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Taking the side of those who have been harmed by the adverse economic and social impact of the global pressures of first-world powers is a moral imperative for First-World Christians. It is also difficult to do, for it has been a presupposition of philosophy at least since the 18th century that all voices have an equal claim on our attention.  A pluralistic society must maintain neutrality, allowing competing interests to work out their place through dialogue and argument.  It will be my suggestion that this position is untenable, because it excludes the voices of the poor and marginalized, the victims of global economic forces that inflict terrible suffering on them without the possibility of redress.  Gustavo Gutierrez says somewhere that while the interlocutor of modern western philosophical and theological speculation has traditionally been the Enlightenment, the interlocutor of the Third World has been Death.  First-World moral reflection has been and continues to be an extension of First-World presuppositions, which are formed by experience that is essentially middle-class.  One is reminded of a “Doonsbury” comic strip in which Congresswoman Lacey Davenport is informing some members of her social circle about her recent encounter with the homeless.  The ladies express horror and incomprehension that people are actually living on the street.  Finally, one of them says, “Why don’t they just go live in their houses in the Hamptons?”


The title of this paper is taken from Albert Camus’ The Plague, from a speech by Dr. Tarrou:

[E]ach of us has the plague within him; no one, no one on earth is free from it.  And I know, too, we must keep endless watch on ourselves lest in a careless moment we breathe in somebody’s face and fasten the infection on him....The good man, the man who infects hardly anyone, is the man who has the fewest lapses of attention.  And it needs tremendous will-power, a never ending tension of the mind, to avoid such lapses....


...All I maintain is that on this earth there are pestilences and there are victims, and it’s up to us, so far as possible, not to join forces with the pestilences....[A]ll our troubles spring from our failure to use plain, clean-cut language.  So I resolved always to speak—and to act—quite clearly, as this was the only way of setting myself on the right track.  That is why I say there are pestilences and there are victims; no more than that....


...That’s why I decided to take, in every predicament, the victims’ side, so as to reduce the damage done.

I hope that the relevance of Tarrou’s decision will be clear by the end of our discussion.


The tolerance that characterizes First-World political, economic and moral discourse seems to ensure inclusiveness.  In fact, by giving all voices equal weight it effectively marginalizes the poor who are incapable of entering into the conversation.  Roberto Goizueta recounts four reasons for this:

1) ethical judgments are relegated to the privacy of the individual conscience, thereby precluding all public discussion about a common good;

2) the radical relativism resulting from the privatization of ethical judgments precludes the possibility of adjudicating between competing ethical claims....

3) the impossibility of adjudicating between competing claims precludes, in turn, the possibility of making a preferential option for the poor; and

4) thus, the voice of the marginalized person is “heard” as simply one among many others, unable to make any normative claims, e.g., in the name of justice or the common good.

Goizueta continues, “If the ‘common good’ and ‘solidarity’ are not to remain mere abstractions, however, these must themselves be understood in the light of the preferential option for the poor....What gives the marginalized greater insight into the common good is not their moral qualities, but their social location, their vantage point.”


The poor and marginalized are the victims of historical forces over which they have no control.  They are in this sense “absent from history.” There are many senses in which we can talk about victims, so it is worthwhile at the beginning to focus our attention a bit.  Being a victim brings with it the implication of being innocent in some appropriate sense of that term.  The OED adds that victims often suffer severely through cruel and oppressive treatment.  The bystander who is killed by a stray bullet while coming out of the subway is innocent in this sense:  there is a moral disconnect between the misfortune and any action of the victim.  In this case, there is no reason to expect that coming up out of a subway station will put one in jeopardy of one’s life.  One could multiply examples of this sort:  people killed by lightning, contagious diseases, earthquakes, and the like.  


We need, however, to look beyond natural disasters and chance encounters with evil.  The social, political and economic forces that form the present context of human interaction, especially on the international level, are partially the result of the adoption of a certain world view.  I want to concentrate on the victims alluded to above, victims of social and economic forces that often impact negatively on people’s lives.  These cases are interesting both for the severity of the victimization and for the apparent lack of an intentional agent.  Let me offer an example:

Suppose the largest tract of land in [a] village was the property of the descendant of a family that had held title to the land for as many generations back as anyone could remember. By absolute standards this peasant was by no means rich, but his land was the richest in the small area that constituted the universe of the in​habitants of this village. He grew, as his father and grandfather had, mainly the black beans that are the staple (and chief—and adequate—source of protein) in the regional diet. His crop usu​ally constituted about a quarter of the black beans marketed in the village. Practically every family grew part of what they needed, and the six men he hired during the seasons requiring extra labor held the only paid jobs in the village—everyone else just worked his own little plot.

One day a man from the capital offered this peasant a contract that not only guaranteed him annual payments for a 10-year lease on his land but also guaranteed him a salary (regardless of how the weather, and therefore the crops, turned out—a great increase in his financial security) to be the foreman for a new kind of production on his land. The contract required him to grow flowers for export and also offered him the opportunity, which was highly recommended, to purchase through the company, with payments in installments, equipment that would enable him to need to hire only two men. The same contract was offered to, and accepted by, most of the other larger landowners in the general region to which the village belonged.

Soon, with the sharp reduction in supply, the price of black beans soared. Some people could grow all they needed (in years of good weather) on their own land but the families that needed to supplement their own crop with purchases had to cut back their consumption. In particular, the children in the four families headed by the laborers who lost their seasonal employment suffered severe malnutrition, especially since the parents had origi​nally worked as laborers only because their own land was too poor or too small to feed their families.


This particular story illustrates a couple of important points:  1) the victims of economic and social oppression are often children; 2) it is extremely difficult in such scenarios to ascribe blame.  There is no indication in the story that anyone is out deliberately to exploit or otherwise harm anyone else.  In fact, the picture we have is of a prudent person taking advantage of an opportunity offered to transform an asset legitimately held into an improved source of economic security. Nor can the agent who comes from the capital be blamed.  He engages in no coercion and seems simply to be acting as an honest broker for the agreement between the landowner and the company. 


The ideology of free trade and globalization has no room for the cry of the victim.  In the story of the village landowner, one might argue that the real cause of the misery of the malnourished children in the village is the appetite for cheap flowers regardless of growing season among first-world consumers.  But there is a  psychological disconnect here between a seemingly innocent desire for some color around the house among people who have the economic resources to indulge it, and the remote consequences for innocent victims half a world away.  There is also a moral disconnect between the triviality of the satisfied desire and the dire consequences [poverty and malnutrition] to the peasant families who are negatively impacted.


So what?  Be patient, we are told.  A rising tide lifts all boats.  Eventually life will be better even for those on the bottom of the economic pile.  Only an unfettered market and global free trade stand any chance of defeating poverty.  Unfortunately, the evidence so far is not encouraging.  Indications are that things are getting worse:  for many countries the 1990s were “a decade of despair. Some 54 countries are poorer now than in 1990. In 21 a larger proportion of people is going hungry. In 14, more children are dying before age five. In 12, primary school enrolments are shrinking. In 34, life expectancy has fallen. Such reversals in survival were previously rare.” (UNDP Human Development Report for 2003).  We are all aware of the statistics:  According to the FAO about 40,000 children die each day of malnutrition.  The World Development Council describes the distribution of goods in terms of a champagne glass:  the top 10% of the world’s population control more wealth than the bottom 90%.  Nor is income the only issue.  Neoliberal ideology favors the conversion of subsistence agriculture (such as is typical, for example, in Chiapas, Mexico) into monoculture that can be more easily mechanized and integrated into a global economy.  As a consequence the indigenous population is transformed into an agricultural workforce working for (often meager) wages.  We are witnessing, in the words of Dean Brackley, SJ, the “globalization of the South Bronx.”
  


One might argue that, given the desirability of democratic social institutions and freedom of commerce, inequality of economic distribution is not only moral but inevitable.
  What is wrong with allowing talented people to pursue their own interests, taking advantage of the circumstances presented to them, so long as they do not interfere with the freedom of others to do the same?  But the fact is that hard work and perseverance, even by very talented people, will not bring success in the absence of favorable social, economic, and historical circumstances.  A young peasant in Chalatenango, El Salvador, has no hope of bettering his or her circumstances, unless he or she can somehow find a way to “El Norte” [the U.S.], legally or (more likely) illegally.  

There are deep presuppositions about human nature and ethics buried in this view that we cannot deal with here.  But there is a philosophical problem that cannot be ignored.  Ignacio Ellacuría, SJ, the martyred rector of the Central American University in El Salvador, argued that the lifestyle of the first world was not just the inevitable result of natural economic development.  It was, from his perspective, positively immoral, and that for the very Kantian reason that it is not universalizable.
  The earth simply does not possess the resources necessary to allow everyone (or even most people) to enjoy a first-world standard of living.  One need only imagine the specter of 1.3 billion Chinese driving SUV’s to have the truth of this claim come home to one.   


Things, however, are much worse:  not only is the first-world lifestyle not universalizable, there does not even exist a common arena of dialogue.  First-world democracies control the media of expression and establish the rules of dialogue.  “The actual communities of communication,” according to Antonio González , SJ, “together with their democratic institutions, are constitutive parts of that western form of life that is not universalizable.”
  In fact, the victims have no voice.  Bringing the oppressed into the community of dialogue carries the same peril for the planet as trying to lift the poor up to the level of consumption of the affluent North.  Inhabitants of the First World have no idea how easy they have it.  They do not recognize the immense investment in infrastructure (electricity, telephone, water, heat, roads, gasoline, etc.) upon which they rely but which is invisible to them.  It is for this reason that “free” elections in many parts of the world produce a response of apathy and cynicism among populations.  Free elections cannot be separated from a whole interlocking system of resources, communication capabilities and traditions that Western democracies take for granted but which are largely absent in the impoverished South.


What are the consequences of this situation?  Richard Rorty outlines the problem with brutal clarity: 

I have been putting forward a philosophical argument that depends upon three premises. The first is that the primordial philosophical question is not “what are we?” but “who are we?”  The second is that “who are we?” means “what community of reciprocal trust do we belong to?”  The third is that reciprocal trust depends on feasibility as well as on good will. The conclusion I draw from these premises is that thinking of other people as part of the same “we,” depends not only on willingness to help those people but on belief that one is able to help them. In particular, answering the question “who are we?” with “we are members of a moral community which encompasses the human species,” depends on an ability to believe that we can avoid economic triage.

If those in the developed world cannot avoid economic triage, however, they are faced with the necessity of treating the poor as “surplus to their moral requirements, unable to play a part in their moral life.  The rich and unlucky [sic—lucky?] people will quickly become unable to think of the poor and unlucky ones as their fellow humans, as part of the same ‘we’.”


Is there another possibility?  Perhaps Rorty has the problem reversed.  His claim is that we can only share moral community with those we can help.  Maybe it is the other way around:  we can only help those with whom we share moral community.  The issue is not our moral obligation to help so much as the recognition of the other as a fellow-human.  It is not in abstract principle but in human interaction that we find the connections that make for practical community. We will understand community better if we think of it as persons bound together by a kind of compassion.  Philosophers have long tried to articulate the kind of equality presupposed in democratic theory but seemingly not resting on the qualities possessed by individuals.  Henri Nouwen formulates it as follows:

Compassion manifests itself in solidarity, the deep consciousness of being part of humanity, the existential awareness of the oneness of the human race, the intimate knowledge that all people, however separated by time and space, are bound together by the same human condition.  Solidarity is more—much more—than the intellectual affirmation of shared humanity; it is the profound felt experience of human sameness.

Compassion, then, is the fundamental experience of myself as one-among-others, the recognition that everyone else is just like me.


How does solidarity manifest itself?  Simone Weil describes it (paradoxically) as the recognition of the impersonality of justice:  “All human beings are absolutely identical in so far as they can be thought of as consisting of a centre, which is an unquenchable desire for good, surrounded by an accretion of psychical and bodily matter.”
  It is therefore the cry of the victim that creates the bond of community, for “at the bottom of the heart of every human being, from earliest infancy until the tomb, there is something that goes on indomitably expecting, in the teeth of all experience of crimes committed, suffered, and witnessed, that good and not evil will be done to him.”
  Solidarity is not a political accommodation of interests:

For Weil, [justice] is something more radical.  I simply do not have in reality independently definable interests of this kind:  if I think I do, I have wholly misconceived the essential character of virtue in human interaction, and perhaps misunderstood the nature of understanding itself.  Justice is what occurs when a situation arises in which unqualified mutual attention is exchanged between persons....The only true “interest” I can have...is discoverable through attention to the reality of others, to the perspective on the world which they in their distance from me possess.  It is not a matter of negotiating terms, but of a universal relinquishing of the idea of rights upon which the practice of negotiation rests.

So what is the academic task here?  What I can offer is more sketch and exhortation than program.  Goizueta says:

Only if normative claims about the common good are possible are justice and community possible.  The possibility of preferring some points of view over others is not a threat to pluralism but its precondition.  The preferential option for the poor—in both its social and intellectual dimensions—is a precondition for achieving the common good.

The reality of the world is the normative standard, and that reality is one of poverty, disease, economic exploitation, hunger and political oppression for the majority.  In fact, as Dean Brackley points out, a middle-class point of view on reality has only been possible for about two hundred years.  Yet we labor under “the common illusion that we are the center of gravity of the universe.”  As a result, “by distancing the non-poor from the daily threat of death, the benefits of modernity have induced in us a kind of chronic low-grade confusion about what is really important in life, namely life itself and love.  To make matters worse, our superior technology and the media induce us to think of our culture and perspective on life as the norm, basically on track.” 
 As a result, the voice of the victim is not heard.  

Ignacio Ellacuría says that the task of philosophy is to disideologize our world view, 
 by which he means to prevent the globalization of points of view that disguise and distort the reality of human experience.  In order to do this the philosopher has to engage in what Brackley calls “cognitional hygiene,” which involves overcoming the “original prejudice” of dividing the world into important and unimportant people.  Brackley says, “The practical option for the poor, attention to suffering reality, understanding reality and sound judgment about reality shakes our worldview at its foundations.  It helps re-shape the basic anthropological, cosmological and cognitive assumptions that form the horizon for our interpretation.”  He continues, “The victim is the heart of the cognitive model, and the model confirms that the victim is at the heart of reality.”

The temptation will always be to silence or ignore the victims of history, to say there will always be winners and losers.  Our relationship to them can be externalized, so that it involves only economic contribution, so that it does not commit one’s person and life prospect.  But in fact the externalization of the relationship with the victims, the poor and marginalized, is at the same time their dehumanization.  It is to accept Rorty’s option of excluding the victims from “We.”  But taking the victims’ side, modeling the world from the perspective of the reality that daily oppresses them, transforms both the victims and ourselves. Peter-Hans Kolvenbach, SJ, Superior General of the Jesuits, says that the option for the poor results in their humanization and personalization.  He says, “The result is not an external goal, but rather the terminus toward which the dynamic of the option tends.  For the option for the poor is above all a relationship, an alliance, a casting of one’s lot with them.”  He continues, “Nevertheless, only that vital relationship saves both the poor and the one who establishes it.  It saves the poor from disability, and the one who makes the option is liberated from alienation.  What saves is the transcendence the relationship implies:  to go out from oneself and arrive respectfully at the other....”


We should not delude ourselves that this cognitional hygiene will be easy.  There is a kind of staging that people go through:  1) horror - “My God, I didn’t know it was so bad”; 2) determination - “Let’s fix it”; 3) despair - “We can’t fix it.  Let’s forget it”; 4) solidarity - “They” is replaced by “We,” “those people” by “my people.”  Getting past stage three is the real challenge for academics and for those we influence.  It involves in the first place that we ourselves strive for solidarity, and each must find his or her own path.  Socrates paid for his commitment to truth with his life, as did Ellacuría.  But the task is indispensable nonetheless.  As Ellacuría says:

As things stand, we are not going toward human liberation, but toward human alienation.  Philosophy as the search for the fullness of truth—not the mere absence of error but the full presence of reality—is thus an indispensable element in the integral liberation of our peoples.  When these peoples count on the real possibility of thinking for themselves in all the orders of thought, they will take the path of liberty and of full possession of themselves.  That is what philosophy is for.

The “full presence of reality” that Ellacuría refers to is the reality of the poor majority.  For us to take the victims’ side is to give them a voice in the conversation, to be, in the powerful words of Archbishop Romero, “the voice of those who have no voice.”  Without solidarity, however,

such a move lacks authenticity. We cannot simply grant liberation to people who are poor and marginalized—they must take it for themselves. And we must accept their struggle as our own.  In his speech at Louvain University in 1980, Romero said, “[L]iberation will occur not only when the poor become recipients of government or Church benefits but when they themselves become authors and protagonists of their struggle and their liberation, thus unmasking the ultimate root of false paternalisms, even ecclesial ones.”


As academics we are committed to teach what we know.  Solidarity with the poor necessarily involves, therefore, a transformation of the Universities where we teach.  It also involves overcoming the isolation that too often characterizes our relationship to the larger culture.  As Brackley says: 

Unless education addresses the way our thinking is grounded in our commitments and shored up by the structure of our affectivity, then, for all our rationality, the way we are searching for the truth must be challenged on strictly academic grounds....We cannot grasp life’s meaning by analyzing it from a distance..., much less by surgically separating the facts from the values.  Understanding the irreducibly moral drama of life requires moral sympathy and practical commitment.

Academic rigor means commitment to a search for the truth about the reality of our world, but it is reality that is the standard by which the success of our search is judged.  


In his acceptance of an honorary degree at Santa Clara University, Ellacuría said:

It is often said that the university should be impartial.  We do not agree.  The university should strive to be free and objective, but objectivity and freedom may demand taking sides.  We are freely on the side of the popular majority because they are unjustly oppressed and because the truth of the situation lies with them both negatively and positively.  Our university as a university has an acknowledged preferential option for the poor, and it learns from them in their reality....We take this stand with them in order to be able to find the truth of what is happening and the truth that all of us must be seeking and building together.
 


I would like to end this paper with a powerful challenge from Dean Brackley’s reflection on the role of the Christian university.  “The point is,” he says, “to advance beyond the traditional notion that knowing is observing—to the exclusion of commitment.”  He continues:

This broader framework for education says, You don’t see straight if you don’t love others and commit yourself to them.  Within this framework formal study in the Western tradition makes sense.  Within this framework starting from an “unbalanced” option for the poor in the face of an unbalanced world, the discourse shares some of the unbalanced tone of the Hebrew prophets and sounds less Greek and less qualified.  It denounces and announces.  

...The question is whether it is allowable not to have issues of justice as a primary focus of study and research.  The question is whether a Christian university can afford not to take a public stand on the critical moral issues of the day.  The university which fails to block the march of social injustice stands accused as its accomplice.

Taking such a stand, however, involves personal and institutional consequences.  The movement from observer to participant in the struggle of the poor cannot help changing the way we relate to our students and what we understand by “education.”  Brackley continues:

The victims need committed educated persons to take up their struggle at their side, persons who can help to address the structural nature of injustice....[W]hatever students’ intentions today, our purpose as educators is not to help them become well-to-do or politically powerful.  Christian education ought not help students to join the rich but rather to join the poor—to walk with the disinherited as committed and competent agents of social change.

To recall Tarrou’s words: “That’s why I decided to take, in every predicament, the victims’ side, so as to reduce the damage done.”  Taking the victims’ side in our consumer-drenched culture demands at least as much attention as in Tarrou’s plague-afflicted city.   The success or failure of the effort will determine our contribution to the building of a human community that includes all of humankind.
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