip-
ulate nature, from Descartes and Kant, who unmasked the creativity of human
subjectivity, from Hegel and Marx, who each in their own way revealed human his-
tory to be the unfolding of freedom, secularization in this sense “is a process which
not only coincides perfectly with a Christian vision of human nature, of history, and
of the cosmos; it also favors a more complete fulfillment of the Christian life inso-
far as it offers human beings the possibility of being more fully human.”72

Secularization so understood may pose a serious challenge to traditional models
of Christianity, but it poses no threat to the faith as such. It is no threat because
secularization in the positive sense is built upon a new understanding of grace. The
old temporal-spiritual, nature-supernature dichotomies were underwritten by a
doctrine of pure nature that completely separated the two orders. Recent theological
reflection, however, has affirmed that there is no such thing as pure nature, as
nature that has not already been acted upon by divine grace. “In reality,” says
Gutiérrez, “there is no pure nature and there never has been; there is no one who
is not invited to communion with the Lord, no one who is not affected by grace.”73

The old understanding of pure nature mistakenly conceived of grace and of God’s
presence as something that was localized, particularized, external. Grace was
viewed as something that was the exclusive possession of the Church and the
Christian faith. Such an understanding, however, goes against the grain of the
Incarnation. With the advent of Christ, a two-fold process of universalization and
internalization of grace was initiated, as Gutiérrez explains at length:

What we have here, therefore, is a twofold process. On one hand, there is
a universalization of the presence of God: from being localized and
linked to a particular people, it gradually extends to all the peoples of the
earth. . . . On the other hand, there is an internalization, or rather, an
integration of this presence: from dwelling in places of worship, this pres-
ence is transferred to the heart of human history; it is a presence which
embraces the whole person. Christ is the point of convergence of both
processes. In him, in his personal uniqueness, the particular is transcended
and the universal becomes concrete. In him, in his Incarnation, what is
personal and internal becomes visible. Henceforth, this will be true, in one
way or another, of every human being . . . Since the Incarnation, human-
ity, every human being, history, is the living temple of God. The
“pro-fane,” that which is located outside the temple, no longer exists.74

In other words, the positive sense of secularization goes hand in hand with the
recognition that grace is present and available beyond the confines of the Church.
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Secularization can be embraced because the Church has been “uncentered,”
because it is no longer viewed as the center and sole locus of salvation.
Secularization can proceed without threatening Christianity because in a world
that is always already graced, secularization does not have to entail a rejection of
the spiritual.

In this situation New Christendom is rendered obsolete because the world is
no longer defined by the spiritual realm, the world is no longer viewed from the
perspective of the Church. On the contrary, in an entirely worldly world, in a
world that has asserted its full autonomy and secularity, religion is redefined by
the profane; the Church is seen in terms of the world. Indeed, says Gutiérrez, the
Church must turn to the world and allow itself to be inhabited and evangelized
by the world.75 In the final analysis, then, at the theological level New
Christendom falters because the frontiers between the life of faith and temporal
works, between the Church and the world, are more fluid than it realizes and can
accommodate.76

But the theological breakdown of New Christendom is not its only shortcoming.
New Christendom also fails at the level of pastoral action. At this level, the com-
mitment it fostered to the struggle for a just society degenerated into timid and
rather vague invitations to defend “the dignity of the human person.”77 Whereas
initially New Christendom was a rallying point for the progressive vanguard and
was rejected as subversive by the prevailing system, by the 1960s it had been
absorbed by the social order it had intended to modify, even “to the point of
becoming, in certain countries, a political mainstay of the most conservative and
reactionary elements of all.”78 Its socio-economic analysis was insufficiently scien-
tific and rigorous, with the result that it ignored the in-depth causes of the
prevailing problems and the concrete conditions necessary for the construction of
a just society.79 Moreover, the New Christendom model constrained the political
activity of the lay apostolic movements that were its mainstay, by subjecting them
to the same restrictions on political engagement to which the clergy were subject,
namely they could “inspire” but not intervene directly.80

At this point, it is clear that the liberationists reject the New Christendom model
because it is in several ways too confining: its political and economic vision is lim-
ited to ineffective reformist palliatives; its appreciation for the autonomy of the
temporal is insufficient; and the various qualifications it places on Christian
engagement in the social and political realm undermine commitment to the strug-
gle under way for liberation. The liberationists’ vision of the Church of the poor,
in contrast, is a model of the Church moving out of its privileged enclave or
ghetto and taking a firm stance in solidarity with the poor against injustice. It is a
model of the Church fully immersed in the process of liberation. Language of the
Church being immersed in the liberation process evokes images of a politically
engaged Church; indeed it suggests a return of sorts to a Christendom model of
Christian social and political engagement (a model, at least in some forms, at odds
with “politics as statecraft”), which prompts us to take up the question of salvation
and politics.
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Salvation and politics

The Church of the poor is immersed in the liberation struggle. Even so it is not a
revival of the earlier Christendom model, this time from the left. Not only is the
Church of the poor the product of Christians’ radical commitment to the libera-
tion process, it is also a response to the world’s assertion of its autonomy. The
Church of the poor embodies the commitment of Christians to the struggle for jus-
tice within the parameters set by a world come of age, that is, by a world that has
gained its rightful independence from ecclesiastical control even as it is infused by
grace. In other words, the Church of the poor is committed to the revolution, but
in a manner that respects the autonomy of the temporal. A fuller explanation of
the nature of this commitment necessitates a reconsideration of “integral libera-
tion” and the multi-dimensionality of life.

On one hand, the concept of integral liberation arises from the recognition by
the Church that salvation is not something purely otherworldly and spiritual.
“Salvation – the communion of human beings with God and among themselves –
is something which embraces all human reality, transforms it, and leads it to its full-
ness in Christ.”81 The salvation that Christ brings is a radical liberation from all
misery, despoliation, and alienation. Christ’s salvation embraces all of human real-
ity, the personal and social dimensions as well as the religious dimension. Hence,
liberating historical events are part of the growth of the Kingdom; they are salvific
events, even if they are neither the culmination of the Kingdom nor all of salva-
tion.82

On the other hand, the concept of integral liberation is founded on the recog-
nition of the multi-dimensionality of life. Integral liberation encompasses every
dimension of life, but the distinctions between the dimensions are not thereby dis-
solved. Central to Gutiérrez’s account of the multi-dimensionality of life is his
insistence that the independence and autonomy of each of the realms or dimen-
sions be respected. Each realm must respect the integrity and autonomy of the
others. Each realm has its own demands and its own laws, which the other realms
must respect. For example, going against the grain of the long and bloody history
of Latin America during which the theological realm unduly and inappropriately
infringed upon the political realm, Gutiérrez insists that the theological and polit-
ical realms are distinct and autonomous.

The autonomy of the realms means that there is no direct relation between the
theological and the political. In other words, the Gospel or Christian faith cannot
be read as embodying a particular political program or option:

To assert that there is a direct, immediate relationship between faith and
political action encourages one to seek from faith norms and criteria for
particular political options . . . Thus confusions are created which can
result in a dangerous politico-religious messianism which does not suffi-
ciently respect either the autonomy of the political arena or that which
belongs to an authentic faith.83

THE CHURCH OF THE POOR

60



Faith – the content of the theological realm of life – simply cannot provide a con-
crete social or political plan and it should not even try, lest it lapse into a dangerous
and misguided politico-religious messianism. The Church, restricted to its proper,
theological domain is unable to make political recommendations. “It is not pos-
sible,” Gutiérrez writes, “to deduce political programs from the gospel or from
reflection on the gospel. It is not possible, nor should we attempt it; the political
sphere is something entirely different.”84

The severing of any direct relation between the theological and the political
realms of life, however, does not leave the realms unrelated, thereby repeating the
errors of idealist or spiritualist theologies. The wall between the realms is bridged
by means of what Gutiérrez calls a “social appropriation of the gospel,” which
amounts to a correlation of faith and history, a translation of faith into political
activity.85 Gutiérrez’s well-known statement that theology is “critical reflection on
praxis” introduces theology as the first of two mediating moments between the
theological and the political.86 Theology deduces from the practice of the faith
(theological practice – prayer and commitment to God87) certain values or princi-
ples (namely, love) that then must be instantiated in the realm of the political.88 The
social sciences embody the second mediating moment as they correlate the value
received from theology with the fruits of their own analysis of the social-political-
historical situation. The whole process goes something like this: from the Christian
practice of faith, which is essentially prayer and commitment to God, theology
derives values which it then correlates with the social scientific analysis of reality to
come up with a plan for political action.89

The Church of the poor respects the autonomy of the temporal realm. It does
not pretend to have any competence in socio-political matters. Its perspective is
strictly ethical.90 In other words, the Church of the poor is not a political
Church; it remains an apolitical entity. The appearance of the Church of the
poor is not the beginning of a struggle for a revolutionary Christendom where
the Church pursues political power on behalf of the poor and oppressed. On the
contrary, in light of the abuses of the past and the secular world’s rightful auton-
omy, the Church of the poor refrains from political engagement in any direct
sense. Only in an indirect or general sense may it be considered a political agent.
Hence Gutiérrez distinguishes between two meanings of “political:” a broader,
more inclusive sense and a more specific sense. The former refers to a general
level of values and principles that have political consequences. The latter refers
to the level of specific, concrete, political plans and options. The Church cannot
help but be political in the first, indirect sense of the term, but it is not political
in the second, more concrete sense. Gutiérrez clarifies this point at length in an
interview:

[W]hat does it mean that the church “ought to be political?” That is dif-
ficult to say. If it means that proclaiming the gospel necessarily and
inescapably has political consequences, then I am in agreement. If that
means that the church should conduct itself like a political party, then I do
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not agree . . . I think that the work of proclaiming the gospel necessarily
has historical consequences. But it is not directly political work. There is
a classic distinction between politics as a global matter, as a search for a
common good, and politics in a stricter, more technical sense, more par-
tisan, also legitimate, but that does not correspond to the church. No
one, not even the church, is saved from the first consequence. The church
says something and it has political consequences.91

The Church of the poor is political only in the indirect sense that its denunciation
of injustice and its annunciation that the values of the Gospel have political con-
sequences.

Beyond New Christendom and statecraft, or not?

Such is the liberationists’ vision of the Church of the poor as it emerged in the late
1960s. Embracing the process of liberation, entering into solidarity with the impov-
erished masses, denouncing capitalism and the dependency it fosters, going to the
people instead of continuing to cooperate with the dominant classes, this vision of
the Church unquestionably marks a radical departure from the New Christendom
model that preceded it. Yet for the many and important ways in which the liber-
ationists’ vision of the Church of the poor represents an unequivocal break with
the prevailing reformist and developmentalist model of the Church, the libera-
tionist vision does not amount to a wholesale rejection of the theological
infrastructure of New Christendom. As I have shown, the liberationists were nur-
tured in the bosom of New Christendom, and as they were immersed in the life of
the poor they began to challenge and ultimately reject that model based on its
endorsement of developmentalism, which stemmed from inadequate social analy-
sis, and its restraint of the political options of Christians, which stemmed from the
refusal to recognize the grace-full autonomy of the world. Said differently, although
liberationists reject New Christendom, it remains the backdrop of their thought.
Raised as they were in New Christendom, their rejection of it amounts to a rejec-
tion of key components; significant continuities remain.

Even as they embraced the process of liberation, the liberationists did not reject
New Christendom’s attempt to depoliticize the Church. On the contrary, the early
liberationists sought to complete this depoliticization. They endorsed the modern
Church’s evacuation of the political realm. As Pablo Richard notes, the Church of
the poor wants to be genuinely apolitical.92 In other words, when it came to the
Church’s involvement in politics, liberationists maintained the long-standing dis-
tinction between the spiritual and temporal planes, indeed, Gutiérrez celebrates the
emergence of the temporal in terms that echo quite clearly his New Christendom
heritage. Again, Pablo Richard is illuminating in this regard when he asserts that
the theological vision that underwrites the Church of the poor amounts to a
reworking of the theological “distinction of planes” from within a commitment to
the popular classes.93
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At first glance this claim flies in the face of Gutiérrez’s assertion that the liber-
ationist model of the Church actually weakens and blurs the lines between the
Church and the world. This discrepancy vanishes, however, when it is recalled that
this claim is advanced in the midst of a discussion of grace. From the perspective
of recent theological developments that have discarded the notion of a pure nature
in favor of a universalized and interiorized grace, the distinction between the
Church and the world has indeed dissolved, or rather, the Church has become
indistinguishable from the world insofar as the world is gracefully oriented towards
a future promised by the Lord.94 However, it is precisely because the world is
already infused with grace that the liberationists feel free to maintain the autonomy
of the political realm and bar the Church from direct intervention in that realm.
Put another way, the universal reality of an interiorized grace allows the political
realm to assert its independence from ecclesiastical oversight without thereby losing
its orientation towards God, while the historical record of the oppressive results of
direct ecclesiastical intervention in the political realm demands that the Church
refrain from such intervention.

The result of the liberationists’ maintaining the distinction of planes and endors-
ing the Church’s retreat to the apolitical space created by such a distinction is that
the state assumes control of the temporal realm. With the endorsement – one
might even say “strengthening,” given the way in which the world is cast as grace-
endowed and hence not intrinsically in need of the Church’s inspiration as was the
case under New Christendom – of New Christendom’s distinction of planes comes
New Christendom’s conception of politics. The state surfaces as the principal
agent of social and political order. Politics becomes a matter of statecraft.
Admittedly, this is not immediately self-evident; liberationists say little explicitly
about the temporal primacy of the state. More often they give the impression of
attacking the state. They denounce the dominant institutions and classes that per-
petrate and perpetuate injustice, and the state is unquestionably one of these
institutions. Such denunciations, however, are perfectly compatible with a con-
ception of politics as statecraft. They are compatible insofar as such denunciations
are not a condemnation of the state as such, but of the misuse of the state appar-
atus by the powers and classes that exercise hegemonic control. In other words,
such condemnations arise out of an instrumentalist vision of the state, a vision of
the state as a neutral ensemble of institutions that may be used for good or for ill,
depending on who is at the helm and to what purposes they direct those institu-
tions. This is the vision of both politics and the state behind the liberationists’
occasional reference to the popular movement’s “taking power” and establishing a
new society.95

That the liberationists continue to think within the boundaries of the conceptual
inheritance of New Christendom with regard to the construal of an apolitical
Church and politics as statecraft is suggested in several other facets of their vision
as well, including their positive appraisal of the Enlightenment, their early advo-
cacy of socialism and embrace of dependency theory. Previously it was suggested
that politics became a matter of statecraft with the birth of the modern era and it
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was shown how liberationists celebrate the birth of the modern era as the pinna-
cle of the human aspiration for liberation. Given liberationists’ valorization of the
Enlightenment in general,96 it is not a large step to conclude that liberationists
accept the Enlightenment’s construction of politics as statecraft. This is a reason-
able conclusion despite the fact that the liberationists do not embrace the
Enlightenment project uncritically and without reservation. Gutiérrez is a case in
point. On the grounds that the promises and benefits of the Enlightenment were
not fully realized and shared by everyone, Gutiérrez does distance himself to some
degree from the Enlightenment and the quest for the modern freedoms:

Today we see clearly that what was a movement for liberty in some parts
of the world, when seen from the other side of the world, from beneath,
from the popular classes, only meant new and more refined forms of
exploitation of the very poorest – of the wretched of the earth. For them,
the attainment of freedom can only be the result of a process of liberation
from the spoliation and oppression being carried on in the name of
“modern liberties and democracy.”97

Noting the oppression that has gone hand in hand with the quest for the modern
freedoms, Gutiérrez tempers his approbation of the Enlightenment:

The movement of liberation that proceeds from the “underside of history”
is not purely and simply a continuation of the movement for modern free-
doms. Far from it! The discontinuities and oppositions between the two
have theoretical significance and therefore very extensive practical con-
sequences.98

This critique raises the possibility that Gutiérrez, even as he praises the
Enlightenment’s quest for freedom and embraces its differentiation of life, never-
theless distances himself from the way the Enlightenment typically wanted to see
this liberation accomplished, namely, through the activity of the state as it oversees
civil society. However, as Gutiérrez’s account of the shortcomings of the
Enlightenment continues, it becomes clear that politics as statecraft is not what is
deemed problematic.

According to Gutiérrez, the cause of the “unsatisfied Enlightenment”99 is a
radical individualism that emerged with the rise of the capitalist class: the bour-
geoisie with their belief in the right of private ownership. Gutiérrez puts forward
the French Revolution – an event he holds up as exemplary of both the best and
worst of the Enlightenment – as a prime example. A radical individualism side-
tracked the French Revolution. On the one hand, the French Revolution
proclaimed the right of all human beings to participate in the society to which they
belonged. Thus it embodied the human desire for a truly democratic society, which
is rightly celebrated as an achievement of modernity. On the other hand, such
proclamations remained largely ambiguous and formal, given that they were not

THE CHURCH OF THE POOR

64



necessarily tied to just economic conditions.100 According to Gutiérrez, it was the
emergence of a radical individualism that blocked the full working out of the
logic of the Enlightenment, a logic that would have made the connections between
the modern freedoms and the economic conditions of their possibility.

Gutiérrez’s account of the Enlightenment and its flaws contains nothing to sug-
gest that he in any way distances himself from the received idea of politics as
statecraft. This commitment is further reinforced by what liberationists see as the
completion of the Enlightenment project: socialism. Socialism brings to econom-
ics what democratic forms of participation brought to politics.101 Thus, particularly
in their earlier works, Gutiérrez and the other liberationists referred not infre-
quently to socialism as the path to social-political-economic liberation, and it is
clear that this socialism is directed at the attainment of state power for the purpose
of establishing the social ownership of the means of production.102 Furthermore,
the liberationists, although they emphasize, following Mariátegui, the need for
Latin America to develop indigenous forms of socialism, clearly locate themselves
within the tradition of Marxist socialism, a tradition that in its various manifesta-
tions has understood politics as statecraft.103

Finally, in addition to their positive appraisal of the Enlightenment and social-
ism, liberationists’ embrace of dependency theory entails a commitment to politics
as statecraft. In its various forms, dependency theory was firmly statist in its
orientation. The state was presented as the main lever of power, the dominant
political agent, the key to social change. Liberationists took up this theory, both its
analysis and its proposed solutions (socialism and autonomy from external domin-
ion), without any hint that the statist conception of politics was problematic. As
they decried the “development of underdevelopment” whereby nations at the
“center” prospered because nations on the “periphery” suffered, they remained
convinced that the state, “el Leviathan criollo,”104 was the proper overseer of the polit-
ical realm as well as the principal engine of social and political change.105 The state
was cast as the agent of change, as that force which can and should initiate moves
to break the cycle of dependency and underdevelopment and strengthen the
national economy.

At this point, it is clear that at least at this early point in their development, the
liberationists’ break with New Christendom did not include a rejection of New
Christendom’s vision of an apolitical (indirectly political) Church and politics as
statecraft. Although little is said about the state per se, the liberationist vision, as dis-
played by Gutiérrez, remains firmly ensconced within the New Christendom
problematic of the relation of the Church and world.

From revolution to civil society: liberationists at 
the end of history

Liberationist thought, however, did not remain at a standstill with the passing of
that initial period. Indeed, the sense that Latin America was on the brink of a revo-
lution led by the recently mobilized poor who would shake off the forces of
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neocolonialism and dependency, seize the state, and create a new socialist society
did not last long. The heady revolutionary fervor of the late 1960s and early 1970s
that filled liberationists with utopian expectation has evolved over the course of the
last few decades into a more temperate enthusiasm for an emergent civil society.
How did we get from the “irruption of the poor” to the birth of civil society, from
revolution to democracy? What is the substance of these conceptual shifts in liber-
ationist thought and what are the continuities? And how do these shifts and
continuities pertain to the issue at hand, namely, the problematic commitment to
an apolitical Church and politics as statecraft?

It makes little sense to deny that the move from revolutionary to more demo-
cratic impulses represents a significant transition in the development of liberationist
thought. However, while there is a general consensus that this is a significant shift,
what it signifies remains contested. More conservative observers tend to see this
long overdue development as a hopeful and welcome sign that wild-eyed leftists are
(finally!) coming to their senses and recognizing the superiority of the capitalist
order underwritten by liberal polities. Liberationists tend to cast the development
as a move quite consistent with their own realism, with their long-standing recog-
nition of and adjustment to the signs and limitations of the times. Between the two
poles lies the rest of us, who attempt to discern the meaning of what appears to be
at times a tempering of the previous years’ powerful social and political analysis. Is
this a retreat or withdrawal? Is it a tactical move designed to evade the Vatican’s
censure? Or is it merely the pursuit of other interests that have lain dormant since
the earliest days of liberationist thought?

A sketch of the relevant developments in Latin America over the last few
decades suggests that it is the poles and not the center that are closer to the truth.
The conceptual shift from the revolution of the wretched of the earth to popular
participation in civil society is, as liberationists claim, a mark of certain continuities
in their thought, and it is also, as their critics claim, a capitulation to the regnant
capitalist order. More specifically, the shift of the last thirty years, for all of its sig-
nificance, embodies a consistent and abiding commitment to politics as
statecraft.106 And as Deleuze and Foucault have shown, it is precisely this commit-
ment that, in the age of savage capitalism, delivers liberationists to the capitalist
order.

From liberation to captivity to crisis . . .

Beginning midway through the 1960s, even as the liberationists were declaring
their support for the social revolution, a wave of repressive violence swept across
the land, brutally crushing anyone who dared challenge the status quo. A reign of
terror was initiated as military coups in Brazil (1964), Peru (1968), Bolivia (1971),
Chile (1973), Uruguay (1973), and Argentina (1976) established bureaucratic-
authoritarian regimes that soon became synonymous with systematic violence and
brutally repressive order.107 This experience, as well as the sting of a conservative
backlash within the Catholic hierarchy,108 prompted liberationists to speak more
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circumspectly of the coming revolution. This new sobriety and prudent patience
are reflected in Leonardo Boff ’s suggestion that the defining mark of the age was
not liberation but captivity:

In all likelihood our generation will not witness the liberation of our con-
tinent from hunger and alienation nor the emergence of a more humane,
open, and fraternal society. We must work liberatively within a pervasive
system of captivity. . . . We today live in a situation of captivity. To believe
and hope and work for liberation in such a situation, when we are fairly
sure that we will not live to see the fruits of our work, is to incarnate in our
own day the cross of Christ. We must establish a solid mystique of hope
that goes beyond what is immediately verifiable.109

This experience led in the early eighties to a revision and revaluation of things like
dependency theory and popular culture. Of particular significance was the revalu-
ation of both the state and democratic processes.110 Living under the heel of
brutal authoritarian states prompted leftists of all stripes to question statist con-
ceptions of politics. Should so much hope be invested in the state? Can it be
trusted to use power benevolently? These questions in turn led to a reconsideration
of what had previously been viewed with suspicion, namely, democratic
processes.111 Perhaps formal democratic processes and procedures, insufficient
though they may be by themselves, should not be dismissed out of hand as illusory
and manipulative, as mere tools of the ruling elites? This conceptual shift in the
direction of democracy and popular protagonism was further encouraged by chal-
lenges to the cruder uses of dependency theory.112 Certainly the transnational
forces of international capitalism did not unilaterally impose themselves on the
dependent nations and peoples? Certainly there was cooperation and even, at
times, active support internally for the policies and practices of the capitalist world
order?

The arrival of the “end of history,” the defeat of the Sandinistas and the col-
lapse of socialism as a viable alternative to capitalism in the late 1980s, brought this
questioning to a head. Several expressions of this sense of crisis have been men-
tioned previously. Others abound. Xabier Gorostiaga recognizes in history’s end a
“crisis of paradigms” and Javier Iguiñiz, a “programmatic vacuum.”113 Gutiérrez
observes that the period that gave birth to liberation theology was “coming to an
end.”114 Elsa Tamez decries the fading of solidarity in the midst of a “messianic
drought.”115 Perhaps the strongest and most profound expression of this sense of
crisis belongs to Franz Hinkelammert:

The world which now appears and announces itself is a world where
there is only “one lord” and “master,” where there is only one system . . .
[T]here is no place of asylum . . . The empire is everywhere. It has total
power and it knows it . . . [T]he consciousness of an alternative is lost. It
seems there are no longer any alternatives. . . .116
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. . . to civil society

Few liberationists have been willing to concede that there are no alternatives.
Instead, they have turned to the rise of popular protagonism, to the increased pres-
ence of popular sectors in society, and they have identified this with the emergence
of civil society in Latin America. Out of the rubble of the Latin American bureau-
cratic authoritarian regimes of the 1970s have arisen increased civic participation,
a new commitment to the electoral process, and the withdrawal of military lead-
ers from formal office and concomitant replacement by civilian presidents in the
1980s.117 Taking their cue from these developments, liberationists have begun to
articulate a vision of what comes after the end of history. The hopes borne by the
socialist state having been dashed, liberationists are increasingly finding their polit-
ical center in the concept of civil society. The opening of the Latin American
political scene is being promulgated as the emergence of civil society, a reality that
will democratize the state and humanize the economic order. Pablo Richard pro-
vides a good example of this “turn to civil society” when he writes at length:

Today there is a degree of consensus that alternatives to the free market
system are arising from civil society. Popular movements, grass roots or
alternative movements, constitute the distinguishing feature of that civil
society. From an economic standpoint the 1980s were a lost decade, but
they were fruitful in generating new social movements, such as the
indigenous and Afro-American movements; women’s liberation move-
ments; movements of young people and children; ecological movements;
movements for alternative agriculture, for people’s marketing, for appro-
priate technology; popular economy movements based on solidarity;
movements of shanty town dwellers or of neighborhoods; human rights
and solidarity movements (groups of relatives of the disappeared, and so
forth); alternative or traditional health movements; movements of popu-
lar education, artistic or cultural movements; religious and Christian
movements, and so forth. All these movements are building a new civil
society with new social actors appearing on the scene.118

Even as they recognized the passing of the revolutionary moment, the liberationists
welcomed the opening of civic spaces that allowed greater popular participation
and influence in government. By the start of the 1990s, civil society had become
many liberationists’ rejoinder to Hinkelammert’s pessimistic query, “¿Capitalismo
sin alternativas?”

While the acceptance of the concept of civil society is approaching something
of a consensus in Latin America, it would be a mistake to suggest that a similar
consensus of opinion surrounds how the concept of civil society is understood.
Helio Gallardo, for example, suggests that there are at least three different theories
of civil society circulating simultaneously.119 One model, that of neoliberalism,
identifies civil society with the free market and places it over against the state. A
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second model associates civil society with the emergence of a “new historic sub-
ject,” which is identified with the various flourishing popular groups. According to
this model, these movements will unite in a revolutionary front, seize the state, and
establish a socialist order (at which time the state will dissolve into civil society).
Gallardo rightly notes that this model offers little more than unreconstructed,
traditional leftist politics. The third model casts civil society as a tributary of polit-
ical society or the state. Civil society constitutes the realm of citizenship in which
popular social movements participate in order to influence and inform politics and
the state.

Latin American liberationists are best identified with the third model of civil
society. Having felt the repressive weight of an all-powerful state, they have
embraced civil society as a means whereby the state can be democratized. By
“democratized” liberationists mean that the state is de-bureaucratized and de-
militarized; it is opened up, made responsive and accountable to the poor
majorities.120 In the words of Pablo Richard:

A new space for solidarity is civil society. In this space it is not a matter of
seizing power, but rather of constructing a new power, from the social
movements, with a logic distinct from that of the market. From civil soci-
ety we can fight to reconstruct the state, a democratic state at the service
of the common good, at the service of the life of all, especially the
excluded and nature.121

The democratized state is a sort of friendly or domesticated Leviathan that, under
the influence of popular pressure, is committed to defending the life of the mar-
ginalized and oppressed. It no longer exists simply to service the marketed desires
of the industrialized countries of the North and the Latin American elite who serve
them; instead it seeks to nurture more egalitarian social relations. The state is cast
as one component in a broad effort to build up the common good. The democra-
tized state embodies a new, open form of popular participation in the project of
government, which is labeled “social democracy” or “participatory politics.”122

Thus, in stark contrast to neoliberal theories that advocate a minimalist state,
liberationists’ vision of civil society maintains a vital role for the state. The col-
lapse of traditional socialist models of revolution has opened the eyes of
liberationists to the need for new, democratic forms of struggle; it has not blinded
them to the continued importance of the state in regulating and constraining the
capitalist market. This continued commitment to a substantial supervisory role
for the state is abundantly clear in the papers presented at a 1992 conference on
liberation and development, convened for liberationists at Gutiérrez’s Instituto
Bartolomé de las Casas. Luiz Eduardo Wanderley accurately conveys the senti-
ment of liberationists at this conference when, while discussing the primacy
given to the state in Latin America, he suggests that whereas neoconservatives
preach the dismantling of the state and the privatization of the Latin American
economies, those who struggle for democracy for the majorities seek to eliminate
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the state’s excesses and inefficiencies while securing the state’s continued func-
tioning in important sectors and in directing development and social planning.123

Indeed, while the specifics may differ concerning such matters as the extent of
state regulation and planning or the nature of state-business cooperation, the
prominent plans put forward by liberationists for confronting the capitalist world
order all call for the state’s exercising a prominent role in that struggle.124 The
Creole Leviathan, itself tamed by a popular protagonism expressed through the
democratic mechanism of civil society, is used to tame the capitalist economy.

The novel directions taken and the revaluations engaged in by liberationists
over the course of the past several decades should be neither downplayed nor dis-
missed. Such moves represent valuable contributions to the work of those who
would struggle against the capitalist order. The shift from revolution to civil soci-
ety is certainly one of the most striking changes in Latin American liberationist
thought and it too must not be taken lightly. Yet, running through this tapestry of
three decades, with its changing colors and shifting shapes, is a common thread.
Liberationists remain committed to an apolitical Church and a vision of politics as
statecraft. While their vision of politics in recent years has been nuanced in import-
ant ways, it remains a vision of statecraft. The state remains the great hope for
countering the depredations of the capitalist order.

Unfortunately, Latin American liberationists are mistaken. As Deleuze and
Foucault have shown, the hope liberationists place in civil society must prove illu-
sory. While they rightly celebrate the new opportunities for popular participation
that have arisen in the wake of the collapse of authoritarian regimes, liberationists
fail to appreciate how savage capitalism, through the neoliberal art of govern-
mentality, renders even the “free space” of civil society a form of discipline and
control. In this era of global capitalism, when Coca-Cola and Nike find their way
into every nook and cranny of the earth well ahead of clean water, roads, and life-
sustaining diets, far from furthering the cause of liberation and life, civil society can
only be a means of discipline, an instrument of the regnant capitalist order for
overcoming resistance and forming desire in its own image. Indeed, by opting for
civil society, Latin American liberationists reflect a commitment to the same insuf-
ficiently radical vision that led them to the point of crisis at “the end of history” in
the first place, namely, a vision of a Church that traffics in abstract values and apo-
litical options while the state is granted sovereignty over the social, political,
economic field.

The Church of the poor after the end of history

Liberationists would have us believe that the state can be the ally of those who
struggle against the capitalist order and that civil society is the means by which the
state can be guided in that struggle. Such illusions, however, collapse under the
force of Deleuze and Foucault’s analyses of savage capitalism. Both the state and
civil society are unmasked as servants of the regnant capitalist order, extending its
hegemonic rule either by incorporating or crushing resistance. Politics as statecraft
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is futile. The state is not the friend of those who would be truly free of the madness
that is savage capitalism. So where does this leave liberationists? Clearly their
vision of the Church of the poor is inadequate; it cannot fund the resistance that
they had hoped. Does this mean that the end of history is indeed the end of liber-
ationist thought? Is savage capitalism the master of us all?

In the previous chapter the way in which capitalism functions as a technology of
desire was unpacked. Capitalism manipulates human desire so that it is amenable
to the demands of production for the market. In so doing, Foucault’s account of
governmentality reminds us, capitalism neither recognizes nor respects the auton-
omy of the various dimensions of life. The modern differentiation of life into
autonomous realms is a ruse. Such differentiation does not delimit distinct spheres
of liberty but, rather, defines thresholds of discipline. As a result, the differentiation
of life is nothing other than the construction of a prison, of spaces of control. Each
dimension functions as a cell block containing a particular knowledge; with each
dimension safely cordoned off from the others, only the capitalist, as warden,
freely circulates among all the cells. Hence, if desire is to find safe haven, if there
is to be asylum from capitalist discipline, it must be constructed according to a dif-
ferent architectonics.

If Christians are to resist capitalism, if Christianity is to heal desire, the modern
differentiation of life, with its separation of politics and religion, must be refused.
Christians must recognize that the desacralization of politics that accompanied the
birth of the modern nation state was not part of the irresistible march of freedom
but, rather, is a crucial moment in the containment of the Church, the stripping of
Christianity of its social and political presence, the deprivation of the faith of
resources for the struggle.

To some extent Latin American liberationists recognize this. As we have seen,
they are critical of secularization when that process leads to the absolute separation
of the theological from the political. They are sensitive to the risk that the secu-
larization process they celebrate may proceed too far. Hence, one of the celebrated
hallmarks of liberationist thought is the persistent demand that the chasm between
theology and politics not remain unbridged, that theology not remain above the
fray of human misery. This demand is the driving force behind the ecclesiological
innovations that liberationists have championed, such as prodding the Church out
of its spiritualist ghetto, where it remained comfortably complicitous with the
powerful, while ignoring the cries of those whom Ignacio Ellacuría has poignantly
called “the crucified of history.”125

Yet, even as liberationists are to be commended for encouraging the Church to
become, in Jon Sobrino’s words, “the true Church of the poor,”126 their efforts
remain insufficient. While the liberationists are busy building a bridge over the
chasm between the theological and the political by means of a socio-analytic medi-
ation, the capitalist order has effectively filled in the chasm and is sending its
minions (fed on fast food, dressed in some retro pastiche, brandishing corporate
logos) swarming across a divide that is no more and never was. In other words, for
all that is praiseworthy in their ecclesiological efforts, liberationists continue to
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define the Church within the limits of the secular order. Even as they insist that the
theological and the political be correlated, they maintain the division between the
two realms: the Church is not an immediately political agent, the Christian faith
does not present a directly political option. At best the Church inspires or motivates
Christians under the force of the value of love or the preferential option for the
poor to move into the real world of social conflict. In the era of savage capitalism,
this will not suffice. Such a vision does not nourish resistance; it only leads to the
sense of crisis that currently afflicts the liberationists. This is because in the era of
savage capitalism, resistance – no less than defeat – hinges not on getting one’s signs
and values and religious options right, but on authorities, practices, apparatuses, on
techniques of desire. That is to say, where capitalism constitutes a veritable way of
life that exercises dominion by capturing and distorting desire, resistance must
take the form of an alternative way of life that counters capitalism by liberating
and healing desire.

Therefore only a more substantive ecclesiology, one that begins by collapsing the
distinction between the theological and the social, between religion and politics,
stands a chance of resisting capitalist discipline. This ecclesiology must reclaim the
theological as a material, that is, as a fully social, political, economic reality.127 This
ecclesiology will recognize the practice of faith as intrinsically – instead of deriv-
atively – social, political, economic. It will begin by conceiving of Christianity not
as the apolitical custodian of abstract moral values like “love” that have to be trans-
lated into politics but, rather, as a social, political, economic formation (an
ensemble of technologies of desire) vying with other formations (technologies of
desire) on a single field of lived experience.128 It will start with the recognition that
the Christian mythos finds its political correlate, not in the state – even one ordered
toward the common good – but in the Church as the exemplary form of human
community.129 This is to say, it begins with the recovery of the Augustinian insight
that politics as statecraft is but a secular parody of the true politics that is the fel-
lowship of the saints.130

This ecclesiology will recognize the Church as an “uncivil society,” a society
that does not heed the siren call of state-power, a society that refuses the invita-
tion to be another interest group in civil society, discerning in such a call and such
an invitation surreptitious means of disciplining the Church, rendering the
intrinsic political nature of its doctrinal and liturgical practices innocuous, incor-
porating it into the capitalist order. This is to say, such an ecclesiology will avoid
the privatizing, de-politicizing acids of modernity and recognize the Church, in
the words of Reinhard Hütter, as a public in its own right.131 The Church is a
public, gathered and sustained by the Holy Spirit, constituted by peculiar prac-
tices such as the breaking of bread, the welcoming of strangers in hospitality, and
the reconciliation of sinners. As such, it defies modernity’s conceptual confine-
ment. It is a public that explodes the secular order’s categories of “public” and
“private,” “religious” and “political,” as it worships with the victims of AIDS,
offers sanctuary to illegal immigrants, and operates soup kitchens in places not
“zoned” for such activities. Likewise, its practice of baptism escapes the private
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realm of values as it challenges the boundaries of political loyalties, and cele-
brating the Eucharist directly threatens the economic order by offering and
sharing sustenance. All of this is to say that the Church is a public that, short of
emasculation, cannot inhabit the private, apolitical space assigned to it as a
prison cell by modernity.

Escaping its apolitical solitude, however, does not mean that the Church rushes
into the arms of civil society. The Church is a public, but it is not just another
public alongside so many others on the illusory landscape of freedom called civil
society. It is not, in the words of Ellacuría, “just another power in history, which fol-
lows the dynamics of other historical powers.”132 The Church is a public in its own
right; it is a public sui generis. Hütter and others have cogently argued that the
Church is not just another instantiation of the overarching genus polis but, rather,
collapses the classic political antinomy of polis and oikos.133 Construed in terms
more pertinent to this essay, the Church is not just another lobbying group or non-
governmental organization. Reflecting on Ephesians 2:19, Bernd Wannenwetsch
argues that Christian worship is the corporate joining into the politics of God.134

The Church’s politics is not defined by the secular order. Thus, it finds no home in
civil society. The Church’s politics culminates not in the centralized rule of the state
and its civil society but in the Kingdom of God. The politics of the Kingdom, in
turn, amounts to nothing less than participation in the divine life of the Trinity, a
life that Leonardo Boff notes is characterized not by the centralized suppression of
difference into sameness but by a perichoretic dance that celebrates difference.135

Thus the Church embodies a de-centralized, participatory politics that defies the
discipline of the state and its civil society.

Liberationists, however, need not look north for examples of ecclesiological
reconstruction that may fund resistance to the depredations of the capitalist order.
In the Latin American context, the Christian base communities have emerged
alongside liberation theology as a sign of renewal and hope. Is it possible that the
liberationists have in their midst communities of Christian practice that are
avowedly anticapitalist while avoiding politics as statecraft?136 Because the base
communities are not monolithic, embracing as they do a broad spectrum of social
and political practices, no simple answer will suffice.137 Nevertheless, it does appear
that some of the base communities are, in the words of Leonardo Boff,138 “rein-
venting the Church,” generating a new ecclesiology that neither heeds the modern
boundaries between religion and politics nor succumbs to the allure of the state.
These communities display in their life together the intrinsically social, political,
economic nature of the Christian faith. As poor Christians come together in non-
hierarchical, participatory gatherings to celebrate informal liturgies, as they reflect
on Scripture, as they share food, visit the sick, establish a cooperative or undertake
a joint work project, and occasionally engage in some form of protest or petition
the ruling powers, they are clearly about politics. They are engaged in a long revo-
lution, a struggle with the dominant order that is fought on all fronts, that
recognizes no neat division of life into autonomous realms. Indeed, any doubt that
these communities – this way of being the Church – embody a political alternative
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to the state vanishes as we recall the uncooperative and sometimes brutal response
of the state to these activities.

One reason that the state rightly recognizes these communities not merely as one
more interest group to be incorporated into civil society but as a threat is that many
among the base communities are forsaking the politics circumscribed by the state
and civil society.139 To the dismay of those committed to politics as statecraft,
many base communities are refusing the politics circumscribed by interest group
and party. Among the base communities there is a growing sense of the futility of
relying on the state to insure “capitalist development for all”140 or “capitalism
with a human face.”141 There is a growing awareness that democratic processes
and civil society can be manipulated and controlled for very undemocratic ends.142

Indeed, perhaps because they recognize that the future of Latin American democ-
racy might resemble not Costa Rica but Guatemala or Peru, some now refer to the
opening up of Latin American society as “low intensity democracy,”143 that is, as
a new phase in the old war against the poor. This refusal of the secular order’s pol-
itics, however, may not be a symptom of apathy and resignation. Rather, it may be
an instantiation of God’s politics. As base community members move from wor-
ship, where they reflect on Genesis’ account of God’s creation of the land for the
use of all, to the occupation of vacant land, they display the Church as a public in
its own right. As they defy the state’s order and the state’s arms to gather to sing
and pray and read Scripture, they display the body of Christ as a distinctive polity
or politics. As they circumvent party figures and institutional hurdles and directly
confront the state with claims, they present the state with the reality of a different
public, a different politics, God’s politics. As the state and civil society increasingly
reveal their true nature as vassals of the capitalist order, the spread of these com-
munities may well herald the emergence of a new, de-centralized politics capable
of funding resistance to capitalist discipline and healing desire. In the next chap-
ter, we look at this alternative politics, at the Christian community as a therapy of
desire.
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3

CHRISTIANITY, DESIRE, AND THE
TERROR OF JUSTICE

In the third chapter of Genesis, according to the Christian tradition, desire is
ensnared by a serpent, with horrendous consequences. Life is now sustained only
by the sweat of the brow; creation does not willingly yield its fruits. Human rela-
tions become agonistic; they are tainted with dominion and violence. Desire is
corrupted, captured, bent from its true course. With the arrival of savage capital-
ism, desire has been ensnared in the coils of yet another serpent, with
consequences no less dire. The veins of the earth are torn open and drained with
impunity. Much of humanity languishes while a privileged minority revels in its
cancerous consumption. Desire is entangled in a vast array of technologies that
chain it to the global market’s processes of production and consumption. And the
Latin American liberationists’ vision of a Church of the poor, a Church that opts
for the languishing masses of marginalized and excluded, is unable to fund resist-
ance. It is in crisis because it misconstrues both the nature of the struggle and the
resources that Christianity may provide in waging that struggle. Its vision is simply
not radical enough to meet the challenge of a savage capitalism that wages war
against humanity on all fronts – at the level of ontology, desire – and not just at the
level of political economy.

We need not concede Fukuyama’s point, however, and join the ranks of cap-
italism’s suitors. At least not yet, for even as the liberationists falter, rays of hope
emanate from the excluded spaces of Latin America. As the last chapter sug-
gested, around the liberationists Christian communities that appear to be throwing
off the shackles of politics as statecraft are emerging from the dark violence of the
last several decades. Instead they are embodying forms of resistance and struggle
that refuse to submit to the control of the state and its civil society. This chapter
and the one that follows develop an account of Christian resistance to the capital-
ist order analogous to the witness of these communities.1 Christianity is displayed
as something other than the apolitical custodian of disembodied moral values like
“love” or the religious repository of a grammar, even one as compelling as the
“preferential option for the poor,” that is supposed to inspire Christians to leave the
stain-glassed realm of the sacred and enter the material world of social and polit-
ical struggle. Instead, Christianity is reclaimed as a fully material or embodied
reality (“The Word became flesh”), whose practices – such as baptism, catechesis,
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Eucharist, discipline, prayer, and discipleship – do not merely mediate “ideas”
and “values” but rather transform the material circumstances of Christian (and,
more generally, human) existence. In opposition to savage capitalism and the gov-
ernmental logic of its subservient state-form, Christianity is cast as the exemplary
form of human community, the true politics.2 This is to say, Christianity is
reclaimed as an ensemble of technologies that reforms or shapes desire in ways that
counter the capitalist discipline of desire. The first chapter asserted that contem-
porary capitalism is not merely an economic system but rather constitutes a
discipline of desire. The second chapter displayed the futility of Christian resist-
ance to contemporary capitalism when that resistance fails to recognize the nature
of capitalism as a discipline of desire. Now I argue that Christian resistance to cap-
italism is contingent upon Christianity’s enactment as a counter ensemble of
technologies of desire. Christianity may fund resistance to capitalism only if it is
reclaimed as a fully material (social, political, economic) formation that constitutes
nothing less than a therapy of desire.

This argument proceeds in several steps, beginning with the retrieval of
Christianity as an ensemble of technologies of desire. At the conclusion of the pre-
vious chapter I argued that some of the Latin American base communities appear
to be living Christianity as a social, political, economic formation. Now I argue that
as such a material formation, Christianity is rightly understood as a therapy of
desire. While my argument ultimately rests on the claim that the Church of the
poor in Latin America may be embodying just such a therapy, for the sake of sim-
plicity and clarity I begin with an historical example of Christianity as an ensemble
of technologies of desire. Christian history is replete with examples. I draw upon
the practice of Bernard of Clairvaux and the Cistercian order he led. The exam-
ple of Bernard and the Cistercians, although not without its difficulties, is
particularly illuminating not only because the account of human desire for God
found in Bernard’s sermons on the Song of Songs remains a classic portrayal of
Christianity as fundamentally a matter of desire, but also because the Cistercian
practice of Christianity, in particular, is amenable to conceptualization as an
ensemble of technologies that does not repress but heals and renews the desire of
God.

Having retrieved Christianity as a technology of desire, the next step, to which
the bulk of the final two chapters is devoted, involves an inquiry into the charac-
ter of the therapy of desire that constitutes Christianity. With specific regard to its
ability to resist capitalism, what kind of therapy does Christianity proffer? The
banner behind which much of capitalism’s opposition rallies today is “justice.” Is
the therapy of desire that Christianity offers called justice? Is justice the name of
that ensemble of technologies that holds the most promise for resisting capitalism?
Does Christianity’s witness against savage capitalism revolve around the formation
of just persons? This chapter focuses on the desire for justice in Latin America as
that desire has been articulated by the liberationists. Justice is perhaps second only
to liberation as the concept most readily associated with the Latin American liber-
ationists and it is they who are largely responsible for the increased emphasis on
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justice in contemporary Christianity. After presenting the liberationists’ conception
of justice, the chapter closes with an analysis of that account, an analysis that
reveals several weaknesses, which in turn suggests that justice so conceived does not
accurately describe the therapy that Christianity offers in the hopes of liberating
desire from capitalist discipline.

Christianity and desire

Christianity is not an apolitical custodian of moral values that need to be translated
into social and political practices. Rather, it is a fully social, political, economic real-
ity. It is not a spiritual reality properly juxtaposed to capitalism as a material reality.
On the contrary, it is, no less than capitalism, an ensemble of technologies of
desire. Given the dismal history of the Church’s direct political engagement in
Latin America, it is understandable that the liberationists would continue to heed
the barriers modernity erects between politics and religion. Nevertheless, given the
nature of contemporary capitalism, such a means of protecting the people from
the Church comes at too high a price. As the previous chapters displayed, such a
model of the Church and politics cripples Christianity’s ability to resist capitalism.
As Deleuze and Foucault show, capitalism is an ensemble of technologies that dis-
ciplines desire and if it is to be resisted then such resistance must take the form of
nothing less than a counter-ensemble of technologies. Values and preferential
options are insufficient. The “end of history” has brought this weakness into sharp
relief and, if the accounts of liberationists and others are accurate, many poor
Christian communities in Latin American appear to have learned the lesson. They
have begun to reassert themselves as immediately political formations. Specifically,
they have begun to reclaim Christianity as an ensemble of technologies of desire
that stands against capitalist discipline.

Such a claim is, of course, not one that those communities would necessarily
advance themselves. Indeed, the claim that Christianity is an ensemble of tech-
nologies of desire is not likely to strike a chord among many Christians today. It is
a distinctly alien note, clearly the product of juxtaposing the work of Deleuze and
Foucault to Christianity. The claim, therefore, demands justification; the legitimacy
of construing Christianity as an ensemble of technologies of desire is not self-
evident. Indeed, the impersonal, even mechanical connotations of the concept
“technology” strike one as antithetical to the more interpersonal tone appropriate
to Christianity. Foucault’s understanding of technologies as heterogeneous assem-
blages of discourses, institutions, architectural forms, regulatory decisions, laws,
administrative measures, scientific statements, philosophical, moral and philan-
thropic propositions, and so forth certainly seems worlds apart from a first-century
Jew who gathered followers by uttering the simple words, “Follow me.” Perhaps
Alasdair MacIntyre’s notion of a “practice” would be more amenable to the
human tenor of Christianity?3 The notion of practice has proven helpful in some
construals of Christianity; nevertheless, in this case “technology” is preferred pre-
cisely because of its impersonal, or one might say “extrapersonal,” connotations.
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Foucault’s concept of technology is helpful in casting Christianity as an alternative
or antigen to capitalist modes of disciplining desire insofar as it is a reminder that
resistance is more than a matter of individual practices. The display of Christianity
as a therapy of desire is not just another retrieval of personalist politics.4 Just as
capitalism captures desire and rules by means of a whole host of technologies, by
means of a vast array of assemblages of knowledges, instruments, persons, systems
of judgment, buildings and spaces, so too Christianity must be conceived as a
multitude of inter-, intra-, and extra-personal technologies if it is to fund resistance
and liberate desire.

Likewise it is not readily apparent that Christianity ought to be construed in
terms of desire. Modern Western Christianity has imbibed deeply from the well of
the Enlightenment, and as a result reason and rationality have taken pride of
place in Christian moral psychology.5 This is not to say that modern Christianity
has vanquished desire. On the contrary, modern Christianity could be character-
ized as obsessed with desire. Modern Christianity is obsessed with subduing desire,
with controlling desire, understood as the natural passions and reactions of the
body to external stimuli. Far from leaving desire behind, modern Christianity
seeks to subdue desire and bring it before the bar of reason. According to this view,
desire, understood as a largely negative phenomenon, is something to be restrained
and suppressed.

Such a singularly negative view of desire, however, is a relatively recent devel-
opment. Prior to the advent of modernity, Christianity took a decidedly more
nuanced approach to desire. Indeed, it is not too much to say that for much of its
history the end of Christianity was conceived in terms of the cultivation of a
desire or passion for God. Recall the statement of Augustine, who is often invoked
by moderns as a paradigmatic example of early Christian contempt for desire, that
humanity was created with a natural desire for God and that it remains anxious
and restless until that desire finds its home in God. Likewise, the great theological
treatise of the Middle Ages, Thomas Aquinas’ Summa, is best read as the systematic
working out of the dual claim that humanity naturally desires God and that its
supreme good or happiness resides in the mutual pleasure of shared desire with
God.6

Bernard of Clairvaux and the Cistercians

One of the great exemplifications of pre-modern Christianity’s positive concern for
desire is Bernard of Clairvaux and the Cistercians.7 Born in 1090 into a family of
noble knights in the duchy of Burgundy and educated by the canons of St Vorles,
Bernard entered the insignificant “New Monastery” at Cîteaux in his early twen-
ties (around 1113). A few years later he was nominated as abbot of Cîteaux’s third
foundation, named Clairvaux. The next ten years of his life were spent establish-
ing this community. His literary career began around 1125 as he wrote treatises
addressing the controversies between the established monastic orders and the
Cistercians, produced devotional literature for the Knights Templar (a knighthood
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of soldier monks Bernard was instrumental in forming), and penned theological
works on such topics as humility, the necessity of loving God, and grace. In the
1130s he became widely known as an advocate for reform – the laxity of ecclesi-
astical and monastic life during that period is well known – and was a supporter of
Innocent II against the anti-Pope Anacletus. During this time he also began his
greatest work, a series of sermons On the Song of Songs, a project that would remain
unfinished at his death eighteen years later in 1153. In the 1140s, at the height of
his influence, when he could as easily have interposed himself into the affairs of
heads of state as defy heads of state,8 Bernard threw himself into the effort to
defeat both the innovative theology of Peter Abelard and the infidels in the Holy
Land: he was a prominent proponent of the Second Crusade. In this regard, it is
not insignificant that one of the distinctive emphases of Bernard’s efforts was his
conviction that the Church, as an eschatological witness to the true polity – the
Kingdom of God – was properly a political presence, conceding nothing to the
secular lords.9 With the failure of the crusade, he withdrew from public life to con-
centrate on writing for his order, which had flourished in large part through his
efforts, and died several years later.

In considering Bernard’s writing on desire, perhaps the first thing to be said is
that it was of a piece with his leadership of the monastic community at Clairvaux
and throughout Europe; that is, it was part of a single all-consuming effort to
build up and strengthen the lives of the faithful, “to teach thirsting souls how to
seek the one by whom they are themselves sought.”10 Bernard was not primarily an
exegete or theologian. His task in writing was not simply to illumine the great mys-
teries of the faith. He was first and foremost a pastor of souls, interested in
communicating to those under his care something that might help them in their
journey to God.11 Consequently his writings, especially his sermons on the Song of
Songs, provide a particularly clear display of Christianity as an ensemble of tech-
nologies of desire, particularly when those writings are positioned within
twelfth-century monastic life as displayed among the Cistercians.

The passage just cited provides a fitting entrance into Bernard’s and the twelfth-
century Cistercians’ practice of Christianity. He is concerned with Christian lives
insofar as they thirst for God. Clearly this is a reference to the psalmist who wrote,
“O God, you are my God, I seek you, my soul thirsts for you; my flesh faints for
you, as in a dry and weary land where there is no water” (Psalm 63:1). Standing in
the rich tradition that runs from the biblical writers through Augustine to Aquinas
after him, Bernard envisions the human being as constituted by the desire of God.
What is desire? First, it should not be confused with a feeling or an instinctual reac-
tion to an external stimulus, the sort of reaction that Descartes and later rationalists
were to attempt to subordinate to the rational mind. Desire is a basic movement of
the human being. According to medievals like Bernard, humanity was created in
motion. Desire is movement. Second, this movement that is desire should not be
construed in primarily negative terms. It is not uncommon for desire to be por-
trayed in an essentially negative hue, in connection with a sense of privation.
Desire is often accorded the status of a lack, a yearning for something that is
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absent, a void or vacuum that is pulled forward in search of the only thing that can
fill that space, namely God. Whereas Bernard does use the language of “lack” and
“absence” in connection with desire, and commentators frequently describe
Bernard’s account of desire in those terms,12 such descriptions are, at best, mis-
leading and, at worst, ontologically superficial. As we shall see, those who persist in
describing desire fundamentally in negative terms, such as lack and privation,
conflate Creation and Fall and fail to heed the medieval distinction between the
image and likeness of God in humanity.

According to Bernard, the human being is not constituted by a lack, an absence,
a privation but by a fullness, a presence, an excess. This fullness is God. Human
desire is a gift of God. Indeed, says Bernard, it is God’s desire that creates human
desire.13 Human desire is nothing less than a mirror of the positive, creative desire
of God. Hence this desire is more accurately described as a presence, not a void or
absence. In De diligendo Deo, Bernard describes the human condition thus: “No one
has the strength to seek you unless he has first already found you. For it is a fact that
you will to be found in order that you may be sought and you will to be sought in
order that you may be found. It is possible, therefore, to seek you and to find you,
but it is not possible to anticipate you.”14 Human desire is the positive effect of
God’s creative desire. Human desire is a consequence of God’s presence. Thus,
Bernard speaks of human desire continuing in heaven, where “we find a desire to
penetrate deeper which is never quenched, yet which has no sense of unrest about
it. Here we experience that eternal and incomprehensible desire which knows no
lack.”15 Human desire is not the product of a deficiency or privation, but an
excess in the sense that, among Bernard and the Cistercians, desire was synony-
mous with love, understood as a positive, productive, self-giving force. As an
expression of charity, desire is not so much an acquisitive drive, characteristic of a
lack, but a generosity and donation expressed in the many forms of charity.

The human being is constituted by a positive movement of desire. Such was
humanity and its desire in the pristine condition of Creation. However, Bernard
acknowledges, in accord with the Christian tradition’s teaching, since the Fall
desire has been corrupted. Human nature has been distorted by sin. In his sermons
on the Song of Songs, Bernard argues that humanity’s desire of God is a correlate
of the Divine Image that has been imparted to humanity through the Holy
Spirit.16 Humanity desires God because it has been graciously created in the image
of God.17 However, with the advent of sin, the likeness of God with which human-
ity was created was lost. As a consequence of the Fall, humanity is in a condition
of dissimilarity.18 Humanity is dwelling in the region of “unlikeness.”19 Here the
medieval distinction between the image and likeness of God is pertinent. For cen-
turies theologians had pondered the significance of the phrase “image and
likeness” in Genesis 1:26 and by the Middle Ages a consensus emerged that this
phrase indicated two distinct features of humanity. The “image” was deemed a ref-
erence to a fundamental ontological reality, in Bernard’s case, desire. The
“likeness,” in turn, was equated with an ethical orientation, with the direction of
this desire in harmony with God. Hence when Bernard asserts that humanity lost
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its likeness, he is saying that human desire is no longer in harmony with the desire
from whence it came. Desire no longer conforms to God but rather conforms to
the world.20 Bernard invokes the psalmist’s contrast between uprightness and being
bent to describe this deformation or corruption of desire. Humanity, he says, inso-
far as it was created in the image and likeness of God was “upright,” that is,
without iniquity.21 Desire moved or flowed freely as it was created to do. With the
advent of sin, however, humanity was deformed, bent from its true path. Desire
was captured and subjected or enslaved to alien powers. Desire now finds pleasure
in what debases it; it is attracted to that which defaces the Image. This is to say that
with the occurrence of sin, desire’s direction is distorted; it now moves in a differ-
ent direction. Its original likeness or direction was exchanged for an alien one.22

At this point, and only at this point, is characterizing desire as privation appro-
priate. The equation of desire with an absence or privation does not hold for
desire in its free, created state, but only for desire in its captive, corrupt state.23

Furthermore, this privation or absence, Bernard makes clear, is a matter of direc-
tion. Desire – the positive, creative movement with which God has endowed
humanity – lacks direction. In other words, this lack is an ethical, not an ontologic-
al, matter; it concerns the likeness and not the Image of God in humanity. Desire
remains positive, productive. Only now it finds joy in the wrong productions; it
takes pleasure in the wrong goods. As will become evident shortly, grasping the pos-
itive sense of desire is crucial to appreciating the way in which monastic
Christianity functioned as an ensemble of technologies of desire for Bernard and
the Cistercians.

Desire has been captured, corrupted, misdirected. Of course, Christianity asserts
that humanity has not been left to languish in this condition. God in God’s grace
has sought to redeem desire. Indeed, says Bernard, the Word has come to heal
desire.24 Jesus is our light, food, and medicine.25 Jesus restores our desire, leading
it on the path of virtue, of wisdom, justice, and holiness, of life and fruitfulness.26

Of course, for Bernard and the monks under his guidance, this healing of desire
was not something God accomplished in any immediate and straightforward
manner. Reflecting on his own experience as well as that of his monks, Bernard
stressed repeatedly that the renewal of desire was marked by periods of advance
and retreat, strength and weakness.27 Spiritual growth is a dialectic in which desire
moves between the poles of the destructive, distorting power of sin on one hand
and the gracious, restorative power of God on the other. In other words, the heal-
ing of desire, no less for the monastic than for the secular, occurs in the midst of the
drama of life, which means it is subject to the vicissitudes of sin and temptation.

More specifically, Bernard asserts that this dialectical process of growth in grace
whereby God renews and restores desire is characterized by the triad disciplina :

natura : gratia.28 The dialectical rehabilitation of desire by the grace of God is
marked by a certain pattern. First, once the corruption of desire is recognized, it
is subject to disciplina. In the first stage, human beings respond to God’s grace by
forcing themselves to do what is right. Through self-constraint and willpower
human beings counter the contrary movements of the soul that, under the power
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of a distorted desire, does not move in harmony with God. The bonds that hold
desire captive are being broken. Second, after some time, over the course of which
repeated practice has led to the formation of certain habits, humans find that
acting virtuously is less dependent upon external constraints. One could say that
desire is beginning to flow freely again. Finally, in a third stage, which Bernard
notes is perfected only in the next life, humans find that they are able to act virtu-
ously without much of a struggle. Virtuous behavior is both easier and gives rise to
delight while the contrary movements of desire are increasingly unattractive.

At this point we can begin to appreciate the way in which Cistercian Christianity
functioned, in Foucault’s terms, as an ensemble of technologies of desire. The
monastery was not an enclave in which the pure withdrew, safe and secure from the
vicissitudes of sin and temptation that batter life in the secular world. Nor was it a
means by which those who sought holiness could master or squelch desire. Rather,
the monastery was a schola caritatis, a school of charity, where desire was redeemed,
where the dialectical experience of spiritual growth was fostered with the purpose
of redirecting love. The monastery was the site of a divine pedagogy whereby
desire underwent not annihilation but rehabilitation. The goal of the rigorous life
of the monastery was not the loss of one’s desire; it was not about evacuating a
space or creating a void into which God would step. On the contrary, monastic
Christianity as practiced by Bernard and the Cistercians was about the formation
and shaping of virtuous desire. Cistercian life was not about the suppression of
desire but the healing or transforming of desire that had been bent, distorted,
deformed. “Far from being a constraint upon nature or a restraint in due freedom,”
writes Michael Casey, “[Cistercian life] works for the liberation of nature from the
alien bondage of sin.”29 In other words, as it functioned for Bernard and the
Cistercians under his care, Christianity amounted to a vast array of assemblages of
knowledges, instruments, persons, systems of judgment, buildings and spaces all
focused on giving a certain direction to desire. Monastic Christianity was an
ensemble of technologies that functioned to redirect desire, that sought to release
desire from its bondage so that it might freely flow as it was created to do, in har-
mony with the desire of God. Far from being a place where desire was eliminated,
monastic Christianity was a veritable economy of desire.

A window into this economy of desire and its character as an ensemble of tech-
nologies of desire is opened when its distinctive pattern of recruitment is
considered. The two distinct social settings of twelfth-century monasticism have
already been mentioned. One of the major differences between the traditional
orders and the newer orders, of which the Cistercians were a part, lay in their
manner of recruitment. The traditional monastic orders usually acquired novices
from among the oblates, children who had been offered to the monastery by their
parents. In contrast, the newer orders deliberately put an end to this type of
recruitment; they recruited among adults. The principal reason for this was that
they sought a greater observance of asceticism, poverty, and disciplined living,
and they hoped to avoid the burden of educating young novices.30 The Cistercians,
in particular, drew heavily from the aristocracy, the knights and nobles. Indeed, it
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is likely that most of the twelfth-century Cistercians whom Bernard supervised had
previously been formed in the life of knighthood and nobility. The significance of
this shift lay in the fact that unlike the recruits of the traditional orders, who had
been raised almost from birth in the cloister, the recruits of the new orders had par-
ticipated fully in a secular order that bent desire in ways that celebrated violence,
pride, vanity, and sensuality.31

What is remarkable about Cistercian spirituality is that it is precisely this dis-
torted desire that is the material for exercising virtue.32 The monastic program at
Clairvaux was not aimed at obliterating or replacing this desire; rather, the task was
to reorder it. Jean Leclercq describes the sublimation of distorted desire among
Bernard and the Cistercians in this way:

Thus, anger, when controlled, becomes the vehicle of good zeal; pride
brought low can be pressed into service in defence of justice . . . If a
strong sexuality is brought under control and disciplined by the practice
of works of mercy, the very quarter whence people are exposed to the
darts of wickedness becomes itself an incitement to solicitude for others.33

The disordered impulses that monks had acquired in their previous lives as knights
and nobles were sublimated, redirected or rechanneled into a spiritual engagement:
doing battle and winning glory for the sake of divine love and the Divine Lover.34

Hence, Bernard’s works are replete with martial imagery: his treatment of the
Song of Songs begins by comparing the monastic life to military service and the
monastic community to a militia doing battle for the king.35 In the Cistercian com-
munities, desire that had strayed from its true course and subsequently been bound
by violence and pride and sensuality was given a new direction and enlisted in the
service of Christ.

A vast matrix of technologies, including both those of the self and of others,36

were involved in bringing about this transformation of desire. According to the Rule

of St Benedict, which was the cornerstone of Cistercian life in general and of
Bernard’s in particular, chief among the various rites and tasks that shaped monas-
tic life was the liturgy. The liturgy, however, was not merely the principal end of
monastic activity; it was also one of the instruments of the monk’s spiritual craft
and thus integral to the rehabilitation of desire.37 Talal Asad describes the liturgy’s
functioning as a technology of desire in terms of the construction of memory.
Through the rich language and imagery of the liturgy, and in particular through
the sermons that gave authoritative exegesis of biblical texts, Asad argues, the
monks were given a new vocabulary that enabled them to “redescribe, and there-
fore in effect reconstruct, their memories in relation to the demands of a new way
of life.”38 In other words, the liturgy functioned as a technology of desire through
the assembly of memory.39 This is perhaps nowhere more evident than in the fre-
quent references Bernard’s sermons make to the “memory of heaven.”40 By
invoking the memory of heaven, a memory that his proclamation explicitly cre-
ates – describing in some detail the nature and features of eternal life41 – Bernard
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was freeing desire from its captivity to vice by inciting a new movement of desire
in the direction of its true end.

Care must be taken, however, not to reduce the liturgy’s assembly of memory
to a matter of linguistic inscription. The liturgical reformation of desire is not
simply a matter of symbolic overcoding or linguistic renarrating. The claims
advanced here for Cistercian worship are not reducible to the notion that
humans are “constituted by language” and that the liturgy is fundamentally a lin-
guistic performance. The divine office is not first and foremost a linguistic
convention. As Asad points out, “Although the formation of moral sentiments is
dependent on a signifying medium, we cannot read off the formation from the
system of significations that may be authoritatively identified and isolated as a
distinctive semiotic phenomenon.”42 The production, reading, and proclamation
of sacred texts as well as the singing of sacred song and reciting of prayer are
more than linguistic phenomena. Such intellectual technologies are situated
within a matrix of technologies of the body, and so forth, to which they relate in
manifold ways, sometimes as the product, sometimes as the condition of possi-
bility. This is to say that the reading and proclamation of sacred text and song in
the divine office are embedded in an ensemble of technologies that act on and
shape material bodies in particular ways, forming such things as Bibles, altars,
psalters, Churches, abbots and monks. Indeed, the concept “assembly of
memory” is meant to ward off any linguistic reduction of the liturgical con-
struction of memory to matters primarily of language, discourse, or symbol. It is
meant to suggest that the construction of memory includes more than linguistic
representation, involving as it does – in the case of twelfth-century monastics –
the construction of worship space, the production of books, stained glass, and
artwork, the placement and use of various apparatuses such as altar, Host,
Scripture, abbot’s chair, relics, and baptismal font, and the various techniques of
the body involved in reading, preaching, prayer, song, and silence.43 In other
words, only by means of a combination of a series of intellectual technologies
and technologies of the body did the twelfth-century Cistercian liturgy function
as a central mechanism through which desire was renewed in the likeness of
God.44

The divine office did not stand alone, however, as the sole instrument of the
restoration of desire. On the contrary, the liturgy was only one strand of the fabric
of monastic life out of which the divine pedagogy was woven. The liturgy was
embedded within the wider network of relationships, daily rituals, and institu-
tional configurations that constituted Cistercian Christianity. Indeed, as Asad
points out, the liturgy could not perform its task of assembling memory apart
from a whole host of relations and technologies:

This redescription of memories depends on a long and complex process.
In it (1) the authoritative preacher and the monk addressed, (2) the monk
interacting with fellow monks, (3) the confessor and the monk in confes-
sion, and (4) the remembering religious self and the secular self
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remembered, all contribute in the production of a moral description by
which the monk’s desires and feelings are reconstructed.45

The entire spectrum of monastic rituals and rites, from meditation and obedience to
manual labor, functioned as technologies of desire. Chief among these other rituals
and rites was the sacrament of penance, which, as we have already seen, Foucault
singled out for particular scrutiny as a technique of the self. Recall that Foucault
described the monastic practice of confession as a technology geared toward the
renunciation and sacrifice of the self. Yet the account of Cistercian monasticism
presented here suggests that Foucault’s usually perspicacious analysis has faltered on
this point. The monastic practice of confession, no less than monastic ritual as a
whole, was not geared towards the rejection of any presocialized (real) self.46

Confession is clearly part of a process whereby sinful desire is renounced, but the
renunciation of sinful desire should not necessarily be equated with the denial or
repression of desire, as a closer look at the Cistercian practice of confession reveals.

Foucault’s analysis is correct insofar as he places the sacrament of penance at the
heart of the monastic program of the rehabilitation of desire. And Foucault is cor-
rect in his assertion that the verbalization of self-knowledge is crucial to this
technology. However, this verbalization is not the exposure of an authentic desire
that is sacrificed under the imposition of another, artificial desire. Confession is not
concerned with the social control and repression of a primordial desire. On the
contrary, it is part of a process of recognizing that desire has already been captured
and controlled, that desire’s present orientation or direction in the world is not an
ontological given. According to Bernard, the recognition that desire has been cap-
tured is crucial to its renewal. Reflecting on the Vulgate rendition of Song of
Songs 1:7, where the bride is told that if she does not know herself she must be
exiled to a life dominated by gratifying the needs of the senses, Bernard writes:

There must be no dissimulation, no attempt at self-deception, but a facing
up to one’s real self without flinching and turning aside. When a man
thus takes stock of himself in the clear light of truth, he will discover that
he lives in a region where likeness to God has been forfeited, and groan-
ing from the depths of a misery to which he can no longer remain blind,
will he not cry out to the Lord as the Prophet did: “In your truth you have
humbled me”?47

Once persons see that they are oppressed, they will cry out to God; once persons
begin to walk on this way of self-knowledge, then the divine likeness begins to be
renewed and restored.48 Recognition of the bondage of desire is a prerequisite of
“sowing righteousness,” of repentance, prayer, and works of mercy, all of which are
part of the triadic process, disciplina : natura : gratia, whereby desire is redeemed:

You therefore have sown righteousness for yourself if by means of true
self-knowledge you have learned to fear God, to humble yourself, to shed
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tears, to distribute alms and participate in other works of charity; if you
have disciplined your body with fastings and prayers, if you have wearied
your heart with acts of penance and heaven with your petitions. This is
what it means to sow righteousness.49

In summary, the Cistercian practice of confession functioned in the Middle Ages
in a manner not unlike Foucault’s genealogical project functions for Western liberal
society; that is, it uncovered those technologies of knowledge, power, and the self
that had assembled desire in a particular way. More specifically, it revealed the con-
tingent, precarious nature of the medieval technologies that assembled desire in
terms of violence, pride, and sensuality. In so doing, it also contributed to the con-
struction of a moral space where righteousness was sown, where the divine likeness
could flourish, where once again desire could flow charitably.

Objections

Insofar as the twelfth-century Cistercians succeeded in providing the moral space
for the release of desire from the bonds of violence, pride, and sensuality, they
stand as an exemplification of Christianity as an ensemble of technologies, the end
of which is the healing or liberation of desire. At this point, if I were suggesting
that Cistercian Christianity was the form that contemporary Christian resistance
to capitalism ought to take, then a series of objections would need to be addressed,
objections concerning, among other things, the extent to which Cistercian
Christianity really accomplished the redirection of desire, the Cistercians’ relation
to patriarchy, or Bernard’s role in various and sundry political intrigues (not the
least of which was his outspoken support of the Crusades). The purpose of this sec-
tion, however, is much more modest. Far from being an argument for the
restoration of Cistercian monasticism, or, for that matter, the Christendom men-
tality that sanctioned the Crusades,50 the example of Bernard and the Cistercians
stands only as a concrete display of Christianity as an ensemble of technologies of
desire. In other words, the Cistercian example is meant only to aid in unthinking
the modern prejudices against desire, thereby carving out a space for the possibil-
ity that contemporary Christian communities may function as ensembles of
technologies of desire.

Yet even such a modest goal cannot evade one objection; namely, that whatever
the cogency of the example, it ultimately falters on the distance between the “priv-
ileged” position of monks who lived in a social order that provided the possibility
of inhabiting the rather rarefied moral spaces of the cloister and the situation of
contemporary Christians. Put bluntly, there may well be many Christians who
would enter such “prisons without doors,” but the geopolitical landscape of the
early twenty-first century hardly favors such enclaves. Unquestionably there are
poor Christians who currently suffer in capitalism’s clutch, who would gladly enter
such moral spaces – even if only in hopes of finding sanctuary from the weapons
of capitalism’s security forces – but where are they? A reply to this question
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constitutes the task of this entire project and hence must await its completion; even
so, a response that nudges us in the direction of that conclusion is possible.

Such a response begins with an assessment of the nature of the distance that
separates medieval monastics and contemporary Christianity. Perhaps the signifi-
cant distance is not the distance separating medieval feudal and modern liberal
polities. Perhaps the difference that matters is not that which is created by the
absence of monastic institutions but that which is rooted in the limitation of
Christians’ willingness to have their everyday lives shaped by the grace of God.51

In other words, the real obstacle to living Christianity as an ensemble of tech-
nologies of desire is not the dearth of monastic orders but the lack of persons who
are willing to place themselves in the types of relations with others and with God
that characterized Cistercian life. Behind this suggestion is the recognition that
what was perhaps the most significant monastic technology – penance – neither
began in the monastery nor stayed there. As Foucault has shown, that technology
of the self spilled over into society as a whole when the medieval era gave way to
the modern and subsequently helped give birth to modern disciplinary societies.52

Although it is an admittedly negative example, it does suggest that there is nothing
intrinsic to conceiving of Christianity as an ensemble of technologies of desire that
requires the presence of cloistered communities.53

Hence it is possible that Christian communities that shape desire in ways analogous
to the twelfth-century Cistercians exist even in the absence of monastic institutions.
The remainder of this chapter and the next explore one such possibility, namely that
some Christian communities in Latin America may be creating moral spaces where
desire is being freed from its bondage to the capitalist discipline in a manner that is
analogous to the way in which Cistercian monasteries functioned as a therapy for
desire captured by the feudal violence of the Middle Ages. Before turning to such
spaces, however, there remains one specter to dispel, that of the therapist.

At first glance the argument that Christianity is rightly conceived as a therapy of
desire might appear profoundly passé. After all, Western culture has been acutely
attuned to the value of therapy in addressing the ills of modernity for years. Three
decades have passed since Philip Rieff announced the triumph of the therapeutic
mindset.54 Almost two decades have passed since MacIntyre observed that the
therapist functioned in our culture as a sort of moral exemplar that underwrote a
mode of social existence.55 In those decades the therapeutic mode of existence has
only deepened its penetration into our culture, including Christianity. As Rieff
predicted, clergy have become predominantly therapists and the Gospel has been
adapted to the therapeutic mentality.56 The current pervasiveness of this mode of
existence is perhaps nowhere more evident than in the recent explosion of interest
in spirituality, a phenomenon that Rieff foresaw with uncanny accuracy when he
wrote thirty years ago that as a consequence of the triumph of the therapeutic:

In the emergent culture, a wider range of people will have “spiritual” con-
cerns and engage in “spiritual” pursuits. There will be more singing and
more listening. People will continue to genuflect and read the Bible, which
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has long achieved the status of great literature; but no prophet will
denounce the rich attire or stop the dancing. There will be more theater,
not less, and no Puritan will denounce the stage and draw its curtains. On
the contrary, I expect that modern society will mount psychodrama far
more frequently than its ancestors mounted miracle plays, with patient-
analysts acting out their inner lives, after which they could extemporize
the final act as interpretation.57

Given the prominence of the therapeutic today, my argument would appear to be
terribly outdated if not entirely misplaced.

More troubling, however, than the charge of being dated is the unsettling
observation that therapy seems to be flourishing at precisely the moment when
capitalism has taken its “savage” turn. Just as capitalism was shedding its human
face – its developmentalist facade – therapy was coming into its own. As Nikolas
Rose has cogently argued, following Foucault, this is no mere coincidence.58 On
the contrary, the therapeutic gaze is an integral component of current capitalist
modes of governmentality and its triumph was made possible by the problemat-
ics that underpin that governmentality, namely, the need for an indirect form of
authority that operates on individuals in, with, and through their freedom, auton-
omy, and choice. Therapy embodies that form of authority (called “expertise”)
that is particularly well suited to the logic of savage capitalism; that is, it is that
form of authority necessary to govern persons in a society that abhors all author-
ity. By means of an elaborate complex of managers, social workers, nurses,
teachers, and counselors, as well as a host of emotional, interpersonal, and orga-
nizational techniques, therapy organizes the practices of everyday life according
to the logic of the market: freedom, autonomy, and choice. Therapy is govern-
ment through freedom; its end is the formation of the entrepreneur of oneself. In
other words, far from being an antidote to capitalist distortions of desire, therapy
is an essential component in the promotion and maintenance of the capitalist
order.

Obviously, if Christianity is to bring about the liberation of desire from the cap-
italist order, it must distance itself from those forms of therapy that amount to little
more than a sedative for persons hooked on (or bound to) the capitalist order. Its
efforts must not be directed toward helping persons become better “entrepreneurs
of themselves,” with the direction of one’s desire being arbitrarily and subjectively
chosen (within the spectrum of permissible market choices). Rather, in accord
with the best of the Christian tradition, Christianity as a therapy of desire operates
under the “burden” (which is a light one) of a direction that is given desire by virtue
of its being the gift that is the desire of God. “Our hearts are restless until they rest
in Thee.”

But such giftedness and such direction should not be equated with a direction
that is uncovered or recovered through an act of self-knowledge. Such a gift –
knowledge of the genuine “core” reality of the self – would not yet distinguish
Christianity as a therapy of desire from capitalist modes of therapy; indeed,
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contemporary capitalist therapeutics frequently operate on the assumption that
there exists some given, true identity located deep in the heart of the “self.”59 The
direction that is given desire by virtue of its being the desire of God is not a direc-
tion that is discovered or uncovered at the heart of a true “self.” Desire’s true
direction is not a matter of puncturing a calloused exterior layer of the “self ” and
getting in touch with a pre-given, originary desire lurking at the heart of some
uncompromised interiority. A certain knowledge does attend Christian technologies
of the self, as the Cistercian practice of confession showed and Foucault analyzed,
but this knowledge is not the knowledge of a true self or uncorrupted desire. On
the contrary, as suggested earlier, such knowledge does not arrive at a hidden,
authentic direction that should replace the current misdirection of desire, but at a
sense of one’s irreversible immersion in a flow – a sense of one’s being always
already in movement – with no fixed points. Such knowledge teaches us not what
we must do to be true to our nature but simply to be endlessly iconoclastic about
the ends of desire. While such knowledge is an important component in the heal-
ing and reorientation of desire, such healing and reorientation ultimately do not
come about through an act of self-knowledge. Rather, such redirection occurs as
desire is shaped by means of a host of technologies that constitute ensembles such
as capitalism or Christianity.

Of course, this does not answer the question of whether or not Christianity as
a therapy of desire is a genuine source of resistance to capitalist discipline. For that
answer we must return to the liberationists and the poor Christian communities in
their midst.

The desire for justice

Capitalism is an ensemble of technologies that disciplines desire according to the
logic of production for the market. As the example of Bernard of Clairvaux and
the Cistercians suggests, Christianity is also amenable to construal as an ensemble
of technologies of desire. No less than capitalism, Christianity is a material for-
mation that by means of a host of knowledges, instruments, persons, systems of
judgment and spaces assembles desire. The task that now confronts us is that of
naming the technologies that Christianity offers desire in the hopes of liberating it
from the cancerous logic of savage capitalism. What therapy of desire does
Christianity embody that stands a chance of resisting the deformations of capital-
ist discipline? How does Christianity form persons to defy the capitalist order?
Today by far the most common cry raised against capitalism is that of justice. A
widespread sense exists that injustice is the central issue of our day. Although
other eras and epochs have been stained with the brush of cruelty, the age of
savage capitalism is unique in the extent to which it has been so thoroughly painted
by the cruelty of injustice. The reversal of the principle of justice has become the
order of the day and the system of the state; injustice has been set up as the quint-
essential standard of the new world order.60 Reacting against this situation, in
recent decades some Christians have asserted that Christianity is fundamentally
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about justice. Indeed, in certain sectors of Christianity the cry for justice has
become the defining mark of discipleship. The synod of bishops of the Catholic
Church, for example, declared in 1971: “Action on behalf of justice and partici-
pation in the transformation of the world fully appear to us as a constitutive
dimension of the preaching of the gospel, or, in other words, of the Church’s mis-
sion for the redemption of the human race and its liberation from every oppressive
situation.”61

In what follows I take up the contemporary cry for justice and ask if it is an ade-
quate characterization of the therapy that Christianity enacts to resist capitalism.
Taking my cue from the liberationists, who scrutinize theological reflection in
terms both of its fidelity to revelation and its historical effect, I approach the issue
of adequacy from two angles. On one hand, the contemporary cry for justice is
evaluated theologically. Does it accurately portray the heart of Christian resistance
to capitalism? Does it accurately name those technologies that Christianity brings
to bear against capitalist discipline? Is this vision of justice faithful to Christianity’s
vision of who God is and how God acts (and has acted through the Incarnation) in
the world? The second angle involves questions of efficacy and practical effect.
Is this justice capable of generating and sustaining resistance to capitalism? Is
resistance to capitalism nourished insofar as Christianity forms persons and com-
munities who seek this justice? Is this justice the Christian antidote to capitalism,
the counter-logic that stands against the madness of the capitalist axiomatic of pro-
duction for the market?

The point of departure for this inquiry is the work of the Latin American lib-
erationists. Such a choice is justified because the impetus for the heightened
significance of justice within the Christian tradition in recent decades comes in
large part from the Third World, where “a deafening cry pours forth from the
throats of millions asking . . . for a liberation that reaches them from nowhere
else.”62 As the previous chapter displayed, the Latin American liberationists have
been particularly attuned to this cry. Hence it comes as no surprise that their work
has been at the forefront of the recent reappraisal of the place of justice in the
Christian life. “There is a terrible injustice in today’s world, one which, slowly or
quickly, brings the great majority of humanity closer to death,” writes Jon Sobrino.
“Justice and truth, therefore, are fundamental and urgent demands.”63 Indeed,
according to the liberationists, justice is the key concept for the Christian con-
science of our day; the promotion of justice is the essential requirement of the
Gospel message today.64 In the current situation of injustice, the struggle for justice
is elevated to the crucial proof of the validity and authenticity of Christianity.65

“The God of Biblical revelation is known through interhuman justice,” Gustavo
Gutiérrez writes. “When justice does not exist, God is not known; God is absent.”66

The importance bestowed upon justice in liberationist accounts of contemporary
Christianity is such that justice becomes synonymous with salvation.67 Thus
Gutiérrez can write, adding a new twist to an old adage, “Without justice there is
no salvation.”68
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What justice?

During Advent on the island of Hispaniola in the year 1511, the Dominican friar
Antonio de Montesinos mounted the steps to the pulpit and, looking out over
rows of encomenderos and soldiers, issued the challenge, “Tell me, by what right or
justice do you hold these Indians in such a cruel and horrible servitude?”69 The lib-
erationists place justice at the forefront of the Christian witness against capitalism,
but what do they mean by justice? To what justice are they referring? In the West,
justice has been broadly conceived in terms of the ancient phrase suum cuique: to
each what is due. Yet how this has been understood is far from monolithic. Implicit
in Montesinos’ challenge and made explicit more recently by Alasdair MacIntyre,
is the recognition that justice is pluriform. What is due can be calculated accord-
ing to a host of discordant logics; “what is due” can be determined by some
measure of merit, need, rank, works, legal entitlement, and so forth.70 Moreover,
not every conception of justice, notes Ignacio Ellacuría, is commensurable with
Christianity.71 On the contrary, some accounts of justice may underwrite social
orders that create and perpetuate the very poverty and misery that liberationists
seek to combat. As Leonardo Boff notes:

Justice, in the classical definition, consists in giving to each his own.
Evidently, this “his own” presupposes a given social system. In slave soci-
ety, giving to each his own consists in giving to the slaves what is theirs and
to the masters what is theirs; in bourgeois society it means giving to the
owners what is theirs and to the workers what is theirs; in neocapitalist
systems it means giving to the magnates what is theirs and to the prole-
tarians what is theirs.72

As a consequence, the first question that confronts the liberationists as they high-
light the place of justice in Christian resistance to the capitalist order is, “What
justice?”

The answer to this question is not as simple as the prominence of the concept in
the liberationists’ work would lead one to expect. As Ismael García has noted,
although issues of justice are central to the pastoral and theological work of Latin
American liberationists, they provide neither a clear statement nor an explicit def-
inition of what they mean by the term.73 One might attempt to circumvent this
silence by making the claim that when liberationists speak of justice, the reference
is predominately social justice. As was the case with integral liberation, they rec-
ognize that justice relates to all dimensions of life: the social/political, the personal,
and the theological. Nevertheless, they focus most of their attention on issues of
social, economic, political justice. While certainly accurate, such an observation
does not provide much traction. We are still left without a clear statement of what
constitutes social justice. One looks in vain for a full-fledged “theory of justice”
comparable to that of Rawls or Nozick. While this noticeable lacuna has fed the
fires of critics who dismiss the liberationists as “lyrical leftists” who toss around
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hollow slogans, the absence is not the product of some supposed theoretical defi-
ciency in their work. In fact, the absence is not an absence at all. As Clodovis Boff
suggests, the social teaching of the Church is the theological field in which the the-
ology of liberation is properly situated.74 When the liberationists refer to justice
they are taking for granted the long tradition of shared meanings that constitutes
modern Catholic social teaching on justice. Hence, in order to properly understand
what liberationists say about justice, it is necessary to begin with an overview of
that tradition.

Catholic social teaching on justice

The temptation is to begin that overview in the year 1891, when the era of modern
Catholicism began in earnest with the promulgation of Leo XIII’s encyclical
Rerum novarum. Leo XIII inaugurated a new era in the social and political self-
understanding of the Roman Catholic Church that was marked by the Church’s
deliberate effort constructively to engage with the problems associated with the
modern world’s economic development. Leo XIII’s stated goal in issuing Rerum

novarum was to identify the “principles which truth and justice dictate” for dealing
with the “misery and wretchedness” caused by the new industrial growth. Such
principles would be followed by the elaboration of “the relative rights and mutual
duties of the rich and the poor, of capital and labor.”75 Yet to begin with Leo XIII
and the enunciation of “rights” is to have eclipsed much of the story of the emer-
gence of “social justice” as a central tenet of Catholic social thought. A full
appreciation of all that the term justice entails requires retreating several steps, to
the medieval vision out of which the modern teaching on justice emerged.

The medieval Christian understanding of justice finds its most definitive articu-
lation in the work of St. Thomas Aquinas. In accord with the tradition of the
Church, which had appropriated the classic notion of justice as suum cuique,

Aquinas defines justice as “the perpetual and constant will to render to each one his
right.”76 As he elaborates on this, it quickly becomes clear that “justice” is actually
an umbrella term encompassing both a general and a particular virtue. As a gen-
eral virtue, justice is that virtue which coordinates the proper good or end of
individual persons with the common good or end of the human community.
Human beings are endowed by God with a certain destiny or end. This destiny or
end, however, is not the destiny or end of the person as an isolated individual.
Rather, human beings are created as social beings. They are endowed with a cer-
tain dynamism that compels them to enter into society, not only for the sake of
meeting material needs but also to satisfy a God-given longing for completeness or
wholeness that can only be found in communion with other persons. Society, in
turn, is understood as a grouping of persons joined together in an orderly way for
the pursuit of certain ends (including material goods, the temporal ends of the
political community, and the final end of all humanity, namely the beatific vision)
that can be collectively labeled the “common good.” Justice as a general virtue
arises in the midst of the effort to articulate the relation between the common good
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of society and the particular good of the individual. According to Aquinas, the
common good is not an “alien good” juxtaposed with the particular good of the
individual person, in the sense that the person is set over against society. Rather,
society’s common good, rightly understood, is at the same time the proper good of
its particular members. The relation between the common good and the particu-
lar person’s good is so intimate that “whoever promotes the common good of the
community, by that very fact promotes his own good as well . . ., for the proper
good simply cannot exist outside of the family, or of the city or Kingdom.”77 The
name of the general virtue charged with the task of coordinating these goods is
general justice. More specifically, justice as a general virtue operates by com-
manding and directing the actions of particular virtues toward the common good:
“the good of any virtue whether such virtue directs man in relation to himself, or
in relation to certain other individual persons, is referable to the common good, to
which justice directs, in so far as it directs man to the common good.”78

In addition to this general virtue of justice, Aquinas recognizes justice as a par-
ticular virtue as well. As a particular virtue, justice is further divided into the
commutative and distributive species, with which we are more familiar.79 The two
types of justice – general and particular – are related insofar as particular justice –
commutative and distributive activity – is always subordinated to the operation of
general justice. The general virtue oversees the activity of the particular virtue,
commanding and orienting its activity to the preservation of the common good. In
other words, justice, for Aquinas, functions as more than a calculus of what is due;
it is a matter of righteousness, of conformity with the common good. As such it is
a principle of unity that arises out of the source of all unity, the shared love called
the common good.

Every theology presupposes a sociology and the vision of justice that Aquinas
articulated was most clearly displayed in medieval monastic communities, like the
Cistercians. Insofar as those communities were about persons joining together in
the common pursuit of perfection, insofar as they were ordered toward nurturing
a shared love or solidarity in the common good, they were paradigmatic embodi-
ments of the medieval vision of a just community. Yet as the Middle Ages gave way
to modernity and Christendom retreated before Leviathan, these communities
declined and the Thomistic vision underwent dramatic change. The story of the
emergence of justice in the modern social teaching of the Catholic Church is the
story of the adaptation of the Thomistic conception of justice to a different way of
life, namely life in modern liberal societies. It is the story of the gradual and subtle
move away from justice as the principle of a community’s solidarity, in a robust
sense of the common good, to justice as a fundamentally distributive force that
secures rights in societies distinguished by the absence of anything but the thinnest
of conceptions of the common good. As we shall see, this adaptation was not
simply the product of the Church’s open-armed embrace of modernity and
advancing liberalism. On the contrary, it occurred even as elements of the Church
sought to retrieve the Thomistic sense of justice in order to resist the advance of
liberalism. Indeed, the adaptation occurred precisely through those elements that
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sought to retrieve the Thomistic vision of justice for the sake of combating what
they perceived to be the grievous wrongs perpetrated by the liberal economy.

By the nineteenth century, liberalism had effectively reduced the rich medieval
vision of the common good as a shared love embracing material, social, and spir-
itual goods, to the temporal good of the secular state. Justice likewise suffered at the
hands of the modern state as it became only a particular virtue that governed the
relationship between citizens and the state, and dictated that citizens obey the
laws of that state.80 Justice, in other words, had become a matter of the positive
laws of the modern state.

In an effort to counter the spread of this reductionistic conception of justice, in
1840 an Italian Jesuit by the name of Luigi Taparelli d’Azeglio published an essay
in which he coined the term “social justice.” With this term he sought to recover
the Thomistic conception of justice as a general virtue that coordinated all activ-
ity with the common good. Social justice, as d’Azeglio described it, embraced not
only the positive laws of state but the entire social order: the totality of relations
that touched upon the intellectual, moral and material development of persons. Yet
even as he sought to reclaim Aquinas, d’Azeglio was not immune to the influence
of modernity. As d’Azeglio attempted to reassert the link between justice and a
common good that was much broader than the ends of the secular state, his vision
of the common good reflected the subtle influence of modern contract theories of
the state and justice. When d’Azeglio referred to the common good he tended to
cast it as a good alien or external to the members of society that must be distrib-
uted to them. In other words, the common good was no longer, as in the case of
Aquinas, a good that was commensurate with the proper good of the individual.
Rather, it was the sum total of individual goods, and as such constituted an abstract
good that was other than the proper good of the individual. In this situation justice
was transmuted into the arbiter of claims of the individuals against society for their
share of the common good. In other words, social justice was acquiring the dis-
tinctly distributive hue of one of Aquinas’ species of particular justice and losing
its character as a general unitive principle that presupposed a community founded
on a strong sense of the common good as a shared love.

The term “social justice” was soon picked up and developed further by many
who were influential in the emergence of “social Catholicism” in the late nine-
teenth century. The social Catholics continued to press the notion of “social
justice” as a means of expanding the scope of then current conceptions of justice.
Indeed, there were many – including a growing number in the Church – who,
caught in the rising tide of laissez-faire economics, argued that the strictures of
commutative justice exhausted the obligations of justice. For example, liberal
Catholics of the time argued that commutative justice ought to be the primary
form of justice that governed human relations. Thus, with regard to a just wage,
justice demanded only that owners pay workers the agreed upon wage. Of course,
liberals recognized that by itself commutative justice was not capable of address-
ing adequately all the social ills of the day. This shortcoming, however, was not
properly a matter of justice. Rather, it was a matter of charity and, as such, best
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addressed by acts of liberality, benevolence, and almsgiving. Against the liberals,
social Catholics raised the banner of social justice, asserting that almsgiving and
benevolence were not always a matter of charity, but sometimes fell under the
purview of justice.

In the course of making the case for social justice, social Catholics eventually
adopted the modern discourse of rights. They essentially embraced the conclusions
of modern social contract theorists, namely that society was rightly understood as
constituted by a conglomeration of rights and duties adhering to individuals over
against the whole. The medieval vision that Aquinas articulated and the Cistercians
embodied had construed rights in terms of the divine ordering of the human
community as that order was spelled out in a series of divine, natural, and human
laws. As such, right was fundamentally a matter of consent to or participation in
the divine order and the individual was understood as possessed by Christ and a
recipient of all the good that one is, has, and does.81 In the newer tradition, God’s
right established discrete rights possessed originally by individuals – by virtue of
their creation in the image of God and endowment with a certain dignity – and
then derivatively by communities. According to this conception, the individual
occupies the central position as right is associated with a human power to control
and dispose of temporal things.82 Individuals, in other words, became essentially
proprietors.

As a consequence of these changes in the understanding of both rights and per-
sons, the social Catholics increasingly conceived of social justice as the virtue that
maintained societal equilibrium by insuring that those rights and duties were hon-
ored. Justice was cast as the external force deemed necessary to hold individuals
together in a society where human social relations were increasingly acquisitive,
atomistic, and competitive – a far cry from the medieval vision of Aquinas and the
Cistercians of a society united by the shared love that is the common good. This is
not to say that social Catholics abandoned the notion of the common good or that
their notion of justice was nothing more than a contractarian notion of procedural
justice in holy drag. The point is that social Catholics had clearly slipped away from
an account of justice anchored in a thick account of community united by a
robust conception of the common good – justice understood in the Thomistic
sense of solidarity in a shared love. Their account of society as an amalgamation
of proprietary individuals endowed with rights and of justice as the guarantor of
those rights, clearly reflects a much thinner conception of the common good, one
better suited to the realities of advancing modernity where there was increasingly
little hope of securing agreement on more than a minimal standard of basic
“rights” and certainly no hope of society coming together around a shared love. In
other words, for all of their effort to reclaim and renew the Thomistic vision, the
social Catholics’ conception of justice did not succeed in escaping the advancing
liberalism’s discipline. Such an observation, however, does not diminish the social
and moral force generated by the concept of social justice. In the late nineteenth
century it was a powerful concept, fueling a movement that sought to alleviate the
plight of the working masses in an age when even a thin conception of the
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common good as a cache of rights could appear prophetic. Moreover, its appear-
ance was to mark indelibly the life and teaching of the Catholic Church in the
coming years.

The next milestone in the Catholic Church’s reflection on justice was the devel-
opment of the “social teaching” or “social doctrine” of the Church. This teaching
took shape in a series of papal encyclicals, dating back to Leo XIII’s Rerum novarum

(1891), that attempted to fortify the Church’s increasingly tenuous ties to the
masses by bringing the weight of the magisterium to bear on the social problems
afflicting those masses. The idea of justice plays a prominent role in that effort.
Much of what the popes have to say about the social problems of the day is
expressed in the language of justice. For example, it is to the “principles which
truth and justice dictate” that Leo XIII appeals when denouncing the wretched
condition of the working class. Likewise, in the course of addressing the social
order in the wake of the great depression of 1929, Pius XI invokes “social justice”
numerous times in the second great social encyclical, Quadragesimo anno (1931), and
in the midst of the cold war, John XXIII lays out a vision of true peace built on
justice in another great social encyclical, Pacem in terris (1963).83

The conceptual framework that underwrites what the popes say about justice in
the social encyclicals was essentially adopted from the tradition of reflection on
social justice initiated by the social Catholics of the late nineteenth century.84 That
is, the modern social teaching of the Catholic Church puts forward an under-
standing of justice that is broader than mere commutative justice, that is oriented
toward the common good, and that is spelled out primarily in terms of rights.

The commitment to a conception of justice that extends beyond the narrow
path of commutative justice is particularly evident in the prominent social encycli-
cals of three pontiffs. Although in Rerum novarum Leo XIII was concerned with only
a narrow aspect of the social problem of the day, namely the “condition of the
working classes,” nevertheless a broad conception of justice, akin to the social
Catholic’s notion of “social justice,” is apparent in the attention he devotes to a
whole host of issues related to the working class’s condition, from poor working
conditions, to long hours, to the abuse of child and female labor, to the disregard
of workers’ spiritual needs and their right to organize. In leveling his criticism of
these practices and pointing out an obligation of employers to respect the good of
laborers’ souls, to use their surplus for the relief of the poor, to respect the peculiar
capacities of women and children, clearly Leo XIII is operating on the basis of an
understanding of justice that exceeds the commutative justice of the unrestricted
market. Indeed, in a statement that has become symbolic of the Church’s resist-
ance to any notion of justice reduced to the commutative dimension, Leo XIII
writes that “there underlies a requirement of natural justice higher and older than
any bargain voluntarily struck: the wage ought not to be in any way insufficient for
the bodily needs of a temperate and well-behaved worker.”85 In all of this Leo XIII
is recalling the distributive dimension of justice, a dimension that condemns the
concentration of property in the hands of “a tiny group of extravagantly rich men
[who] have been able to lay upon the great multitude of unpropertied workers a
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yoke little better than slavery itself.”86 Justice demands that all persons share in the
benefits and goods that accrue to a prosperous society.87

Unsurprisingly, perhaps, because it was a deliberate reflection on and extension
of the principles of Rerum novarum, Pius XI’s Quadragesimo anno advances a similar,
broad notion of justice. The first use of the term “social justice” is in the midst of
a discussion of just distribution. The increase in riches that attend to socio-
economic development, Pius XI says, ought to be so distributed among persons
and classes that the common advantage of all is served. “By this law of social jus-
tice, one class is forbidden to exclude the other from sharing in the benefits.”88

Social justice is also invoked in support of Leo XIII’s argument for a living wage
and denunciation of the abuse of women and child laborers.89 Finally, in a passage
that echoes Leo XIII’s blunt denunciation of justice limited to its commutative
species, Pius XI states:

Just as the unity of human society cannot be founded on an opposition of
classes, so also the right ordering of economic life cannot be left to a free
competition of forces . . . [F]ree competition, while justified and cer-
tainly useful provided it is kept within certain limits, clearly cannot direct
economic life . . . Therefore, it is most necessary that economic life be
again subjected to and governed by a true and directing principle.90

That principle, Pius XI asserts, is the lofty and noble principle of social justice.
If Leo XIII is noteworthy for initiating papal reflection on social justice and Pius

XI for legitimating the use of the term and reinforcing that commitment, John
XXIII is remarkable for two significant changes in the Church’s vision of social just-
ice. Like his predecessors, John XXIII advocated a conception of justice in Mater et

magistra (1961) that encompassed a distributive as well as commutative dimension.
Following in their footsteps, he insisted that laborers not be treated as commodities,
that they be allowed to organize, and that they be paid a living wage. He also
denounced unrestricted competition as the principal law of the economy.91

However, John XXIII also introduced two innovations in the tradition’s under-
standing of social justice. First, he expanded the vision of social justice beyond
national boundaries and shook off the traditional preoccupation with property and
socialism. He was the first pope to take up in any depth the issue of international
relations in a world that was growing more interdependent. In particular he took up
the issue of the disparity of wealth between nations, arguing that justice demands
that countries that produce an excess of goods distribute that surplus to less devel-
oped countries, and that they do so without thought to furthering their own interests
and control, which is denounced as a new form of colonialism.92 Likewise, he redi-
rected the Church’s focus to the concerns of the poor. Second, he severed the tie
between papal teaching on justice and a semi-feudal, corporatist model of society.
Both Leo XIII and Pius XI were convinced that a just social order was a hierarchi-
cal one that distributed resources unequally. As Leo XIII wrote in Rerum novarum,
“men must put up with the human predicament: in civil society it is not possible for
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those at the bottom to be equal to those at the top . . . [and] this is clearly of advan-
tage both to individuals and to society.”93 John XXIII abandoned this commitment
to a paternalistic framework for the realization of justice and distanced the social
teaching of the Church from a commitment to any particular social model, a move
that was followed by the Second Vatican Council when it declared, “in virtue of her
mission and nature, [the Church] is bound to no particular form of human culture,
nor to any political, economic or social system.”94 Instead, the Church subjects all
models to scrutiny in light of the demands of social justice.

In addition to adopting a broad notion of justice, the social teaching of the
Church also appropriates the link between justice and the common good that is
prominent in both Aquinas and the social Catholics. The popes are emphatic that
the administration of justice is not to be carried out in accord with the precepts of
personal interest or national gain. Rather, justice is intimately bound up with the
common good. Indeed, at times social justice is so intimately related to the
common good that the two concepts appear to be almost interchangeable. For
example, Pius XI writes in Quadragesimo anno, “To each, therefore, must be given his
own share of goods, and the distribution of created goods . . . must be effectively
called back to and brought in conformity with the norms of the common good,
that is, social justice.”95

In asserting the connection between justice and the common good, however, the
social teaching more closely resembles the social Catholics than Aquinas. That is,
the idea of the common good that most frequently appears in the social encyclicals
is not that of a shared love, particularly not a shared love that finds its object in the
beatific adoration of the Trinity, and justice is not a matter of unity in that shared
love. Rather, the common good is most often cast as the condition of possibility
from which a shared love may subsequently arise, and justice is presented as the
guarantor of that condition of possibility. Put more concretely, the common good
is a matter of access to a minimal amount of social and material goods, and social
justice is the principle that secures that access.96 This comes out in the social
encyclicals in various ways. Sometimes social justice and the common good are
described in terms of securing “public and private prosperity,” or in terms of
guaranteeing the personal development of the members of society, or the achieve-
ment of social, cultural, economic advancement.97 Other times the common good
and justice are presented as a matter of insuring that all persons share in the bene-
fits that come with a society’s socio-economic advancement, or as a matter of
securing the tranquility, stability, and security of human life.98

By far, however, the most prominent image of the relation between the common
good and justice is that of the securing of certain fundamental rights of persons.99

The common good is conceived of as a body of rights that justice secures and pro-
tects. “Justice,” wrote Pius XII, “demands that all recognize and respect the sacred
rights of liberty and of human dignity.”100 “Rights must be held sacred wherever
they exist,” declares Leo XIII.101 And John XXIII asserts that society is a moral
order founded on the recognition of the inalienable rights of persons, and that this
order is “brought into effect by justice.”102
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The adoption of rights language is a striking development in the social teaching
of the Church since traditionally the Church had been suspicious of the various
democratic and socialist movements that first struggled on behalf of certain
“rights.”103 Nevertheless, in the social encyclicals the language of rights abounds.
Leo XIII identified several in Rerum novarum, including the right to possess private
property; the right of citizenship; the right to care and protection by the state; the
right “to obtain those things which are needed to sustain life;”104 and the right of
association. As the social teaching of the Church develops in the decades after Leo
XIII, these rights are reinforced and others added, until the enumeration of rights
reaches its pinnacle in John XXIII’s encyclical Pacem in terris and the Second
Vatican Council that he called.

In the midst of Vatican II, John XXIII issued Pacem in terris, which begins with
a strong statement recognizing humanity as fundamentally rights-bearing crea-
tures:

Any well-regulated and productive association of men in society demands
the acceptance of one fundamental principle: that each individual man is
truly a person. His is a nature, that is, endowed with intelligence and free
will. As such he has rights and duties, which together flow as a direct con-
sequence from his nature. These rights and duties are universal and
inviolable, and therefore altogether inalienable.105

This statement is immediately followed by a list of some of these rights. Among the
rights that John XXIII puts the Church on record as recognizing are a right to life;
a right to bodily integrity and to the means necessary for the proper development
of life, particularly food, clothing, shelter, medical care, and rest; a right to educa-
tion; freedom of conscience; a right to a just wage; the right to private property; the
right to self-determination. Following John XXIII’s lead, Vatican II affirmed the
existence and the Church’s support of human rights stating in Dignitatis humanae:
“this sacred Synod intends to develop the doctrine of recent Popes on the inviolable
rights of the human person and on the constitutional order of society.”106 The
Council went on to affirm the full array of human rights articulated in the social
encyclicals as the norm to which all societies should be held accountable.

Even as it increasingly presented social justice in terms of rights, the Church was
careful to distance itself from the liberal tradition of rights, which it still suspected
of granting a freedom from religion. Such distance was sought through the care-
ful articulation of both the source of these rights and the responsibilities or duties
that were their correlate. The social teaching is careful to identify the source of
these rights as God. These rights are not intrinsic to humanity in itself; rather, they
accrue to persons on account of their God-given dignity. Hence the recognition of
the rights of others is not simply something one does out of respect for the intrin-
sic humanity of others. Such respect is rooted in a recognition of a divine mark or
claim upon the person, as Leo XIII notes: “The rights which are at stake are not
at a man’s own disposition. They are duties owed to God and must be scrupulously
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observed.”107 Rights may also be understood as duties. The flip side of the recog-
nition of rights is the recognition of duties. The social teaching of the Church
carefully couples rights with duties. One cannot simply assert one’s rights and
then ignore the rights of others. “[I]n human society,” writes John XXIII, “one
man’s natural right gives rise to a corresponding duty in other men; the duty, that
is, of recognizing and respecting that right. Every basic human right draws its
authoritative force from natural law, which confers it and attaches to it its respect-
ive duty.”108 What distinguishes this reciprocal recognition of rights from the
liberal theory of rights that the Church abhorred was that this recognition was not
satisfied with mere non-interference. According to the Church, it is not enough that
one acknowledge that others have certain rights; one has a duty to offer positive
aid. “For example, it is useless to admit that a man has a right to the necessities of
life, unless we also do all in our power to supply him with means sufficient for his
livelihood.”109 Justice, in other words, demands that both the rights and the duties
that are correlative to the God-given dignity of humanity be respected.

Such was the understanding of justice prevalent in the Church when Latin
American liberationists were first awakened to the plight of the poor in their
midst. Justice was a matter of securing human beings’ fundamental rights, gener-
ally understood as the civil and political rights associated with Western democracies
coupled with the socio-economic rights stressed in socialist societies. Although
justice was still linked to the common good, as it had been in the medieval vision,
it is clear that the nature of that relation had been significantly reconfigured to cor-
respond better with the realities of life (and the Church’s new position) in modern
liberal societies. As an amalgamation of rights, the common good was much thin-
ner than the “shared love” that animated the Cistercians and found expression in
Aquinas.110 Consequently, justice was no longer envisioned primarily as an instru-
ment of unity that nourished human solidarity in that shared love. Instead it
functioned more as a civil peace keeper, as Pius XI makes clear in Quadragesimo anno:
“For justice alone can, if faithfully observed, remove the causes of social conflict
but can never bring about union of hearts and minds.”111 In other words, justice
is at best the condition of possibility for unity, which is a product of charity, in con-
trast with Aquinas for whom the shared love was justice’s condition of possibility.
Without the shared love, the general virtue of justice has no end and hence is
defunct; one is left with only the particular virtue of justice in its distributive and
commutative dimensions. This explains why the social teaching’s effort to foster a
commitment to “social justice” so often looks like the addition of a distributive
dimension (distributing goods commensurate with rights) to a prior narrow con-
ception of justice as strictly commutative.

Justice in Latin American liberation theology

It is against the backdrop of the modern Catholic social teaching on justice that the
lack of a full-fledged, systematic treatment of justice among the Latin American lib-
erationists must be understood. The impact of this teaching on the Church in Latin
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America was belated and largely indirect. Initially the social teaching was sup-
pressed. Even the modest steps taken by Leo XIII in Rerum novarum were viewed with
alarm by those who had a vested interest in the status quo. The later social encycli-
cals, however, fared much better and the teaching of Pius XI and John XXIII, in
particular, influenced the progressive members of Catholic Action groups and the
Christian Democrats. However, the most important vehicle for papal teaching on
social justice in Latin America was the work of Jacques Maritain. The liberationists
were thoroughly steeped in Maritain’s New Christendom and through that theology
they absorbed the conception of justice promulgated in the Church’s social teach-
ing. In particular, Maritain’s 1943 book, The Rights of Man and Natural Law, which was
widely read in Latin America, articulated the vision of social justice that was then
emerging in the social encyclicals. Like the papal encyclicals just considered,
Maritain’s vision of a just society was one that recognized the God-given rights of
persons and that was organized in a way that encouraged the ever wider participa-
tion of all in the full enjoyment of those rights.

When viewed in light of the tradition of social teaching on justice, it is possible
to discern a coherent conception of justice in the liberationists’ work. Specifically,
it is now possible to see in the narrative of liberation that underwrites the libera-
tionists’ account of the “irruption of the poor” a theory of justice, even though
justice is rarely mentioned.112 Recall that that narrative begins with the premise
that a “broad and deep aspiration for liberation inflames the history of humankind in
our day, liberation from all that limits or keeps human beings from self-fulfillment,
liberation from all impediments to the exercise of freedom.”113 As this tale is told
by Gutiérrez, the flame of freedom was ignited with the early Christians’ struggle
with the Roman government for religious freedom. They struggled for religious
autonomy, for the freedom to practice the religion of their choice without state
interference. This struggle emerged from a keen sense that religious freedom was
an inalienable right and that political powers were incompetent in religious mat-
ters. Even though these principles would be discarded when Christianity attained
power and itself defined the status quo, Gutiérrez nevertheless acknowledges the
signal contribution of early Christianity to the recognition of human rights. The
narrative of freedom then moves forward to the birth of modernity in the eight-
eenth century. At that time several forces for freedom came together under the
banner of the Enlightenment. The scientific and industrial revolutions marked the
birth of a new era of freedom from the forces of nature. The development of psy-
chology opened up new horizons of personal freedom. Finally, the French
Revolution heralded the emergence of various social freedoms or rights. After
first resisting it, the Church gradually came to terms with and, during the pontifi-
cate of John XXIII and the Second Vatican Council, eventually embraced this
drive for freedom and recognized the various rights of humanity.

At this point the liberationists’ narrative can be interrupted in order to draw at
least a tentative conclusion about their conception of justice. When it is positioned
within the larger context of the modern social teaching of the Church, that narra-
tive suggests that the liberationists have adopted the model of justice that is present
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in the social teaching. The story of the gradual spread of the flame of liberation is
the story of the gradual recognition of the basic rights of humankind. By implica-
tion, the struggle for justice is, following the social teaching, the struggle for a society
where the basic rights of humankind are respected. Such a conclusion is reinforced
by the references to rights found dispersed throughout liberationists’ writings. “To
be righteous or just,” writes Gutiérrez, “means to acknowledge the rights of
others,”114 and Sobrino, reflecting on Amos 5:23–24 (“. . . let justice surge like
water . . .”), asserts, “The conclusion would be obvious. For anyone who believes in
God, the struggle for human rights is an inescapable imperative.”115

The liberationists’ embrace of the understanding of justice found in the social
teaching of the Church, however, is not uncritical. Even as they take up the basic
notion of justice as the recognition of rights, they push it in new directions. Such
development is necessary, according to the liberationists, on the grounds that the
social teaching suffers from several crucial flaws. While the social teaching is in
many ways an important advance beyond previous ecclesiastical positions that
dismissed rights out of hand, it suffers from being too abstract, too disconnected
from the realities of a world in the clutches of savage capitalism. In a particularly
sharp indictment of this abstraction, Clodovis Boff remarks, “This is in fact what
happens when one approaches the [social teaching of the Church]: one finds that
it agrees with practically everything. But once the texts are studied, practically
nothing stays in mind.”116 In a bit more charitable and nuanced description of the
weakness of the social teaching, particularly as it was manifested in the documents
of the Second Vatican Council, Gutiérrez writes:

With moderation and reserve, the great demands of modernity are
accepted: the rights of the human person, subjective values, freedoms,
social equality, the value of human progress. Social conflicts, on the other
hand, are touched upon only in general terms of the presence of misery
and injustice in the world. Although a certain distance is taken from some
aspects of the individualistic roots of bourgeois society, there is no serious
criticism of the implications of the monopolistic domination of the popu-
lar classes, especially the poor, by capitalism. . . . The fact that . . . society,
far from being a harmonious whole, is shot through with confrontations
between social classes, is not a circumstance falling in the council’s direct
line of sight.117

The temptation is to reduce the charge of “abstraction” to a complaint that the
social teaching is limited by being rooted predominantly in the ethos of the
developed world. While it is certainly true that some of the social teaching
reflects a reality far removed from that of the vast majority of the Third World
and that the liberationists do raise this point,118 this is not the real substance of
their difficulty with the social teaching on justice. Getting to the heart of the
charge of “abstraction” requires picking up once again the liberationists’ narra-
tive of liberation.
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According to the liberationists, the march of freedom did not end with the
modern era. On the contrary, the 1960s marked the beginning of a new era, one
in which the flame of liberation attained a new intensity. “We are,” the Latin
American bishops observed at Medellín, “on the threshold of a new epoch in the
history of [Latin America]. It appears to be a time of zeal for full emancipation, of
liberation from every form of servitude, of personal maturity and of collective inte-
gration.”119 This new zeal is found specifically among the dispossessed and
marginalized, among the “absent of history” who at that time were beginning to
make their voices heard. It is this “irruption of the poor” that the liberationists
herald as the next milestone in the history of freedom.

The irruption of the poor stands as a milestone in the sense that it marks the
emergence of a demand for socio-economic rights, for the right to life that has been
trampled upon as savage capitalism has advanced across the globe, hand in hand
with modernity. As the poor rise up and cry out in anguish, they are demanding
that social and economic rights be accorded the same recognition in practice as has
been granted to civil and political rights in the modern world. Reflecting from
amidst the absent of history on modernity and the rights it championed, Gutiérrez
notes:

Today we see clearly that what was a movement for liberty in some parts
of the world, when seen from the other side of the world, from beneath,
from the popular classes, only meant new and more refined forms of
exploitation of the very poorest – of the wretched of the earth. For them,
the attainment of freedom can only be the result of a process of liberation
from the spoliation and oppression being carried on in the name of
“modern liberties and democracy.”120

From the underside of history a significant gap between the professions and prac-
tices of modernity is visible. Rights are vociferously proclaimed by various
governments and enshrined in venerated documents, yet modernity has not
brought freedom to much of the world. Specifically there remains a qualitative dif-
ference in the respect accorded political and socio-economic rights.

The source of this discrepancy, the origin of the gap between the rhetoric and
practice of modernity, is the “unsatisfied Enlightenment.”121 From the discussion
of the previous chapter, recall that according to the liberationists, the advance of
liberation that the birth of modernity signaled was side-tracked by a radical indi-
vidualism that came on the scene with the rise of the capitalist class – the
bourgeoisie with their belief in the right of private ownership. The French
Revolution was a prime example. On the one hand, the French Revolution pro-
claimed the right of every human being to participate in the society to which they
belonged. Thus it embodied the human desire for a truly democratic society, which
is rightly celebrated as an achievement of modernity. On the other hand, such
proclamations remained largely ambiguous and declarative, given that they were
not necessarily tied to just economic conditions.122 According to Gutiérrez, it was
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the emergence of a radical individualism that blocked the full working out of the
logic of the Enlightenment, a logic that would have made the connections between
the modern freedoms and the economic conditions of their possibility. In a similar
manner, Sobrino argues that the Enlightenment consisted of two distinct phases.
One, represented by Kant, was concerned with freedom from authority – essen-
tially political freedoms and rights. The second phase, represented by Marx, was
concerned primarily with liberation from the wretched conditions of the real
world – social and economic rights. As modernity has played itself out, the first
phase has been granted pride of place both by the secular and theological powers
of this world.123

It is fashionable in some circles to accuse liberation theology of being uncon-
cerned with human rights in general and political rights in particular.124 On the
one hand, this claim rings hollow in light of the narrative of liberation that under-
girds liberationist thought, especially when that narrative is accompanied by such
statements as “the struggle for human rights is not only a categorical ethical
demand incumbent on each and every individual, or merely a crucial part of the
mission of the Church and the praxis of Christians, but a demand and a mission
with a divine dimension. . . .”125 On the other hand, there is a grain of truth in the
charge. But that grain of truth stands not as an indictment of liberationists so much
as it turns against those who level it by bringing to the fore the breach between the
rhetoric and practice of human rights in modernity. Take, for example, Juan Luis
Segundo’s argument that human rights language is little more than a weapon used
by the West to legitimate the perpetuation of unjust economic practices on a
global level. Speaking of what he considers “perhaps the most inhumane and
anti-evangelical element in the defense of human rights,” namely the West’s invo-
cation of human rights language to bludgeon Latin American governments, he
writes:

What those wealthy countries are not willing to see is that we are the ones
who have to pay the cost of their respect for these rights, with the eco-
nomic and political crises provoked by the plunder of the planet, which
oblige our governments to maintain a minimum of order by means of
more and more barbarous and inhumane methods. We are accused of
not being democratic, when we are prevented from being so. If my coun-
try could apply to the rich nations the economic and political measures
that are applied to us today, it would be we who would go and investigate,
today – hypocritically, of course – the violations of human rights in those

countries. The tragic thing about the situation is that those who shape and
control the defense of human rights – despite undeniable good will – are
the same persons who make that defense impossible on three-quarters of
the planet.126

Human rights are profoundly inhumane and anti-evangelical when they are
brought to bear, for example, on the issue of political prisoners in Latin America
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while the gross violation of more basic human rights, which affects two-thirds of
humanity, is ignored, or worse, minimized as if the socio-economic conditions
that produce throughout an entire population the deprivation not only of expres-
sion but of instruction and consequently of thought itself, were attributable to
“natural causes.”127

The question arises at this point concerning the link between the criticism of
modernity present in the narrative of liberation and the liberationists’ charge that
the Church’s social teaching is deficient. If we grant that modernity has indeed
failed to embody the rights its lofty rhetoric exalts, what has this to do with the
Church’s teaching? Where is the error in the Church’s teaching in this regard?
Indeed, as David Hollenbach suggests and the brief survey earlier supports, the
social teaching of the Church, particularly as it developed during the papacies of
John XXIII and Paul VI, could be characterized as an “integral theory of rights,”
embracing both political and socio-economic rights.128

The problem with the Church’s teaching on human rights, according to the lib-
erationists, is quite simply that its defense of human rights is not sufficient to bring
about the concrete realization of those rights. Its abstract, universal doctrine of
human rights at best has little effect and in the worst case only props up the current
order. Indeed, Segundo asserts, “to the extent that, by its words and actions, the
Church intimates that the gospel today is identified with human rights, it conveys
the sorrowful news of its attachment to international capitalism.”129 The social
teaching’s conception of justice as respect for human rights is of a piece with its
generally developmentalist, reformist approach to social change; that is, it is a
conception of justice that is fundamentally at home in a capitalist world. The
social teaching never condemns the capitalist system in principle, only what are
deemed its excesses or aberrations. For this reason, Clodovis Boff argues that “in
theory [the social teaching of the Church] is anti-capitalist, but in practice it col-
laborates with this system.”130

How can the social teaching demand justice and simultaneously embrace a
developmentalist agenda that advocates the reform of capitalism? This is only
possible, according to the liberationists, if the social teaching does not actually start
from the reality of global capitalism, from the reality, in Gutiérrez’s words, of “the
monopolistic domination of the popular class, especially the poor, by capital-
ism.”131 Instead the social teaching reflects the lingering influence of the
neo-scholastic methodology that begins with metaphysical reflection on natural law
and seeks to apply the conclusions deduced from such reflection to reality.132

Speaking in abstract, atemporal principles that seem to hover over concrete history
like some sort of spiritual luminary, the social teaching, in the words of one com-
mentator, “lectured the world from outside it.”133 The magisterium was the
repository of truth; what could be learned from the profane world? This tendency
was only reinforced by the strong ultramontanist current in the early twentieth-
century Church, with the result that little attention was given to the diversity of
situations in which Christians lived and struggled around the world.

This stringent neo-scholastic method underwent revision beginning with John
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XXIII.134 His encyclical Mater et magistra introduced into the social teaching the see-
judge-act method of Catholic Action and he began to speak of discerning the
“signs of the times,” which both Vatican II and the liberationists adopted.
Henceforth the social teaching of the Church would refrain from endorsing a
single model of society and would broaden its vision with regard to the diversity of
the situations to which it spoke; for example, both John XXIII and Paul VI brought
an international horizon to the tradition. Yet, as the comment from Gutiérrez
reminds us, too much should not be made of this change. In spite of the language,
the social teaching still tends to read more as a call for simple obedience than as an
initiator of historical analysis and careful judgment at the local level. Any doubt in
this regard fades in the light of the 1966 papal address, Libentissimo sane animo,

where Paul VI reaffirms the traditional position of the Church that both theology
and the magisterium have as their fundamental purpose the preservation of the
sacred deposit of revelation and its explanation in accord with the dictates of
reason and the Spirit’s enlightenment.135 Thus, even when the social teaching
does offer analysis of concrete historical reality, the portrait it paints is surreal. It
bears little resemblance to the harsh reality of life under capitalist discipline as it is
endured by the masses of poor Latin Americans.

The residual neo-scholasticism that taints the social teaching’s methodology,
however, does not in itself account for the surreal portrait of a humane capitalist
order that genuinely serves the common good, that is dedicated to fostering the
development and welfare of all peoples. At best this method, by attending to
eternal verities accessible through metaphysics, enables the Church to overlook the
normative (as opposed to aberrant) destructiveness of capitalism. What seals the
Church’s partnership with the capitalist order, according to the liberationists, is
the particular social theory that underwrites the social teaching. Although the
social teaching may have developed to the point that it prescinds from explicitly
endorsing any particular model of society, it nevertheless remains committed at a
more general level to a particular social theory. Specifically, the social teaching
remains committed to an organic social theory that traces its roots to the medieval
vision of society as a hierarchically organized, harmoniously functioning body.136

If the neo-scholastic method is the magisterium’s technique, organic social theory
is what the magisterium applies to the canvas of the Church’s social teaching. This
continued commitment to organic social theory is the soft underbelly of the
Church’s social teaching that makes it vulnerable to incorporation into the cap-
italist order in at least two ways.137 First, organic social theory’s affinity for
hierarchical order is replicated by capitalism insofar as capitalism tends to gener-
ate socio-economic hierarchies in both the family and economy.138 Hence it is not
surprising that, as the liberationists suggest, in practice if not in theory the Church
has come down on the side of so-called free markets in the great ideological
struggle of modernity between capitalism and socialism’s more egalitarian notions
of economics. Second, its emphasis on social harmony and cooperation is by
nature conservative, tending to favor the status quo and slow reform over the open
conflict and confrontation associated with more radical patterns of social change.
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Organic social theory operates on the assumption that social conflict is to be
overcome by integrating the different factions into a hierarchically structured
social order held together by the coordinating authority of the state. According to
this model, conflict tends to be sublimated or denied rather than resolved.139 As
Gutiérrez said, the recognition of social conflict was simply beyond the horizon of
the social teaching’s vision.

Taken together, then, the method and the social theory of the social teaching
hinder that teaching from developing what the liberationists see as an adequate
account of justice, one that is actually capable of funding resistance to capitalism
and securing the basic rights of all persons. Instead, that method and theory lead
the social teaching, perhaps in spite of the best intentions of its authors, into the
jaws of capitalism.140 At best the social teaching’s vision of justice amounts to a call
for the reform of capitalism and the curbing of its worst excesses and abuses. At
worst, the social teaching is wielded like a club to beat down those who seek the
rights espoused by the social teaching but who no longer believe that capitalism can
be reformed in any significant way and that the social conflict it generates cannot
be resolved through denial and sublimation. In either case, the social teaching’s
theory of justice reflects the same deficiency as the rights rhetoric of the modern
West: as that rhetoric unfolds, socio-economic rights are eclipsed in practice.

As a result of the irruption of the poor, liberationists were awakened to the
shortcomings of the social teaching’s reformist and developmentalist conception of
justice and in turn began to articulate an alternative vision of justice, one that built
upon the social teaching while simultaneously seeking to be faithful to the irruption
of the poor. Appealing to the social teaching’s effort to discern the “signs of the
times,” the liberationists shaped a conception of justice that took as its starting
point, not philosophical deductions from natural law informed by organic social
theory, but the experience of the long-suffering peoples of Latin America. As the
liberationists put it, in attempting to discern the signs of the times, they were
attending to the movement of the Holy Spirit not in new cogitations of the mind,
but in the struggle of women and men for life.141 Thus, Gutiérrez begins his
famous work, A Theology of Liberation:

This book is an attempt at reflection, based on the gospel and the expe-
riences of men and women committed to the process of liberation in the
oppressed and exploited land of Latin America. It is a theological reflec-
tion born of the experience of shared efforts to abolish the current unjust
situation and to build a different society, freer and more human . . . My
purpose is not to elaborate an ideology to justify positions already
taken . . . It is to reconsider the great themes of the Christian life within
this radically changed perspective and with regard to the new questions
posed by this commitment.142

In other words, in marked contrast with the social teaching, the liberationists’
reconceptualization of justice is rooted in a concrete experience. Their theory of
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justice is a second step, a response to a particular situation that arises out of a prior
commitment and activity.

More specifically, the liberationists’ revision of the social teaching’s theory of jus-
tice begins from the experience of injustice. It is rooted in reflection on the dismal
poverty that submerges the majority of Latin Americans in conditions of inhuman
wretchedness. In place of abstract ideals and deductions from natural law, liber-
ationists’ reflection on justice begins with the world as it is now. “Justice,” says
Sobrino, “takes seriously the primordial fact of the created world in its given form;
that is to say, it takes seriously the existence of the oppressed majorities. The exist-
ence of these majorities is not a fact that can be lightly passed over in speaking of
the essence of the Christian message.”143 For this reason the Medellín document
on Justice, drafted by several liberationists, begins with an assessment of the “per-
tinent facts,” among which is included the recognition of the “misery that besets
large masses of human beings in all our countries” and that is identified as “injust-
ice which cries to the heavens.”144 Likewise, Segundo Galilea asserts that the
starting point of liberation theology’s reflection is the present situation, in which
“the vast majority of Latin Americans live in a state of underdevelopment and
unjust dependence,” and Leonardo Boff identifies the basic question of liberation
theology as the question presented to Christianity by poverty that exists on a con-
tinental scale, that is not an innocent or neutral phenomenon, and that amounts to
a moral injustice demanding heavenly vengeance.145 In a passage that echoes their
understanding of justice as the recognition of rights rooted in human dignity,
Gutiérrez describes the situation from which theological reflection must begin:

The true face of Latin America is emerging in all its naked ugliness. It is
not simply or primarily a question of low educational standards, a limited
economy, an unsatisfactory legal system, or inadequate legal institutions.
What we are faced with is a situation which takes no account of the dig-
nity of human beings, or their most elemental needs, that does not
provide for their biological survival, or their basic rights to be free and
autonomous.146

Careful attention to the signs of the times, particularly the dominant sign consti-
tuted by the misery of the masses and their cry for justice, is the first distinctive of
the liberationists’ account of justice.

This distinctive starting point, in turn, gives rise to several other novel features
of the liberationists’ account of justice, features that distance that account from the
social teaching in important ways. Among these is the liberationists’ recognition of
social sin, or, more specifically, structural injustice. Immersion in the struggle of the
poor for their rights has awakened liberationists to the full reality of sin. They have
come to see that the power and profundity of sin are not adequately grasped if it
remains confined to the language of individuals. On the contrary, sin has a struc-
tural dimension that exceeds the activities of isolated persons.147 Injustice is
manifest in social structures, as the Medellín documents acknowledge:
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. . . in many instances Latin America finds itself faced with a situation of
injustice that can be called institutionalized violence, when, because of a
structural deficiency of industry and agriculture, of national and inter-
national economy, of cultural and political life, “whole towns lack
necessities, live in such dependence as hinders all initiative and responsi-
bility as well as every possibility for cultural promotion and participation
in social and political life,” thus violating fundamental rights.148

Injustice is not confined to individuals; it can be “institutionalized.” As such, injust-
ice becomes a matter of structures and institutions – such as governments,
businesses, and markets – that oppress human beings by violating their God-given
dignity and trampling on their basic rights. Structural injustice encompasses the
internal colonialism of one class within a nation dominating another and the
external neocolonialism of developed countries dominating underdeveloped coun-
tries. Also included under the rubric of structural injustice are the situations and
structures that promote and facilitate both individual acts of injustice and the pas-
sive complicity of persons with injustice.149

According to the liberationists, structural injustice is the most prominent form
of sin in Latin America. It is the most pervasive form of violence and the most
important cause of all other forms of violence on that continent.150 Therefore, an
adequate theory of justice must denounce not only individual acts of injustice,
individual violations of human rights, but also the structures and institutionalized
patterns of behavior that systematically violate human rights. If a theory of just-
ice does not take seriously “social sin” and structural forms of injustice, then it
comes as little surprise that that theory should endorse reformist and develop-
mentalist palliatives as the means to the full recognition of fundamental human
rights.

Because the liberationists do attend to the social or structural dimension of
injustice, their account of justice cannot be reconciled with a system that perpe-
trates and perpetuates the poverty and suffering of the poor. Consequently, unlike
the social teaching, it is open and explicit in its denunciation of and resistance to
capitalism. Although the liberationists acknowledge that not all poverty and suf-
fering are caused and/or perpetuated by capitalism,151 having watched capitalism
spread and several “decades of development” pass while the condition of the poor
continues to deteriorate, they are convinced that the global capitalist order is at the
heart of the vast majority of the suffering. Under the impact of their encounter
with the world of the poor, and with the aid of dependency theory, they have con-
cluded that capitalism does not alleviate but rather exacerbates the plight of the
poor masses. Indeed, according to the liberationists, capitalism is intrinsically
unjust. Its fundamental logic of production for the market is neither interested in
nor capable of meeting the fundamental requirements of justice – respect for
human rights.

Given this rejection of both capitalism and conceptions of justice that effectively
amount to little more than efforts to dull its teeth, it is unsurprising that conflict is,
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in the words of Hugo Assmann, “a constant rather than occasional theme” in the
alternative vision of justice that liberationists propose.152 Social conflict is accorded
a much more prominent place in liberationists’ account of justice than is found in
the social teaching. Whereas the social teaching seeks justice through the sublima-
tion of conflict in a hierarchical social order, the liberationists insist that true peace
and genuine justice are incompatible with such means and such an order. A real-
istic view of the world leaves no room for the social teaching’s optimism and facile
forms of conciliation.153 Indeed, from the vantage point of Latin America, par-
ticularly in the late 1960s and early 1970s, when national security apparatuses were
spreading like a malignant tumor and harshly crushing the forces of progressive
social change, the liberationists could dismiss the gradual and reformist vision of
change propagated by the social teaching as rather ingenuous and naive. Justice,
the liberationists insisted, demands that conflict be brought into the open and
faced, not subsumed or denied.

This means that the Christian who is concerned with justice cannot shy away
from conflict. Christians who would pursue justice can neither ignore conflict
nor attempt to remain above conflict in a stance of pseudo-neutrality. “It is not
possible to remain neutral in the face of poverty and the resulting claims of the
poor; a posture of neutrality would, moreover, mean siding with injustice and
oppression in our midst.”154 Justice demands that one enter the fray, that one
enter into conflict and choose sides for some and against others. As Gutiérrez
observes, those who seek justice cannot avoid conflict because in a society
scarred by injustice and the exploitation of one social class by another, the
proclamation of justice will transform history into something challenging and
conflictual.155

The close association of the struggle for justice with social conflict has drawn the
ire of the magisterium and others who accuse liberationists of a range of offenses
from making class struggle the engine of history to being apologists for terrorism.
Such charges, however, are misplaced. Far from being a call to arms, the liber-
ationists understand the recognition of social conflict to be nothing more than
simply the acknowledgment of a painful historical fact:

No one agrees with a situation in which human beings come into conflict.
And in fact the situation is not “acceptable,” either humanly or in a
Christian perspective. Conflict is undoubtedly one of the most painful
phenomena in human life. We should like things to be different, and we
ought to look for ways of getting rid of these oppositions, but on the other
hand – and this is the point I want to make – we cannot avoid facing up
to the situation as it actually is, nor can we disregard the causes that pro-
duce it.156

Social conflict is a reality that the liberationists, as long as they do not avert their
eyes from the misery and squalor that surrounds them, cannot escape.

Thus when the liberationists highlight the connection between the struggle for
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justice and social conflict, they are neither asserting the ontological necessity of vio-
lence nor establishing conflict as a law of history.157 Far from blessing conflict, they
are critical of any theology that would baptize revolution or promote conflict.158

They do not believe that the juxtaposition of oppressors and oppressed is inevitable
and that justice can come only at the point of a sword or through the barrel of a
gun. On the contrary, social conflict is ultimately the product of sin; it is the his-
torical consequence of collective sin.159 As such, liberationists understand it to be
a historically contingent reality. Humanity need not live in conflict; persons do not
need to oppress their sisters and brothers. Conflict need not be sublimated or
denied; it can be resolved. The resolution of social conflict, in fact, is precisely why
the liberationists give conflict such a prominent position in their work. They seek
to resolve it by uncovering and then eliminating the cause of the conflict, namely
injustice.

Closely associated with the recognition that justice demands acknowledging
and entering into social conflict is the liberationists’ assertion that justice is parti-
san. If justice demands that one enter into conflict, choosing sides and opposing
some, then clearly it cannot feign neutrality or objectivity. “Genuine justice,” says
Sobrino, “is partisan justice.”160 Although it is concerned with the recognition
and securing of the fundamental rights all persons, justice is particularly con-
cerned with the rights of the poor. In a world plagued by the injustice of oppression
and exploitation, justice as the defense of human rights becomes the imperative to
struggle first of all for the trampled rights of the poor. “Human rights must be pri-
marily the rights of the oppressed,” declares Ellacuría. “It is only by doing justice
to the oppressed peoples and classes that an authentic common good and truly uni-
versal human rights will be fostered.”161 Not the disinterested activity of a neutral
arbitrator, true justice is the offspring of solidarity with the suffering poor, as the fol-
lowing passage from Sobrino makes clear:

Justice, operating within history, urges the adoption of a partisan and sub-

jective perspective in the practice of love and in the development of Christian
existence. This perspective is from below, from the standpoint of
wretchedness and oppression, from the underside of history. By taking
this approach, one effectively adopts the evangelical perspective, which
avoids succumbing to an idealist and alienating universalist attitude by
taking as its point of reference the weak, the poor, and the oppressed.162

In this sense justice is a correlative of the well-known preferential option for the
poor. Justice is preferential; it privileges the rights of the poor. Specifically, it priv-
ileges the right to life, which is the first and fundamental human right and which
is supremely the right of the impoverished majority of this world.163 “We must
insist,” says Sobrino, “that the most basic human right of all remains the right of
whole peoples, peoples forming the major portion of humanity, to their endan-
gered lives.”164 Hence, when liberationists speak of justice as the defense of rights,
they always do so in the context of the right of the poor to life.
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At first glance this may appear to compromise the universality of justice insofar
as such an emphasis on the rights of the poor implies less importance being given
to the human rights of the wealthy. Does the partisan nature of the liberationists’
account of justice entail a retraction of the rights of the comfortable minority?
Many (wealthy) critics have voiced this concern, fearing that the characterization
of God as partisan somehow jeopardizes God’s love and concern for all of human-
ity. The partisan nature of justice, liberationists concede, does admit a certain
prioritization of rights:

. . . the promotion of the common good cannot progress by denying the
individual rights of the human person, precisely because the promotion
of those rights is an integrating part of the common good. But it can
happen in a specific historical situation that it is necessary to establish pri-
orities in the enjoyment of individual human rights. For example, the
refined cultural activities of the few cannot have primacy over the fun-
damental education of the majority of the people, and even less can the
enjoyment of some convenience have primacy over the right to have
what is necessary for survival. Since almost everything in human life is
superfluous in the countries which suffer from extreme poverty, anyone
who wishes to enjoy superfluities should join a society where this massive
poverty is absent and where the voice crying to heaven of those in need
cannot be heard. But although human rights should be regulated by the
common good, it is impossible to conceive of a common good which
would require the permanent and grave violation of human rights in
order to maintain itself.165

Nevertheless, as this passage shows, the critics’ fears are unfounded. The partisan
nature of justice and the prioritization of rights that it entails do not lead to the dis-
missal of the rights of the wealthy. They do not legitimate a crusade against the
oppressor or the use of terror in the struggle for the rights of the poor.166 What the
partisan nature of justice does accomplish is the anchoring of human rights in con-
crete reality, thereby increasing the chance that the rights of all will actually be
respected in practice and not merely declared in theory:

A declaration of the rights of the poor does not overlook the universality
of human rights, as some seem to fear. On the contrary, a proclamation
of the rights of the poor bestows on human rights in general an authen-
tic universality – through enhanced historical concretion and evangelical
realism, which are the foundation of all authentic prophecy.167

The rights of the poor provide a palpable, measurable standard that protects the
struggle for human rights from the danger of becoming mere abstract declarations
and formulations. Their rights, especially their right to life, function as a societal
barometer of sorts. A society’s respect for human rights in general can be gauged
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by the treatment accorded to the least of its members. Moreover, the emphasis on
the rights of the poor also insures a more universal scope to the quest for human
rights insofar as that emphasis places the focus of that quest on the rights of the
majority of humanity.168

Not only is the partisan nature of justice a more effective means of securing the
rights of all, according to the liberationists, but it is also more faithful to the bibli-
cal witness than dispassionate and abstract conceptions of justice. The biblical
witness as read by the liberationists presents a God who does justice. Indeed, just-
ice is at the center of the biblical witness of who God is. The justice that God does,
however, is not neutral. As José Miranda has shown in a study used extensively by
liberationists, in the Bible to do justice and to judge are directly linked to the pro-
tection of the rights of the poor.169 When the Bible portrays God acting in the
name of justice, it presents God acting to redeem the poor and the downtrodden.
God’s justice is not a matter of dispassionate adjudication; God is not enthroned in
the heavens, wearing a blindfold. Rather, God is partisan; the Incarnation was a
partisan act – God took on poor flesh. Divine intervention and judgment are a
matter of protecting the weak, the poor, the widow, the orphan. Thus, when God
instructs the faithful to do justice, the expectation is that they too will defend the
rights of the poor. In this way, the biblical conception of justice parts company with
the classic Western image of justice as the disinterested rendering to each what is
due. Instead, biblical justice is a matter of rendering to the poor the rights that are
due them, and it is to this witness that the liberationists appeal in defense of their
conception of justice as partisan.

Such is the basic shape of the liberationists’ account of justice. Like the social
teaching out of which it emerges, it is a theory of rights. Justice is fundamentally
a matter of rendering to each what they are due in accord with their rights. Moving
beyond the social teaching, however, the liberationists insist that the full import of
justice as the securing of rights can only be grasped if one is immersed in the harsh
reality of the world of the poor. Such immersion reveals dimensions of justice that
are invisible from the lofty heights of neo-scholastic theology. Specifically, the true
nature of justice as partisan engagement in conflictual situations is revealed. Justice
compels Christians to enter into conflict against capitalism and its unjust structures
for the sake of the rights of the poor majorities.

The terror of justice

Is this account of justice adequate, theologically and practically, as a description of
Christian resistance to capitalism? Does justice as the guardian of rights accurately
name the technologies that Christianity brings to bear against capitalist discipline?
Is this account of justice capable of funding Christian resistance to capitalism? Let
us begin with the practical question.
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Practical efficacy?

The liberationists accuse the social teaching of an abstraction that renders its
effectiveness against the capitalist order doubtful. Does the liberationists’ account
of justice fare any better? Little would be accomplished by denying that the liber-
ationist vision of Christian involvement in the struggle for justice has inspired
many to join that struggle. That vision prompted the social teaching to move, at
least for a while, in the direction of a new openness to the movement of the Spirit
at the base of the Church and it has contributed to the magisterium’s taking up
concepts like liberation and the preferential option for the poor. The impact of the
liberationists’ passion for justice on the Church as a whole is such that justice has
become a pervasive theme. While the liberationists deserve praise for their ability –
often in the face of brutal repression – to bring justice to the forefront of the
Church’s deliberations on its mission in the contemporary world, nevertheless
there are grounds for questioning whether their conception of justice is ultimately
up to the task of sustaining resistance to the capitalist order.

First, there is the difficulty created by the liberationists’ conception of the
Church of the poor as an apolitical custodian of values. In terms of justice, the
construal of the principal task of the Church as instilling values or principles,
such as the respect for basic human rights, is insufficient for the formation of just
persons. Long ago Aristotle noted that actions are called just when they are the
kind of actions that a just person would perform. However, he noted, the just
person is not one who simply performs just actions; the just person also performs
those actions in the way that just persons do.170 Justice requires a capacity to
judge and to do the right thing in the right place at the right time in the right
way. The exercise of justice, in other words, is much more complex than the rou-
tinizable application of a value or rule like “respect human rights.”171 The
formation of just persons involves a great deal more than consciousness raising
on the issue of human rights. It involves the very reformation of desire, which,
as we have seen, entails the assembly of a whole host of technologies that act
upon and through not only minds, but hearts and bodies and languages and insti-
tutions and architectural forms, and so forth. The formation of just persons is not
primarily a matter of getting their values right; it is a matter of redirecting
desire, with all that involves, so that it flows the way just persons’ desire flows.
The liberationists’ theory of justice, in other words, is inadequate insofar as it
lacks sustained attention to the host of technologies of desire necessary for the
formation of just persons. In this way it suffers from the same deficiency as the
social teaching – it is too abstract. This should come as no surprise, however,
given that in its essentials liberationist ecclesiology resembles the social teaching’s
ecclesiology. Both intentionally distance themselves from the substantive accounts
of Christianity articulated by the likes of Aquinas and embodied in communities
like the Cistercians. In neither case is Christianity recognized as a fully material
reality – that is, a social-economic-political formation – in its own right. As a con-
sequence, Christianity can amount to little more than a cluster of values that
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awaits material incarnation in secular ensembles of technologies like capitalism
or socialism.

This weakness, however, is not something that liberationists could mend by
simply turning more attention to specific technologies of desire, for the weakness
in their account of justice runs deeper than the absence of such attention. Even if
they did attend to those technologies that were aimed at forming persons who
respected and struggled for the rights of others, and especially the rights of the
poor, their conception of justice would still be inadequate for the reason that it is
not good enough. Their conception of justice is not just enough. Forming persons
to respect rights is not enough to repel capitalism. In other words, their conception
of justice is undermined by its being guided by too thin an account of the common
good.

The earlier sketch of the evolution of the common good showed a gradual
movement away from Aquinas’ thick conception of the common good as a shared
love of God towards a thinner notion of the common good, to the point that the
common good amounted to little more than the sum total of rights to which indi-
viduals were entitled by virtue of their God-given dignity. With the thinning of the
common good, justice likewise underwent transformation. If the medieval con-
ception of justice can be characterized as the co-ordination of all activity in the
public pursuit of perfection, as modernity unfolded and the pursuit of perfection
was privatized, and as the Church reluctantly adapted itself to this new situation,
justice was reduced to a matter of the adjudication of claims to society’s resources
expressed in the language of rights. Justice and the common good no longer had
much to say, beyond the injunction to respect the rights of others, about how per-
sons use those resources and exercise those rights.172 No longer the principle of
unity in a common good, justice was merely the facilitator and enabler of the pur-
suit of private goods. This retreat cannot accurately be described as the repudiation
of the good in favor of the right, the simple capitulation of the Church to the forces
of liberalism. Nevertheless, it was clearly a diluting of the good that precedes the
right, insofar as it was, as Hollenbach indicates, an acknowledgment of the plu-
rality of goods that persons may pursue.

As we have seen, the liberationists’ conception of justice is underwritten by this
thin conception of the common good as a cache of rights. For the many significant
changes they make to the social teaching’s conception of justice and their reserva-
tions about pluralism, they have not reclaimed justice in the more substantial,
Thomistic sense as the principle of unity in the public pursuit of perfection. And
this abiding commitment to the modern notion of justice as the guardian of rights
suffers from at least two fatal flaws that rob it of the ability to stand against cap-
italism and liberate desire.

First, the discourse of rights that underwrites that conception of justice cannot
provide a strong enough foundation on which to build a community that could
assemble the technologies needed to reclaim desire from capitalist discipline. As
Ronald Beiner and Alasdair MacIntyre have cogently argued, the modern dis-
course of rights is not capable of supporting the character-building formations
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required to resist capitalism.173 Even when it is remade in theological form, such
discourse can neither create the bonds of friendship necessary to inspire and main-
tain such resistance nor resolve the conflicts of claims on resources that often
reside at the heart of situations of poverty. In other words, it cannot generate and
sustain the solidarity that the liberationists recognize is essential to withstanding
capitalism; such solidarity issues only from a more substantial account of the
common good.174 At best, the liberationists’ account of justice as respect for rights
may result in societies that look a great deal like modern liberal societies which,
incidentally, is precisely what the architect of the liberationists’ basic vision of
rights, Jacques Maritain, thought.175

Second, justice as the guardian of rights is problematic because capitalism is
quite compatible with such justice, even when it focuses on the rights of the poor.
In other words, justice as a matter of rights is not radical enough. Modern rights
discourse is vulnerable to capitalist cooptation and incorporation, as the liber-
ationists themselves acknowledge when they critique the social teaching. Actually,
given the historical trajectory of modern rights discourse, the more appropriate
question is not that of its possible incorporation into the dominant formation but
whether or not it can be anything but part of the dominant formation. In this
regard it is not coincidental that rights discourse took hold precisely as the capitalist
order was establishing itself. Liberationists tell the story of the emergence of rights
as part of the great march of freedom through history. Yet, when set against the
backdrop of Foucault’s account of liberal governmentality, the emergence of
modern rights appears much more complex. Indeed, far from marking a milestone
in the struggle to overcome “all that limits or keeps human beings from self-
fulfillment”176 as the liberationists assert, rights are more plausibly understood as
but one component of the host of technologies that developed for the sake of
governing persons “through freedom,” in accord with the demands of emergent
market forces. As such, rights discourse appears less as a milestone in freedom’s
progress than as the concomitant of a desire that has been shorn of its divine telos
and distorted into the economic self-interest of homo economicus.177 This less benign
reading of rights discourse finds support in the work of scholars such as Anthony
Arblaster and Ian Shapiro, who present accounts of the emergence of rights that
suggest such rights were not first articulated with the radical meaning that libera-
tionists attribute to them, and then “hijacked” as it were by the emergent bourgeois
capitalist class.178 On the contrary, the modern discourse of rights was originally

articulated by the emergent bourgeois class. Moreover, it was articulated with the
intent of securing new forms of wealth and property (commercial, financial, as well
as landed) against the traditional, feudal forms of wealth embodied in the aristoc-
racy. In other words, rights were first and foremost about removing obstacles not to
human self-fulfillment but to trade and commerce. In this sense, Shapiro notes, the
liberal conception of rights legitimates capitalist market practices.179 In other
words, the modern discourse of rights is an element of the capitalist discipline of
desire; justice as the guarantor of rights is but one component in the capitalist
deformation of desire. Thus, that discourse’s adaptation by the liberationists serves
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as another example of how their revolutionary vision has been disciplined by the
capitalist order.

Consequently, the burden of proof is on those who would argue that “human
rights” is, in fact, an oppositional discourse. Indeed, although the liberationists cri-
tique the social teaching for implicitly embracing welfare state capitalism, it is
more likely that the social teaching is only carrying the advocacy of modern rights
to its logical conclusion and that the liberationists are wagering on a dead horse,
namely, that the modern rights discourse can stand against capitalism. It may well
be the case that the best that modern rights language can do is prop up a welfare
state that reins in the worst excesses of capitalism. If so, then the clarion call for
human rights is properly understood as an alternative – operating at the fringe of
the dominant order – and not a truly oppositional discourse.

The practical difficulties that attend the notion of justice as the guarantor of
rights unfortunately do not exhaust the problems that afflict the liberationists’
account of justice. Several other weaknesses arise with regard to both its distribu-
tive emphasis and its upholding the traditional notion of justice as suum cuique.

Prominent among these is the fact that justice, as the liberationists have con-
ceived it, does not break the cycle of violence that is endemic to the capitalist
order. Earlier the historical overview of the development of the concept of social
justice displayed a gradual shift in the nature of justice, from its functioning pri-
marily as a unitive force that coordinated the activities of society in the common
project of perfection to its operating predominately in a distributive mode
whereby the resources of society were made available to all in accord with their
due rights. This distributive conception of justice is particularly well suited to a
society that is no longer united in the pursuit of a shared love but is hopelessly
fragmented as a conglomeration of persons who are devoted to the pursuit of
their own private goods and ends. In adapting itself to this situation, however,
justice relinquishes its connection with a genuine peace that comes from the
harmonious interaction of persons who share a common good. Justice that is pri-
marily distributive rather than unitive essentially becomes simply the regulator of
conflict; it becomes a matter of maintaining the peace between the multiple
private goods that compete for society’s resources. This peace, however, is a
fragile peace that does not so much resemble genuine harmony as it does a tem-
porary cessation of strife, a tenuous balance of power that could at any moment
issue in renewed conflict and violence. Earlier it was suggested that justice as the
guardian of rights is incapable of resolving conflicts that result from the
inevitable clash of rights. Liberationists are aware of this problem and as a result
they suggest that in certain circumstances a hierarchy of rights is (temporarily)
permissible, with the right to life of the poor at the forefront of that hierarchy.
Such a solution, however, is only of limited usefulness. After all, given that the
majority of the world’s population is impoverished, the range for possible con-
flicts of rights has not been diminished significantly. How does the assertion of
the primacy of the right to life of the poor aid in adjudicating conflicts between
the poor? Indeed, it is precisely this ambiguity that capitalism has long exploited,
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pitting workers against workers for low wages and terrible jobs, hiring the poor
to kill the poor, and so forth.

The extent of justice’s inability to resolve conflict goes even further, however,
than the inevitable clash of rights. Justice in the distributive sense that liberationists
invoke may actually exacerbate conflict and violence precisely in the name of
restoring violated rights. The liberationists acknowledge the possibility of the legit-
imate use of violence, within very narrow boundaries, in the name of justice.180

This possibility raises the specter of the pursuit of the rights of the poor culmi-
nating in the reversal of roles in which the oppressed and the oppressors merely
switch places. How does justice keep from inflicting new injustice? Christian
Duquoc, a theologian intimately acquainted with and sympathetic to the work of
the Latin American liberationists,181 argues that it cannot. The idea of justice
linked with violence, he argues, ultimately precludes genuine peace and harmony
among peoples. Indeed, he goes further and suggests that such justice issues in
terror:

Terror results from the combination of violence and the idea. Now, con-
trary to any spontaneous notion, the idea that is expressed in violence is
not, in itself, necessarily perverse. . . . It is often moral, as in the case of the
desire for flawless justice or for unblemished social transparency. A little
earlier I recalled Robespierre’s phrase: “Terror is the emanation of a
virtue.” The utopia of a world without corruption, and taking concrete
shape in the exercise of power, becomes terror until justice is in principle
realised and the pure find themselves back together. And since nobody is
pure when measured against the utopia of justice, violence is unleashed
limitlessly.182

Justice so conceived only perpetuates the violence and prolongs the conflict that
afflicts people. This holds true even when it is successful in reasserting violated
rights and re-establishing the volatile equilibrium between competing claims on the
fruits of society. Even when successful it does not pave the way for new relations
among peoples, relations that might transcend the truce of mutual advantage.
Instead it keeps humanity trapped in an agonistic logic, where the mutual recog-
nition of rights is constantly threatened by the pull of competing visions of the
good.

Not only does this essentially distributive conception of justice suffer from its fail-
ure to break the spiral of violence, it also falters inasmuch as it replicates the very
capitalist discipline that it is put forward to combat. Previously it was noted that the
capitalist discipline is best characterized as an axiomatic that distorts desire in
accord with the dictates of production for the market and that it is a mistake to
identify this axiomatic with any single capitalist subject, such as an acquisitive and
consuming subject. Nevertheless, it can hardly be disputed that a dominant char-
acteristic of capitalism is its penchant for distorting desire into a proprietary power
that is acquisitive and consumptive. The liberationists’ conception of justice as
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primarily a principle of distribution mimics in important ways this acquisitive dis-
cipline and hence hardly portends the liberation of desire from capitalism.
Specifically, justice as a matter of rendering to everyone that portion of societies’
prosperity that is due them by virtue of their rights reinforces capitalist discipline
insofar as it both construes desire as essentially proprietary and encourages desire
to claim its rights, to acquire what is due it. Justice so understood forms desire to be
acquisitive, just as capitalism does. The liberationists face capitalism and demand
that it render what is due; capitalism responds that that is exactly what it does.
Liberationists face the poor and encourage them to become acquisitive; so, too,
does capitalism.183 Of course, the fact that there is a parallel formation of desire
does not mean that little separates the liberationists and the capitalists. The con-
straints that liberationists place on acquisitive desire in the form of the duty to
respect the rights of others, particularly the right to life of the poor, does distinguish
the acquisitive desire generated by the liberationists’ conception of justice from that
generated by savage capitalism.184 Nevertheless, a troubling family resemblance
remains.

A contrasting example is helpful in illuminating the way the liberationists’ con-
ception of justice mirrors capitalist discipline with regard to the formation of
acquisitive desire. Consider justice in the unitive sense that Aquinas used it. Far
from simply directing desire to acquire what is due, the general virtue of justice
might well intervene to prevent, for the sake of the common good, the particular
virtue of distributive justice from rendering what is due. In this way, justice in the
unitive sense wards off the proprietary individual185 and forms desire in such a way
that it may well forego the acquisition of what is due in the name of the common
good. Lacking as they do a strong conception of the common good that might
trump rights claims, there is nothing comparable in the liberationists’ account of
justice. Consequently, their justice leaves desire as an essentially acquisitive force,
again, hardly something that bodes well for the liberation of desire from capitalism.

In addition to the practical deficiencies that stem from justice being principally
a distributive force, the liberationists’ embrace of justice in the traditional sense of
suum cuique is also problematic. The problem with granting justice so conceived
pride of place in the struggle against capitalism is that it must always fail. Justice
so conceived is impossible.186 As Duquoc suggested, it is a utopian ideal that
cannot be realized. Hence, to pin one’s hopes for liberation on the advent of this
justice is to set off on the path to failure from the outset. This is the case, not
simply because humanity cannot be that good but because injustice is irreversible.
Once injustice has been committed, no future can ever make good the suffering
of the past. Granted that in some cases, when the violation of rights is not par-
ticularly grave, justice can re-establish the precarious balance of rights. But even
then the offense is not offset. This problem comes into high relief when the injust-
ice is a matter of the masses of tortured and murdered. Nothing can be set on the
scales of justice opposite an infant victim of the Contras that will somehow bal-
ance it out, that will render that death amenable to a calculus of “what is due” for
the simple fact that precisely as an act of injustice it is irretrievably “that which is
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not due.” There is nothing (not even a final judgment187) that can transmute that
situation, that death, into “what is due”; hence justice as a calculus of what is due
is defeated. Justice as “rendering what is due” eternally impales itself on
Ayacucho.188

In defense of justice, some liberationists invoke the resurrection. Does not the
resurrection of Jesus amount to the victory of justice over injustice? “[T]he resur-
rection of Jesus,” asserts Sobrino, “shows in directo the triumph of justice over
injustice. It is the triumph not only of God’s omnipotence, but also of God’s just-
ice. . . . Jesus’ resurrection is thus transformed into good news, whose central
content is that once and for all justice has triumphed over injustice, the victim over
the executioner.”189 This, however, is incorrect. The resurrection, no less than the
crucifixion, is a profoundly ambiguous event. For example, just as the cross need
not be interpreted as an act of injustice – on the contrary, some popular accounts
of the atonement make it an act of justice – so, too, the resurrection is not self-
evidently a sign of justice. Indeed, given the presence of so much injustice and the
striking absence of justice in today’s world, what is to keep us from seeing the res-
urrection as nothing more than an indication of the victim’s stamina and
endurance? “Look,” the executioner (capitalist) exclaims, “the victim has returned.
More suffering (labor, debt) can be extracted!”

Whatever the resurrection signifies, it does not annul the cross. The one who is
raised remains the crucified one and injustice is as irreversible as the cross on
which the crucified hung. Whatever the future brings, whatever restoration God
may effect, the cross is not undone. The healing of the nail’s mark is not its undo-
ing. Therefore, if the resurrection is to be understood, in line with Sobrino and the
liberationists, as the overcoming of the wound of injustice, then it must be under-
stood as an overcoming that is something other than justice conceived as suum

cuique. If desire is to be liberated from capitalist discipline and the wound of injust-
ice healed, it must be through the operation of a strange therapy, one that resists
capitalist incorporation, breaks the cycle of violence, and wards off the temptation
to acquire.

Theological adequacy?

The question of the proper interpretation of the resurrection introduces the issue
of the theological adequacy of the liberationists’ conception of justice. If there are
grounds to suspect that the resurrection is not about justice in the classic sense of
“rendering what is due,” is it possible that the whole effort to place such a con-
ception of justice at the center of the Christian witness against capitalism is
misguided? Is the primacy liberationists accord such justice a faithful reflection of
the Christian vision of God?

Liberationists defend the primacy of justice by appealing to the Bible. As we
have seen, they emphasize that the God of the Bible is fundamentally a God who
establishes justice. Nothing is gained by disputing this claim. Justice is certainly a
prominent theme in the Bible and God is clearly portrayed as working to establish
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justice. What is arguable, however, is the meaning and significance that libera-
tionists bestow upon this particular divine attribute in the struggle against injustice
generally and capitalism in particular. When God acts to counter injustice, God
does not simply enact justice in the sense of settling accounts with a strict render-
ing to each what is due. The paradigmatic example of this is the atonement. The
traditional claim is that God’s act of atonement in Christ is foremost an act of
grace. The offer of redemption that comes to humanity in Christ is an offer that is
unmerited, undeserved. Humanity has no claim upon such redemption; there is no
right to which it corresponds. When it arrives it cannot be synchronized with any
calculus that attempts to “render what is due.” In this sense, when viewed through
the lens of a strict calculus of what is due, redemption is an act of injustice. God
is patently unjust, refusing to deal with humanity in the manner it deserves. What
is due fallen humanity is death, yet God in God’s grace gives life. Pressing the point,
in the context of the liberationists’ account of justice as a rendering what is due in
accord with rights, one could argue that God redeems humanity from justice.190

The atonement amounts to the displacement of justice in the classic sense of “ren-
dering what is due” by grace. Consequently, whatever is said about God and God’s
justice must be said against the backdrop of the amnesty of grace, an amnesty that
extinguishes the terror of justice as it puts in place a new economy to deal with
injustice. To this economy of grace we now turn.

Notes

1 I couch my objective this way because I do not presume to theorize for these com-
munities, although they are the foil for much of my argument.

2 This claim need not preclude the rightful recognition of Israel that Christianity too
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4

THE REFUSAL TO
CEASE SUFFERING

Forgiveness and the liberation of desire

In the effort to display the clash of capitalism and Christianity as one of discord-
ant technologies of desire, thus far I have argued that contemporary capitalism
is best understood as an ensemble of technologies of desire that exercises domin-
ion over humanity and disciplines desire through the exercise of what Foucault
called “governmentality,” and that any effort to resist capitalism that fails to rec-
ognize capitalism as such a discipline of desire is futile. Hence, if it is to fund
resistance to capitalism, Christianity must shed its (modern) identity as an apol-
itical custodian of abstract values and preferential options and assume its proper
place in the temporal realm as the true politics, the exemplary form of human
community. This is to say, the Christian community, in its sacraments and orders,
its discipleship and prayer, must be retrieved as (no less than capitalism and its
state-form) an ensemble of technologies of desire that can properly be charac-
terized as a therapy of desire. Furthermore, the nature of the therapy enacted by
Christianity to counter capitalist discipline is not adequately described as justice
in the classic sense of suum cuique and its modern variant, “rights.” For such just-
ice is incapable of liberating desire from savage capitalism’s discipline. At best, it
may curb capitalism’s most egregious abuses; at worst, it only intensifies the
terror that plagues this world. Moreover, such justice does not faithfully reflect
the way God acts in history to redeem humanity from sin. It was suggested that
Christ’s atonement for sin marks the ascendancy of grace over justice understood
as suum cuique. Christ’s work is the inauguration of a different economy for deal-
ing with the sin of injustice, of a peculiar technology for healing desire of the
wounds inflicted by capitalist discipline, namely, the refusal to cease suffering that
is forgiveness.1

In this final chapter I defend the claim that forgiveness is the therapy of desire
that Christianity enacts to counter capitalist discipline, that forgiveness is the
name of the ensemble of technologies that God has graciously made available
to humanity in Christian communities for the sake of healing desire of the
madness that is capitalism.2 Said a little differently, it is God’s gift of forgiveness
in Christ, and not the relentless pursuit of justice understood in the classic sense
of rendering “what is due,” that liberates desire and gives birth to communities
capable of resisting capitalism. Through the reception and return of God’s gift

144



of forgiveness – receiving and giving it – communities are formed where desire
is liberated from capitalist discipline.

The Latin American liberationists and the communities of poor Christians in
their midst remain central to my argument. The former do so because, in spite of
their bold commitment to justice, several address the issue of forgiveness and what
they have to say proves salutary to the effort to recover forgiveness as the font of
Christian resistance to capitalism. Moreover, the liberationists are helpful insofar as
they give a voice to the voiceless; which is to say, that in spite of the theoretical dif-
ficulties that mar their work, they have accomplished the extraordinary feat of
creating an opening for the emergence of the witness of the Church of the poor.
This witness suggests that many poor Christian communities in Latin America are
living Christianity not as an apolitical repository of values but as a fully social and
political presence that counters capitalist discipline. More specifically, some seg-
ments of the Church of the poor appear to be extending the divine gift of
forgiveness as a therapy that liberates desire from savage capitalism.

I begin building the case for forgiveness by evaluating its theological adequacy
and practical efficacy at precisely those points where the liberationists’ justice was
found lacking. Does forgiveness more adequately describe the way Christianity
claims God acts in the world to overcome sin and does it avoid the pitfalls that
undermine the ability of the liberationists’ account of justice to resist capitalism?
This contrast both reveals the promise of forgiveness as a mode of resistance to
capitalism and raises several important issues that set the stage for what follows.
Next, what the liberationists say about forgiveness is examined. Of particular
interest is the way in which their relatively underdeveloped comments on forgive-
ness create a certain tension with their firm commitment to the primacy of justice
understood as suum cuique. Recognition of this tension leads to consideration of the
liberationists’ reservations concerning forgiveness. The third section engages for-
giveness as an ensemble of technologies that enable desire to resist capitalism.
Consideration is given to the Church of the poor as a particular embodiment of
this ensemble of technologies, to the “mechanics” of forgiveness, and to the place
and function of justice within this economy of grace. Finally, I conclude with an
assessment of the risks involved in this odd form of resistance to capitalism.

The gift of forgiveness

At the conclusion of the previous chapter I argued that justice as the guarantor of
rights, in spite of its contemporary prominence, is not an adequate name for the
ensemble of technologies that Christianity enacts to liberate desire from capitalist
discipline. On theological and practical grounds, such justice fails to evoke and sus-
tain resistance to the capitalist order. But does forgiveness fare any better?
Specifically, does it break the cycle of violence and conflict? Does it form desire in
a way that neither mirrors nor is easily incorporated by capitalist discipline? How
does forgiveness deal with the irreversibility of injustice? Is it an appropriate char-
acterization of both the way that God deals with sin and the way followers of God
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are expected to deal with sin? With regard to each of these issues, the answer is yes:
forgiveness transcends justice conceived as suum cuique. Forgiveness avoids both the
theological and practical problems that cripple such justice.

Theological adequacy

Theologically, the claim that God forgives is hardly a point of contention among
Christians. “Every Christian,” observes Christian Duquoc, “confesses that the
God of Jesus is neither the guarantor of the moral law nor the guardian of civil
order but that he is rather the one who, in his son, has intimated to men and
women that he does not take strict account of their faults.”3 Asserting the primacy
of forgiveness is decidedly not revolutionary. Indeed, it is God’s forgiving charac-
ter that is frequently invoked against those who take a strong stance against sin,
and, as we shall see, it is precisely such invocations that prompt the liberationists to
stress God’s desire for justice instead of divine forgiveness. Does divine forgiveness
really override the liberationists’ vision of God as the just one who guarantees the
rights of all, especially the poor?

As previously suggested, the claim that forgiveness more faithfully characterizes
the way God overcomes sin than does the liberationists’ account of justice rests
upon an interpretation of the atonement. It rests upon a certain answer to the
question addressed by Anselm in his classic, Cur deus homo. This is to say, the claim
advanced for forgiveness here rests upon a certain reading of God’s activity in
Christ. What has God accomplished in Christ? God has given the gift of forgive-
ness. God has refused to render to humanity what is due sin, but instead graciously
endures humanity’s rejection and extends redemption and reconciliation in Christ.
Justice in the classic sense of suum cuique would refuse to have suffered the injustice
of sin and the cross; instead, God in Christ shouldered the cross and refused to
cease suffering, defeating sin and injustice by forgiving it, by bearing it in order to
bear it away. Accordingly, the atoning grace of God in Christ displaces such justice
as the modality of God’s overcoming of sin and sets in its place forgiveness. God
confronts sin, injustice, capitalism, not with justice conceived in the liberationists’
terms, but with the gift of forgiveness.

There is one glaring difficulty with this claim. I mentioned Anselm. Does not his
classic work contradict the suggestion that the atonement operates according to a
divine logic of forgiveness? Does not the prominent position granted justice in his
work suggest that the liberationists are correct in asserting that God is primarily one
who enforces justice understood as rendering what is due? In the face of human
sin, the argument runs, God, as one who must uphold justice, cannot simply forgive
sin but must enforce justice and a strict accounting of what is due. So, instead, the
God-man, Christ, steps forward and fulfills justice, renders what is due, through his
substitutionary death on the cross. Redemption is a result of the payment of a debt
incurred through sin, the satisfaction of divine justice.

Although such a reading of Anselm and the atonement has become common-
place,4 it is nevertheless a distortion of both. As David Hart has cogently argued,
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Anselm does not set divine justice against mercy and forgiveness.5 A careful read-
ing of his account of Christ’s atoning work reveals that he does not in fact assert
that the atonement was a substitutionary sacrifice meant to pay a debt incurred or
satisfy a justice that functions in accord with a strict logic of “what is due.” Instead,
Anselm’s account of the atonement actually resonates with the vision of the early
Church, whereby God in Christ is understood to be acting on humanity’s behalf in
order to redeem us from the powers to which we have delivered ourselves. It is a
matter of God entering into a situation where sin has captured and distorted
desire and liberating humanity from sin and death. As such, the atonement is not
amenable to a strict calculus of what is due; rather it is a matter of donation and
redonation, of God’s giving and giving again. God has always given to humanity
in the form of love, and when humanity rejected that gift, God gave again in the
form of love incarnate, which is the Son. Christ’s work is that of giving again, of
communicating God’s love and grace (which has never ceased to flow) to human-
ity again (and again). The work of atonement is God in Christ bearing human
rejection and extending the offer of grace again, thereby opening a path for
humanity to return to the Father. In this sense, the atonement is identified not with
a propitiatory sacrifice in the name of justice, but with the self-giving of the Son to
the Father as an act of recapitulation that provides humanity with a positive means
of return to its Creator, as Hart explains:

Christ takes up the human story and tells it correctly, by giving the correct
answer to God’s summons; in his life and death he renarrates humanity
according to its true pattern of loving obedience, humility, and charity,
thus showing all human stories of righteousness, honor, and justice to be
tales of violence, falsehood, and death; and in allowing all of humanity to
be resituated through his death within the retelling of their story, Christ
restores them to communion with the God of infinite love who created
them for his pleasure.6

The atonement is not about meeting the demands of an implacable justice before
which even God must bow, but the forgiveness that enables desire to return to its
source. It is about humanity’s being taken up into the divine life of the Trinity
through participation in Christ, in Christ’s body, the Church. There is a sacrifice
involved in this atoning work and there is a substitution. But these are no longer
positioned in an economy of suum cuique, of equity and retribution, but rather find
their true meaning in the aneconomic order of divine forgiveness. Thus Christ’s
sacrifice becomes the donation of obedience and praise (the return of love) offered
by the Son to the Father, and his role is substitutionary in that the Son offers the
worship that we cannot. Again, Hart explains:

[A]s Christ’s sacrifice belongs not to an economy of credit and exchange,
but to the trinitarian motion of love, it is given entirely as gift, and must
be seen as such: a gift given when it should not have been needed to be
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given again, by God, and at a price that we, in our sin, imposed upon him.
As an entirely divine action, Christ’s sacrifice merely draws creation back
into the eternal motion of divine love for which it was fashioned. The vio-
lence that befalls Christ belongs to our order of justice, an order overcome
by his sacrifice, which is one of peace.7

The aneconomic order of divine forgiveness overcomes – even as it refuses to
cease suffering, suffering even to the point of death on the cross – the economy of
human justice, with its strict calculus of what is due.

Insofar as the work of atonement is God in Christ opening (again) a path
called forgiveness, by which desire returns to its true home, forgiveness not only
names the way God in Christ defeats sin, it also characterizes the way Christians
are called to meet sin. Desire is healed insofar as it receives the gift of forgive-
ness, which it does by participating in Christ, and being in Christ, desire
participates in Christ’s work, which is the gift of forgiveness. Hence, the gift of
forgiveness is the gift of the capacity to forgive and the return of the gift is a sign
of the gift’s reception. Where it is not given, it has not been received (“Forgive
us . . . as we forgive others”). Conversely, where it has been received, the gift of
forgiveness that is love is returned. And love’s return to its source is the end of
forgiveness, reconciliation. Moreover, the gift of forgiveness is the communally

instantiated capacity to forgive. Being in Christ is to participate in Christ’s body,
the Church. Hence, we learn to receive and return the gift in the Church, and
the task of the Church is nothing other than the reception and transmission of
this gift.

All of this is borne out by Scripture. To paraphrase the Gospel of Mark, because
the reign of God has drawn near, forgiveness is possible (Mark 1:15). The advent
of the Kingdom interrupts the progress of sin and creates spaces (called “Church”)
where desire can escape from its captivity to sin through the enactment of God’s
forgiveness. Moreover, as persons answer God’s call and enter that space, not only
are they forgiven, but they are empowered to forgive. Desire that has been healed
of the wound of sin in turn seeks out the wounded and offers the healing balm of
forgiveness. Thus, shortly before his death, Jesus promised to send the Holy Spirit
to his disciples for the sake of empowering them to continue his work in the world
(John 14:15–21, 26), and after the resurrection Jesus breathed on the disciples and
said, “Receive the Holy Spirit. If you forgive the sins of any, they are forgiven
them; if you retain the sins of any, they are retained” (John 20:21–23). As persons
are gathered into communities by the Holy Spirit, they are forgiven and empow-
ered to forgive. By receiving the gift of forgiveness and returning the gift of God’s
love by extending the gift of forgiveness to others, the Church carries out the min-
istry of reconciliation that has been given it by virtue of its participation in Christ
(2 Corinthians 5:18–21).

Hence, forgiveness is a theologically more appropriate characterization of God’s
activity to overcome sin in the world than the liberationists’ vision of justice.
Whatever the nature and function of justice in Christ’s atoning work and the
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Christian life (matters to which we will return shortly), it operates within the hori-
zon cast by the divine gift of forgiveness.

Of course, much more needs to be said about this forgiveness, lest it become an
instance of “cheap grace” and God’s amnesty is transformed into a license for
impunity. Let us therefore turn to the question of practical efficacy.

Practical efficacy

Among the practical obstacles that the liberationists’ account of justice was unable
to surmount was the violence endemic to a world enthralled to capitalism. Their
justice was unable to break the cycle of violence that torments humanity.
Specifically, it was incapable of eliminating the conflict that arises from the
inevitable clash of rights and it legitimated violence in the name of justice.
Forgiveness, however, may gesture towards a genuinely novel future insofar as it
interrupts the cycle of violence, which it does in two ways. First, forgiveness
renounces the power of violence to bring it into being. Recall that justice is trans-
formed into terror when it is linked to the violence to enforce it. “The first thing
that forgiveness does,” observes Duquoc, “is to break the link between violence and
the idea.”8 Forgiveness refuses this connection because it perceives the futility of
attempting to transform human relations by means of violence. The liberationists
envision justice as the means of maintaining a balance of rights, such that when
that balance is upset, justice exerts a force equal and opposite to the offense so that
the equilibrium of rights might be restored. The problem is that equilibrium is not
synonymous with transformation. Justice as an equivalent counter-force to injustice
does not produce new relations; at best, it only restores old ones. The refusal of suf-
fering by inflicting suffering on others – even suffering deemed just and deserved –
does not constitute a mode of living that signals or anticipates the ultimate van-
quishing of suffering and misery and transformation of human relations.
Forgiveness, on the other hand, is precisely the refusal to cease suffering by shifting
that suffering onto another by taking up the sword of justice. It refuses to respond
to offense with an equivalent counter-force and by that refusal it creates the possi-
bility for the emergence of something new. Commenting on Jesus’ teaching to not
resist evil, Duquoc notes:

Jesus is not naive, he does not ask us to be passive, he does not require us
to give up fighting against evil – but he shows us that equivalence in evil,
even in the name of justice, does not transform human society. What is
required is an attitude that is not determined by what has already been
done, an innovative, a creative gesture. Otherwise enclosure within a
repetitive logic is inevitable, and the term of this logic is the exclusion or
the death of at least one of the parties. It is forgiveness that represents this
innovative gesture: it creates a space in which the logic inherent in legal
equivalences no longer runs.9
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In so doing, forgiveness interrupts the cycle of violence and counter-violence that
plagues justice and holds out the promise of a peace that is more than the uneasy
truce of adversaries.

The renunciation of violence that forgiveness embodies bears emphasizing
because it is at the heart of the difference between this effort to retrieve the Church
as a material formation, as the true polity, and the bloody Christendom of a
bygone era. To the extent that this vision is inextricably bound up with the enact-
ment of forgiveness as the refusal to cease suffering by shifting that suffering onto
another by taking up the sword of justice, a distance is created from the
Christendom of Bernard of Clairvaux’s era. The specter of the Crusades can
only lurk in the shadows cast by a Christianity that has refused to suffer by embrac-
ing the sword. When Christianity forgets that being in Christ is synonymous with
participating in Christ’s affliction – refusing to cease suffering by taking up the
cross – it declines the grace that liberates desire. When and where Christian tech-
nologies have as their end a holiness that is not cruciform, they no longer guide
desire to its true end but instead perpetuate desire’s captivity.

The refusal of an equivalent counter-violence is not the only way that forgive-
ness interrupts the cycle of violence. As Duquoc suggests, at the heart of
forgiveness’ disruption of the cycle of violence lies a rejection of the logic that fuels
it. This second and more fundamental refusal has two dimensions. First, forgiveness
amounts to a refusal of the logic insofar as it entails surrendering any claim to what
is due. We have traced how justice became an agonistic struggle to secure rights
and adjudicate between competing claims of rivalrous desires upon society’s goods.
Forgiveness overcomes the conflict by relinquishing any claim to such rights. The
terror of justice is warded off by the refusal to assert one’s rights to what is due
against another. Recall the atonement, which initiates the flow of forgiveness. In
place of the demand that humanity render what is due, in Christ God gives. God
in Christ gives for us. Christ forgives by doing that which we could not: returning
the gift of love as obedience and praise to the Father. This “giving-for” subsumes
conflict generated by the effort to acquire what is due. Forgiven, desire gives; it does
not acquire and possess.

This suggests the second dimension of the refusal of the logic that underwrites
the cycle of violence. Forgiveness entails not just a renunciation; there is a substi-
tution or replacement as well. Specifically, the agonistic logic of rights is replaced
with the peaceable logic of reconciliation. The end of forgiveness is the return to
God, reconciliation. God in Christ extends the gift of forgiveness to humanity for
the sake of reconciling humanity to God, and Christians are empowered to receive
and return the gift through its interhuman extension for the sake of reconciliation
with God and one another. The goal of forgiveness, Jon Sobrino writes, is not
merely the alleviation of guilt but is the goal of all love – positive reconciliation.10

In this way, the end of forgiveness is quite different from that of justice as the
guarantor of rights. Unlike the liberationists’ justice, forgiveness is not primarily a
means of securing access to and the proper distribution of society’s fruits in accord-
ance with a logic of rights. Rather, forgiveness is about the overcoming of the sin
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that lies at the heart of all oppression and injustice, a sin that is much more insid-
ious than the language of rights conveys. As the liberationists themselves
acknowledge – which makes their account of justice all the more puzzling – what
divides oppressed from oppressor goes deeper than the violation of rights. The ulti-
mate cause of poverty, injustice, and oppression, observes Gutiérrez, is the “breach
of friendship with God and others.”11 Injustice and oppression are principally
matters of a breach of communion, the severing of the filial bonds of friendship
that unite humanity as children of God. This is to say, injustice is not a sin because
it tramples on human rights. The sin of which capitalism is guilty, in the final analy-
sis, is not that of the gross violation of basic rights, especially the right of the poor
to life. Rather capitalism is sin because it fractures the friendship of humanity in
God. It disrupts the original, peaceable flow of desire that is charity; it ruptures the
sociality of desire, which by nature seeks out new relations in the joyous convivial-
ity that is love. Capitalism is sin because it harnesses the productive power of
desire in its original mode, which is donation or giving, to the market. In so doing
it corrupts it, rendering it proprietary, with the result that desire no longer flows in
the harmonic symphony of joy that is the fruit of the creation and extension of
non-proprietary (that is, participatory) relations of desire, but is submerged in the
agonistic struggle that is contemporary life under savage capitalism, where even the
excluded poor, who can hardly be characterized as driven by a passion to acquire
and consume, are nevertheless forced to compete with their brothers and sisters for
life.12

The gift of forgiveness leaves behind the agony of rights and opens a peaceful
path of reconciliation by restoring desire in its original mode of donation.13 It
releases desire from the capitalist discipline that renders it proprietary, that bends
it into an agonistic force competing with others for insertion into the market,
instead renewing it as the flow of generosity that ceaselessly gives and receives.
Healing desire of the wounds inflicted by capitalist discipline, the gift of forgiveness
renews the possibility of a true mutuality and reciprocity of desire through non-
possessive participation in the other. In this way, the gift of forgiveness is the true
form of absolute deterritorialization, whereby desire is released from every cap-
tivity (including the bondage of anarchic self-assertion) in order to flow freely as it
was created to do, in the sociality of love that is the Trinity. Thus, by refusing the
logic and not only by refusing violence as a means of enactment, forgiveness inter-
rupts the cycle of violence in which justice as the guarantor of rights remains
trapped.

With regard to its practical efficacy, that the gift of forgiveness renews desire in
its original mode of donation suggests that it also stands as an ensemble of tech-
nologies that may prove more resistant than the liberationists’ construal of justice
to capitalist incorporation. Recall that justice as the guarantor of rights, to the
extent that it casts desire as proprietary and encourages persons to become acquis-
itive, mimics capitalist discipline and thus is particularly vulnerable to
incorporation. In contrast, forgiveness recovers desire as the excess that is God’s gift
of charity. It recreates desire in Christ as the flow of conviviality that is a ceaseless
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giving and receiving, never a taking or seizing. Precisely to the extent that forgive-
ness is successful in shaping desire in such a way that it does not mutate into a
proprietary, acquisitive force, it represents an oppositional formation that may
fund resistance to the capitalist order.

This is so because, as Franz Hinkelammert points out, capitalism does not know,
short of repressing it, what to do with forgiveness; it simply cannot handle non-
proprietary, participatory desire.14 In defense of this assertion, he notes that at the
end of the 1970s in Latin America, when the weight of the growing external debt
was beginning to be felt, the liturgy of both Catholic and Protestant Churches
across the continent underwent a subtle alteration. The language of the Our
Father was altered from “Forgive us our debts” to “Forgive us our offenses.” This
change, he argues, was instigated by economic pressures. Capitalists feared that
persons would begin to see that Christian forgiveness presented a direct challenge
to the current economic order. They could not abide the Churches forming per-
sons who, by receiving and extending the gift of forgiveness, would defy the justice
of capitalism’s markets and disrupt the flow of desire in accord with the capitalist
axiomatic of production for the market. Leonardo Boff further reinforces this
sense of the oppositional force of forgiveness when he argues that the Lord’s
Prayer, far from being merely a spiritual matter, is part of the divine effort to bring
about the integral liberation of humanity in this world.15 As such, forgiveness is
intimately related to the triumph of the reign of God over the forces of evil, both
personal and social, that currently dominate this world.

Before it can be asserted with too much confidence that forgiveness is indeed a
fount of resistance to capitalist discipline, however, the issue of the irreversibility
of injustice must be addressed. When confronted with the reality that nothing can
“fix” injustice, nothing can transmute injustice into justice, the effort to counter
injustice with justice grinds to a halt, mired in futility. How does forgiveness navi-
gate this impasse? The promise of the gift of forgiveness lies in its being an
expression of a divine logic of grace, of an aneconomic order of ceaseless pleni-
tude that exceeds the human logic of reciprocity and desert. When discussing its
rupturing the cycle of violence, forgiveness was characterized as an innovative ges-
ture. Forgiveness overcomes the irreversibility of injustice precisely as an
innovative movement, as the outflowing of the divine plenitude that ceaselessly
gives more and gives again, graciously bearing the refusal that injustice embodies
and the suffering it inflicts. When confronted with human sin, God in Christ
bears the offense and gives again, not holding that sin against us, and in so doing
opens the way for our return in Christ. In this way, forgiveness is innovative as it
opens up the future, as it refuses to allow the injustice of the past to determine and
therefore strangle the future. By abandoning calculi of reciprocity and desert, for-
giveness sets both the victim and the victimizer free from the unbearable burden
of injustice. The victim is freed from the enmity that is born of a violation that
cannot be undone; the victimizer is freed from the guilt and loathing that comes
from never being able to undo the violation. Forgiveness places them both in a
position to risk a new relationship. Ultimately forgiveness is an act of hope that
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denies the destructiveness of injustice the final word, instead insisting that some-
thing else is always possible.

Such is the case for the theological and practical superiority of forgiveness to the
liberationists’ account of justice. Insofar as the gift of forgiveness creates a space
where desire can flow down a path other than that marked by an endless and
increasingly violent struggle to acquire what is due one’s rights, it may indeed
hold out more promise than the liberationists’ vision of justice for liberating desire
from capitalist discipline. Likewise, forgiveness does appear to more accurately
reflect the character of God and the call of discipleship than justice so conceived.

Forgiveness as surrender?

Even as forgiveness transcends the shortcomings of the liberationists’ account of
justice, however, it is subject to its own particular vulnerabilities, on both the
theological and practical fronts. The risk practically is that although forgiveness
may create a space where something else is always possible, that “something else”
may end up far more harmful than being locked in an interminable struggle for
justice. For example, in surrendering claims to rights and renouncing the violence
to enforce those rights, does not forgiveness risk further disempowering those
who suffer injustice by encouraging an apathetic fatalism? And does not the dis-
solution of acquisitive desire amount to fostering resignation among those who
have not had the opportunity to acquire even the most basic goods necessary for
the sustenance of life? In other words, insofar as forgiveness is a refusal of justice
as the guarantor of rights, it amounts to a refusal to cease suffering and this
hardly appears liberating. Rather, it appears to be an invitation to injustice, an
open door to impunity. Indeed, capitalism might relish just such a pacification
program! Hence, interrupting the cycle of violence and conflict should not nec-
essarily be equated with the emergence of genuine peace. If one side of a conflict
surrenders or is destroyed, the fighting is interrupted, but genuine peace has
hardly been achieved. And savage capitalism grinds on. This brings us to the theo-
logical questions that arise in the shadow of forgiveness. Theologically, forgiveness
may correspond to the general logic of redemption and divine grace, but it
remains to be seen how the primacy of forgiveness can avoid distorting the divine
character such that God becomes the sanctioner of injustice with impunity.
Likewise, the divine demand for justice that is so prominent in Scripture remains
to be addressed.

These issues seriously threaten both the theological and practical integrity of for-
giveness as a therapy that liberates desire from savage capitalism. If they cannot be
satisfactorily addressed, then perhaps justice as the guarantor of rights is the best
for which we can hope. Before attempting to answer them, however, these ques-
tions and doubts will be intensified as the focus shifts to the Latin American
liberationists’ treatment of forgiveness. For good reason, they have been particu-
larly wary of calls for forgiveness and reconciliation.
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Latin American liberationists on forgiveness

Although the liberationists are staunch champions of justice, they recognize that
forgiveness is an integral part of the life of faith.16 Indeed, the liberationists
acknowledge that justice by itself does not accurately describe either the struggle
for liberation or the Christian Gospel in its entirety. This section begins with a brief
survey of what several prominent liberationists say about forgiveness in general.
From these important if underdeveloped ideas a rather ambiguous and conflicted
picture emerges. At times the primacy of justice appears to be on the verge of
giving way to forgiveness, yet in the end the liberationists insist that justice remains
the fundamental demand of the faith, with forgiveness subordinated to it. They are
adamant that forgiveness becomes a possibility only after justice has been estab-
lished. Consideration of the reasons for their suspicion of forgiveness concludes this
section.

Beyond justice

Given the liberationists’ abiding commitment, often at significant personal risk, to
justice for the marginalized and oppressed majority of this world, some may be sur-
prised to discover that justice does not have the last word in the liberationists’
account of the struggle for freedom from oppression. On the contrary, justice does
not stand alone at the pinnacle of the Christian life; it is accompanied by forgive-
ness. Leonardo Boff writes:

Experience also teaches us that the actual achievement of justice is
meager and fragile, though human life would be ignoble and impossi-
ble if we did not keep trying to achieve it. On the other hand justice
alone is not enough to maintain peace. There must also be a gratu-
itousness and a self-giving that transcend the imperatives of duty. We
need love and a capacity for forgiveness that go beyond the limits of
justice.17

In a similar vein, Gustavo Gutiérrez develops the idea of God moving beyond just-
ice. In a reflection on the Book of Job, he writes:

What is it that Job has understood? That justice does not reign in the
world God has created? No. The truth that he has grasped and that has
lifted him to the level of contemplation is that justice alone does not
have the final say about how we are to speak about God. Only when we
have come to realize that God’s love is freely bestowed do we enter
fully and definitively into the presence of the God of faith. Grace is not
opposed to the quest for justice nor does it play it down; on the contrary
it gives it its full meaning. God’s love, like all true love, operates in a
world not of cause and effect but of freedom and gratuitousness. . . .
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[T]he issue is not to discover gratuitousness and forget the demands of
justice, but to situate justice within the framework of God’s gratuitous
love. . . . The world of retribution – and not of temporal retribution
only – is not where God dwells; at most God visits it.18

He develops this idea of moving beyond justice even further in the midst of
reflection on the biblical story of Jonah. After discussing God’s stubborn desire to
forgive the Assyrians, in spite of the fact that they had plundered and oppressed
Israel, and in the face of Jonah’s wish that they be punished and destroyed,
Gutiérrez writes:

What Jonah finds unforgivable, if I may so put it, is the universal and
unrestricted forgiveness of God. If this were a God who stayed on the
level of justice, God’s actions could be foreseen; but the God of the Bible,
as the Book of Job says with unequaled power, is a God who loves gratu-
itously, a God who refuses to be contained by our categories and to submit
to a standard of conduct based on a quid pro quo. God is an unpre-
dictable God.19

Gutiérrez goes on to declare that God’s will for reconciliation is greater than God’s
severity for those who have not practiced justice. This, however, ought not be
interpreted as some sort of lapse in God, for ultimately it is forgiveness that gives
life and liberty.20 Indeed, he declares, “there can exist no Christian life, in fact no
human life, without reconciliation and the capacity for pardon.”21

This witness to the significance of forgiveness in the struggle for liberation finds
a broad echo in the work of other liberationists. José Ignacio González Faus insists
that the Christian God is just, not in the sense of destroying sinners but, rather, in
the sense of transforming them. Likewise, he says, the Christian practice of justice
is closer to pardon than it is to retribution or vengeance.22 Segundo Galilea suggests
that the theology of liberation is synonymous with a theology of reconciliation
insofar as the liberation that it proclaims includes brotherhood, pardon, and rec-
onciliation:

Christian reconciliation, the basis of brotherhood and peace, is the prod-
uct of justice and people’s willingness to obtain it. In situations that are
riddled with conflict and openly unjust, as is the case in Latin America,
reconciliation presupposes a struggle for justice and the use of moral and
prophetic pressure to obtain it. That is not all, however. Reconciliation
also presupposes pardon. It is not enough to have achieved justice or to be
on the way toward achieving it. That process is inevitably marked by
confrontation and conflict. . . . Vindictiveness and the desire for revenge
may perdure. Christian pardon is the only thing capable of overcoming
this attitude and achieving a reconciliation that is not only formal and
juridical but also fraternal.23
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Likewise, in the midst of an analysis of the doctrine of justification by faith, Elsa
Tamez concludes that God’s grace triumphs over justice, that God opposes every
just sentence and instead offers pardon to all.24 In recent years, Jon Sobrino has
struck a similar chord as he has asserted that talking about the reality of God in
terms of justice is not adequate and exhaustive of the Christian faith.25 After all,
he notes, Jesus announced the coming of the Kingdom of God in grace, not in
vengeful justice.26 As a result he has devoted significant attention to forgiveness and
the “principle of mercy,” suggesting that it is forgiveness and not justice that lies at
the very heart of God:

The acceptance that is Jesus’ (and God’s) forgiveness is their primordial
love in going forth to seek the sinner instead of waiting like a judge, even
the most just and benevolent of judges, for the sinner to come to them; in
showing mercy rather than justice. . . . In sum, revelation says that human
beings are sinners and that sin is supremely grave; but it also says that the
opportunity for forgiveness is available. Indeed, revelation tells us that to
be forgiving is not merely one characteristic of God among others, but the
very expression of the divine essence.27

Consequently, the struggle for the liberation of the oppressed majorities of the
world is not simply a struggle for justice. Authentic liberation is only possible if
mercy and forgiveness are an integral part of that struggle.

The primacy of justice

From this brief overview, it would appear that the primacy of justice gives way to
the recognition that God is quintessentially merciful and forgiving. It would appear
that the demand for justice is not absolute, but is tempered by the gratuitousness of
God. With perhaps the exception of Tamez, however, this is not the case. In spite
of their comments to the effect that the mercy and forgiveness of God trump the
demand for justice, liberationists remain committed to the primacy of justice.
Justice remains the fundamental demand of faith; only after it has been established
does forgiveness become a possibility. That this is the only way to correlate their
strong statements on justice with these relatively underdeveloped comments on for-
giveness is apparent when the comments on forgiveness are examined more closely.
For example, in the passage cited earlier, Leonardo Boff says only that justice is not
sufficient, that the duty of justice must be accompanied by forgiveness, which inci-
dentally exceeds duty. The passages from Gutiérrez are a bit more ambiguous
insofar as he seems to assert, on one hand, the primacy of forgiveness while on the
other he refuses to allow forgiveness to mitigate in any way the imperative of just-
ice. Thus he asserts that God transcends justice and that justice must be situated
within the larger framework of God’s grace. At this point a charitable reading
might suggest that justice is subordinated to forgiveness;28 the future God envisions
is not one that is brought about by a strict rendering of justice. The assertion that
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God is beyond justice, however, is weakened in the course of being developed as it
is subject to several qualifications. For example, Gutiérrez states unequivocally
that grace does not oppose or downplay the quest for justice and that although God
does not “inhabit” the world of retribution, God does in fact “visit” that world.
Here forgiveness appears to amount to little more than a check on justice, so that
justice does not exceed its mandate and slip over into unrestrained vengeance.
Moreover, his comments on forgiveness with reference to Jonah actually say more
about the freedom of God from containment in any human conceptual scheme
than the tempering of justice by mercy. His point is less that God exceeds justice
than it is that humanity cannot always fathom God’s justice, a point he reinforces
when, in a discussion of Job, he clarifies how the renunciation of retribution in no
way softens the demand for justice. “It should, however, be evident that in reject-
ing the theology of retribution Job has not been freed from the necessity of
practicing justice, but only from the temptation of imprisoning God in a narrow
conception of justice.”29 Particularly when viewed in light of the statement cited
earlier, that where there is no justice there is no salvation, the comments on for-
giveness only make sense when understood as a reminder that although justice is
the primary demand of the struggle for liberation, it is not sufficient; forgiveness
must accompany and complete that process.

Sobrino provides a particularly clear example of the way in which the recognition
of the merciful and forgiving nature of the Christian life is subordinated to the
struggle for justice. Indeed, Sobrino’s account of forgiveness is remarkable for its dis-
play of the way in which forgiveness runs the risk in liberationists’ work of being
subsumed by justice to the extent that the two are virtually indistinguishable. At first
glance, Sobrino appears to be one of the more forthright proponents of the primacy
of forgiveness over justice in the liberation struggle. His bold proclamation of mercy
and compassion seems worlds apart from the militant cries for justice of previous
decades. However, the distance evaporates as Sobrino elaborates on mercy and the
spirituality of forgiveness that accompanies it. Rejecting abstract treatments of
mercy and forgiveness, Sobrino asserts that in a land suffering from terrible injustice,
mercy takes the form of justice. The first priority of a Christian who seeks to be
merciful is to defend the victims of injustice by struggling for justice; only after
injustice has been replaced by justice can forgiveness be taken up. Christians, he
says, “must defend the victims. What to do about the personal guilt of the offend-
ers is also important but, at this point, secondary. What faith demands first is
liberation from this sinful reality and the humanization of the victims and then, by
derivation, the rehabilitation of the sinner and the humanization of the offender.”30

At times even this sequence, whereby forgiveness follows justice as a distinct real-
ity, collapses until there is little difference between justice and forgiveness. At one
point, Sobrino writes, “Forgiving the sin of reality means converting it, setting up
instead of the anti-kingdom, God’s kingdom; instead of injustice, justice; instead of
oppression, freedom; instead of selfishness, love; instead of death, life.”31

Forgiveness means converting injustice into justice. As such, it is indistinguishable
from justice.
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The collapse of forgiveness into justice is further exemplified in what Sobrino
calls the “spirituality of forgiveness.”32 Forgiveness requires a particular spiritual-
ity, he says, one that has to integrate various aspects that are in tension. Specifically,
the spirituality of forgiveness holds in tension the eradication of sin and the for-
giveness of the sinner. This tension calls to mind the old phrase, “Hate the sin and
love the sinner,” but this is not radical enough. Although we must love the sinner,
we must not only hate the sin but eradicate it as well, which may very well take the
form of an objectively violent action against the sinner. This introduces into for-
giveness a tension between love and destruction. “Liberation from oppression also
means destroying the person oppressing, in his formal capacity as oppressor. . . .
The spirituality of forgiveness must integrate this tension between love and destruc-
tion, and this can only be done with a great love which comprehends the
destruction of the sinner as love.”33 Defending this forgiveness that destroys in the
name of love, Sobrino appeals to Jesus:

This spirituality is that of Jesus, who loves all people and is ready to for-
give them all, but in a very precise way. Jesus loves the oppressed by being
with them and loves the oppressors by being against them; in this way
Jesus is for all. Through love of the oppressed, Jesus tells the truth plainly
to the oppressors, denounces them, unmasks them, curses them, and
threatens them with final dehumanization. But in this, Jesus is also para-
doxically in favor of the oppressors. It is a paradoxical form of love.34

At this point it becomes impossible to distinguish forgiveness from justice. When
forgiveness sanctions objectively violent action and can even threaten a sinner
with “final dehumanization,” it no longer looks any different than the justice that
could resort to violence in the name of restoring violated rights.

The temptation at this point is to separate Sobrino from the other liberationists,
who, like Boff and Gutiérrez, maintain a firmer distinction between justice and for-
giveness, with the former serving as the foundation of the latter. Yielding to such
a temptation, however, would be an error because Sobrino has only carried the pri-
macy of justice to its logical conclusion. If one maintains the absolute demand of
justice, then forgiveness is rendered moot. “If restorative justice is possible – if the
wrong can be fully righted – then,” observes Kyle Pasewark, “it is superfluous and
even arrogant to speak of forgiveness. If justice is satisfied, what right does anyone
have to claim the moral high ground of forgiveness?”35 Just as the primacy of for-
giveness abolishes justice as the guarantor of rights, the primacy of justice so
conceived effectively nullifies a substantial account of forgiveness. At best, the for-
giveness that follows on the heels of such justice amounts to, as Segundo Galilea
suggested, an adjustment of attitudes, a refusal to hold grudges, an agreement that
retribution will cease now that justice has been satisfied.36

The liberationists’ resistance to granting forgiveness priority in the struggle
against injustice is significant. Given the impact of their work and the witness of
many of their lives, their resistance cannot be dismissed lightly. Even with its short-
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comings, perhaps justice as suum cuique is the best hope there is for resisting cap-
italism? Perhaps there is good reason to risk the terror of justice instead of allowing
it to be displaced by the aneconomic order of forgiveness? The liberationists’ firm
adherence to the primacy of justice prompts consideration of the reasons for their
resistance to the subordination of justice to forgiveness.

Reservations concerning forgiveness

Although they say little explicitly about forgiveness, those reasons are not difficult
to discern in the comments that liberationists make about calls for peace and rec-
onciliation, concepts closely related to forgiveness in the Christian life. Their
approach to peace and reconciliation is marked by a deep suspicion. Like the
prophets of old, the liberationists are staunchly opposed to those who proclaim
“peace, peace” when there is no peace. Therefore, liberationists assert that peace
is, above all, a work of justice. Genuine peace is built upon the solid foundation of
justice and the recognition of the rights of all. In other words, peace, no less than
forgiveness, is subordinated to justice. A consequence of this lexical ordering of
peace to justice is that:

. . . the mediations of an evidently eschatological blessing, such as peace,
are not necessarily or even primarily pacific, or of the same immediate
nature as the end towards which they tend. To put it another way: the his-
torical oikonomia of peace is not a series of pacific acts, or if you prefer, of
acts whose immediate object is to introduce peace where there is conflict. . . .
[A] facile, immediately rewarding peace . . . can present precisely the
greatest obstacle to a deeper, more universal peace.37

Working for a true peace entails engaging in activity that may not immediately
appear to have peace as its object. “Peacemaking is an essential task of Christians,”
writes Gutiérrez, “but if we are to grasp the scope of ‘peacemaking’ we must set
aside a narrow view of peace as simply the absence of war or conflict.”38

Care must be exercised not to read into this subordination of peace to justice a
rejection of peace. On the contrary, liberationists wholeheartedly agree that
Christians have, in the words of Ellacuría, a “clear vocation to peace.”39 What they
recognize and resist are the manifold ways in which this calling to peace has been
manipulated in support of a brutal status quo. Too often, calls for peace end up
being little more than calls for the restoration of the “law and order” of the status
quo. As such they amount to pleas for the poor not to disturb the comfortable and
instead die quietly. Unsurprisingly, such a peace, the peace of clandestine graves,
is vehemently rejected by the liberationists. On this view, the subordination of
peace to justice is an effort to safeguard the genuine Christian vocation of peace
from deadly distortions.

A similar effort can be glimpsed behind their comments on reconciliation.
“Tranquility, stability, and reconciliation are,” Juan Pico says, “suspect according to
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the theology of liberation, because they conceal the ‘open veins’ of the majority of
the least of Jesus’ brothers (cf. Mt. 25:45).”40 Hugo Assmann notes that Christians
in Latin America, under the influence of the importance of love in the Christian
life, often display a deep fear of conflict of any sort, with the result that the Gospel
is invoked to underwrite reconciliation at any price:

Love tends toward reconciliation, dialogue, unity: this is basic in the
Christian viewpoint. But can “love” be the ideology of peace at any
price? Has this in fact been the Christian position in practice? In many
ways it would seem that it has. Many Christians are simply incapable of
accepting conflict as a fact, and as for deepening existing contradictions
so as to bring out their real nature, this would be unthinkable for most. . . .
We need to get rid of falsely conciliatory disfigurements of Christian
thought and behavior. . . .41

Elsa Tamez attributes this affinity for a false reconciliation to the way that the clas-
sic doctrine of justification by faith has played itself out in Latin America.42 The
essential components of the doctrine, including the forgiveness of sins, liberation
from guilt, and reconciliation with God, have been adopted in Latin America in a
form that generally renders them good news for the oppressors while harming the
poor. Specifically, justification by faith has had a decidedly negative impact on the
life of the poor and their struggle for liberation by fostering a sense of impunity
among those who enjoy power and privilege. The doctrine of justification by faith
has meant that oppressors could be pardoned of their sins and relieved of their
guilt without confronting the judgment of God or feeling the need for conversion
or any change of practice. Moreover, as it has been propagated, the emphasis has
been on the vertical dimension of humanity’s relationship with God, while the
implications of justification on the horizontal level of relations between persons
have been neglected.

In a survey of the history of reconciliation in the Church, José Comblin has
observed a similar tendency. In particular, he notes that calls for pardon and rec-
onciliation have often been invoked by the Church in defense of the status quo
maintained by the great empires and colonial powers.43 Reconciliation has fre-
quently been preached to the poor masses on behalf of the great powers, and more
often than not it has entailed the sacrifice of the needs and aspirations of the poor
for the sake of the status quo.44 Accordingly, Comblin concludes that “the theme
of reconciliation forms part of the ideology of the dominant classes, of the classes
that occupy privileged positions.”45 The contemporary situation in Peru, according
to Gutiérrez, is a perfect example. Writing about an amnesty law that shielded gov-
ernment security forces from accountability for various atrocities, he says, “Using
words with a great human and Christian content, such as reconciliation and
pardon, impunity for serious common crimes, even murder, has been legalized. . . .
The so-called pardon has opened the door to new and loathsome abuses and
crimes.”46

THE REFUSAL TO CEASE SUFFERING

160



The liberationists’ fears with regard to reconciliation and forgiveness are also
undoubtedly colored by the reaction of conservative elements within the Latin
American Church to the spread of liberation theology in the 1970s and 1980s.
Conservative forces began to articulate a “theology of reconciliation” that pro-
moted an ethic of love and reconciliation instead of division and conflict between
the rich and the poor. The highwater mark of this effort was reached in July of
1985 when what was known as the “Declaration of Los Andes” was produced at
a gathering that included several of liberation theology’s most outspoken Latin
American critics. The Declaration asserts that a genuine liberation theology “sup-
poses the reconciliation of the human person with God, with himself or herself,
with others and with the entire creation.”47 It is not insignificant that this document
was produced in Pinochet’s Chile, released with the pretense of magisterial author-
ity, and granted a degree of press and television coverage that the Chilean
episcopacy did not always receive.48 In its entirety, the Declaration amounted, in
Ronaldo Muñoz’s words, to “a virtual incitement to repression, even criminal
repression.”49

As was the case with calls for peace, liberationists are suspicious of calls for rec-
onciliation because of the way such calls have been used to support oppression and
discredit the struggle of the poor for liberation. Extrapolating from this, it is not dif-
ficult to ascertain the source of the liberationists’ reluctance to allow forgiveness to
temper the absolute demand for justice as the guarantor of rights. They are suspi-
cious of anything that might gloss over the conflict that afflicts Latin America
without resolving the underlying causes of that conflict and bringing to an end the
horrendous suffering of the poor. Too often peace and reconciliation and forgive-
ness have been invoked by the dominant powers of this world in an effort to
squelch resistance and change. They fear that the refusal to cease suffering that is
forgiveness may amount to nothing more than a sheer refusal to cease suffering,
that is, the perpetual suffering of the poor.

Given the distorted and oppressive history of forgiveness in Latin America, the
liberationists’ suspicion of calls for forgiveness cannot be blithely dismissed. On the
contrary, those suspicions are all too justified. Hence, the burden of proof is on any
account of forgiveness, particularly one that would discard justice in the traditional
sense of suum cuique, to show how it is not simply another in a long line of propos-
als that effectively demands the poor relinquish their desire to rise above the misery
in which the capitalist order submerges them. The refusal to cease suffering, that
is, forgiveness must show itself to be more than simply a refusal to cease suffering,
sheer resignation. In other words, forgiveness must actually show itself to be a fount
of resistance to the capitalist order. To this display we now turn.

The therapy of forgiveness

What follows is not intended as an exhaustive treatment of forgiveness and the host
of issues that surround it. Such a treatment both far exceeds the scope of this pro-
ject and is available elsewhere.50 Rather, this display focuses narrowly on
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forgiveness as a therapy of desire that funds Christian resistance to capitalism.
Specifically, it takes up those technologies that constitute forgiveness as a means of
liberating desire from capitalist discipline. Earlier I argued that some elements of
the Church of the poor appear to be defying capitalist discipline and embodying
Christianity as a fully material formation, as a true politics. Now I return to the
“crucified people” who constitute the Church of the poor to argue that forgiveness
is the name of that politics, that technology of desire, that therapy that founds
Christian resistance to capitalist discipline. Included here is a consideration of the
way justice is redefined and repositioned within the order of grace that is the
Christian life.

God, grace, and the Church

Before taking up the particular technologies that constitute forgiveness as a therapy
of desire capable of resisting savage capitalism’s discipline, for the sake of clarity
it is worth mentioning a few points that have been implicit in my argument thus far.
First, although I have challenged the liberationists’ vision of resistance rooted in
statecraft and justice as suum cuique, the account of forgiveness advanced here
shares a common starting point with the liberationists. Gutiérrez often says that the
basic question of theology is not how to speak of God in a world come of age, but
how to proclaim God in a world that is inhuman.51 The argument on behalf of for-
giveness takes as its starting point the same question. How can God be proclaimed
in a world suffering from the madness that is savage capitalism? In other words, no
less than the liberationists’ cry for justice, the defense of forgiveness is fundamen-
tally rooted in theological convictions. In contrast with much that passes for
contemporary theological reflection on forgiveness, this appeal to forgiveness, no
less than the liberationists’ appeal to justice, is not a plea on behalf of the survival
of humanity,52 self-healing,53 or even the most effective means of defeating cap-
italism.54 The fundamental justification of forgiveness as a means of resistance to
capitalism remains a claim about who God is and the way God in Christ is work-
ing in the world to overcome sin.

An important corollary of this foundation is that the therapy of forgiveness
enacted by Christians is an outpouring of the divine gift of forgiveness. The impli-
cation that Christians should deal with sin as God deals with sin, namely by
forgiving it, would be preposterous were it not for the accompanying conviction
that Christ’s Spirit is active, enabling Christians to participate in Christ’s work of
forgiveness. In other words, the therapy of forgiveness is a means of grace; it is not
something that disciples initiate so much as discover already active and subse-
quently join.55 Interhuman forgiveness, in other words, is a reflection of the divine
gift of forgiveness not merely because it reflects God’s intention that humans for-
give, but because it is a continuation of the divine work, enabled by participation
in Christ.

This way of putting matters raises the issue of the “conditionality” of forgive-
ness. Is forgiveness conditional? Is it contingent upon repentance or conversion?
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When confronted with this question, the liberationists share the firm conviction
that forgiveness is not something that can be earned. No one, even the repentant,
deserves forgiveness. Consequently, if forgiveness is offered, it is always a matter of
grace. Beyond this unequivocal starting point in grace, however, the liberationists
reflect a certain ambiguity regarding the conditionality of forgiveness. Consistent
with their assertion of the primacy of justice, the liberationists agree that there can
be no forgiveness without justice. But does this mean that justice is a condition of
forgiveness, that forgiveness can only be extended after justice has been fulfilled?
The exact logic of this connection is not always clear. Some liberationists are
adamant that forgiveness is conditional upon the offenders’ conversion to justice.
If, and only if, offenders have repented and satisfied the demands of justice, can
they be forgiven. The passages cited earlier from Leonardo Boff and Segundo
Galilea reflect this position. Forgiveness is a grace that arrives after justice has
been satisfied. Other liberationists are less clear. At times, Gutiérrez clearly makes
forgiveness contingent upon the fulfillment of justice, as was the case when he
wrote that “without justice there is no salvation.” Yet, elsewhere, specifically where
God’s gratuitous love is said to temper the force of retribution, forgiveness appears
to be unconditional. Forgiveness, now understood as the limiting of retribution to
no more than the demands of justice, is extended to all persons regardless of
moral qualifications. Even more so than Gutiérrez, Sobrino reflects a certain com-
plexity in this regard. At times he, too, presents forgiveness as a viable possibility
only after justice has been fulfilled. Rehabilitation and humanization of the sinner,
he wrote, can come only after the victims have been liberated and justice secured.
At other times, however, there is no question that forgiveness is unconditional, as
when he writes:

It is the acceptance that is forgiveness that adequately and wholly discloses
the fact that I am a sinner and gives me the strength to acknowledge
myself as such and change radically. The conversion demanded so radi-
cally by Jesus is preceded by the offer of God’s love. It is not conversion
that requires God to accept the sinner; rather, just contrariwise, it is God’s
acceptance that makes conversion possible.56

This passage unambiguously asserts that forgiveness is not contingent upon any
conversion or repentance. For all of its clarity, however, this passage is misleading
because of the particular way the term forgiveness is used here. Forgiveness in this
passage refers to what Sobrino calls forgiveness as welcome or acceptance, by
which he means the love that approaches sinners in the first place and presents
them with the demand for conversion (to justice).57 Restated more congenially, as
it is used here, forgiveness denotes the love which graciously provides offenders with
both the opportunity and encouragement to change (fulfill the demands of justice)
instead of simply annihilating them. Forgiveness as welcome is rendered essentially
indistinguishable from the call for justice; Sobrino has once again effectively col-
lapsed forgiveness into justice, a move that has the interesting effect of rendering
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forgiveness unconditional while simultaneously undermining its usefulness as a
concept distinct from justice.

Sorting through the ambiguity of the liberationists’ accounts, one reaches the
conclusion that insofar as forgiveness is distinct from justice the liberationists make
it conditional. Forgiveness emerges as a gracious possibility only after the demands
of justice have been satisfied. Such a position, however understandable as an effort
to protect forgiveness from distortion, is theologically problematic. Although there
is no necessary temporal sequence between repentance and forgiveness, theologic-
ally forgiveness precedes repentance. Sometimes it is the offer of forgiveness by a
victim that encourages the offender’s repentance; at other times it may well be the
offender’s repentance that stimulates the victim’s forgiveness. Whatever the tem-
poral sequence, theologically repentance and conversion have as their condition of
possibility the prior reality of God’s gift of forgiveness in Christ. The God revealed
in Jesus Christ freely and unconditionally forgives.58 Repentance is not a pre-
requisite of God’s giving the gift of forgiveness. On the contrary, it is God’s
forgiveness that makes repentance possible. The gift enables us to do that which we
could not do. Because the Kingdom of God is at hand, one can repent.

Forgiveness enables repentance. In what follows I use stronger language.
Forgiveness entails repentance. God’s gift is not “out there”, as it were, drifting in
some (univocal) neutral space where humanity may or may not seize hold of it.
Rather God’s gift of forgiveness in Christ calls forth confession, elicits repentance,
or evokes conversion. God’s gift elicits the response of confession and repentance
and the response (including extending the gift to others) is the sign of the gift’s
reception. Consequently, the question “Is forgiveness conditional upon repent-
ance?” is largely a distraction.59 If forgiveness is to have its full effect and desire is
to flow once again in the sociality of love, then the gift of forgiveness will be met
with the response of conversion and repentance. Repentance, therefore, is not a
condition of forgiveness but rather the means of its reception. If there is no turn-
ing, no conversion, then it is clear that forgiveness has not been appropriated and
the process of reconciliation has been curtailed. In the absence of repentance, the
relationship between the parties, although not the same as if forgiveness had not
been offered,60 remains incomplete and broken. Full reconciliation and commu-
nion remain in the future. The absence of repentance, therefore, signals a refusal
of the gift of forgiveness.

That forgiveness is enabled by participation in Christ suggests that it cannot be
enacted by solitary individuals. The gift of forgiveness is made available through
participation in Christ, which is to say in Christ’s body, the Church. The gift of for-
giveness is a communal endeavor. Here it is helpful to recall the example of the
Cistercians. Although the enactment of Christianity as an ensemble of technolo-
gies of desire is not intrinsically bound to feudal monastic orders, the enactment of
forgiveness is intrinsically social, communal. At the heart of the Christian therapy
of forgiveness are technologies – confession, worship, obedience, and so forth – that
are simply incoherent apart from the gathered community called Church. The lib-
erationists speak of structural injustice to indicate that injustice is much more
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complex than individual acts of injustice. Forgiveness shares in a similar complex-
ity. No less than sin, forgiveness has a structural dimension. Both receiving and
extending the gift of forgiveness entail a host of technologies of desire – know-
ledges, instruments, persons, systems of judgment, and so forth – that extend
beyond the individual. Put more simply, we need help identifying the sin that
needs to be forgiven and we need help living forgiven and forgiving lives. In Christ
the gift is given; in Christ’s body, the Church, desire is provided the technologies
that enable it to receive and return the gift, that liberate it from capitalist discipline.
For this reason it is not incidental that the display of the therapy of forgiveness that
follows revolves around the Church of the poor. It is in poor Christian communities’
enactment of the gift of forgiveness that we are seeing desire healed and resistance
to capitalism nurtured. In the Church of the poor we are seeing the true politics,
an order of forgiveness, advanced against the capitalist order.

Lastly, that forgiveness is enabled by participation in Christ’s body, the Church,
does not imply that the specific form of the ensemble of technologies that consti-
tute forgiveness is monolithic. As the history of Christianity shows, through the
ages diverse technologies have been assembled for the sake of healing desire. From
the adoption of the rabbinic practice of “binding and loosing,” through the slow
development of canonical penance, with its elaborate process of public confession
and penance, to the emergence of penitential manuals and private confession, to
contemporary forms of generalized confession and absolution, forgiveness has
taken many different forms. The Spirit’s continuation of Jesus’ work by gathering
communities where desire is liberated through the enactment of forgiveness is
eternally innovative. Moreover, because the lives and situations in which sin and the
need for forgiveness arise are irreducibly particular, there can be no single, pre-
scribed system of forgiveness. Because there is no single way that sin has corrupted
desire, there is no single way that desire is healed. Rather, the Spirit guides the
process of forgiveness in accord with the complexities of a given situation.

Furthermore, as the liberationists noted, the efficaciousness of the various tech-
nologies in countering sin has not been uniform. Often forgiveness and
reconciliation have been invoked to whitewash the impunity of the powerful to the
detriment of the marginalized and increasingly excluded poor. Therefore, in an
effort to minimize the possibility that it is just another subterfuge, the display of for-
giveness as a therapy of desire that follows draws primarily on the witness of the
Church of the poor as presented by the liberationists. First, the Church of the poor
is displayed as a community that is engaged in the refusal to cease suffering that is
forgiveness. Second, those technologies of desire that distinguish the therapy of for-
giveness as a form of resistance to capitalist discipline are outlined.

The crucified people

Although the liberationists remain committed to justice as the enforcement of
rights, many poor Christians involved in the struggle for liberation from savage cap-
italism are extending the gift of forgiveness to their oppressors. In other words,
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while the liberationists proclaim that liberation from capitalism will come about as
more persons join the struggle for justice conceived in terms of modern rights, it
appears that the Spirit may be generating resistance to capitalism and liberating
desire from its distortions by gathering communities that are enacting the therapy
of forgiveness.

The enactment of the therapy of forgiveness by some elements of the Church
of the poor has not escaped the liberationists’ notice. The recognition that many
poor Christian communities are resisting capitalism by means of the refusal to
cease suffering that is forgiveness has prompted several liberationists to compare
the Church of the poor with the crucified Christ. Oscar Romero was the first to
make this connection when, during a visit to a village that had been terrorized by
the Salvadoran security forces, he proclaimed to the long-suffering poor that they
were Christ crucified in history today.61 Ignacio Ellacuría and Jon Sobrino, in par-
ticular, have developed this connection theologically in their accounts of the
“crucified people.” For both Ellacuría and Sobrino, the term refers to the hundreds
of millions of Latin Americans who have languished and continue to languish in
inhuman poverty. They prefer the designation “crucified people” to euphemisms
like “the Third World” or “developing countries” because it highlights the fact that
the poor majorities suffer actively inflicted death. As Sobrino explains:

To die crucified does not mean simply to die, but to be put to death; it
means that there are victims and there are executioners. It means that
there is a very grave sin. The crucified peoples do not fall from heaven. If
we followed the metaphor through, we should have to say that they rise
from hell. However much people try to soften the fact, the truth is that the
Latin American peoples’ cross has been inflicted on them by the various
empires that have taken power over the continent: the Spanish and
Portuguese yesterday, the U.S. and its allies today; whether by armies or
economic systems, or the imposition of cultural or religious views, in
connivance with the local powers.62

The designation “crucified people,” then, is first of all a historical designation
referring to the people who have suffered and continue to suffer under the injustice
of military dictators, formal democracy, and savage capitalism.

The term also carries theological significance. Echoing Romero, both
Ellacuría and Sobrino make the connection between those who are crucified
today and the crucified Christ. The poor, they assert, are the historical body of
Christ today. “In Latin America,” writes Sobrino, “the crucified people are the
actualization of Christ crucified, the true servant of Yahweh.”63 Likewise,
Ellacuría asserts, “This crucified people is the historical continuation of the ser-
vant of Yahweh, whom the sin of the world continues to deprive of all human
shape, from whom the powerful of this world continue to strip everything, taking
even life, especially life.”64

This association of the crucified people with Christ crucified is further developed
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by means of a sustained mediation on the servant songs of Isaiah in light of con-
temporary Latin American reality.65 The first thing that the servant songs say
about the servant is that he is a “man of sorrows acquainted with grief ” (53:3),
which is the normal condition of the crucified people, who are afflicted by hunger,
sickness, slums, illiteracy, unemployment, and so forth. This condition is intensified
when they organize to “establish justice” (42:4–7), at which time they are met
with repression and massacres. This additional violence in turn renders the people
even more like the servant: “so marred was his appearance, beyond human sem-
blance, and his form beyond that of mortals . . . he had no form or majesty, that we
should look at him, nothing in his appearance that we should desire him” (52:14;
53:2). The ugliness of daily poverty is compounded by the disfigurement of blood-
shed, torture, and mutilation. Consequently, like the suffering servant, the crucified
people arouse loathing and fear and are despised and rejected: “many were aston-
ished at him” (52:14) while others “hide their faces” from him (53:3), just as they do
from the crucified people lest the crucified disturb the superficial happiness of
those who have produced them and unmask the truth of our euphemisms – devel-
oping countries, new democracies and so forth.66 It is said of the servant: “we
accounted him stricken, struck down by God, and afflicted” (53:4). If the crucified
bear their suffering in meek resignation, they are praised as models of piety and
goodness, but if they protest their crucifixion and struggle against it, God is invoked
against them and they are “numbered with the transgressors” (53:12), cursed as
subversives, criminals, communists, terrorists, even atheists. Of the servant it is said,
“By a perversion of justice he was taken away” (53:8). By arbitrary arrest and
detention, by death squads and disappearances, by courts and laws that serve the
market, the crucified are taken from their land, their homes, their families. The ser-
vant, although oppressed and afflicted, “did not open his mouth, like a lamb that
is led to the slaughter” (53:7). Although the crucified have acquired voices in per-
sons like Oscar Romero and the many murdered priests and nuns and leaders of
the people, the great majority die in anonymity and obscurity. They are thousands
and millions whose names we do not know; indeed, we do not even know their
number. Moreover, the servant is innocent: “he had done no violence, and there
was no deceit in his mouth” (53:9). The crucified have committed no crime; they
certainly do not deserve the suffering inflicted by the vast array of force that is
brought against them. As Sobrino writes:

And truly, what crimes were committed by the Guatemalan Indians who
were burned alive inside the church of San Francisco, in Huehuetenango,
or by the peasants murdered at the River Sumpul or the children dying of
hunger in Ethiopia, Somalia or Sudan? What guilt do they have for the
greed of those who rob their lands or the geopolitical interests of the great
powers?67

Finally, even in death the servant is despised: “They made his grave with the
wicked” (53:9). Often the crucified do not have even that. They simply disappear.
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Other times they are thrown on rubbish heaps or into the ocean or mass clandes-
tine graves.

The parallels between the suffering servant and the crucified do not stop here,
however, for no less than the suffering servant, the crucified people are also vehi-
cles of God’s salvation. The servant is chosen by God as an instrument of salvation:
“I will give you as a light to the nations, that my salvation may reach to the end of
the earth” (49:6), and of him it is said, “through him the will of the LORD shall
prosper” (53:10). The crucified people are vehicles of salvation insofar as they are
chosen mediators of God’s good news to all of humanity. Just as the servant was
chosen for the purpose of building a new land and a new people, God has chosen
the crucified people as a vehicle of the Gospel and out of them God is building a
new community. The preferential option for the poor is an expression of this. The
crucified people are bearers of salvation insofar as it is precisely in and through
them that God confronts oppressors with the good news of salvation. In this regard
Gutiérrez remarks:

Evangelization, the proclamation of the gospel, will be genuinely liberat-
ing when the poor themselves become its messengers. That is when we
shall see the preaching of the gospel become a stumbling block and a
scandal. For then we shall have a gospel that is no longer “presentable” in
society. It will not sound nice and it will not smell good. The Lord who
scarcely looks like a human at all (cf. the songs of the Servant of Yahweh
in Isaiah) will speak to us then, and only at the sound of his voice will we
recognize him as our liberator. That voice will convoke the ek-klesia, the
assembly of those “called apart,” in a new and different way.68

In other words, the crucified people, by virtue of God’s election of them to bear the
Gospel to the rest of humanity, are a sacrament of salvation.

The crucified people also model the suffering servant as the bearer of salvation
inasmuch as they literally take on the sins of the world. Just as the suffering servant
“bore the sin of many” (53:12), so, too, the crucified bear the weight of the
world’s sin. Although the First World conceals this truth from itself, the causes of
the suffering of the Third World are to a great extent to be found in the First
World. The poverty of the crucified is the price of other peoples’ abundance; the
death of the crucified is the price of others’ lives.69 The crucified people shoulder
the brunt of the destructive consequences of the First World’s rapacious desires,
whether those consequences take the form of environmental degradation and
resource depletion, starvation wages and harsh working conditions, or low inten-
sity conflict and military bases. The blood and tears of the poor lubricate the
gears of savage capitalism’s market. This burden crushes them and they die like
the servant. Hence, Ellacuría observes, Latin America has been left “like a
Christ.”70

Under the weight of this sin, however, the crucified people do not lash out.
Instead, they offer mercy and forgiveness just as the suffering servant did. In spite
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of the burden of unjust suffering that they carry, the crucified people are ready to
forgive their oppressors, as Sobrino notes:

There is something that the First World often tends to forget. The Third
World is open to forgiving its oppressors. It does not wish to triumph over
them, but to share with them and open up a future for them. To whom-
soever draws close to them, the poor of the Third World open up their
hearts and their arms, and without realizing it, grant them forgiveness. By
allowing them to come close, they make it possible for the world of the
oppressor to recognize itself as a sinner, but also as forgiven. In this way,
they introduce into the world of the oppressor a humanizing element
which was absent [from it, namely] grace, because forgiveness is not a vic-
tory of the executioner but a gift of the victim.71

The crucified do not demand what is due; they offer forgiveness. Recall the story
from the refugee camp in San Salvador recounted in the introduction. During a
worship service, among the prayer cards placed on the altar in remembrance of
slain relatives was one that read, “Our dead enemies. May God forgive them and
convert them.”72 This is an example that is repeated countless times in the poor
Christian communities of Latin America.

As you approach a peasant refuge, a village devastated by war, or any
community that has suffered persecution and martyrdom, one of the
things that will strike you most is the difference between what you might
logically expect in your encounter with the poor and oppressed here, and
what actually occurs. Logically . . . it might happen that the poor would
reject a visit from persons belonging structurally to the world of their
oppressors, or that they would receive them with recriminations for
having arrived so late (years late, centuries late) and for coming so casu-
ally (without having made a total decision of commitment to themselves,
the victims). . . . But this is not what usually occurs. Elements of it can be
present, but by and large, what happens is just the opposite. The poor in
these localities fling wide the doors of their homes and their hearts to
receive these strangers. They tell them of their afflictions, give them of
the little that they do have, and show them how glad they are that they
have come.73

The crucified people mirror the suffering servant and bring salvation by being mer-
ciful. In the midst of the terrible suffering that plagues Latin America, the Spirit
has gathered the crucified people into the Church of the poor and freed their
desire such that they can welcome those who oppress them and extend God’s for-
giveness.

The assertion that the crucified people are a contemporary manifestation of the
suffering servant who extends the divine gift of forgiveness is a scandalous claim.
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After all, exactly who constitutes the crucified people and how they reproduce the
features of the servant are not immediately self-evident. Anticipating objections,
therefore, the liberationists are careful to nuance this claim in several important
ways. Chief among these is the acknowledgment that the relation between Christ
and the crucified people is not one of absolute identity. The crucified neither
replace nor repeat Christ’s work. The advent of Christ was a unique event. Christ
is the savior; the crucified do not usurp his place as the second person of the
Trinity. Thus, the relation between the crucified of today and the crucified Christ
is a matter of analogy and participation, not pure identity.74 In the crucified
people, the incarnation is analogously reproduced; the crucified bear a certain
resemblance to Christ the suffering servant. They mediate the presence of that
savior; they do not replace him. As the historical body of Christ, the crucified
people remain subordinate to the head of that body, Christ. They remain in dia-
logue with Christ who continues to call, judge, and recreate them.75

Furthermore, the liberationists recognize that not all the crucified people resem-
ble Christ or mediate his salvific presence to the same extent. Although all the
crucified share a certain historical resemblance to Christ by the mere fact that they
are both crucified by sin and loved preferentially by God,76 the liberationists’
strongest claims for the crucified people are correlated with a deeper moral resem-
blance. This moral resemblance is a matter of the crucified people being animated
by the Spirit of Christ to continue Christ’s work/passion in the world, which is to
say, it is a matter of the crucified people being gathered into the Church of the
poor.77 The moral resemblance is manifest when the crucified people themselves
convert, when they themselves make the option for the poor and follow Christ.78 In
this way, the link between the crucified people and the body of Christ is refined to
encompass the crucified people who follow Christ, who bear the yoke of oppression
“in a consciously Christian manner.”79

In other words, the liberationists do not assert that all the poor and oppressed,
simply by virtue of their poverty and oppression, constitute the body of Christ. On
the contrary, they are well aware that neither do all the crucified resemble Christ
in the moral sense nor do any resemble Christ all the time. Not all the poor
respond to their situation in faith; not all extend forgiveness. Many fall prey to fatal-
ism and resignation. Some put themselves at the service of the oppressors. Others
are captured by the same disciplinary technologies that have corrupted the desire
of their oppressors. The poor can become oppressors and subsystems of crucifix-
ion can proliferate among them. In other words, there are no pure victims. Hence,
even as they use the category of oppressor/oppressed, the liberationists recognize
its limitations, particularly the risk of encouraging a Manichean division of the
world that locates all good on one side – in the crucified people – and all evil on the
other.80

In a similar vein, the liberationists note that all the crucified do not resemble
Christ historically in the same way. Although the liberationists focus on socio-
economic oppression, such oppression does not exhaust the forms of crucifixion.
Others are widespread, including those involving race, gender, culture, caste, and
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so forth. What unites these various forms of crucifixion is that they are all the con-
sequence of sin (those forms of illness and poverty induced by natural catastrophe,
for example, are not forms of crucifixion) and they undermine human dignity,
especially the right to life.81

In light of the qualifications that attend the claim that the crucified people are
the suffering servant who mediate God’s salvation to the world, Sobrino concludes,
“Without a doubt, not all the Third World is like this. In fact, it is only minorities
who actively offer those values described here . . . who offer us in this way the grace
of truth and conversion.”82 That this is the case, however, does not diminish the
potency of their witness. The crucified people who are gathered as the Church of
the poor are enacting God’s forgiveness, not demanding what is due, in an effort to
liberate desire from capitalist discipline. By so doing the Church of the poor is a
testament to the truth that, in the words of José Ellacuría spoken after his brother’s
murder, “there is another way to live.”83 There is another way to live, beyond the
madness of savage capitalism, beyond the madness of Deleuze’s schizo desire,
beyond even the terror of justice. To the therapy of desire that sets us on the path
to this other way of living we now turn.

The judgment of grace

The crucified people that constitute the Church of the poor are extending God’s
gift of forgiveness, not demanding justice in the classic sense of suum cuique, in
response to the oppression and injustice that afflicts them. But is this really a form
of resistance to capitalism? Is the refusal to cease suffering that is forgiveness any-
thing more than simply a refusal to cease suffering? What distinguishes the Church
of the poor’s enactment of forgiveness from the destructive forms that the liber-
ationists rightly reject as little more than theological pacification programs – those
forms of forgiveness that disempower victims and sanction impunity? For an
answer we turn to the liberationists’ account of several of the central technologies
of desire that constitute forgiveness as those technologies are displayed in the
Church of the poor. Specifically, we focus on three technologies – confession,
repentance, and penance or reparations – that the liberationists testify are at the
heart of the therapy of forgiveness as enacted by the Church of the poor.84 It is the
presence of these technologies that establishes the therapy of forgiveness as a form
of resistance to capitalist discipline and distinguishes it from the destructive forms
of forgiveness that the liberationists rightly reject. Through them, the Church of
the poor is extending God’s gift of forgiveness and redirecting desire toward its true
end: the shared love that is friendship in God.

Before taking them individually, however, it is worthwhile considering them as a
whole. For it is as a whole that we begin to perceive how the assemblage of know-
ledges, instruments, persons, systems of judgment, spaces and buildings that
constitutes forgiveness as a therapy of desire avoids degenerating into a pious
veneer spread over the impunity of the powerful. Taken together they reveal for-
giveness to be a form of judgment. Confession, repentance, and penance are the
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path that the divine gift of forgiveness clears beyond sin. To confess and repent of
sin, and to do penance, is to leave sin behind. To receive and return forgiveness,
Sobrino notes, is to uproot sin.85 As a tripartite movement of confession, repent-
ance, and penance, the divine gift of forgiveness is the way God confronts and
overcomes sin. Forgiveness, in other words, is God’s judgment on sin. It is a posi-
tive movement that does not merely pardon or absolve but liberates and
transforms, as José Comblin observes:

. . . sin does not so much need forgiveness that cancels it or removes the
punishment, but rather liberation. If human beings are victims of a sin
that is stronger than their individual will, they need to be liberated from
their sin. In this sense, grace is not an absolution, which cancels the sin
and all the penalties laid down for the sin. Grace and forgiveness are
instead the actual liberation movement through which people liberate
themselves from the structures that crush them and take away their free-
dom.86

God’s judgment of sin is real; forgiveness does not nullify that. On the contrary, it
is the embodiment of that judgment.

Forgiveness is an embodiment of God’s judgment of sin, however, as a judgment
of grace. God does indeed judge sin, but not according to the traditional canons of
justice. Such justice, as we have seen, does not accomplish reconciliation; rather it
leaves us locked in struggle. For this reason, as the liberationists acknowledge, just-
ice so conceived cannot be the final word about God. God judges sin not in order
to uphold the canons of “what is due,” but in order to heal all desire (of both victim
and perpetrator) that it might participate in the joyous sociality of love. Forgiveness
is a judgment that abandons none and seeks to reconcile all. As such it is a judg-
ment of grace.87

This is nowhere more evident than in the cross and resurrection of Christ.
That these mysteries are instances of God’s solidarity with the victims of sin is a
well-known theme of the liberationists. The cross is the consequence of Christ’s
incarnation in solidarity with the victims of the anti-Kingdom and the resurrec-
tion is an act of divine solidarity with those victims insofar as it is God’s response,
one that brings about the triumph of the victim over the executioner, to injustice
and sin.88 Viewed through the lens of solidarity alone, the cross and resurrection
hardly illumine God’s judgment as one of grace. Indeed, as manifestions of sol-
idarity they are easily incorporated into the traditional logic of justice. In
solidarity with the victims, God brings justice to bear against the victimizers.
Solidarity with the victims, however, does not exhaust the mystery of the cross
and resurrection, for God’s judgment of sin manifest in the cross and resurrec-
tion of Christ involves not only a “no” to sin, but also a “yes” to a world that has
to be reconciled.89 Even as they are acts of solidarity with the victims of sin, the
cross and resurrection are acts of atonement for the victimizers, as Leonardo Boff
suggests:
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The first to benefit in that kingdom are the victims of injustice, oppres-
sion, and violence. The powerful, the rich, and the proud will be toppled
from their places. Thus they will be able to stop being inhuman. Freed
from the schemes that made them oppressors, they too will have a chance
to share in God’s new order.90

Taking this a step further, Elsa Tamez asserts that the judgment of God is a judg-
ment of life because the guilty are not abandoned to God’s wrath. Speaking of the
divine judgment on sin that is the cross and resurrection, she writes:

God was not guided by the standards of the just law – death for the
assassin, life for the poor person. God’s judgment, through love for the
excluded, was carried out on the foundation of grace: unmerited grace for
all. . . . The sentence of “death for the assassin” and “life for the poor
person” is a just law, merited, but limited even for the poor themselves,
because of their condemnation to the infinite repetition of their oppres-
sion. Therefore, the African theologian and political leader, Canaan
Banana, son of a continent both exploited and discriminated against,
affirms: “Distasteful as it might be to the victims of oppression, the
oppressor has to be liberated along with the oppressed.”91

Christ did not die for the just but for the sinner and the ungodly, argues Sobrino,
and in this way the dichotomy between friend and enemy, oppressor and
oppressed, is shattered.92 Likewise, the resurrection reveals that God’s intention for
oppressors is reconciliation and love instead of condemnation. The risen one
returns to those who betrayed and denied him, persecuted him and plotted his
death, and extends his gracious love.93 Thus, that the cross and resurrection are not
only instances of divine solidarity with the victims of sin but also atoning acts indi-
cates that the judgment that God levels against sin is a judgment of grace.

Insofar as the forgiveness extended by the crucified people gathered as the
Church of the poor is a continuation of God’s gift of forgiveness, it entails a judg-
ment of grace leveled against sin. The liberationists are quick to point out that the
forgiveness offered by the crucified people – in contrast with the forgiveness pro-
claimed by chaplains of the status quo – does not amount to a cheap grace that
leaves reality untouched, unchanged, untransformed. Such forgiveness would
hardly herald the liberation of desire from its capitalist captivity. Rather, the for-
giveness extended by the crucified, insofar as it models the suffering servant, is a
forgiveness that defeats sin. When the Church of the poor enacts forgiveness, it is
not ignoring sin; it is striving to overcome it. The Salvadoran refugees who pray for
the forgiveness of their enemies are not ignoring the fact that those enemies raped,
tortured, and murdered their loved ones. The reconciliation that the Church of the
poor hopes to facilitate through forgiveness involves the removal or elimination of
the sin that ruptured communion in the first place. Recall Sobrino’s assertion that
forgiveness entails fighting against sin by destroying the structures of oppression
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and violence, converting reality from injustice to justice, from oppression to free-
dom, from death to life. Although the liberationists misdescribe this judgment in
terms of justice instead of grace, they nevertheless bring to the fore the way in
which the forgiveness that the Church of the poor offers does not amount to a fatal-
istic capitulation to the capitalist regime but entails a judgment upon sin.

Honesty about the real

This judgment of grace takes the shape of a call for conversion. Traditionally, this
call has been articulated in terms of confession and repentance. The gift of for-
giveness that overcomes sin is received by means of confession and repentance.
Genuine reconciliation between the oppressor and the oppressed, which is the
end of forgiveness, presupposes that the sin that divided them has been acknow-
ledged and repented of. This is to say, the call for conversion, as a manifestation of
the judgment of grace that is the gift of forgiveness, is an invitation to enter into
certain technologies of desire that, through the operation of a host of knowledges,
persons, judgments, instruments, and so forth, identify the ways desire has been
distorted and reshape desire toward its true end. When speaking of these tech-
nologies, liberationists rarely use the traditional language of confession and
repentance; instead they speak of the need for truthfulness in the face of sinful real-
ity (“honesty about the real”94) and for oppressors to convert. They are clear that
forgiveness presupposes acknowledging the truth about oneself and one’s sin (per-
sonal and structural), including facing the reality of the harm that sin has wrought
on others, and then changing one’s behavior. “Christianity calls for pardon, yes, but
a pardon based on truth,” asserts Ignacio Martín-Baró.95 Likewise, Segundo is
adamant, “conversion is required in order that Christians be reconciled.”96

Confession is essential because liberation from sin and reconciliation with others
is not possible if one does not realize one is caught in sin and alienated from
others. Desire cannot be freed if it does not recognize its captivity. If the oppres-
sors do not see the sinfulness of their actions, if they do not realize they are
embedded in sinful structures, there is no reason to seek reconciliation with and
accept forgiveness from the crucified people. For example, reflecting on the relation
between the North and the South, Sobrino observes that what is at stake in the
demand for truthfulness is whether “the North of the planet concedes the reality
of the South and is interested in building the human family, or whether its only
interest is in its own well-being, with the resulting declaration of the nonexistence
of the South and its lack of interest for the human family.”97 Nothing less than the
possibility of reconciliation and the renewal of communion hinges on a truthful
assessment of sinful reality and the obstacles it presents to that reconciliation and
communion.

That the confession of sin is an integral component of the forgiveness that the
crucified offer to their oppressors is evident in Sobrino’s description of the way in
which the crucified people serve, in a manner analogous to the suffering servant, as
a light to the nations. Describing the current situation, Sobrino asserts that the First
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World is submerged in the “sleep of inhumanity.”98 It hardly knows that the world
of the poor exists, much less of its responsibility for their plight.

The First World is not interested in the Third World, to put it mildly. As
history shows, it is only interested in ways to despoil the Third World in
order to increase its own abundance. People do not want to acknowledge
or face up to the reality of a crucified world, and even less do we want to
ask ourselves what is our share of responsibility for such a world. The
world of poverty truly is the great unknown. It is surprising that the First
World can know so much and yet ignore what is so fundamental about the
world in which we live.99

Given the vast accomplishments of the First World, its stunning ignorance con-
cerning the reality of the poor majorities can be accounted for only as a deliberate
turning away from that reality.100 Yet as the crucified people assert themselves on
the stage of history, they become bearers of God’s grace to the First World pre-
cisely as they confront that world with the truth about itself. As they emerge from
the margins and excluded spaces they are awakening the First World from its
inhuman slumber and helping it name its sin. Traditional piety, says Sobrino, has
maintained that in order to know what sin is, one should gaze on the crucified
Christ. Today this means standing before the crucifix composed of the crucified
people and asking, what have we done?101 In this way, the crucified people are a
light for the nations that illumines the truth. This light, terrible in what it reveals,
is nevertheless mercy’s radiance. It dispels the darkness of sin and opens the way to
healing and reconciliation.102

At this point an objection might be interposed. That truthfulness and confession
are the fruit of mercy’s radiance is hardly self-evident. In Latin America today, for
example, in the face of the brutality and violence of the recent past, it is frequently
asserted that forgetting, not full disclosure, is the way forward. Historical amnesia is
proposed as the path to reconciliation. Should not Christians be about the forma-
tion of persons who forgive precisely by forgetting? Does not confession amount to
little more than the opening of old wounds, wounds that if left alone would heal
with the passing of time but if prodded will undoubtedly fester and rekindle the
flames of conflict? There is significant force to this objection. Recalling and naming
sin are not intrinsically therapeutic. Dwelling on sin can just as easily fuel hatred and
violence as healing. Recalling the damage inflicted by the sin of another may pro-
long the anguish of the victim. Disclosure may ignite cries for “what is due” and so
perpetuate the cycle of violence. In a similar manner, confronted with the truth
about oneself, one may be filled with self-hatred and thus engage in self-destructive
behavior or lash out at others for unmasking the truth about oneself. For these rea-
sons, one should not be surprised, Sobrino cautions, if the offer of forgiveness is
rejected and the sinner turns on the one offering it with even greater fury.103

Setting aside for the moment the difficulties with confession this objection high-
lights, the liberationists reject the counsel of forgetfulness for several reasons. First,
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it supposes that the crucified people can simply put out of mind the afflictions of
injustice. The counsel of forgetfulness asks, in effect, that the void created in fam-
ilies and friendships by the absence of the persons who have been murdered or
“disappeared,” and the anguish of all those who survived the cruelty visited on
their flesh in hideous prisons, endless interrogations, and refined tortures (probably
more than the number who died), as well as the trauma of the countless persons
who were threatened, harassed, and persecuted, and who, for the sake of their lives
and the lives of their loved ones renounced their ideals and principles and fled, be
dismissed from the memory.104 Confronted with the magnitude of the suffering,
Ignacio Martín-Baró asserts that forgetting is not possible. “All this damage is of
such magnitude that it becomes almost ingenuous or cynical to act as if it can be
forgotten overnight.”105 In other words, the counsel of forgetfulness is incredible;
it mocks the depth and seriousness of the suffering inflicted by sin. Second, if for-
getfulness were possible, it would render forgiveness unnecessary in the same way
that the possibility of justice would. If the offense could be forgotten, then what
would need to be forgiven? That the offense cannot simply be ignored and forgot-
ten provides forgiveness with both its necessity and its condition of possibility.
Finally, as the prior objections suggest, forgetting fails because the wound of sin
does not heal if left untreated. “It is commonly argued that dwelling on the past
only serves to reopen old wounds,” writes Luis Peréz Aguirre. “That assumes
wounds have been closed. They have not, and the only way to close them is to
achieve a genuine . . . reconciliation based on truth and justice with reference to
our history.”106 Sin that has not been named and confessed is sin that maintains its
hold on bodies, individually and collectively. The past that is buried in the call for
forgetfulness, Martín-Baró observes, is still alive. It is alive not only in persons and
groups – victims and victimizers – but also in the social structures that inflicted the
suffering then and are still standing now.107 As those who endured the nightmare
of the Latin American national security states of the past few decades know only
too well, silence and the refusal/failure/inability to name sin were critical ele-
ments in the perpetuation of the reign of terror. The counsel to forget is not the
path toward healing; it is an invitation to impunity. It does not change anything. On
the contrary, it only leaves the field open to the forces of oppression that already
dominate our world.108 In this way, forgetting does not really free anyone from the
sin and suffering of the past; rather, it only insures that the past will continue to
stalk the present and undermine genuine reconciliation.

Although the counsel of forgetfulness is a dead end, the intuition that prompts
it, namely, that disclosure and confession are not intrinsically healing, is an import-
ant one, one that prompts recognition that the technology of desire that is
confession entails remembering in a particular way. When situated within the gift
of forgiveness, confession becomes a way of remembering that ironically, and in
contrast with a forgetting that closes off the future precisely by its inability to let go
of the past, sets both the offender and victim free from the past for the sake of the
future. As a part of the judgment of grace that is forgiveness, the confession of
truth does not exacerbate either the wound of sin or the cycle of violence that is the
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wound’s effect. This is to say, confession of sin involves the recollection of sin in
such a way that such recollection does not appear as a threat.

Accomplishing this nonthreatening recollection entails what Duquoc calls “an
invitation to the imagination.”109 Confession is an invitation to renarrate our lives,
to renegotiate our identities under the impact of a truer story than the story of our
sin.110 Here it may be helpful to recall the way in which the Cistercian liturgy
assembled memory. Confession is a process whereby we learn a new and truer way
to locate our lives and our desire. We learn to tell the story of our lives as the story
of God’s gift of forgiveness.

In other words, nonthreatening recollection is possible only because it occurs in
Christ. Confession is a redemptive moment in a judgment of grace because
through it our lives are remembered in Christ. When we are gathered in Christ’s
body, through liturgy, Word, the lives of saints, and so forth we learn to remember
well, which is to say that our memory becomes first the memory of God, of God’s
gift of forgiveness in Christ, and of the return of that gift through its extension to
others.111 Recall the sense in which Christ’s atoning work was an innovative move-
ment. Christ has borne the burden of (past) sin and opened a path to a future
beyond all sin. The resurrection of the crucified one and his return with the gift of
forgiveness to those who rejected him are a sign that sin does not have the final,
destructive word in our lives but that something new and different and holy is pos-
sible. Corrupt desire must not always be corrupted by past corruption. With the
resurrection of Christ, our sinful past is raised, not in the sense that it is undone,
but in the sense that it is redeemed. Therefore, confession is possible. What once
could only be recalled at the risk of renewed violence, is now remembered in
Christ as redemption, as the moment of God’s overcoming of sin, as the beginning
of a new life and the promise of a future unhindered by past sin.112 Thus, the invi-
tation to confess is nothing less than “an act of love for the offender” that opens the
way to reconciliation.113

Conversion and the revolution of the forgiven

Of course, the mere disclosure of sin, the mere recognition of the ways desire is
disciplined, is hardly sufficient to usher in this new future.114 Therefore, the heal-
ing of desire and journey towards communion that were begun with confession
continues with repentance. Insofar as forgiveness is God’s way of eliminating sin,
it entails that those who confess their sin also leave that sin behind, that they break
with personal and social sin and act in new ways. Once the ways in which desire
has been warped have been identified, the therapy of desire that is forgiveness
requires that the technologies that brought about those distortions be actively
renounced. In this regard, the liberationists speak of the need for oppressors to
undergo conversion:

The thrust of the Spirit does not end with the discovery of the battered
victim lying in the ditch. It drives us, to make a commitment to that
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victim, to enter actively upon his or her pathway, to make a commitment
to his or her liberation. This element of the foundational experience has
led us to an in-depth understanding of metanoia, the Christian conver-
sion.115

Referring to Jesus’ proclamation “Repent and believe in the Gospel” (Mark 1:15),
Sobrino argues that oppressors must undergo a radical change in their lives if
they are to participate in the Kingdom that liberates people and creates human fel-
lowship.116 Indeed, as was noted earlier, this conversion amounts to nothing less
than the destruction of oppressors in their capacity as oppressor. “We must free
him from this evil,” says Sobrino, “and this is what forgiveness tries to do: convert
and re-create the sinner.”117 Likewise, Duquoc notes that “forgiveness may be gra-
tuitous but it is not arbitrary: it calls for a change of attitude on the part of the
offender or sinner, who enters into a new relationship with the person who forgives.
This goes by the name of conversion.”118 Gutiérrez is more explicit about the char-
acter of this conversion when he suggests that it amounts to an entering upon the
way of “the neighbor, the oppressed person, the exploited social class, the despised
ethnic group, the dominated country.”119 In other words, the conversion that is
repentance is a matter of entering into solidarity with the crucified people. When
the oppressors repent they are in effect renouncing the option for the wealthy that
characterized their previous lives and opting instead for the poor. That this renun-
ciation and option should be a part of the divine grace that is forgiveness should be
unsurprising. After all, Gutiérrez notes, the clemency of God is not arbitrary; it
demands behavior that gives life to others.120

The imperative of repentance or conversion is reflected in the crucified people’s
gift of mercy to their oppressors. Recall that the Salvadoran refugees’ prayer of for-
giveness for their enemies was a prayer for conversion. The crucified people, even
as they bring to light the sinful character of reality, also mediate the power for the
oppressor to change. As they extend the offer of forgiveness they invite conversion.
The grace and mercy that they present to the First World is the grace to change, to
embark on a new path that leads to life and reconciliation. Thus, says Sobrino,
when the First World faces the crucifix that is the crucified people, the challenge
that confronts them does not stop with the naming of sin but continues in the form
of the questions, “What am I doing to take them down from the cross? What ought
I to do that a crucified people may rise again?”121

The call for conversion, for confession and repentance, is not directed solely at
those who oppress the crucified people. The resistance to the capitalist order that
the crucified offer in the form of the therapy of forgiveness is “the revolution of a
forgiven people.”122 Central to the therapy of desire that is forgiveness functioning
as a source of resistance to capitalist discipline is the Church of the poor not only
offering the gift of forgiveness, but receiving it as well. Returning the gift by extend-
ing it to others is contingent upon first having received the gift. Hence, the crucified
people who constitute the Church of the poor are called to conversion too. Indeed,
theirs is a dual conversion of sorts. On one hand, they experience conversion as
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they accept forgiveness and confess and repent of their sin. As previously noted,
they, too, must make the option for the poor. In particular, the poor are faced with
the challenge of repenting of their lack of faith in God that leads to a pervasive
hopelessness and resignation in the face of oppression. “These people are living
proof of the absence of God’s reign,” writes Sobrino, “and the first thing asked of
them is faith. They must believe that their present situation is not the last possibil-
ity open to them because it is not the last possibility open to God.”123 Moreover,
they need to repent of the ways in which their lives, too, are caught up in behav-
iors that replicate the structures that uphold the oppressive order. In this regard,
Sobrino observes that in the Church of the poor:

. . . the rediscovery of the great structural sin and structural forgiveness
has helped people rediscover their own worlds of sin and forgiveness.
Structural oppression has helped people discover typical oppressions
within communities, machismo, the authoritarianism of leaders, refusal to
take responsibility, selfishness, and lust for domination. Often people rec-
ognize simply: We have behaved a little like the great oppressors.124

They recognize that they are not immune to the distortions of desire that the
dominant order inflicts. They, too, are tempted by violence, greed, and the will to
power. And for the crucified people, no less than for the great oppressors, conver-
sion in the form of confession and repentance is the means through which
forgiveness is appropriated, through which sin is overcome and desire liberated.

But there is a second dimension to the crucified people’s conversion. Not only
does conversion entail a movement away from sin; it includes a movement toward
the other as well. The gift is received only in love being returned as the gift is
extended to others. Recall that as desire is healed, it is rendered no longer a pro-
prietary force but rather exists in the modality of donation. As desire receives, it
learns to give. From the experience of being forgiven – from the memory of their
own sin and forgiveness by God – springs the crucified people’s desire to forgive.125

But this learning to give in response to what has been received requires a further
conversion in the sense that extending forgiveness to one who has inflicted harm,
especially if that harm has taken a particularly heinous form, such as the starvation
of one’s children or the torture, rape, and murder of one’s friends and family,
requires an extraordinary conversion. When the crucified people offer forgiveness
to their oppressors they, in effect, give away any claim they have to a full rendering
of what is due. Extending God’s judgment of grace, they relinquish their claim to
the rights that have been violated (and the justice that would enforce them) and
hence their power over the offender. Indeed, forgiveness is the renewal of desire as
generosity that absorbs the debt created by offense and reaches out in a renewed
effort at love, friendship, communion. In particular, notes Gutiérrez, forgiveness
requires that the forgiver trust the one who is being forgiven – no small demand,
given the gravity and longevity of oppression in Latin America.126 In other words,
forgiveness requires of the crucified people not only a renewed faith in God, but
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also a new confidence in humanity. Not only does forgiveness entail desire learning
to receive and be embraced, it also involves desire learning to give and embrace. In
this way, forgiveness involves a conversion in the one who forgives as much as in the
one who is forgiven.

No salvation without reparations?

Consistent with their effort to safeguard forgiveness and reconciliation from becom-
ing a license for oppression, the liberationists assert that God’s judgment of sin is
not complete with confession and repentance, but continues with penance and the
making of reparations. The liberation of desire and renewal of the harmonic
sociality of desire are contingent not only upon the distortions of desire being iden-
tified and renounced, but also upon the injured being compensated. According to
the liberationists, Christianity grants forgiveness and acknowledges reconciliation
only after reparations have been paid. “Even the most traditional morality,” writes
Martín-Baró, “only speaks of reconciliation when joined with the ‘offer of com-
pensation’; that is, the recognition of wrong committed, and of ‘atonement
through acts,’ which is to say, reparation.”127 Luis Peréz Aguirre, likewise, insists
that there is no forgiveness without compensation for injustice:

Here it may be helpful to consider the experience of the churches. They
never granted forgiveness or acknowledged a sinner’s reconciliation with
the community until the sinner had fulfilled certain basic requirements –
and then only if he had examined his conscience, repented of his sin,
expressed a firm resolve not to sin again, acknowledged his fault before
the community and before God, and had done penance to atone for the
harm he had done. Nowhere in the gospels does forgiveness, or mercy as
its source, mean indulgence for evil, injustice, or offense. In all cases,
reparation for evil, compensation for injustice, and indemnification for
offense, are conditions for reconciliation.128

Although Gutiérrez never directly addresses the issue of penance and reparations,
he does cite approvingly the work of Bartolomé de Las Casas. Las Casas was a
priest and encomendero in Hispaniola when he came into contact with a group of
Dominicans who, as part of a campaign against the mistreatment of the natives,
began to preach the duty of restitution. “In recent days,” wrote the Dominican
Pedro de Córdoba, “we have preached straight out against the [culprits], declaring
to them the state of damnation in which they live and the obligation they have of
making restitution, not only for what they have acquired in the way of temporal
goods, but also for the harm they have caused in the course of that acquisition.”129

Indeed, at one point a Dominican refused to hear Las Casas’ confession because he
held natives in bondage. In 1514 Las Casas had a dramatic “conversion,” after
which he became an advocate for the oppressed indigenous peoples. About this
experience Gutiérrez writes, “It was an acute awareness of the duty of restitution
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that sparked Las Casas’s conversion experience, from which his radical change of
life emerged. . . . [I]t was by this duty that he was impelled to renounce his
encomienda.”130 Thereafter, the obligation of restitution became a pillar of Las
Casas’ work. Indeed, he went so far as to assert that reparations are a condition of
salvation: “On peril of losing their souls, all who start wars of conversion . . . are
bound to restore to the devastated pagan peoples whatever they took in war, per-
manent or perishable, and make up for whatever they destroyed. Make up
totally.”131 Lest there be any misunderstanding, he follows this with a forthright
declaration that “without restitution, without complete restoral, they cannot be
saved.”132 Years later, as bishop, Las Casas instructed the clergy in his diocese that
when they heard confessions, they were not to grant forgiveness to encomenderos until
they freed the Indians and restored their ill-gotten gains.133 Finally, toward the end
of his life, Las Casas wrote to the confessor of the Spanish king Philip II, arguing
that restitution demanded nothing less than the immediate manumission of all the
Indians, the withdrawal of the Spaniards from the Indies, and the rehabilitation of
the native societies that flourished prior to the Conquest.134 Although Gutiérrez is
clear that there can be no simple appropriation of Las Casas today, it is also clear
that his witness is recognized as a genuine manifestation of the Gospel. Hence, it
is reasonable to infer that Las Casas’ call for reparations and restitution is a model
of the liberationists’ understanding of the proper functioning of forgiveness.

In light of what has been said thus far, the inadequacies of the liberationists’
account of reparations and penance are not difficult to discern. By making for-
giveness contingent upon reparations, it does not faithfully reflect the way God has
revealed the Kingdom in and through Christ. Forgiveness is extended by God
and, as the liberationists themselves suggest, by the crucified people who worship
God as well, prior to any human effort at amendment or reparation for sin. In this
regard, it is odd that even as the liberationists staunchly oppose theories of atone-
ment that hinge upon the satisfaction of a debt created by sin, their articulation of
the obligation of reparations appears to follow the same logic of satisfaction.135

Penance and reparations amount to nothing more than the satisfaction of an
obligation incurred by sin. Forgiveness is contingent upon the satisfaction of the
debt created by the violation of the human rights of the crucified. Once the debt
has been paid, once reparations have made up for the damage inflicted by sin, then
forgiveness is forthcoming.

Moreover, their account fails to escape the terror of justice. The liberationists’
demand for reparations stems from their insistence that forgiveness be subordinated
to justice as the guarantor of rights. According to the liberationists, ultimately
reparations are simply the outgrowth of the justice upon which forgiveness and rec-
onciliation must be established. The reparations awarded to the victim by the
offender, Silvio Campana argues, are “the fruit of justice.”136 Likewise, Gutiérrez
writes in his reflections on Las Casas’ uncompromising call for restitution,
“Restitution seeks to reestablish the justice that has been wronged by plunder and
extortion.”137 Restitution is a matter of shoring up the canons of justice, of
rendering what is due, of restoring and securing the rights that have been violated.
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The demand for reparations as the way to re-establish a violated justice, how-
ever, cannot succeed. As indicated previously, the irreversibility of injustice renders
such efforts impossible. There are no reparations that can, in the words of Las
Casas, “make up totally” for the massive and enduring injustice that the crucified
people have suffered. As Martín-Baró rightly observes, “It is clear that nobody is
going to return his youth to the imprisoned dissident; or her innocence to the
young woman who has been raped; or integrity to the person who has been tor-
tured. Nobody is going to return the dead and the disappeared to their families.”138

If, as Silvio Campana asserts, forgiveness is dependent upon the victims feeling that
they have been restored from the damage inflicted by the offense, then reconcilia-
tion is inconceivable and the best that we can hope for is a justice that manages to
constrain the unending spiral of violence and counter-violence in which we are
trapped.139

The difficulties with the liberationists’ construal of reparations and penance,
however, do not lead to the conclusion that such technologies have no place in the
therapy of desire that is forgiveness. On the contrary, as a judgment of grace that
seeks to eliminate sin, the therapy of forgiveness includes reparations. No less than
confession and repentance, penitential activity aimed at countering the effects of
sin is an important component of forgiveness. What the difficulties with the liber-
ationists’ account do suggest is that reparations, if they are to be both theologically
adequate and practically efficacious, must be construed as something other than a
component of justice as the guarantor of rights. In order to both reflect the true
nature of God and avoid the terror of justice, penitential activity must be recast as
a response to and appropriation of the grace that is the gift of forgiveness and its
goal must be reconceived as the renewal of human communion instead of the
reassertion of claims to what is due rights. This is to say, if it is to escape the spiral
of violence that plagues a justice erected on the foundation of rights, penance must
be guided by a merciful logic that does not demand the impossible – the reversal of
the past – but miraculously creates new possibilities for the future out of the ruins
of sin that is the past.

Conceived as the embodiment of the merciful logic that undergirds the gift of
forgiveness, penance becomes an extension and growth of solidarity. “Under pre-
sent circumstances,” writes Sobrino, “solidarity with Latin America constitutes a
kind of reparation by First World [Christians] for what was done in the past.”140

Penance as solidarity does not aim at the restoration of rights and the rendering of
what is due victims. Rather, it strives for the renewal of friendship, the sociality of
love, between those who were formerly divided as victim and victimizer, oppressed
and oppressor. Specifically, penance is the lifelong process of completing what
was begun with repentance. The deconstruction of desire in its agonistic, propri-
etary (capitalist) modality that occurs in confession and repentance is accompanied
by the construction of new participatory relations in penance. If confession is
about identifying the bonds that hold desire captive and repentance is a matter of
severing those bonds, penance is the positive, life-giving movement whereby desire
learns to enter into non-possessive, non-proprietary, non-agonistic relations with
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others. As such, penance is the renewal of desire in its mode of donation, whereby
it desires to enter into a non-possessive, participatory, peaceful communion with
others. In other words, penance is fundamentally unitive and not distributive. It
functions primarily to bring about the unity and reconciliation of persons, not to
see that goods are distributed in accord with justice as the guarantor of rights.

That it is fundamentally a unitive process, however, does not preclude the pos-
sibility that penance might involve the distribution and redistribution of goods. As
the liberationists’ account of integral liberation reminds us, reconciliation with God
and humanity is not limited to a spiritual dimension but encompasses the mater-
ial realm as well. In other words, the unity of persons, the sociality of desire, that
forgiveness intends and penance fosters is not something that occurs in isolation
from the way in which material goods are used and distributed. It is not the equiv-
alent of some sort of psychological or “spiritual” bond that “transcends” (ignores)
real social and material divisions. On the contrary, human communion is a mater-
ial effect of material processes. Indeed, one of the primary ways that capitalism
corrupts desire and breaches human communion is through the particular ways it
misuses and maldistributes goods. Where some dine on delicacies and watch their
weight while the poor pick through their trash, there is no communion, regardless
of whatever feelings of good will or charitable gestures the rich may dispense to the
poor. In spite of the sincere but facile professions of solidarity with their poor sis-
ters and brothers made by the guilty consciences of some benefactors of the
current capitalist order, the great social and material gulf that continues to separate
them from the crucified people belies genuine unity and reconciliation. Hence,
penance will undoubtedly entail the redistribution of goods. Indeed, the libera-
tionists stress that entering into solidarity with the poor entails voluntary poverty,
the loving renunciation of privilege and assumption of the condition of the poor
for the sake of struggling against it.141

The unitive nature of penance does not diminish the importance of the distri-
bution of goods in the course of desire’s liberation from capitalism. What it does
do is highlight the way in which such redistribution is governed, not as it is in the
liberationists’ account by the logic of rights, but by the conciliatory logic of for-
giveness. This is to say, penitential redistribution is neither an attempt to satisfy the
proprietary desire of the victim by rendering what is “by right” its due nor is it an
effort to restrain the proprietary desire of the offender by re-establishing the equi-
librium of rivalrous desires. Rather, penitential redistribution proceeds as part of
the effort to heal desire of its proprietary and agonistic distortions and renew the
harmony of desire in the communion of love.142 Accordingly, penitential redistri-
bution is not undertaken in accord with calculations of what will “make up totally”
for past sin, but rather is guided by what is needed to reconcile oppressor and
oppressed.

That penance is not meant to enforce “rights” but facilitate reconciliation
means that it is not a process entered into by offenders alone but requires the
participation of the victims as well. Because its end is the renewal of communion,
penance requires both the offender and the victim to give. In particular, it requires

183

THE REFUSAL TO CEASE SUFFERING



that the victim give up claims to vengeance and rights. Only if the victim’s desire
is renewed in the modality of gift or donation, only if it flows as generosity to
embrace the penitential offender can penance attain its end, reconciliation and
the renewal of communion. Thus, notes Sobrino, the solidarity that has developed
in recent years between First World Christians and the Church of the poor in
Latin America is not a unilateral action on the part of the penitent but a “bear-
ing with one another in faith,” a mutual giving and receiving.143 Even as penitent
Christians of the First World have offered aid, support, accompaniment, and in
some cases their lives to their crucified sisters and brothers, they have in turn been
welcomed, embraced, and renewed in their faith.144 The liberation of desire
occurs only as the conviviality of desire flourishes once again, which is contingent
upon the victims embracing those who sinned against them and ruptured the
bonds of friendship.

Forgiveness in absentia?

That this is the case, that the attainment of the end of penance involves the par-
ticipation of both offender and victim, raises several difficulties. Chief among
these is that presented by those situations where one or more parties are unable or
unwilling to participate in the process. In such situations there is no reconciliation
and the therapy that is forgiveness is, at least temporarily, prevented from coming
to full fruition. This, however, does not mean that the therapy of forgiveness
should be abandoned. On the contrary, such situations call for imagination and
creativity in discerning how the process might continue in the hopes that at some
point in the future the possibility of reconciliation might yet be revived and con-
summated.

In the case where, perhaps because they are not a part of the Christian com-
munity or have been poorly formed by that community, one of the parties is
unaware of the need for forgiveness, the situation may call for evangelism and
instruction. In the case of those unwilling either to forgive or be forgiven, the
hope is that over time, with patient witness, nurture, and guidance, the stubborn
will receive the gift. Meanwhile, the process of forgiveness can continue with vic-
tims learning to love their enemies and offenders entering into solidarity with
other victims of sin.145 In the case of the death of either victim or offender, or per-
haps where either or both are too numerous, the therapy of forgiveness acquires an
eschatological dimension.146 Again in this case the therapy of forgiveness may
continue to heal the desire of those present in preparation for a future, perhaps
eschatological, reconciliation. Such preparation will again take the form of victims
learning the posture of embrace and of offenders entering into solidarity with
other crucified people.

This solution, however, seems to create another absence. The necessity of inter-
human reconciliation appears to have eclipsed divine forgiveness. In particular,
God’s mediating role seems to have been foreclosed. Does not God in Christ, as the
ultimate victim, stand in for all victims and thus grant forgiveness on their behalf ?
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Furthermore, is not the Church, as an extension of Christ, empowered to forgive
sin on behalf of others?

Where this objection falters is in the way in which, even as it acknowledges
Christ as the embodiment of all victims, it nevertheless subtly distances Christ from
all victims, as though divine forgiveness were something distinct from the forgive-
ness extended by and through the crucified people. It supposes that Christ replaces
or substitutes for all the victims in such a way that those who desire forgiveness
need no longer seek out or enter into solidarity with their victims but need only
deal directly with God. Yet, as the liberationists remind us, there is no reconcilia-
tion with God that does not pass through this world, a world littered with the
crosses of the crucified people. Reconciliation with God does not happen apart
from reconciliation with humanity. In other words, God does not shoulder aside the
victims to pronounce an empty and formal acquittal on the oppressors.147 On the
contrary, it is precisely the crucified people gathered in the Church of the poor who
extend God’s gracious forgiveness to oppressors. Christ neither replaces the victims
as this objection suggests nor is he replaced by them as this objection fears. Rather,
Christ stands with the victims. Hence, victimizers can penitentially turn toward
their victims, seeking reconciliation, because of the hope that in such an encounter
Christ is indeed present, enacting his judgment of grace, releasing desire from its
captivity to sin, enabling reconciliation.148

The same difficulty confronts the claim that the Church can forgive sin on
behalf of others. Insofar as the Church is the Church of the crucified people, it can
enact the forgiveness of the sin that afflicts the crucified people. Insofar as the
Church is indeed constituted by the victims, it can extend forgiveness and recon-
ciliation can occur.149 But the Church cannot enact forgiveness and seek
reconciliation by proxy. The Church, for example, cannot forgive on behalf of his
victim, the Guatemalan soldier who is not a Christian for torturing an indigenous
organizer who worships traditional Mayan gods. If the Church did pronounce for-
giveness, it would be hollow, for sin was not overcome and reconciliation was not
effected between victim and victimizer. It would be an example of the forgiveness
that the liberationists rightly fear. More than this, it would be yet another example
of the Church silencing the victims and revealing its own distance from the Christ
who stands with the victims. In this situation, when confronted with the sin of
“third parties” as it were, the Church should proclaim the good news of the gift of
forgiveness and facilitate its enactment. Indeed, as the prior account of the therapy
of forgiveness suggests, even the Church’s offer of forgiveness for the ways in
which the actions of that soldier fractured communion with Christians would
entail the soldier’s turning to his victim and seeking reconciliation.

The liberationists challenge proponents of forgiveness to show how forgiveness
is more than a theological pacification program. What prevents the refusal to
cease suffering that is forgiveness from being nothing but the refusal to cease suf-
fering? How does the therapy of forgiveness enacted by the crucified people
liberate desire? Beginning with their own account of the crucified people gathered
in the Church of the poor, I have argued that what may distinguish the crucified
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people’s enactment of the gift of forgiveness as a form of resistance to capitalist dis-
cipline is the presence of three technologies of desire – confession, repentance, and
penance – that liberate desire from the agony of capitalist discipline by conform-
ing desire to the gift of Christ, that is, by renewing and reforming desire in the
modality of donation, of gift. There is one more stroke to my argument, but
before taking it up, the lingering issue of justice bears consideration.

The redemption of justice

The heart of my argument is the claim that forgiveness is the form of Christian
resistance to capitalism. To advance this claim, I have pitted forgiveness against the
liberationists’ conception of justice as a guardian of rights. Does this mean that
justice has been banished from the Christian life? Along the way, I have hinted that
this cannot be so. After all, as the liberationists rightly remind us, justice has far too
prominent a position in Scripture and the tradition to be discarded. Indeed, it is
precisely its dismissal that has contributed to the ongoing crucifixion of so many for
so long under the sign of the cross. The therapy of forgiveness, therefore, does not
entail expunging justice from the Christian life. Rather, it calls for a conception of
justice other than the liberationists’ (modern) account of justice as the guarantor of
rights. Forgiveness, one might say, redeems justice.

This redemption begins with repositioning justice within the aneconomic order
of the divine gift of forgiveness. Although this move is suggested by several liber-
ationists, only Elsa Tamez consistently carries it through. She argues that justice is
a consequence and not a condition of God’s grace. Humanity, she holds, does not
earn redemption by fulfilling the precepts of justice; on the contrary, salvation
comes through faith in Christ, whose death and resurrection manifest God’s dis-
placement of justice with grace and forgiveness. As a consequence of Christ’s
atonement, humanity is empowered to do justice. As Tamez writes:

Incorporated into the new logic of the Spirit, whoever has this faith for-
gets neither his or her past as a victim excluded by sin, nor the possibility
that he or she too subjects others to exclusion. Such persons know that
they have been accepted by God purely by the merciful solidarity of God,
not because they are just. . . . When the solidarity of the Triune God – as
friend and as brother or sister – is received by faith, this presence of God
through the Spirit turns into a permanent critical appeal to conscience in
the paths of justice.150

Having received the Spirit, those who have been forgiven are animated to set forth
on the path of justice. Justice does not, as the liberationists suggest, set things right
and then forgiveness steps in to squelch the flames of vengeance and resentment.
On the contrary, it is forgiveness that sets things right, and then in the soil that for-
giveness has prepared, justice blossoms. Forgiveness is the condition of possibility
for justice.
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Yet if this justice is to avoid immediately submerging humanity in the terror that
haunts justice as the guarantor of rights, it is not sufficient that justice be positioned
within the aneconomic order of grace; it must also be reconceived as something
other than an essentially distributive operation that secures rights and mediates the
clash of proprietary desire. After all, merely reversing the liberationists’ preference
for justice over forgiveness only postpones the onset of the terror that plagues just-
ice and ensures that its efforts to resist capitalism fail. Therefore, the redemption of
justice calls for a justice beyond justice, a justice that is neither recognizable to the
progenitors of the classic conception of suum cuique nor assimilable with the
modern discourse of rights.

Actually, we might call this alternative a justice before justice because its roots
can be found in the biblical tradition. Indicative of the tension and ambiguity that
attends their work on matters of justice and forgiveness, even as the liberationists
cast justice as a matter of distributing goods in accord with the modern logic of
rights, they acknowledge that the biblical witness concerning justice transcends
such a conception. For example, Sobrino makes the following observation about
the practice of Jesus:

. . . we can say that the basic value of Jesus is doing justice. But here we
should not understand it as retributive or vindictive justice designed to
give all persons and situations what is due them by virtue of what they are.
Justice is meant here in the Old Testament sense. It is the liberation of
Israel. Yahweh is just, not because he gives all their due, but because he
tries to re-create human beings and situations, to “save” them.151

The biblical understanding of justice cannot be reduced to a matter of rendering
what is due nor is it primarily a matter of protecting rights against encroachment
by the community and others. Rather, justice is fundamentally a matter of recre-
ation and reconciliation, of living in communion and love.152 Consequently, says
González Faus, the traditional understanding of justice as “rendering what is due”
must be radically transformed.153 Prior to its christological transformation, justice
as the pursuit of what is due mediates what are essentially impoverished and agon-
istic relations between persons: persons approach one another as either wolves
feeding on or supreme beings warding off each other. Yet with the advent of Jesus
as the justice of God, justice sheds its battledress and becomes subservient to gen-
uine community between human beings.

These insights, unfortunately, are not sustained; eventually the liberationists
corral them into line with their conception of justice as the guarantor of rights.
Nevertheless, such comments do gesture in several ways toward a more promising
notion of justice, one that transcends the endless struggle of proprietary desire for
what is due in accord with its rights. First, they suggest that justice flows from
God’s redeeming activity in the world. In this sense there can be no opposition
between justice and forgiveness; they are but two names of the single love of
God that desires to draw humanity into communion. Justice and forgiveness are
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not opposing logics; rather they share a single end – the return of all love, the
sociality of all desire, in God. Justice attains its end by enacting forgiveness to over-
come sin. Forgiveness overcomes sin to attain its true end, which is justice. In this
way, forgiveness implements perfect justice (Aquinas) and the rule of God’s justice
is forgiveness (Anselm).154

Besides gesturing toward the dissolution of the opposition between justice and
forgiveness, the liberationists’ insights suggest that an alternative conception would
cast justice as a matter of sustaining the sociality of love, the communion of desire
in God. This redeemed or perfect justice is about fidelity to a relationship.155 It is
not principally a matter of calculating and distributing what is due; rather, it is con-
cerned with maintaining the unity that God establishes with and among humanity
as humanity is liberated from sin. In other words, redeemed justice nurtures desire
in such a way that once it has been liberated from sin, it continues to flow as it was
created to do, as ceaseless generosity in harmony with others in the communion of
the divine life. Justice nurtures the conviviality of desire; it sustains the friendship
of humanity in God.

In this sense, justice that has been redeemed recovers the meaning of Aquinas’
general virtue of justice in that it is fundamentally a principle of unity. It seeks to
maintain communion by fostering cooperation in the pursuit of holiness, by nur-
turing solidarity in a common good much more substantial than anything modern
rights language, even when theologically fortified, presupposes. Whereas modern
rights narratives presuppose no shared conception of the good beyond the recog-
nition of rights, redeemed justice recovers the sense of Aquinas’ general justice as
rooted in a shared desire of God. Its deliberations are oriented by a common love
(dare I say worship?), not by calculations of what is due persons by virtue of their
rights in the absence of a shared love. Redeemed justice is not a matter of pro-
tecting the rights of strangers but of nurturing the communion of saints.

This redeemed justice also includes within its purview distributive and commu-
tative operations, which are forms of rendering what is due.156 Yet such
commutative and distributive operations function to maintain the communion in
love. That is, the rendering of what is due is always determined in accord with
what, under the impact of the Spirit, is discerned best to promote the communion
of humanity in divine love. This is to say, the redemption of justice effects the
transformation of the meaning of suum cuique. No longer is rendering what is due
a matter of the division of resources among rivalrous desires; rather, it is about the
arrangement of the resources of life in such a way that the divine donation of love
that is desire continues to flow, ever intensifying the conviviality that is the com-
munion of humanity in God.

In other words, as it is adapted by Christianity, suum cuique is transformed from
a logic of debt, equivalence, and retribution to a logic of liturgy. Augustine argued
that Christianity embodied the true politics because unlike pagan Rome, it alone
worshipped the triune God. It alone was a truly just community because only it
offered God the sacrifice of worship, praise, and obedience that was due God. And
of course this is not because Christians are somehow able to fulfill the classic canons
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of suum cuique where pagans are not, but because Christians are incorporated into
Christ, who through his donation of love to the Father transforms the operation of
suum cuique by an act of substitution or recapitulation that miraculously (which is to
say, graciously) renders the impossible possible, namely our praise and worship of
God. As God in Christ bears the burden of sin, the classic logic of suum cuique

explodes as the divine refusal to render unto sinners what is due sin ironically cre-
ates the possibility that they may now return to the fold of perfect justice, where
God is duly worshipped.

At this point, the complementarity of redeemed justice with the therapy of for-
giveness is readily apparent. This complementarity, however, is not necessarily
benevolent. After all, such a reconceptualization of justice renders it susceptible to
the same vulnerabilities that attend forgiveness. Perhaps all that this so-called
redemption has accomplished is the evisceration of justice. Perhaps this justice, by
renouncing rights and refusing a strict accounting of what is due in accord with the
modern logic of rights, only strips those who suffer under savage capitalism of the
few feeble defenses they have. Is it possible that this justice, and the forgiveness that
accompanies it, only tighten the coils of the serpent around desire? To this dis-
turbing possibility we now turn.

The refusal to cease suffering:
the risk of forgiveness

When viewed from a certain angle, my argument has made strikingly little progress.
I began by asserting that forgiveness is the Christian form of resistance to capital-
ism, and a couple hundred pages later, I am really no closer to proving this claim
than when I began. For all of the ink spilt in the analysis of contemporary cap-
italism, in exposing the futility of justice as the guarantor of rights and the
limitations of the Latin American liberationists’ revolutionary vision, in presenting
the Church of the poor as an embodiment of the therapy of forgiveness, doubt
lingers. Hinkelammert’s query continues to prick the conscience, ¿Capitalismo sin
alternativas? The question remains, does forgiveness really underwrite resistance to
capitalism? The nagging suspicion is that it does not. As Sobrino notes, “It may
seem to some readers, rightly enough, that the language of ‘mercy’ is too soft, even
too dangerous, an expression of what the crucified people need.”157

The therapy of forgiveness does indeed appear too soft, even dangerous. I have
referred to it as “the refusal to cease suffering” because it expects the victims of
injustice to forego certain means of overcoming that suffering – namely, justice as
the guarantor of rights and the violence to enforce it – and can there be any
doubt that foregoing such means is tantamount to a refusal to cease suffering?
Therefore, insofar as forgiveness funds Christian resistance to capitalism, it is an
odd and risk-laden form of resistance. It is an odd and risk-laden form of resistance
because it is haunted by the possibility, always lying in wait just over the horizon,
that forgiveness really is nothing more than the refusal to cease suffering. This abid-
ing uncertainty, the possibility that forgiveness is ultimately only a refusal to cease
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suffering, constitutes the risk of forgiveness, which is the focus of this final section.
My goal here, however, is not the futile one of attempting to “theorize away” the
uncertainty and risk that currently attends the therapy of forgiveness enacted by
the Church of the poor. This risk is impervious to theoretical reduction and for the
time being must simply be endured, which is to say that there is nothing that can
be said that will mitigate the uncertainty that envelops forgiveness.158 All I can do
is clarify the nature of this risk in the hopes that it remains a risk, uncertain, as yet
undecided. In other words, if a theoretical display such as this cannot prove that
the refusal to cease suffering that is forgiveness is not ultimately just a refusal to
cease suffering, it can nevertheless labor to see that the question remains open, that
the contrary conclusion – that forgiveness is not capable of generating and sus-
taining resistance – is not prematurely (which is to say, theoretically) pronounced.

Toward this end, I begin by distinguishing the suffering that is the refusal to
cease suffering that is forgiveness, from suffering that is sheer resignation.
Specifically, I identify what distinguishes forgiveness as resistance from the mere dis-
empowerment of victims and endorsement of suffering. In essence, I defend the
therapy of forgiveness by suggesting that Christianity embeds the crucified people
in a way of life that, if true, not only renders the refusal to cease suffering intelli-
gible, but redemptive. Of course, this defense remains a formal one and hence does
not dispel the risk. Therefore, I conclude by suggesting on what the truth of for-
giveness as the Christian form of resistance to capitalism ultimately turns and
how that truth will be decided.

Disempowerment or a crucified power?

The liberationists’ analysis of forgiveness suggested that it runs the risk of disem-
powering victims. Insofar as it expects the crucified people to forego the justice of
asserting their rights, this certainly appears to be the case. Yet, if, as Ellacuría sug-
gested earlier, the Church of the poor is not just another worldly power but rather
embodies a different kind of power, then appearances may be misleading.

At the heart of the therapy of forgiveness lies the conviction that sin, and the
unjust suffering that is a consequence of sin, are defeated precisely by its being
borne. Reflecting on the cross, Sobrino observes that “what God’s suffering makes
clear in a history of suffering is that between the alternatives of accepting suffer-
ing by sublimating it and eliminating it from the outside we can and must
introduce a new course, bearing it.”159 The gift of forgiveness is precisely resist-
ance as the bearing of sin. It is the incarnation of the truth that Christianity
liberates desire from capitalism not simply by opposing its destructive force with
an equally destructive force but rather by meeting it with a refusal, a refusal to
cease suffering by shifting that suffering on to others by embracing the terror of
justice.

This refusal is costly. For the crucified people it entails renouncing the power of
justice as the guarantor of rights, and for the forgiven oppressor it entails renoun-
cing the power of privilege by entering into solidarity with the crucified people.
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The cost of forgiveness is nothing less than the deliberate setting aside of claims
and instruments that are usually invoked in the name of warding off suffering and
combatting sin.

This renunciation, however, is not synonymous with disempowering the victims
of injustice. As the liberationists note, forgiveness has too often been distorted into
a counsel of passivity and fatalism. Too frequently those submerged in repressive
and violent situations are admonished to forgive in “Christian love,” patiently and
(preferably) quietly, enduring the torments of their oppressors instead of rebelling.
Yet the therapy of forgiveness that the crucified people embody, while unques-
tionably requiring patience and endurance, is not an instance of long-suffering
resignation. On the contrary, it is the form of resistance that is taken by a different
kind of power, a crucified power. It is the resistance to sin offered by a power-in-
vulnerability,160 by a desire that exists in the mode of donation, of sheer generosity,
and, hence, ceaselessly desires to embrace the enemy and renew communion. The
crucified people’s offer of forgiveness marks the advent of a different kind of
appeal to overcome sin. The appeal to a justice erected on a logic of rights and
backed up by whatever force can be mustered is replaced with the appeal of
renewed communion and harmony between peoples in the divine life. Granted,
this may not appear to be a particularly potent form of resistance, but the weakness
of forgiveness’ power or, more accurately, the power of weakness that is forgiveness,
should not be equated with the disempowerment that shadows calls for forgiveness
and reconciliation devoid of the judgment of grace.

Furthermore, on account of its intrinsic connection with the agency of the cru-
cified people, the cruciform power that is forgiveness ought to be distinguished
from discourses that disempower victims. The appeal to the forgiving power of
God advanced here does not originate in a Church comfortably situated within the
status quo, nor does it amount to a plea by oppressors to the oppressed for mercy.
On the contrary, the crucified power that is forgiveness emanates from the Church
of the poor, from the margins and the excluded spaces of savage capitalism. Thus,
what separates the therapy of forgiveness from discourses that inevitably and per-
haps intentionally intensify the fatalistic resignation of those who suffer injustice is
its inescapable connection with the agency of the crucified people gathered as the
Church of the poor. Specifically, the therapy of forgiveness is founded on the mer-
ciful power of the God who in Christ underwent a partisan incarnation. It is an
instantiation of the divine forgiveness that is made available by the poor Christ, the
Christ found with and among the poor. The therapy of forgiveness, in other words,
far from suppressing the agency of the crucified people, is intimately linked to
those “who hardly anyone believed would be active subjects of social and political
struggle.”161

To the extent, and only to the extent, that the therapy of desire that is forgive-
ness is an instantiation of a crucified power intrinsically related to the crucified
people gathered and empowered by God in Christ as protagonists in history, may
it overcome the risk of disempowering victims.
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Endorsing suffering or suffering against suffering?

Besides the risk of disempowering victims, forgiveness faces the risk of encourag-
ing or at least endorsing suffering. To the extent that the therapy of forgiveness can
be characterized as the refusal to cease suffering, this risk is patently obvious. Not
so obvious is the way in which the therapy of forgiveness is an instantiation of suf-
fering against suffering.

The therapy of forgiveness amounts to a refusal to cease suffering not only
because it refuses certain resources in the struggle against capitalism, but also
because it risks the intensification of suffering and even death. The effort to liber-
ate desire from capitalist discipline by means of the therapy of forgiveness provokes
repression and persecution. Just as the powers and principalities could not abide
Christ’s giving the gift of divine forgiveness, capitalism cannot tolerate the Church
of the poor extending that gift to others, and so it moves immediately to reterrito-
rialize the space that the Church of the poor has created and to discipline every
desire that would escape its control. A Church that offers charity, that superficially
tends to the wounds inflicted by capitalism, would be tolerated, but a Church that
enters into the world of the crucified and names sin, facilitates the turning from sin,
and fosters solidarity is met with strong action, as Sobrino observes in a reflection
on the parable of the Good Samaritan:

This world is ever ready to applaud, or at least tolerate, works of mercy.
What this world will not tolerate is a church molded by the principle of
mercy, which leads the church to denounce robbers who victimize, to lay
bare the lie that conceals oppression, and to encourage victims to win
their freedom from culprits. In other words, the robbers of this anti-
merciful world tolerate the tending of wounds, but not the true healing of
the wounded. . . . When the church does these things, it is threatened,
assaulted, and persecuted.162

A Church that embodies mercy, that seeks to heal desire from the wounds of
oppression, incurs the wrath of the capitalist regime. “The true people of God,”
wrote Ellacuría, “in a world dominated by sin cannot help but be persecuted,
because as people of God it wants to be the negation of sin and the builder of a
Reign that to a great extent is the negation of existing structures.” He goes on to
quote Archbishop Romero, “Christ invites us not to fear persecution, because,
believe me, brothers and sisters, the one who is committed to the poor must share
the same fate as the poor. And in El Salvador we already know what the fate of the
poor means: to disappear, to be tortured, to be apprehended, to appear as
corpses.”163 The bearing of sin that is forgiveness is not only a matter of laying
aside the justice of rights; it involves actively taking up the cross, sharing the same
fate that Christ did when he initiated the liberation of desire from all sin.

This, however, should not be misconstrued as an endorsement of suffering. The
therapy of forgiveness enacted by the Church of the poor does not encourage the
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active pursuit of suffering and persecution. Indeed, the liberationists warn against
confusing the liberating and redeeming task of the crucified people with a cult of
suffering. Gutiérrez, for example, cautions that “amid all our admiration and
respect for martyrdom we must not forget the cruelty that marks such an event, the
abhorrence that the conditions giving rise to these murders should make us feel.
Martyrdom is something that happens but is not sought.”164 Likewise, Sobrino
asserts, “Christian spirituality . . . is not a spirituality of the cross or of suffering. It
is a spirituality of honest, consistent, and faithful love – a wide-awake love that
knows the necessary risks it is taking. Christian spirituality is the spirituality of a
crucified love.”165 This crucified love does not seek out suffering; rather, it seeks the
suffering in order to restore communion. Desire that has been liberated does not
seek to be wounded; rather, it reaches out to those who wound in the hopes of join-
ing them in the circle of charity that is the divine life. Far from encouraging
suffering, the therapy of forgiveness struggles against unjust suffering. It is a matter
of, in the words of Leonardo Boff, “suffering born of the struggle against suffer-
ing.”166 The therapy of forgiveness is about entering into suffering, bearing it, in
the hope of bearing it away.

For this reason, the refusal to cease suffering that is the therapy of forgiveness
cannot rightly be construed as attributing redemptive significance to suffering.
The suffering of the crucified people and those who enter into solidarity with
them is not beneficial. Oppression and crucifixion, Javier Jiménez Limón reminds
us, neither liberate nor redeem.167 The redemptive power of the therapy of for-
giveness resides not in the suffering itself but in the gracious generosity and
vulnerability to the one who is/was an enemy. Redemption is found in the embrace
that breaks down the walls of hostility and reconciles crucified and crucifier. Any
suffering incurred as a consequence of adopting this posture is exactly that: a con-
tingent, historical consequence and not of the liberative and redemptive heart of
God that gives rise to the posture that is forgiveness. That this redemptive power is
crucified points not to the necessity of suffering as the path to reconciliation but to
the stubborn persistence of sin and the brutal resilience of capitalism in producing
both crosses and executioners, in distorting the joyous sociality of desire into agon-
istic rivalry. Furthermore, that the crucified people extend forgiveness is not an
indication of their fatalistic embrace of a terrible fate, but a sign of hope that suf-
fering will not prevail. That the Spirit continues to empower the Church of the
poor to refuse to cease suffering is a sign that one day all the stones shall be rolled
away and communion in love resurrected.

If and only if the therapy of desire that is forgiveness really is an instance of suf-
fering signifying that suffering will be overcome does it circumvent the risk of
amounting to nothing more than a sheer embrace of suffering.

A wager on God

The risk of forgiveness is that it only disempowers the Church of the poor and pro-
longs their suffering by depriving them of recourse to what is due. The risk of
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forgiveness is that it is not able to fund resistance to the capitalist order. The risk is
that the refusal to cease suffering that is forgiveness is only a refusal to cease suf-
fering. On the other hand, the therapy of desire that is forgiveness may fund
resistance to capitalism. It may embody a crucified power that amounts to suffer-
ing against suffering. But how do we know if this is true? No theory can verify it.

Ultimately the refusal to cease suffering that is Christian forgiveness is an act of
hope. The arguments advanced on behalf of forgiveness and the witness of the
Church of the poor come down to this. The enormity of the suffering and sin that
stains history precludes any stronger conclusion than that offered as hope.168 There
simply is no guarantee that forgiveness is ultimately anything more than a refusal
to cease suffering.169 It is possible that the crucified people are only a brilliant
example of a misguided faith and love joined together in a futile effort to turn the
tide of their own blood as it washes over history. It may well be the case that just-
ice as suum cuique is the best that can be accomplished. The risk of forgiveness must
simply be borne in patient hope that mercy will indeed triumph over sin and
death.

The truth of the therapy of forgiveness as a form of resistance to capitalism, to
echo Foucault, is in the future. It is in a future where the tears are wiped away,
where those who are hungry now are filled, where those who build homes inhabit
them and those who plant vineyards partake of their fruit. This is to say, the truth-
fulness of forgiveness as the Christian form of resistance to capitalism is contingent
upon the consummation of redemption, when suffering will indeed cease. In this
regard, Gutiérrez speaks of the need for the Gospel to be “veri-fied.” By this he
means that the Gospel becomes true as it actually happens in history.170 Forgiveness
as resistance, then, remains to be verified.

But this verification is not simply a matter of evaluating the effectiveness of
Christian forgiveness in alleviating suffering and achieving reconciliation.
Forgiveness is not first and foremost a tactic, like conflict resolution, for bringing
people together.171 This is the point of characterizing forgiveness as the refusal to
cease suffering. While reconciliation is the goal of forgiveness, at times it may not
prove very effective at attaining that goal and bringing suffering to an end. As sug-
gested previously, it may only intensify the suffering as it provokes a hostile response
that leads to persecution and martyrdom. At such times, the true politics that is the
gift of forgiveness may amount to little more than surviving, maintaining the pres-
ence of grace that is the offer of the gift of forgiveness.172 Forgiveness, therefore, is
best characterized as a matter of how Christians live in the absence of reconcilia-
tion.173

How then is the therapy of forgiveness to be evaluated? That it cannot be evalu-
ated on the basis of its immediate effect shifts the burden of truth to its foundation:
the divine gift of forgiveness. The therapy of forgiveness is anchored in the con-
viction that God has acted decisively in Jesus Christ to liberate desire from sin and
that that victory is now being enacted by Christ’s Spirit. Hence, the therapy of for-
giveness is not foremost a tactic to resolve conflict, but is fundamentally a matter of
witness. The therapy of desire that is Christian forgiveness is not simply one of a
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handful of social strategies the Church has at its disposal for the sake of reducing
conflict; rather, it is primarily a witness to God and what God in Christ is doing in
the world to overcome sin. Christians forgive as a witness to the God who is acting
in history to halt the suffering of sin and liberate desire from all that would inter-
rupt the flow of charity precisely by forgiving. The refusal to cease suffering that is
forgiveness is ultimately an act of hope in God. Forgiveness, in other words, is a
wager on God. In a reflection on the Book of Job, Gutiérrez observes that God has
made a wager on humanity. “In sending his Son,” he writes, “the Father ‘wagered’
on the possibility of a faith and behavior characterized by gratuitousness and by a
response to the demand that justice be established. When history’s ‘losers’ . . .
follow in the steps of Jesus, they are seeing to it that the Lord wins his wager.”174

With regard to the therapy of forgiveness this insight can be inverted. When his-
tory’s losers, the crucified people, follow in the steps of Jesus and forgive their
enemies, they are wagering on God. They are wagering that God is who the
Gospel proclaims God to be, the one who defeats sin and wipes away every tear,
not with the sword of a justice that upholds rights but with the gift of forgiveness
in Christ.

Fukuyama and his neoconservative cohorts can declare that history has attained
its end with the triumph of capitalism because the true end of history remains
momentarily fugitive. Although the tomb is empty, the Lamb who was slain has yet
to return in final victory. In the meantime, the crucified people, awaiting his return
and the consummation of the judgment of grace, refuse to cease suffering.
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