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I. Introduction

The title of Rogers-Vaughn’s 2016 book, Caring for Souls in a Neoliberal Age, 
juxtaposes an expression that sounds vaguely religious with an expression that seems 
outright secular. The table of contents reinforces the sense of an oxymoron, with 
headings such as “Post-Capitalist Pastoral Theology,” ‘Beyond Self-Management: Re-
Membering Soul,” and “Concluding Theological Postscripts.” Reading the book deepens 
the impression of someone trying to mix oil and water: terms like “caring,” “souls”, 
“pastoral theology” mixed with “capitalism,” “neoliberalism,” and “hegemony.” As the 
author puts it in his first sentence: “How could it happen that a Baptist minister who grew
up in the United States, in the Deep South no less, in a politically and religiously 
conservative milieu, ever wanted to author a book criticizing capitalism?” (p. 1). It is 
precisely the relentless determination and substance with which Rogers-Vaughn goes 
about connecting these incongruities that accounts for the quiet energy and weight of 
importance of the book.

The author is not only a pastor and, until recently, an Associate Professor of 
Pastoral Theology at Vanderbilt Seminary, he is also a practicing psychotherapist with 
thirty years’ experience. So the riddle of the book could be put in terms of how what goes
on in the inner sanctum of a pastoral psychotherapist’s private office could lead the 
author to call for the end of capitalism. Indeed the author not only calls for it’s end, he 
also suggests that what goes on in that private space has something to do with what could
end it. 

Part one will provide a “readers guide” to the book, focusing on its seven chapter 
structure. Part two will then highlight reasons why the book matters. Part III will 
conclude by taking up the author’s invitation to join him in the post-capitalist project he 
has initiated. Specifically, in this final part I will make two suggestions, one having to do 
with the author’s unsparing analysis of what could be called the dynamics of the 
suffering being inflicted by neoliberal capitalism run amok. Second, I will suggest that a 
post-capitalist alternative demands a demo-genesis, a new birth of democracy. 

II. Structure of the book

As I was reading through the book for the first time I kept being reminded of 
Dante’s descent into hell, with Rogers-Vaughn as my guide. It is not until the end of the 
fifth of seven chapters that we reach the bottom, which Rogers-Vaughn calls “third-order 
suffering.” At that point, he says, “to undo the spell of neoliberalism, we must ‘play the 
record in reverse.’ That means finding paths, however meager, back to solidarity” (p. 



161).1 Chapters 6 and 7 begin the journey back up. So the most basic structure of the 
book consists of three parts, an introductory chapter, followed by a journey down 
consisting of chapters 2 through 5, followed by the last two chapters, focusing on the 
sources of resistance and the hope and promise of a “post-capitalist project.” 

Let me make a brief comment on chapters 6 and 7 which address the question, 
“What is to be done?” The title of chapter 7, “Concluding theological postscripts,” clearly
marks it off in some sense from chapter 6 and the rest of the book and raises a question at
the outset. Isn’t the whole book theological in some sense, “a post-capitalist pastoral 
theology,” as the Introduction calls it? More specifically, what is the difference between 
chapters 6 and 7? Chapter 6 deals more heavily with psychoanalysis and psychotherapy 
as disciplines and professions, whereas chapter 7 draws more heavily on theology, 
pastoral theology in particular. However, it would be misleading to translate this 
difference into the language of secular and religious. In the second chapter Rogers-
Vaughn comments on the difference in a passage that is worth reading at the outset to 
gain a sense of what is distinctive about his perspective, the special “lens” he is using as a
pathologist, taking on the responsibility of as precise a diagnosis of the precise form of 
neoliberal pathology as possible so that we can begin to name the pain and work out 
together how to respond. 

As Rogers-Vaughn is careful to point out at the beginning of chapter 7, “I see no 
clear boundary between the sacred and the secular, the spiritual and the material. So, for 
me, even when I have been writing about economic, political, interpersonal, or 
psychological matters without using overtly religious language, the issues with which 
theology is preoccupied were always shimmering in the background.” As he has pointed 
out earlier, he is using the terms “faith” and “theology” in theologian Paul Tillich’s sense 
of “ultimate concern.”

What does that mean?” Rogers-Vaughn interprets the expression “ultimate 
concern” as “an orientation from which we relate to all that exists, a disposition that 
moves us to take action in the material world.” (p. 209). In other words religion, faith, 
and theology, are first and foremost a matter of attitudes rather than creeds or doctrines 
of the divine. It is a matter of our stance towards self, others, and planet earth, the 
orientation of our soul. He translates the word “faith” as “ontological affirmation,” 
drawing on political theorist William Connolly.

Connolly is one of Rogers-Vaughn’s most important sources for connecting the 
dots that make up the neoliberal religious-social-cultural-political universe that would 
colonize the soul. In the important methodological chapter 3 he draws on Connolly to 
indicate the agenda of the final chapter in a thick proposition: “Ontological affirmation, 
the democratic left, and political militancy belong together in the late-modern era. It takes
all three in tandem – in their theistic and nontheistic forms – to press for pluralism, 
equality, and ecological sensitivity” (p. 210)2 I will come back to the way in which this 
dense proposition is unpacked in chapter 7. Before doing so, however, I want to take a 
closer look at the train of thought of the first five chapters, starting with Rogers-Vaughn’s
account of what drove him to write the book.

1 See also the beginning of the next chapter where he remarks on the reaction of his students, the first time 
he taught a course that followed the same trajectory as the book (p. 167). 
2 Citing Connolly, “Materialities of experience,” in: D. Coole & S. Frost (Eds.), New Materialisms: 
Ontology, agency and politics (pgs. 178-200), (2008), p. 197. 



Chapter 1

He identifies disturbing changes in three areas of his life that moved him to write 
Caring for Souls (CFS), changes 1) in the individuals he was seeing in his practice, 2) in 
the life circumstances of rural and working class people and communities such as that of 
his own parents and grandparents, and 3) in the professional practices of pastoral 
counseling and the mental health disciplines in general. He came to the conclusion that 
all three concerns and anxieties could be traced to pathological developments in society 
as a whole, specifically, the transformation and global expansion of capitalism that has 
advanced steadily since the early 1980s. “The result has been that neoliberal ideology 
“has infected the way we now understand care in all its manifestations,” including 
pastoral care and the psychological disciplines in general, at least in the United States. 
One of the most disturbing observations is the belief that the source of personal distress 
originates solely within the individual (rather than primarily the social and political 
environment) (p. 6). 

The rest of the Introduction could be read as a preliminary weighing of the two 
forces – neoliberalism and pastoral care - arrayed against each other. First, the profile of 
neoliberalism is sketched in three sections of the Introduction. Instead of turning to case 
studies of individuals from his clinical practice as examples of the pathological situation 
he is describing he offers two collective cases studies of the deteriorating conditions of 
two small-town communities, Port Clinton, Ohio, and Rogers-Vaughn’s own hometown, 
Fort Payne, Alabama. Why? Because they illustrate that “the transformations occurring in
society are related to the full spectrum of human problems that have traditionally 
occupied the caregiving professions and human care as a whole, including the care of 
soul.” They also anticipate a central claim of the book, “that human relational and 
psychological sufferings are best understood as rooted primarily in material, social, 
and even political conditions, rather than simply in some underlying physiological 
process or in individual decisions or behavior” (p. 15). 

Still focused on neoliberalism, he bluntly names the root source of the destructive
“revolution” taking place in society: “Capitalism Unhinged.” There is an “urgent need to 
adopt a governing theory” to grapple with it, anticipating chapter 2. Before getting to that
chapter, however, he goes in to dig deeper. In a section entitled “We Are All Neoliberals 
Now,” he summarizes what we could describe as the “totalizing” drive of capitalism run 
amok, “the hegemonic penetration of neoliberalism into our souls,” spelled out in 
chapters 3, 4, and 5.

Still in the Introduction, he next turns to pastoral theology where he provides a 
rich account of “precursors” to his own critique of capitalism within pastoral theology, 
noting, however, that it is only recently that pastoral theologians have mentioned 
neoliberalism by name, and urging the need for nothing less than a “summons” to the 
entire discipline to move toward “a post-capitalist posture” (p. 23).  Is such a thing 
possible? What he is calling for requires “a community of inquirers, rather than 
sequestered individual thinkers,” a “wide-angle lens.” (p. 27). 

The final section of the Introduction provides an invaluable, short substantive 
summary of the structure of the book. However, I will complete my own brief overview 
before turning to reasons why the book as a whole matters and two suggestions for 
building on its foundations.  



Chapter 2

Chapter 2, as just indicated, names the root source of our global malady, 
neoliberal capitalism, that is, “capitalism unhinged,” and takes on the formidable task of 
providing a working theory of capitalism in its neoliberal phase since 1980, a theory that 
takes the form of telling its “story” (p. 36), the story of “neoliberalization, capitalism 
with a history, a story with multiple historical strands. The primacy assigned by Rogers-
Vaughn to care for souls is expressed in the attention he gives to neoliberalism as a 
cultural project. The cultural impact is the first feature of neoliberalism he calls attention
to (p. 27). As a project of political culture it is concerned with nothing less than 
colonizing “the heart and the soul,” citing Margaret Thatcher (p. 42). Its target is “the 
form of our existence” (p. 43). 

I want to suggest that whereas chapters 3, 4, and 5 focus on neoliberalism’s 
penetration of the soul, individual and collective, chapter 2 has to do with it’s attack on 
our sense of reality, an attack which is represented by postmodernism in its incarnation 
as the gift of human political cognitive power gone mad, recognizing no limits, 
unbounded. Rogers-Vaughn cites Terry Eagleton on “the congruity between postmodern 
theory and financial markets” as follows:

Its [postmodernism’s] nervousness of such concepts as truth has alarmed the 
bishops and charmed the business executives, just as its compulsion to place 
words like ‘reality’ in scare quotes unsettles the pious Burger in the bosom of his 
family but is music to his ears in his advertising agency. It has floated the signifier
in ways which cause the autocrats to reach for their banal certitudes, and in doing 
so found itself mimicking a society founded on the fiction of credit in which 
money spawns money as surely as signs breed signs. Neither financiers nor 
semioticians are greatly enamored of material referents (Caring for Souls, p. 48, 
citing Terry Eagleton, The Illusions of Postmodernism, 1996, p. 28). 
One of the most poignant moments in Caring for Souls, occurs in the middle of 

this chapter, when Rogers-Vaughn says, “I must confess this is a section I had rather not 
write.” He is referring to the section on “Postmodern Theories,” which follows the 
section on “Neoliberalism as a Cultural Project.” “It produces in me a vertigo that arises 
whenever I am about to rush in where angels fear to tread. … criticizing these theories 
can feel like a betrayal of one’s parents, and causes me to fear (perhaps neurotically so) 
the disapproval of my academic peers.” He is talking precisely about the “collusion” 
between postmodernism and neoliberalism. (p. 46). 

Culture in the U.S. in the decades since 1980 if not before has been dominated by 
the trickster phenomenon par excellence called “postmodernism.3” I want to suggest that 
this has to do in particular with what has happened to symbols under neoliberalism. One 
of the most powerful critiques leveled at neoliberalism, cited by Rogers-Vaughn is by 
Dany-Robert Dufour.4 

Dufour identifies three “new forms of domination that appear in neoliberal 
capitalism,” namely, deinstitutionalization, desymbolization, and desubjectivation” (p. 

3 Naomi Klein’s new book, Doppelganger: A Trip into the Mirror World, 2023, is, I suggest, a penetrating 
and courageous effort to descend into this nightmare and find her way back out.
4 Dany-Robert Dufour, The Art of Shrinking Heads (2003/2008). 



121). Each of these effects is disintegrative of the web of life, on the one hand, and, at the
same time, relentlessly reweaving a dark web of bondage according to the demonic, 
singular, totalizing logic of capitalism: re-institutionalizing under the corporate form, 
reduction of active agent-subjectivity to passive conformity, and the collapse of symbols
into meaning anything, everything, and nothing simultaneously, having lost all touch with
reality, replaced by the absolute final Truth dictated by the Masters of the Universe.5

Chapter 3

If chapter 2 names the pathology “capitalism unhinged,” and tells its story, 
chapter 3 seeks to do justice to what I will call the “wicked problem” of neoliberal 
capitalism’s actual workings today, that is, its “viral infiltration” of “the living human 
web.” 6 The expression “viral infiltration” cannot help but call to mind the recent global 
epidemic, or “pandemic” as an apt label for the ills of global capitalism. Note Rogers-
Vaughn’s reference (writing well before 2019) to “the current global pandemic of 
depression” (p. 103). Depression is a direct consequence of the extreme individualism of 
neoliberalism. “Depression and addiction are the two sides of the sovereign self.”7 In 
chapter 2 already, Rogers-Vaughn has cited a description of neoliberalization as 
“generally more termitelike than lionlike … its mode of reason boring in capillary 
fashion into the trunks and branches of workplaces, schools, public agencies, social and 
political discourse, and above all, the subject” (p. 43, citing Wendy Brown). What is 
being infiltrated is the self, the soul, producing “a reduced and corrupted self … deprived 
of what is required to genuinely be a self” (p. 101). 

The opening paragraph of chapter 3 is an excellent description of the nature of a 
“wicked problem.”  How are we to understand living, moving, breathing life itself, which
does not stand still for us to examine it? If we try to break it up into parts, spheres, 
domains, or levels we lose the complex interactions and feedback loops which are going 
on all the time, interactions which include our actions of studying them, like a “mobile” 
hanging over a baby’s crib, only each of the dangling objects of the mobile is capable of 
initiating movement and stopping at any moment.

As Rogers-Vaughn puts it, any notion of “independent structures, or 
organizations, of human life that may, either through happenstance or through predictable
interactions, intermingle so as to produce shared consequences … entirely misses the 
point” (p. 67). For pedagogic purposes he nevertheless adopts a three-part outline based 
on size: large collectives, smaller face-to-face relations, and individuals, understood as 
psychological systems (67). In addition, he draws on William Connolly’s work, which 
“argues that the entire cosmos, including human systems, is ‘composed of innumerable, 

5 See, for example, the symbol on the cover of Time Magazine for February 15, 1999, showing “The 
Committee to Save the World,” made up of “The Three Marketeers,” Alan Greenspan, Robert Rubin, and 
Lawrence Summers, referred to by Rogers-Vaughn, Caring for Souls, p. 40.
6 Horst W. J. Rittel and Melvin M. Webber, “Dilemmas in a General Theory of Planning,” Policy Sciences 
4 (1973) 155-169. A 1973 article co-authored by a professor of design and a professor of city planning 
adopted the expression “wicked” problems to describe certain kinds of social policy issues. “Wicked” 
refers to the complexity of the problem of life itself! 
7 p. 103, citing A. Ehrenberg, p. 232



interacting open systems with differential capacities of self-organization set on different 
scales of time, agency, creativity, viscosity, and speed” (p. 68).8

Chapter 4

The crucial point of chapter 4 is the claim that neoliberalism has given birth not 
only to a new paradigm of global domination in the world, but a new paradigm of 
suffering. The point is not that extreme forms of suffering, such as genocide, that mark 
the new regime of power, have never occurred before, but that they have become “the 
new normal” as he puts in the chapter title. 

To grasp this point, Rogers-Vaughn begins the chapter by, in effect, warning the 
reader that up to this point he has been viewing suffering through “a relatively narrow 
lens”!  “What remains to be explored is how contemporary capitalism exacerbates the 
sufferings of entire populations of people … creating a new order of suffering that is 
transforming already existing forms of suffering” (p. 109). And indeed, it is chapters 4 & 
5 that gave me the feeling that I was being conducted down to the lower depths of hell on
earth. Chapter 4 begins by describing neoliberalism as “a more efficient regime for the 
global production of suffering and death” (p. 110ff.), and continues describing what he 
refer to as the “more extreme manifestations of suffering,” a litany that includes such 
examples as Achille Mbembe’s  Necropolitics,9 Sven Beckert’s account of “war 
capitalism,”10 the “soul-killing detachment of “mass anesthesia” described by Zygmunt 
Bauman (p. 114), 11 and the role of neoliberalism in “the possible extinction of humanity 
and life on the planet as we know it,” as described by Naomi Klein (p. 120). 

It is in this context that Rogers-Vaughn turns to discuss third-order suffering as a 
new “paradigm.” of suffering. The emergence of a new paradigm involves a 
kaleidoscopic-like shift in a discipline, a practice, or worldview, a rearrangement of 
relationships, attention, and focus among existing as well as new phenomena. What 
appeared before as anomalies or exceptions under the earlier paradigm are now chronic, 
part of the status quo.12 

The forms of suffering generated by deinstitutionalization, desubjectivation, and 
desymbolization constitute the new order of suffering (124). Trauma in a neoliberal order
refers to the ordinary state of affairs (123). Even narratives of liberation and voices of 
opposition to the market  – religious, political, labor, pastoral care of souls itself – 
become “implicated in material inequality” (p. 125). He quotes Nick Couldry, author of 
Why Voice Matters: Culture and Politics after Neoliberalism, who compares this 
condition to the oppression of “double consciousness” described by W.B. Dubois, “a 
sense of always looking at oneself through the eyes of others” (p. 125). 

This final example takes on special significance for Rogers-Vaughn’s 
understanding of “intersectionality,” the subject of chapter 5. “Under the neoliberal 

8 Rogers-Vaughn is citing Connolly’s 2013 book, The Fragility of things: Self-organizing processes, 
neoliberal fantasies, and democratic activism, p. 25, emphasis in original. 
9 Rogers-Vaughn cites Mbembe’s 2003 article in Public Culture, 15(1), 11-40. In 2019 Mbembe published 
his book by the same title. 
10 Empire of Cotton: A New History of Global Capitalism, 2014), 
11 (Postmodernity and its Discontents (1997)
12 What I consider his ingenious use of  Thomas Kuhn’s Structure of Scientific Revolutions is discussed on 
pages 120, 121. 



paradigm of suffering “loss of voice will be unequally distributed, with those with fewer 
material resources being the more severely affected. The inability to narrate one’s life, 
then, participates in the oppressions occurring at the intersections between race, gender, 
sexuality, and other loci of social injustice” (p. 125). 

Having said all this, to fully grasp what Rogers-Vaughn means by the new 
normal, the reader would do well to read the descriptions of the “normotic personality,” 
or “normotic illness” by Christopher Bollas, starting on page 2: “Such an individual 
suffers a numbing or erasure of subjectivity, experiencing herself as a commodity in a 
world of commodities” (p. 2.  See also the lengthy description, pp. 187-9, as well as the 
discussion on pp. 195-196 where he talks about a particular client of his whom he 
considered an example of a partial case of normotic illness, and finally pp. 225-6)

Chapter 5
I am not an expert on “intersectionality,” if there is such a thing. Rogers-

Vaughn’s essay on the subject in this chapter, spelling out what he describes as “muting 
and mutating suffering: sexism, racism, and class struggle,” is the most thoughtful and 
insightful I have read. I cannot begin to do justice to it in this short space. I must be 
content to call attention to the final paragraphs of the chapter, talking about “a  post-
capitalist inter-relationality” that strives toward the increase of consciousness, 
particularly with regard to the social origins of suffering.” 

Neoliberalism, he says, “erodes a sense of belonging, a common language for 
naming the suffering, and any durable agency. This yields the most profound 
unconsciousness imaginable, including a lack of awareness of going-on being. Where are 
its referents now? We are reduced here to a voiceless and nameless suffering. So that is 
where we must begin.” 

He goes on, “Part of the wisdom of inter-relationality is that nothing can ‘make 
sense’ outside of relationships. Especially when we no longer know who we are, and 
our suffering has no name, we need others who will be present to bear witness. … Rising 
from such a deep unconsciousness occurs best in groups, and perhaps even in 
movements, where ‘deep calls unto deep.’13 He then quotes from Angela Davis, ““I don’t 
know whether I would have survived had not movements survived, had not communities 
of resistance, communities of struggle … It is in collectivities that we find reservoirs of 
hope and optimism.” (p. 161).14 

This is the point at which Rogers-Vaughn finally begins to “play the record in 
reverse” to begin breaking the spell of neoliberalism. I turn now to chapter 6 which 
begins the essay on “re-membering soul” after four chapters analyzing with painstaking 
and harrowing precision the processes by which neoliberalism is going about dis-
membering the soul, or causing “the disintegration of subjectivity” (p. 15). See the 
reference to the need for “a dedicated precision regarding terminology” in the case of 
intersectionality in particular (p. 153). 

Chapter 6 

13 “Deep calls unto deep” is an expression from one of the Psalms (42.7), evocative to many of  “inter-
relationality” or communion. 
14 Angela Davis, in F. Barat (Ed,), Freedom is a constant struggle: Ferguson, Palestine, and the Just as we 
foundations of a Movement, 2016, p. 49). 



Just as we think we are about to get some relief from being led ever deeper into 
the descending orders of suffering, we find Rogers-Vaughn, in the first part of chapter 6, 
leading us to consider once again “how third order-suffering characterizes the present 
age,” determined to make sure we do not miss “the texture and depth of this despair” 
(169). This requires understanding that under this new paradigm there are not one but two
levels of unconsciousness (169). First, suffering that is not aware of itself as suffering. 
Recall Rogers-Vaughn’s first description of the new normal, the normotic illness of 
numbness or erasure of subjectivity, the individual who experiences herself as a 
commodity (p. 2). Second, suffering that is oblivious of its actual origins (169). This is 
the opposite of Dubois’s double consciousness. 

Rogers-Vaughn’s judgment as to what can be done with suffering that remains so 
deeply unconscious is unequivocal. “It cannot be addressed, resolved, repaired, or 
comforted. Nor can it inspire change that would relieve any injustice or condition upon 
which it might be founded.” (p. 170). Is this a counsel of despair? No, it is directed 
against neoliberal forms of counseling, which reinforce its extreme individualism 
through an industry of “self-management” (See p. 168). Such forms of counsel de-link 
sufferings from the interlocking systems within which they originate. “Within the current 
hegemony we lack understanding of the ways in which these bodies, psyches, and 
proximal circles are connected to systems outside themselves. … [I]ndividuals are 
responsible for their own distress” (p. 170). Neoliberalism’s sovereign self needs no one 
else, is not dependent on anyone else. 

What, then, can be done? “The first and necessary step to care for the weakened 
souls under such a spell is, perhaps counterintuitively, to help them become aware of 
their distress” (p. 170). What is counterintuitive about this is that it entails assisting 
people, as he puts it, “in disowning their feelings” (p. 171)!  “This dis-owning does not 
mean we no longer acknowledge our experience. Rather, we now recognize our emotions
and other psychological phenomena as emerging from the entangled systems within 
which we exist.”  It has become essential to understand that moods, emotions, and other 
psychological phenomena “are symptoms of the flow of power and interest through 
the social, political, and material systems within which we all live” (p. 171). In other 
words, “soul is this fabric of connection” (p. 171)!15 

This claim about the soul sets the stage for the rest of chapter 6, which makes the 
case that care for souls, including pastoral psychotherapy requires attention to “more 
encompassing forms of soul care, such as social justice movements, community activism,
and certain political efforts” (pp. 172, 173). Accordingly, before addressing 
“individuality” as “a window into the dialectics of soul” in the second section of the 
chapter, Rogers-Vaughn, first turns attention to the “very material soul,” understood 
as “thoroughly material, as the quite substantial fabric that weaves us all together and 
with all that is. We are all entangled. This is the soul of which I speak” (p. 174). The 
whole book has been written from this perspective. It has been the basic premise from the
beginning.16 

15 Compare the claim made by David Hawkins that “The soul is not contained within the body but outside, 
in the theater of its commitments.” David Hawkins, “I, Thou, and It,” in: David Hawkins, The Informed 
Vision: Essays on Learning and Human Nature, 1974. I owe this reference to my long-time conversation 
partner, Bruce Thomas. 
16 See the definition of “soul” in connection with the definition of the “care of soul” at the very beginning 
of the book: on page, 5, repeated again with minor variation on page 15, 103, 171, and twice on 174). 



Significantly it is identical to his understanding of “religious faith” spelled out 
just before on the same page (174): “I have always known, as Appalachian folk would 
say, ‘down deep in my bones,’ that religious faith has to do with how we live in relation 
to the land, to its creatures, with each other, and with the Eternal we encounter always 
already there. This book is an extension and expansion of this visceral sort of 
knowledge.” 

I also want to underscore the significance of this sequence, namely, the material 
soul first, then individuality. I suggest this sequence is one more expression of Rogers-
Vaughn’s determination to assure that the perspective from which the reader’s attention is
drawn to the individuality of the individual will be that which weaves us all together in 
life. 

At this point I want to go back for a moment to the proposition just quoted above 
that “soul is this fabric of connection.” As I read it, I have a sense of looking at one of 
those gestalt images that flits back and forth between two completely different, even 
opposite scenes. One of the most common example goes back and forth between the 
image of a young woman, and a very old woman. In Care of Souls the image of 
“entanglement” together with related images such as “weaving”, “fabric”, “webs” are 
repeated. Sometimes, as in chapter 3 the image is positive, an image of life, “the living 
human web.” At other times, including in chapter 3, the metaphors carry the vivid sense 
of being caught in a living hell.17

At the beginning of the discussion of “Individuality” both connotations appear 
explicitly side by side. On the one hand, “neoliberalism itself manifests its own peculiar 
entanglements.” On the other hand, “soul is a way of existing within these entanglements 
– a way characterized by love, attachment, appreciation, wonder, longing.” (p. 183). 
Love of course, as he points out, “depends on the presence [of] ‘others’, on those who 
stand out in all their particularity” (p.183). Compare this to Zygmunt Bauman’s 
observation, cited earlier by Rogers-Vaughn, that identity “cannot be formed unless in 
reference to the bonds connecting the self to other people” (p.156). “Bonds” is another 
profoundly ambiguous metaphor. Here it is unambiguously positive. Elsewhere in Caring
for Souls of course, slave and debt bondage are excoriated (See especially on the debt 
economy and “finance” as “the buying and selling of debt” (p. 112, for example and 
especially the discussion of Lazzarato on “indebted man” on pages 151-153). 

Chapter 6 concludes on a double note. He has argued that “psychotherapy can be 
a form of self-care that amounts to political warfare,18 only to concede that “it is 
nevertheless a fragile, transient, and limited form of political struggle” (p. 203). It 
requires “a far reaching care of souls that can only occur in collectives and social 
movements,” a post-capitalist project (p. 204). 

Chapter 7
Concluding Theological Postscripts

17 The inescapable ambiguity of the web metaphor is the subject of an unpublished article by Rogers-
Vaughn, entitled “Dying Human Documents: Reimagining Pastoral Care Within the Dark Web.” I am 
grateful to him for making a copy of this article available to me. 
18 He has cited this powerful assertion of agency earlier, citing Sara Ahmed, who in turn cites Audre Lorde:
“Caring for myself is not self-indulgence, it is self-preservation, and that is an act of political warfare” (p. 
192). 



Ch 7 is about hope, prospects, possibilities, the subjunctive, the future. It is also 
more explicitly personal, “even confessional” (210). The insistence on the paradox of 
inseparable distinctions, distinctions that interpenetrate, continues the pattern of 
entangled life that characterizes each of the preceding chapters. Each of the three 
postscripts denotes a distinct yet inseparable “dimension” of the whole that is caring for 
souls (p. 210). The order in which they are taken up also follows the pattern explicitly 
followed in chapter 6, that is, first adopting the perspective of wider collectives 
(“Cultivating Collectives Beyond the Market”) before zooming in on inter-personal and 
even intra-personal dimensions of “Caring for Souls.” The final postscript builds on this 
“fabric” of the soul to reflect on ways of amplifying hope. 

I will single out the crucial concept of “self-transcendence” to comment on rather 
than try to do justice to the whole rich, thick texture of the wisdom of the chapter.  “Self-
transcendence” is introduced already in the first chapter where he defines “soul”: “I 
understand soul [to be] an aspect of the embodied self, namely the activity of self-
transcendence, where this refers not to an act of individual rationality, but to that activity 
which holds individuals in relation with self, others, creation and the Eternal (whether or 
not this ultimate value is recognized as God)” (p. 5). 

“Self-transcendence” occurs again here in chapter 7. In the first instance a sharp 
distinction is drawn between two kinds of self- transcendence. It is used to refer to the 
Cartesian notion of “a movement in which the individual, in an imaginative act of reason,
exits herself and observes her own thoughts, feelings and processes. It is thus objective 
and objectifying.” It is “rational and individual.” As Rogers-Vaughn points out bluntly, 
“In this instance, self-transcendence appears as an activity of solitary individuals and is 
full compatible with the neoliberal paradigm” (224). 

An alternative tradition, represented, for example, by Martin Buber, uses the 
expression to refer to an activity that is “dialogical and intersubjective. It arises within 
what Buber identifies as ‘the between.’ Self-transcendence occurs not from some neutral 
standpoint within an individual’s rational act, but from the standpoint of the other(s). It 
appears as a form of knowledge or experience that is intrinsically relational or social.” It 
is also, according to some, “auditory” rather than visual, “depending on listening and 
speaking. This self-transcendence is an intersubjective, social act and cannot be achieved 
by isolated individuals. It lies outside cost-benefit calculations and concerns for 
efficiency and thus is fundamentally incompatible with neoliberal culture” (p. 224, 
emphasis added). It is, to the contrary, an “activity of soul” that is intrinsically “ethical” 
(225). 

The distinction between these two perspectives on the self, on human nature, is 
momentous. According to theologian Walter Brueggemann, “the erosion of dialogue” by 
neoliberalism’s monologic, individualistic form of self-transcendence is a consequence of
“the totalizing capacity of modernity-cum-capitalism. … The loss of dialogic articulation,
rendered impossible in modernist rationality, has led to complete abdication of dialogical 
capacity … Either cold absoluteness or totalizing subjectivity leaves no possibility of 
mutual engagement” (p. 225).19 Rogers-Vaughn’s own verdict is that “soul is endangered,
perhaps as never before” by the “mutation that I have called third-order suffering.” Are 
we now increasingly caring for souls that are threatened with extinction. … zombies of 

19 Citing Walter Brueggemann, “In the ‘Thou’ business, Journal for Preachers, (35(4), 21-30). 
Brueggemann is a well-known biblical scholar and theologian. 



our former selves?” Self and other “are commodified and reduced to an object, an ‘it’” 
(226). 

Once again Rogers-Vaughn has first demonstrated his fierce determination to try 
to take the full measure of neo-liberal’s killing crusade against life, before making the 
turn one final time “up” in the direction of hope, in the final postscript, entitled 
“Amplifying Hope” (p. 228ff,).20 Here he turns again to soul as self-transcendence, this 
time in order to spell out how this activity of the soul may constitute a source of  hope, 
even in this extremity, when third-order suffering has reduced soul to “a virtual silence” 
(230-231). Self-transcendence “requires a reversal of the double unconsciousness of 
third-order suffering. First, awareness of suffering. Second, awareness of its social 
origins. Out of this two-part awareness is planted “the seed for the emergence of a new, 
spontaneous community” or “communion,” “embryonic hope.” (230). Hope here, I 
suggest, must be understood as agency, fragile, vulnerable, perhaps, but nevertheless 
“self-care,” healing, healthy activity initiated by the self.

It is essential to take in the emphasis placed by Rogers-Vaughn on dialogue in 
this process. “Soul,” he says here “is self-transcendence that occurs within dialogue, in 
the form of the call-and-response of relationship. Whenever we speak, whether through 
words or through gestures of our bodies, we must wait for the other’s response. … We 
might say that this pause, this space, between speaking and responding is the birthplace 
of hope.” (231). 

The context of this analysis is the” dyadic relationship” of psychotherapy, in 
which “the experience of communion” can occur that will “accomplish in the teeth of will
and knowledge the transcendent act – the act establishing the vital regeneration of which 
this experience affords both the pledge and the first fruits” (p. 231, citing Gabriel 
Marcel). Dialogue occurs also within the individual. Rogers-Vaughn has earlier 
called attention to the fact that “in effect, the individual is a system of relationships in 
dynamic relation. The individual is a community, yet manifesting her own agency” (p. 
68).21 The resilience of the soul means that even in the radical form of third-order despair,
hope is not created from nothing (p. 231).22

20 The metaphor of the journey “down” followed by a turn “up” occurs in this postscript in a short but 
profound reflection on Soren Kierkegaard. It is Kierkegaard who supplies Rogers Vaughn with the 
language he uses to describe the dialectal pivot point or fulcrum of the book noted above, the notion of 
breaking the spell of neoliberalism by “playing the record in reverse” (See page 161 for the earlier 
reference. See p. 230 where Kierkegaard is cited in full on the metaphor). 
21 Here he is drawing on the rich insights of “psychoanalytic object relations theories [which] understand 
the individual psyche as constituted by the ‘internalization’ of all the intersubjective experiences from birth 
onward, that have affective significance for that individual” (p. 68). 
22 See also his reference to Gramsci’s famous notion that “no hegemony achieves complete and absolute 
control. If this were not the case, there would be no hope” (p. 6). He refers to “the Gramscian sense of 
hegemony” again in chapter 2, this time in support of the range of sources of “opposition to contemporary 
capitalism” (p. 53). Such opposition he declares “no longer emanates solely from Marxism, but emerges 
from ‘a range of ideological perspectives … such as human rights activism, direct action, anarchism …. 
environmentalism, certain feminist movements, animal rights activism, certain church and religious 
movements and so on. … That neoliberal rationality and practice are profoundly incongruent with the Jesus
portrayed in the Gospels should already be apparent.” He is drawing on J.G. Crossley, Jesus in an age of 
neoliberalism: Quests, scholarship and ideology, (2012). 



III Why Rogers-Vaughn’s Work Matters: 
A. The Political Primacy of Care

I suggest that the reason Rogers-Vaughn’s work is important is because it assigns 
political primacy to caring for souls in the face of the deadly indifference of corporate 
capital power. In the second part of this essay therefore I will summarize how viewing 
neoliberalism through the lens of care gives his diagnosis and prescription political 
thinking power, cogency, and depth. I will also make suggestions for building on his 
diagnosis and his prescription. But first I will summarize his remarks on the political 
primacy of care.

Caring for Souls makes a powerful case for the primacy of caring for souls as a 
collective responsibility. He argues that care is a political activity, that care must not be 
limited to individuals but must include “the care of collectives” (p.88), indeed, must 
include care for the public (89), that is, responsibility to “help create and sustain “a 
shared space” where “the voices of individuals and groups [can] be heard concerning 
policies and actions that directly impact the quality of their lives.” “This,” he adds, 
“constitutes the very meaning of the word ‘politics’” (89).  This imperative entanglement 
of collective and individual as we have seen runs all the way through the book. 

The book is also a work of pastoral theology that stands in a tradition of “public 
theology.” What this means, says Rogers-Vaughn, is that “pastoral theology not only 
speaks to the public, but that it interprets what is occurring in the world from a 
theological perspective, not limited to areas that may be designated as specifically 
‘religious’ or ‘spiritual’” (p.89). 

In a neoliberal age, which is out to eliminate a public, political voice, this means 
that “pastoral and practical theologians must recognize a responsibility “to help create 
and sustain” a collective public sphere that recognizes public responsibility for the 
care of souls, the health and well-being of the body and soul politic. These passages 
speak of a mutual responsibility of people and government. We the people, as 
individuals and local collectives, must help create and sustain a collective public sphere, 
which, in turn, is responsible for the care and well-being of the people. 

It would seem a small step from the primacy assigned to care of souls in 
Rogers-Vaughn’s work to the idea that care for the well-being of the people is the 
supreme law of government as Danielle Allen affirms.23 There is no doubt in my mind 
that this is precisely the point of his bold call for a post-capitalist project, understood as a 
public, political project. At the same time, it feels essential to me to make this supreme 
responsibility of government explicit. Why? Because in the course of my efforts to make
a move in that direction the resistance seems to increase exponentially with each exertion.
The small step has suddenly become a vertical wall. “Reality” has suddenly become a 
mirage, the neoliberal nightmare of an utterly cold indifferent, universe, “populated” by 
digital, mechanical creatures with no soul. The indifference of neoliberalism is expressed 
in its economic notion of “externalities,” those matters that “do not count,” in the calculus
of the market. The French scholar, Bruno Latour, in his call for a “demo-genesis,” a new 
birth of democracy, in the face of planetary catastrophe, spells out the meaning of 
externalities as indifference or negligence and the neoliberal market in terms of the 
tragedy of the commons: 

23 Danielle Allen, Democracy in the Time of Coronavirus, (2022), p. 9. 



The tragedy comes from the recent belief that the interest of the individual –
nation-state, animal, human, it hardly matters – can be calculated in only one way,
by placing the entity on a territory that belongs to it exclusively and over which it 
reigns with sovereignty, and by shunting to the ‘outside’ everything that must not 
be token into account. The novelty as well as the artificiality of this type of 
calculation is well brought out by the technical term ‘externalization’ – a precise 
synonym for calculated negligence, hence for irreligion” (p. Facing Gaia 271). 

It is that word “must,” that imperative command, “Thou shalt not count, care for, concern
yourself with anything outside your own interest,” that rises up like the mountains of 
Mordor, like an implacable fate, to keep us from listening to the voice of our soul, that 
knows that mutual care, care for the well-being of one another is the supreme law of 
life and therefore the only legitimate basis for the authority to wield power we 
entrust to government. 

The same point is made in Caring for Souls in the observation that the policies 
pursued by the strategies of neoliberal capitalism “intentionally attack the public good, 
both politically and economically” (p. 17). Rogers-Vaughn has just noted that “’rational 
choice theory’ … denies the importance, if not the existence of the common good.” It 
claims “to show by means of scientific discourse that the concepts of ‘the public’ and 
‘public interest’ or ‘general welfare’ [are] arbitrary and meaningless” (p. 17).24 See also 
the reference to the “soul-killing detachment” that characterizes neoliberalism (p. 114). 

B. Reimagining Religion

A second major reason for the importance of CFS lies in its contribution to the 
project of reimagining religion in the teeth of modernity’s most dangerous blind spots, its
assumption of its own secularity, its freedom from anything to do with religion, which it 
equates with non-modern, “primitive” superstition and magic thinking. It is important to 
note at the outset that his critique and project of reimagination is focused on the Western 
tradition of Christendom, which “we” have inherited as the exemplar of “religion,” In 
that sense it is an insider’s effort at self-critique. However, it is at the same time, a view 
from the outside, that is, from the perspective of those whom capitalism regards as 
externalities, expelled, who don’t count. Those, the “poor” are also the ones who can see 
most acutely neoliberal capitalism’s  idolatrous self-worship. 

Viewing capitalism from the perspective of the primacy of care for the deep 
solidarity of souls, from that outsider position results, I suggest, in what can be fairly 
described as a “thick” self-examination in the anthropologist’s sense of a culture viewed 
as a whole symbolic world tradition. The primacy of care for souls, says Rogers-Vaughn, 
is rooted in “the infinite and unique value of every individual” (p. 215). With this 
formulation, by Rogers-Vaughn, we arrive at a critical juncture. It would be very easy to 
mistake this formulation as an endorsement of neoliberalism’s nightmare ideology of 
“individualism.” Yet they are as different as night and day. Rogers-Vaughn’s formulation
occurs in a description of the “deep solidarity” of “a common life rooted not in sameness,
but in a deep respect, obligation to, and thus love for, the infinite and unique value of 
every individual,” a “solidarity that sustains soul” (215). Not “sameness.” Not 

24 Citing Haring, n. & Douglas, N. (2012). Economics and the powerful: Convenient theories, distorted 
facts, ample rewards,” pp. 21-22. 



conformity. Not atomized individuals, puppets of the market, stripped of their birthright 
as co-creators of a common life. 

The source of this deep solidarity as described by Rogers-Vaughn, is a set of 
attitudes – respect, obligation, love. These attitudes have their source in the unique 
individuality of being human, something no one can claim credit for, something, in other 
words, that is a gift, the gift of life, the gift of what Hannah Arendt, in The Human 
Condition, calls “natality.” 

The attitudes of “respect,” a sense of “obligation” and “love” are, I suggest each 
expressions of gratitude. And gratitude, I suggest further, is at the bottom of what it 
means to be religious, to worship. 

C. Idolatry: The Deformation of Religion under Neoliberalism

R-V’s contribution to the project of reimagining or preconceiving religion in CFS 
is manifold. At this point I want to focus on a key feature of Rogers-Vaughn’s 
contribution to the question of reimagining religion, namely, his discussion of idolatry. 
He invokes idolatry in the context of chapter 3, where he draws on a range of scholars 
who have claimed that neoliberal capitalism is in fact profoundly religious, not secular, 
indeed, that “the very idea of secularity is illusory” (85). 

He cites Walter Benjamin, the economist Robert Nelson (Economics as Religion, 
2001, p. xv). Goodchild’s Theology of Money (2009, 12, 115-16, 203, 222, 235-36), Joerg
Rieger, No Rising Tide, 2009 (68, “the gods of the free market”),  Harvey Cox on “the 
omnipotence, omniscience, and omnipresence of this ‘Market God,” Nicholas Lash, The 
Beginning and End of ‘Religion’ (1996). (See CFS 8fff.). 

The point of this discussion of capitalism’s religious character is that “despite all 
the benefits it may have brought with it,” capitalism is just such an idolatrous religion, 
one that is “especially dangerous.” (pp. 88). Rogers-Vaughn draws on a phalanx of 
theological scholars, Nicholas Lash, Edward Farley, Joerg Rieger, and Paul Tillich, on a 
page where the words, idolatry, idolatrous, or idol occur six times (p.88). 

Idolatry is defined as “’set[ing] our hearts’ on some mundane thing” (p. 88, citing 
Lash). According to Farley “Once we identify some mundane person, place, thing, or 
state of being with the ‘eternal horizon,’ we are then prepared to sacrifice anything – self,
others, creation – to protect whatever we have made sacred. Idolatry is a “propensity” of 
human desire. We are “spontaneously idolatrous.”

It does not matter, in this view, whether the idol is identified as ‘religious’ or 
‘secular.” (88). Idolatrous religion, or “quasi-religion.” according to Tillich, is marked by
the absence of “an internal criticism to check its idolatrous tendencies,” tendencies 
which are susceptible to the “demonic.” (88). According to Lash, that is exactly what 
secular neoliberalism is doing. Removing the ancient disciplines we call ‘religions’ from 
‘the realm of truth,’ “leaves our propensity for idolatry unchecked and unconstrained, 
with devastating consequences” (Lash, p. 110, cited by CFS 88). 

Turning to the concluding pages of CFS the threat of idolatry turns up again in the
discussion of hope and the necessity of utopian vision. Here Rogers-Vaughn argues that 
“amplifying hope,” entails “a critical retrieval of the utopian imagination” (232). This 
imperative is repeated: “Amplifying hope in the social dimension will entail a critical 
retrieval of the utopian spirit” (p. 235). At the same time, however, he also warns that 



idolatrous tendencies inevitably accompany utopian dreams (234). This means that 
“serious ongoing theological analysis and critique” will be required in order to counter 
these tendencies (234). 

In this context, the context of the future, the hegemonic appetite of neoliberal 
idolatry stands out in stark relief: “What we now have,” says Rogers-Vaughn, “is one 
utopian project eradicating its competitors” (p. 233). He is echoing Zizek’s conclusion 
that with hegemonic capitalism, alternative utopian worlds “have been exorcized by 
the utopia in power” (p. 233). 

The idolatrous, hegemonic intolerance for competitors, its desire for unique, 
exclusive and total dominion receives its most extended expression by Rogers-Vaughn in 
“Best Practices in Pastoral Counseling: Is Theology Necessary,” an article published a 
few years before Caring for Souls.25 “It is crucial,” he says there, “to recognize that 
neoliberalism does not regard itself as just one of many ideological options, but as the 
one true way.” There are no alternatives It aims for ‘the destruction of all the collective 
institutions capable of counteracting the effects of the infernal machine.” (“Best 
Practices, p. 5). 

“Idolatry consists in inordinate relationships to mundane objects …. in order to 
escape the anxieties of tragic existence.” Idolatry corrupts those relationships. It alienates 
by absolutizing the other or the object (18). The erosion of the power of deep symbols in 
idolatrous global capitalistic society increases “the need of individuals for idolatrous 
attachments” by an order of magnitude, contributing to the erosion of the category of 
transcendence, what Baumann refers to as the absence of the eternal (19). Idolatry is a 
certain kind of focus of attention, an obsessive attachment to some entity in the 
environment, resulting in fanatical loyalties (p. 13, citing Farley).Its secular name is 
“addiction” (p. 15). The new global society under the hegemony of neoliberalism is 
“idolatrous at its core” (p. 7). 

What follows from this is momentous. It means that the choice we face is not 
between religion or non-religion, religion or secularism. It is rather a choice between 
religion understood as deep solidarity versus idolatrous religion. It also follows that 
politics - understood as the exercise of the gift of power to co-create our common world 
-is inescapably religious, and that the opposite is necessarily true, religion is necessarily
political. 

The difference in their conceptions of freedom is another way in which religion, 
understood as “deep solidarity,” is distinguished from idolatrous religion. In an important
article written before the book, Caring for Souls, Rogers-Vaughn defines the difference 
in terms of the inseparability of freedom and obligation. “Obligation,” he says, “is the 
other side of freedom.” But the idolatrous freedom promised by neoliberal capitalism is 
freedom without obligation, individual freedom without limits of an other, a freedom 
that legitimates indifference to others. This is a notion of “freedom” modeled on the self-
identified “masters of the universe.” It is in fact a nightmare version of freedom: isolated,
atomized sovereign individuals each declaring their “rights” to be free from one another, 
free in fact from everything, lost in a “pastless, futureless, contexless void.”26 

25 Bruce Rogers-Vaughn, “Best Practices in Pastoral Counseling: Is Theology Necessary?” Journal of 
Pastoral Theology, July 2013, (23:1), 2-24. 
26 Eric Alterman, “The American Berserk,” The Nation,  May 4/11, 2020.



Idolatrous freedom “is reduced to self-conscious and autonomous choices about 
what to buy or what identity to embrace,” obsessively attaching oneself to some entity in 
the environment resulting in fanatical loyalties which actually reduce freedom by 
pressuring the self into service to and protection of an idol. “In idolatrous attachment the 
reality of the person or object idolized is bypassed and replaced ‘with the idealized 
features of perfection.’ Thus the relation to the other or object is neither love nor 
authentic enjoyment (which requires the recognition and acceptance of the actual features
of the other/object), but obsession with the self-securing agenda the other/object is called 
upon to serve” (p. 13). 

Genuine freedom, freedom not rooted in idolatrous attitudes, practices, and 
attachments that divide and isolate, is rooted rather in deep solidarity of respect for the 
infinite and unique value of each soul. It s a freedom that owns, gratefully, the common, 
shared, mutual obligations to one another that make freedom possible (cf. CFS 215). 

D. Freedom without Limits: 
The Idolatrous Hegemony of the New “Liberalism”

Idolatry’s appetite for no limits translates into the appetite for hegemony. 
“Hegemony” can be described as an idolatrous form of politics, the appetite for total 
control, a form of suicidal madness that tears humankind in two. The excess, the madness
of this attitude towards ourselves as a species would reduce the infinite to the knowable, 
out of infantile craving for omnipotence. 

There is a deep contradiction characterizing the dynamics of neoliberal hegemony
in action, a self-destructive splitting or fissiparous drive revolving around its idolatrous 
attitude toward freedom. It is, says R-V, “a global hegemony that does not look like a 
hegemony, one that claims to be a liberator of humankind even as it shackles the human
soul” (p. 42). 

The dynamics of neoliberal hegemonic desire are being played out politically in 
the contest between private capitalist power and the public power of the state. 
Ideologically it is being played out as a battle between publics and a privatized class over 
who will control the cognitive power to define freedom and liberty. Since the earliest 
days of the Western commercially-driven circumnavigation of the globe, “discovering the
‘Americas’” to the west, and navigating a sea route east to southeast Asia and the “Spice 
Islands,” this has been a global struggle within the West over control of how the benefits 
would be distributed. Today that conflict has engulfed the governments of the Euro-
American “West” itself as the tidal wave of privatizing corporate power has set its sights 
on privatizing its own governments in the name of “neoliberalism.” 

At this point it is useful to break apart the term “neoliberalism” into its two parts 
and refer to the “new liberalism” or its synonym, the “new liberty,” in order to focus 
attention on the decisive question of who would define freedom and liberty. The “new” 
liberalism” is new in the determination of its crusaders to reverse the political positions of
market and government, making the private market sovereign by transforming the state 
into the servant of capital, a nightmare “vision” realized for four years by the occupant of
the White House from 2016 to 2020. The White House was turned into the business 
office of the occupant while he used all the public powers of the office, extending to all 
three branches of government, for his own personal, private profit. 



For four years the powers of the public office of the President were being used to 
go as far as possible to privatize the entire government. Trump spent his four years in 
office single-mindedly working to turn the entire government, including what he called 
“the deep state,” into a servant of the private class of Trump idolaters. He was not trying 
to get rid of the deep state but to repurpose it. 

“Freedom” and “Liberty,” for four years, was defined as the unlimited freedom 
of the winners only, “winners” referring to the Presidential CEO himself and those who 
joined him. There is no room for obligation to anyone in this version of “freedom” and 
“liberty,” not even to anyone else within the circle of “winners.” The winners take all” 
manifesto of this regime necessarily leads to a single winner. “Trumpism” incarnates 
hegemony, the unlimited appetite for omnipotence. . 

Government, viewed through the neoliberal lens, is, as Reagan famously declared,
the problem, not the solution. He did not mean that it was too big. His actions 
demonstrated that what he meant was that the state should be transformed into an agent 
of private commercial corporate market power. 

Trump’s presidency, I believe, demonstrates the validity of Naomi Klein’s 
account of the dynamics of neoliberal hegemony as a “crusade” against government. The 
point was never to shrink the state but has always been to repurpose it by expanding its 
power to serve the hegemonic, utopian, sovereign freedom of capital over the state, while
crippling its capacity to serve any other purpose simultaneously. In The Shock Doctrine, 
Klein describes this double operation as “erasing and remaking the world” (p. 3). 

The first chapter of Shock Doctrine (SD), entitled “Blank is Beautiful,” lays out 
the chilling extremism of what is meant by “erasure,” the first step of this strategy and 
the unlimited violence of its understanding of “shock.” The shock could be a natural 
disaster such as Hurricane Katrina which hit New Orleans in 2005, or a war. In both 
cases, the destruction was welcomed as an opportunity to “remake” the region in the 
privatized image of monopoly capitalism for corporate persons. The “remaking” could 
begin immediately, as in New Orleans, with the use of public funds to build privately-
run for-profit charter schools. In other cases, such as the unilateral, preemptive invasion 
of Iraq in 2003, the disastrous shock was administered by the U.S. accompanied by the 
selling off of “socialist” public resources to private hands.

This introductory chapter’s rigorous, lucid description of the master strategy of 
neoliberal capitalism on the march is followed, with the exception of chapter 1, by no less
than twenty examples, beginning in Latin America in the 1950s (chapter 3) to the Middle 
East in 2007 (Chapter 21), the date of the book’s publication. 

As if this global account of civil and international violence at the macro-level 
were not a disturbing enough picture of the new liberalism’s hegemonic appetite, chapter 
1 describes an exemplar of its extremism directed at the micro-level of the soul and a 
report on its link, by way of the CIA, to the macro-level picture of the rest of the book. 

A review-essay on Rogers-Vaughn’s work is not the place to engage with 
questions about the details of Klein’s reporting. In his opinion Shock Doctrine has 
“meticulously documented” the neoliberal thought and practice” that has animated the 
American project of a universal free market. In the same context he cites John Gray’s 
judgment that “only in the United States is the Enlightenment project of a global 
civilization still a living political faith” (p. 40, citing False Dawn). 



In any case, Shock Doctrine’s importance lies not only in its meticulous reporting 
on the global institutional practices of neoliberalism in the last half century. It is equally 
important for her insight into the dynamics of neoliberal hegemonic thought, the 
dynamics of its idolatrous version of human cognitive power, which she describes as 
“market fundamentalism.” 

E. Fundamentalizing and the Global “Class” Divide

I suggest that the concept of “fundamentalizing” adds something crucial to the 
dynamics of “idolatrous” capitalism. What is “fundamentalized” is often truly 
fundamental, that is, something necessary and good, taken from the cornucopia of the 
gift of life. For example, what I call “mono-thinking” could also be called the gift of 
concentration, the capacity to focus attention on one task, to pursue an interest, a project 
“mono-maniacally.” I hazard the claim that without this capacity life could not exist, 
individually and collectively. But taken to an extreme, something good, healthy, even 
necessary, becomes dangerous.  This is as true for the individual as it is for collectives. 

I wish to place Naomi Klein’s panoramic account of the neoliberal fundamentalist
crusade within the succinct, indispensable summary of the concept of market 
fundamentalism provided by the sociologist Margaret Somers. 

Market fundamentalism. Somers says, is “the fervent conviction that all of social 
life should be organized according to market principles.” It is “a comprehensive 
worldview and political movement.” Particularly useful is her suggestion that the 
phenomenon of market fundamentalism can be usefully divided into three parts: 1) “a 
story built on a body of ideas which can take any number of forms – a public discourse, a
political narrative, an ideology or, when hegemonic, an ideational regime” 2) hitched to 
“an organized political and social movement, well-funded, aggressive, and forcefully 
evangelizing in its global reach,” and 3) “a set of practices, legal interventions and 
rulings, political techniques, and ‘technologies.” 27 

I suggest that Somers and Klein together help further illumine two features of 
Rogers-Vaughn’s deep analysis of neoliberalism. One is what I call its mono-thinking 
and practice. The other is the consequence of global hegemonic mono-thinking taken to 
an extreme, namely, violently splitting humankind into two classes. . 

If the primacy of caring for souls and a radical reimagining of “religion” are two 
reasons for the importance of CFS, a third is its reimagining of “class” as a global 
hegemonic splitting of the species in two. Neoliberalism is not “competitive.” It wants it 
all and is ready to take it all by violent, crusading force, the idolatrous counter-religious” 
force of “shock and awe.”  The result is a hegemonic Divide into two “classes.” In fact 
however, it is an impossible split between a class or category of souls that claims All, and
a “class” that counts for Nothing. The latter category is made up of individual souls being
themselves split apart from one another, and further split apart within, from themselves. 
“alienated,” atomized, shattered into fragments, “bits” and “bytes,” an artificial, “digital,”
dystopian world out to replace “analog” life. Fundamentalizing is mono-thinking and 
acting taken to an extreme. As we saw neoliberalism, according to Rogers-Vaugn,  

27 Margaret Somers, Genealogies of Citizenship: Markets, Statelessness, and the Right to have Rights, p. 
73-74). 2008. Drawing on Hannah Arendt, Origins of Totalitarianism. 



“does not regard itself as just one of many ideological options, but as the one true way” 
(“Best Practices”, p. 5). 

According to Susan George and Fabrizio Sabelli, the World Bank is a neoliberal 
example of this signature claim of fundamentalisms to be the one and only global truth. 
In thier history of the World Bank Larry Sommers, as its President is characterized as  
“The Fundamentalist Freedom Fighter.” 

The manner in which the World Bank has presented, promoted and defended 
structural adjustment against its critics closely parallels fundamentalist 
interpretations of the Bible. The strategies employed by the World Bank to 
guarantee the hegemony of its ideology and to deal with dissenters also 
correspond to those of fundamentalism. .. [The Bank] not only denies the 
legitimacy of alternatives, but has actively sought over the past decade, to ensure 
that all of the options available to developing countries have been narrowed to 
one.28

F. The Agents of Neoliberal Ideology and the Global Class Divide

In the interest of building on the indispensable work of Caring for Souls on the 
ideology of neoliberalism I want to call attention to the equally indispensable work of 
Susan George on the agents of neoliberalism, namely, corporations and their global 
institutional agencies, such as the World Bank. The book just cited by George and Sabelli
is subtitled “The World Bank’s Secular Empire.” It is a devastating account of the real-
world record of the World Bank’s neoliberal “structural adjustment” policies from its 
origins to 1994, the year of its publication. Just eight years ago, in 2015, she published 
Shadow Sovereigns: How Global Corporations are Seizing Power.

In Shadow Sovereigns she describes the emergence and scale of the layers and 
tentacles of this very real, very concrete, institutional network of networks of control in 
devastating detail. Moreover, she has done so in remarkably clear, succinct language, 
summarizing decades of her own work and that of others 29 

For example, she introduces readers early on to “The Network of Global 
Corporate Control,” available here that lists the 50 most interconnected corporations 
worldwide. This list was compiled from a database of 37 million companies, of which 
43,000 were transnational corporations (TNCs). Out of this list 1,318 companies were 
identified, each connected to an average of 20 others. Out of this list they identified 147 
“super-entities” that controlled 40 percent of the total wealth in the entire network. At the
top level of connectedness were the 50 “quintessentially linked corporations. What is of 
particular interest to those concerned specifically with the so-called “shadow banking” 
financial firms is the finding that “the most powerful and interconnected corporations in 
the world are almost all financial” (p. 26). 

The most important fact about these corporate super-entities concerns their links 
to governments. “Global corporations now demand control over decisions affecting 

28 Susan George and Fabrizio Sabelli, Faith and Credit: The World Banks Secular Empire, 1994, chapter 7. 
George and Sabelli here are drawing on the Canadian scholar John Mihevc’s doctoral dissertation, The 
Changing Debate on Structural Adjustment Policies in Sub-Saharan Africa: Churches, Social Movements 
and the World Bank, dissertation for Ph.D. in theology, University of St. Michael’s College, Toronto, 
Canada, 1992. Sabelli is Professor of Development Studies at the Geneva Graduate Institute. 
29 Shadow Sovereigns: How Global Corporations are Seizing Power, 2015

https://journals.plos.org/plosone/article?id=10.1371/journal.pone.0025995


labour laws, finance, public health, food and agriculture, safety regulations, taxes and 
international trade and investment. They even claim the right to private tribunals where 
they can sue governments for passing laws that could harm their present or future profits. 
… They operate behind the scenes – directing planning, setting standards and fashioning 
government to maximize their profits. Elected by and accountable to no one, secretive 
and highly organized, these shadow sovereigns are destroying the very notion of the 
common good and making a mockery of democracy.” (back cover summary). 

This interconnected global network of transnational corporate agents is of course 
precisely identified as such by Rogers-Vaughn in Caring for Souls.30 For example, he 
refers explicitly to the “very large corporations” and their “international financial 
institutions” such as the IMF, the WTO and the World Bank (p.38). My point is to link 
these private profit-making, transnational, corporate agents, determined to possess the 
globe, indissolubly together in our minds in palpable, concrete detail, with their 
ideological fantasy that they are the only legitimate collectives qualified to control the 
future.

G. Hegemony and Counter-Hegemony

I have been seeking to take the measure of suffering resulting from 
neoliberalism’s global appetite as depicted in CFS.  But it has no limits. The term 
“hegemony” is the master-term used by Rogers-Vaughn to indicate its idolatrous desire 
for omnipotence, for unlimited, totally free power, regardless of the suffering and death. 
Hegemony is the leitmotif of the book’s diagnosis, its pathological report, just as the 
primacy of caring for souls is the leitmotif of its prescription. 

There is nothing of “liberality” in neoliberalism. The new liberalism is a “neo-
imperialism.” 31

The particular dimension of hegemony focused on in CFS is its ideology, its 
hegemonic appetite to take possession of a society’s culture, the territory of the soul, 
individual and collective. That focus has in no way been at the expense of recognizing its 
brutal, violent, and even genocidal destructiveness (See for example CFS, p. 119). 

Why? Why this harrowing journey? The insight animating R-V has been, as has 
been pointed out, that naming the pain, getting to the bottom of it, opens the way to the 
deep sources of counter-hegemony, stirring the visceral energy of the soul to resistance, 
to doing something about it, to breaking its demonic, idolatrous spell. “No hegemony 
achieves complete and absolute control,” R-V declares, appealing to Gramsci. “My 
clinical experience,” he goes on, “leads me to have confidence that human longing is 
difficult to entirely suppress, and has a way of seeping up through the cracks of any 
system of domination” (p. 6). 

Susan George, likewise, appeals to the wisdom of Gramsci. In “How to Win the 
War of Ideas: Lessons from the Gramscian Right” (1997)32 she describes how well the 
transnational, corporate agents of the new imperialism have learned the power of ideas 

30 See for example his reference to the essay by Nancy Fraser, “Transnationalizing the Public Sphere,” (p. 
89). 
31 Susan George, Faith and Credit, p. 72. 
32 Susan George, “How to Win the War of Ideas: Lessons from the Gramscian Right,” Dissent, Summer, 
1997, 47-53,



and ideology, reinforcing the indispensable importance of R-V’s work in exposing the 
ideological bankruptcy of neoliberalsm’s symbolic universe. “The victory of 
neoliberalism is the result of fifty years of intellectual work, now widely reflected in the 
media, politics, and the programs of international organizations. …Neoliberals 
understood … that to transform the economic, political and social landscape they first had
to change the intellectual and psychological one (“War of Ideas,” p.48). 

CFS is an indispensable contribution to the kind of intellectual work called for by
George, above all in naming the primacy of caring for souls understood as “a peculiar 
sort of solidarity, a common life rooted not in sameness, but on a deep respect, 
obligation to, and thus love for, the infinite and unique value of every individual” (CFS, 
p. 215). On the institutional side CFS explicitly challenges religious and caring 
institutions. Furthermore, in 2022 R-V delivered the Sunday morning keynote address at 
the annual American Monetary Institute in which he took aim at the neoliberal financial 
and banking institutions as a member of the board of the Alliance for Just Money. 

In keeping with George’s particular focus on institutions, her article also goes on 
to spell out the obvious fact that for ideas to become part of the daily life of people and 
society, they must be propagated through books, magazines, journals, conferences, 
professional associations, and so on. If some ideas are to become more fashionable than 
others, they must be financed. It takes money to build intellectual infrastructures and to 
promote a worldview” (p. 48). “Literally hundreds of millions of dollars are spent every 
year on purchasing present and future right-wing intellectual clout” (p. 51). This was in 
1997, nearly two decades ago, just as the new “Internet” was in the process of becoming 
the property of these same private transnational commercial corporations. 

In other words, the “Right” learned the Gramscian lesson that the power of these 
material institutional infrastructures depended on both “intellectual infrastructure and 
institutional building,” a lesson that left progressive institutions and donors have not 
learned. “Defining, sustaining, and controlling culture is crucial: get into people’s heads 
and you will acquire their hearts, their hands, and their destinies” (p 51). More precisely, 
the lesson she has learned from her own experience with progressive funders is that they 
will fund “projects” but not “intellectual infrastructure and institution building.” 

She offers six specific proposals. 1) Funders are not the best judges of the work 
that progressive intellectuals ought to be asking. 2) Funders should give up the ‘project’ 
approach in favor of institution building. 3) Donors should fund not just the intellectual 
work itself but the means for making sure it will be widely used. 4) Grants for institution 
building are also important because they allow progressive researchers and writers to 
prepare for the future and keep up the momentum. 5) Donors can make the leap of faith 
from projects to institutional and intellectual movement building. and 6) Donors should 
set aside a respectable portion of their disposable funds to endow worthwhile institutions,
(pp. 54-55).

Two examples of counter-hegemonic institution building ideas that have emerged 
since George wrote are worth calling attention to. One is the idea of public banks. In the 
wake of the scandalous bail-out of Big Finance and Banking in 2007-8 a vigorous 
movement to create state, city, county, or regional public banks has emerged, thanks to 
the work of The Public Banking Institute, founded in 2011 by Ellen Brown and Walt 
McRee. It is active in multiple states and other jurisdictions.



The most direct challenge to the private corporation itself, the agent at the heart of
neoliberal domination, has been brought by David Ciepley in a series of stunning articles 
published in the last decade and a half. Three bedrock assumptions about the corporation 
are the crucial target of Ciepley’s challenge. He addresses all three in an article in 2019:33

1) that the stockholders own the corporation and are its members; 2) that the 
corporation’s single reason for being is share holder profit, the doctrine of “shareholder 
primacy”; and 3) that the corporation has a claim to certain constitutional rights.” 

The third claim, of course, is notoriously exemplified in the Citizens United case, 
to which Ciepley devoted a full article in 2013.34 In that article Ciepley makes it clear 
from the start that he is not disputing the notion that corporations are ‘legal persons,’ in 
the sense of having the right to own property, make contract, and sue and be sued in court
as a unitary entity, or ‘person.’” That, he says, “has never been in question….it has been 
a defining feature of the corporation from its Roman origins.” However, “being a 
contractual individual, with rights under the law of property and contract, is very 
different from being a ‘constitutional individual,’ with constitutional rights such as those
in the Bill of Rights.” “Much confusion,” he adds, “would be avoided if commentators 
spoke distinctly of contractual personhood and constitutional personhood rather than of 
‘legal personhood, which is misleadingly ambiguous between the two” (pp. 222-223). 

This is not the place to even begin to pursue Ciepley’s arguments. I am not a 
lawyer and I am not pretending to be able to adjudicate his claims. However, I do believe 
that his body of work to date cannot simply be dismissed. More strongly put, I am 
convinced that a full-throttle discussion of those claims ought to be at the top of the 
priority list for all those who belong to what Naomi Klein referred to as the “Blockadia” 
against neoliberal hegemony. I also want to add a couple of additional comments.

First, it is my impression that some of those supporting the movement to repeal 
the Citizens United decision do so on the grounds that “legal personhood” in the sense 
Ciepley refers to as being a contractual person is a preposterous fiction. But the 
difference Ciepley makes between a contractual person and a constitutional person is not 
merely a lawyers’ quibble. To the contrary, Ciepley’s arguments against all three pillars 
of neoliberal corporate doctrine rest on the fact that the legal personhood of the 
corporation does not include the stockholders. They are not the owners or members of 
that legal entity. In a short log post Ciepley puts the matter in the strongest possible form:
“That the corporate entity is the true owner [of the corporation] came to me as a 
revelation. But it shouldn’t have. It is the defining feature of all corporations and has 
been emphasized by corporate charters and incorporation statutes for hundreds of years 
and from the very first. … Of course stockholders can’t pull out assets [of the 
corporation]. It isn’t their property. Of course the creditors of stockholders can’t levy on 
corporate assets. It isn’t the stockholders property. Of course stockholders have no 
liability for the debts, torts, or crimes of the corporation. It isn’t their property, and they 
exercise no control over it. … Corporate firms are not creatures of private property and 
private contract alone. The legal entity at their core, which carries all the property, 
contracts, and liabilities, is created by ‘legal fiat’ of the state.”35

33 David Ciepley, “The Anglo-American Conception of Stockholders as ‘owners’ and ‘members’: its 
origins and consequences, Journal of Institutional Economics, (2020), 16, 623-642. 
34 David Ciepley, “Neither Persons nor Associations: Against Constitutional Rights for Corporations,” 
Journal of Law and Courts (Fall 2013), 221-245. 



A second observation concerns a striking parallel between the fictions of 
corporate stockholder ownership and rights and the fiction of banks as “intermediaries” 
between private party depositors of accumulated savings and private investors. The 
intermediation theory of banking is pure myth, as monetary reform organizations such as 
the American Monetary Institute, the Alliance for Just Money, the Public Banking 
Institute, the Just Money network founded by Christine Desan  as well as Modern 
Monetary Theorists such as Robert Hockett have been saying now for years. Both, it is 
clear, are neoliberal dogma. 

Another striking parallel concerns the absence of a theory of “the firm,” i.e., the 
corporation, in post-WWII economics, pointed out by Ciepley in 2004,36 and the absence 
of any theory of money, pointed out by monetary reformers. In both cases it is clear that 
neoliberal ideology is a major reason. See also on the absence of a theory of the firm, the 
damning history of the Harvard Business School by Duff McDonald, published in 2017.37

H. Reimagining Democracy is Imperative

In conclusion I want to suggest that it is not only private institutions that need to 
be built, rebuilt, or reimagined, but government itself, our public institutions, our would-
be democracies, indeed, the symbolic universe we call “democracy.” The idea of 
democracy itself has been poisoned by out-of-control “neo-imperialism’s “democracy at 
the point of a gun.” 

The origins and history of the European conquest of the Americas leave no doubt 
that the meaning of European democracy cannot be taken for granted. The US, for one, 
was founded in the blood money of slavery, wars of extermination, and “epistemic 
violence” against the indigenous inhabitants by the settlers.(3) Its declaration of freedom 
in the name of the equality of all men has been blatantly contradicted by its practice for 
over two centuries.(4) The history of democracy, and capital as the dominant form of 
money, is entangled with Western racialized conquest. For at least the last five centuries 
Europe has been engaged in imposing its mythic view of reality, its “imaginary,” on the 
rest of the earth, by violence and bloodshed, wars of white supremacy, and slavery.

Most recently, the work of business journalist Barry C. Lynn since 2005 
documenting the global, monopolizing concentration of corporate power offers 
devastating concrete evidence of the specifically anti-democratic, anti-public, 
privatization madness of out of control, fundamentalized capitalism. I am referring to its 
crusade to privatize government, to turn the state into another medium of profit for the 
masters, in the name of freedom and liberty. 

Starting with his 2005 book, End of the Line: The Rise and Coming Fall of the 
Global Corporation, continuing with Cornered: The New Monopoly Capitalism and The 
Economics of Destruction, published in 2010, Liberty from all Masters: The New 
American Autocracy vs. The Will of the People (2020), and his ongoing work as founder 

35 David Ciepley, “Privatizing Sovereignty, Socializing Property: What economics doesn’t teach you about 
the corporation,” available here.
36 David Ciepley, “Authority in the firm (and the attempt to theorize it Away),” Critical Theory 16 (2004), 
no. 1, 81-115. 
37 Duff McDonald, The Golden Passport: Harvard Business School, the Limits of Capitalism, and the 
Moral Failure of the MBA Elite, 2017. See also McDonald’s article based on his book, published in 
Newsweek, available here.

http://www.newsweek.com/2017/04/14/harvard-business-school-financial-crisis-economics-578378.html?amp=1
https://lpeproject.org/blog/privatizing-sovereignty-socializing-property-what-economics-doesnt-teach-you-about-the-corporation/


and CEO of The Open Markets Institute he has traced the global tentacles – the  world’s 
production supply lines - literally reaching across the globe and down into daily life.

Whereas Susan George focused her work on global financial institutions such as 
the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund, Lynn has focused on the 
manufacturing and transportation infrastructures of real things. There is virtually no 
sector of the economy, no every-day product, from soup to nuts that is exempt from its 
appetite for exclusive control. In the jargon of financialization, the former is the world of 
“shadow banking,” the casino economy of today’s elite class the latter, the world of the 
real economy, where 99% of the world’s population live. 

Finally, I want to call attention to two scholars who have been engaged in the 
work of re-imagining democracy. One is Danielle Allen, the other is Bruno Latour. I have
written about Danielle Allen’s work in a previous article and refer readers, therefore, to 
that article. Here I will only emphasize one point, what I called “Allen’s warning” in that 
article. 

Allen’s warning is the danger of detaching freedom from equality and putting 
freedom first. As we have seen, she points out repeatedly that freedom is only possible on
the basis of equality. From the beginning of the nation’s history, however, it’s as if there 
were twins struggling in the womb for primacy, a tradition of freedom, or liberty or 
“liberalism” and a tradition of equality or democracy.  

In the last half-century or more we have witnessed, with the emergence of neo-
liberal capitalism, just how dangerous absolute market “freedom” can become. It is in the
process of tearing the nation in two, a top class growing more and more “free” at the 
expense of the rest.

The global strategy of neoliberalism at work here is to fundamentalize the 
market. Market freedom, detached from equality has slowly become universalized, 
the explanation for everything. It has become an idolatrous god. The 
fundamentalization of the free market has fundamentalized the words freedom, 
liberty, and, under the name of neoliberalism, it has fundamentalized liberalism. 
Liberalism - of the market, of trade, of the private corporation, of privatization itself
– has been elevated to the position of holding the key to infinite progress, to the 
secrets of the universe.38

In Facing Gaia, which I take to be Bruno Latour’s magnum opus, the central 
point is the call to re-imagine democracy in the face of planetary-scale climate war.39 
More precisely, he calls for a “demo-genesis,” “a new [hopefully diplomatic] operation 
of engendering peoples” (Facing Gaia, p. 180). The final lecture describes a staging of 
what the launching of this diplomatic operation might look like. I suggest that Latour’s 
pioneering work of imagining what a planetary-scale democracy of “peoples” might look 
like is just the sort of intellectual work Susan George has called for. Latour’s 
extraordinary body of writing, culminating in Facing Gaia, was launched precisely in 
response to his personal encounter with what he calls “the most predatory forms of 
capitalism” in West Africa where he lived with his family from 1973-75.40 

38 See also Zarlenga’s comparison of the market to the god qualities of omniscience, omnipresence and 
omnipotence, i.e. the market knows everything, is everywhere, and can decide every issue. 
39 Bruno Latour, Facing Gaia: Eight Lectures on the New Climate Regime, English translation, 2017. The 
first French edition was published in 2017. The lectures were based on Latour’s six Gifford Lectures given 
in 2013. 



I suggest that it is not an exaggeration to claim that Latour’s life was dedicated to 
the counter-hegemonic work of re-imagining democracy in the face of the threat posed by
what he calls capitalism’s “universalizing over the whole surface of the Earth the same 
economizing and calculating humanoid” (p. 107).41 

Furthermore, his intellectual work, like that of Susan George was from the start 
grounded in intimate, first-hand, on-the-ground observation and description of 
institutions-at work, in Latour’s case, the institutions of science. He launched his career 
by spending two years at the Salk Institute as an “anthropologist,” studying the culture of 
the laboratory as a participant-observer, setting a precedent he followed the rest of his 
life. The point of this work was two-fold: To attack the modern Western 
fundamentalization of Science as the only legitimate form of knowledge. And to become 
a champion of what scientists actually do, contrary to fundamentalized philosophical 
epistemologies of science. Attacked as an enemy of science and a “post-modern 
relativist” because of his relentless critique of idolatrous ideas of science, he was one of 
the most important defenders of “scientists in action” and of the institutions of science 
before he died in October 2022. 

Not only was he one of the most important critics of scientism and defenders of 
scientists, and especially the global institutional infrastructure of the earth sciences, He 
also recognized the need to re-imagine the institution of the University in light of what he
calls “the new climatic regime.” In a speech in 2016 he sketched out “hints for a neo-
Humboldtian university”42 Then, in September of 2022, one month before his death, 
Latour was invited to deliver a speech on the 150th anniversary of Sciences Po, the 
university in Paris where he taught from 2006 until his retirement in 2017.43 What he 
called for was a university dedicated specifically to what he called the “terrestrial 
sciences,” or “political ecology.” It would be designed “to equip the women and men 
involved in governing … amidst the new climate wars.”

The speech is studded with specific ideas. Law, for example,  is “a major site of 
renewal, because it is being challenged by the many activists who realize how limited are 
the definitions of what owns what and why. Legal scholars are working hard to tackle the
many cases where property rights, corporate laws, and the theory of commons are 
entangled. What would it mean to teach geopolitics and the theory of States when none of
the issues our students have to handle sit inside the borders of one State.” He comments 
on the sorts of changes required in social theory, history, political philosophy, geography,

40 These comments appear in “Biography of an Investigation: On a Book about Modes of Existence.” 
Identified as “Draft of an article for a dossier on AIME in Archives de Philosophie, coordinated by Bruno 
Karsenti (translated by Cathy Porter). http://www.bruno-latour.fr/sites/default/files/downloads/126-
KARSENTI-AIME-BIO-GB..pdf
Downloaded 6/28/18. I learned about this source from the invaluable introduction to a special issue of 
Social Anthropology devoted to Latour, by David Berliner, Laurent LeGrain and Mattijs van de Port, 
“Bruno Latour and the anthropology of the Moderns,” Social Anthropology (2013 (21/4): 435-447.
41 Latour is here echoing Naomi Klein, This Changes Everything: Capitalism vs. the Climate, (2015). 
42 “Is Geo-logy the new umbrella for all the sciences? Hints for a neo-Humboldtian University.” available 
here. This speech was delivered at Cornell University on October 25th, 2016, almost forty years after the 
first meeting of the Society for the Social Studies of Science which launched the field of science studies. 
43 Available together with the speech introducing Latour by the president of Science Po, Mathias Vicherat 
at. http://www.bruno-latour.fr/sites/default/files/181-plus-Vicherat-150ans.pdf
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anthropology, the arts, or what he calls “performative sciences,” to invent alternatives, 
defying the dictum of neoliberalism that there is no alternative. 

As for the contribution of the new academy to democracy he calls attention to a 
“school of political arts” designed to equip “20 or 25 young professionals, architects, 
artists, physicians, and activists with the range of skills necessary to inquire about the 
new civilizational mutation, inquiry being the centre of the curriculum, inspired of course
by John Dewey’s pragmatist tradition.”

Latour’s final example, the “Nouveaux Commanditaires Science,” or “citizen 
science” program, has already been implemented at Sciences Po, but he makes 
suggestions on what it could become as part of a redesigned university. Those 
suggestions are important enough to be cited in full: 

The Nouveaux Commanditaires Science which helps connect people in need of 
science with scientists in need of original topics through the intermediation of a 
specialized professional. This is no longer trickle-down. And it is not a belittling 
of basic science either. Quite the opposite. Not only should the basic research 
front be expanded, but its place should continue to be shifted to the back of those 
who are in close contact with the practitioners, providing them with the most 
advanced tools to help them deal with the crisis. Basic research is no longer an 
avant garde but more like a back office in need of a full reorganization so as to 
effectively support the real research front. Of course, the word practitioners 
changes its meaning as well. It does not only designate members of the Conseil 
d"Etat or journalists or politicians, but also those to whom the whole research is 
now devoted and who, in a small but decisive part, are leading it. They should
be inside the walls of Sciences Po or Sciences Po should go to them. The details 
of this radical shift in the organization of the universities are still obscure, but I 
am sure that it is the way to go and that Sciences Po, once again, is at an 
advantage in exploring it because of its long experimentation in weaving 
academics and practitioners. 


