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     Introduction 

Neoliberalism and the 
Religious Imagination   

   The Kenyan Afro-futuristic film  Pumzi  provides a vivid, compelling 
account of how unregulated global markets might devastate all forms 
of life on Earth. Written and directed by Wanuri Kahiu, this film 
opens on an apocalyptic note, specifying a new era known as “post-
Earth” in which there are no visible signs of life. It is 35 years after 
World War III, what countries once referred to as “The Water War.” 
Various old newspaper clippings move across the screen, which give us 
some indication that most life forms are now extinct. One newspaper 
clipping reads, “People Journeying a Whole Day in Search of Water.” 
Newspaper images show devastation created by nuclear radioactive 
waste as well as the Greenhouse Effect. There is no living human, ani-
mal, or plant left within the natural environment of the Earth. One 
can infer in this film that World War III was caused by the increased 
scarcity of water (among other things that depend upon water, such as 
food crops) due to humanity’s competitive, destructive environmental 
and economic practices, destroying most of the world’s population. 
At this point, the viewer encounters the only known small commu-
nity surviving within a technological bubble in East Africa. They are 
known as the Maitu community (“Maitu” means mother in Kikuyu 
language). The rest of the world is pure desert, showing no signs of 
life. As the movie unfolds, even the rationing of water among mem-
bers in the Maitu community is indicative of the catastrophe that 
was engendered due to economically competitive and ecologically 
unfriendly practices among humans. Global economic institutions 
and their objectifying practices toward human bodies and nonhuman 
bodies are certainly rendered culpable in this movie. 

 It is against this backdrop that we are taken into the Maitu com-
munity. We encounter the protagonist and heroine, an African girl 
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named Asha, who is a community member and works at the Virtual 
Natural History Museum within this community. We first view Asha 
having a dream about a large, lush green tree. She is reaching out 
toward this green tree with anticipation and hope. As we watch the 
film, one begins to see that the green tree is a metaphor that repre-
sents potential life as well as a new possible future for humanity and 
all of Creation. Asha does not get to enjoy her dream for long. She 
awakens to an alarm on her computer (programmed by the “Council 
of Authorities”), instructing her to take her “dream suppressant.” The 
Council of Authorities is able to detect dreams (visions of new futures) 
and orders members to take pills that will suppress their visions, long-
ings, and yearnings for a potential future or new world. One senses 
that the Council of Authorities does not allow community members 
to creatively imagine possibilities beyond the status quo. 

 One afternoon, Asha is sent a package containing a soil sample 
from an anonymous source, which generates a new set of possibilities 
in her mind about a future world. She looks up this soil sample to 
catalogue it in the Virtual Natural History Museum when she realizes 
that this soil sample is fertile with high water content. The soil shows 
signs of life. She initially contacts the authorities about this fertile soil 
sample, but the authorities command her to dispose of the soil and 
take her suppressants. Disobeying this order, Asha places a seed in 
this new soil and waters it. Immediately, the seed begins to blossom 
and grow. She informs the authorities of this new exciting discovery 
and asks for an “exit visa” to search for life outside their community. 
Her visa is denied. She is also immediately arrested for disobeying the 
earlier orders to throw away the new soil. They decide that Asha will 
no longer work for the Virtual Natural History Museum but will be 
confined to cleaning bathrooms. However, Asha courageously resists. 
With the aid of another friend in the community, she escapes through 
a garbage outlet in order to find life on the outside. She also takes the 
seed that began to grow in the small fertile soil sample. 

 Asha journeys through vast spaces of desert. Each step she takes 
expresses hope in a possible new future that Western economic prac-
tices of greed and profit destroyed 35 years ago in World War III. It 
seems as if Asha is journeying toward nothing but more vast areas of 
lifeless desert until she finally spots the luscious green tree that she 
saw in her dream. However, when she walks closer to the tree, she 
realizes that the tree is barren, without leaves of any color. Instead 
of giving in to despair, Asha decides she has only one option left. 
She takes the growing seed she has carried with her in the fertile 
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soil sample and plants it in the soil surrounding the barren tree. She 
pours the rest of the water she has on this seed and even wipes the 
sweat from her body to use as additional liquid to water the seed. 
She then uses her body to provide shade for the seed as the intense 
heat of the sun beats down upon the earth. Lying there in the desert, 
she waits for the seed to grow. She hopes for a possible future filled 
with new life. The movie ends with the camera zooming further and 
further away from Asha’s body until she is only a speck in the world. 
Suddenly, a green tree is seen sprouting, which multiplies into green 
trees all around the world, representing new life and new possible 
futures. New life begins again because of Asha’s courage and resis-
tance. This new world will be oriented toward loving and sharing 
with and for each other (and all of Creation) instead of hyper-com-
petitive, fear-based, and profit-driven modes of being that character-
ize global markets of a bygone era. 

 Contrasted to Western heroism, the film  Pumzi  highlights the 
heroic efforts of a young African woman named Asha, the Mother of 
a new civilization, which would be marked by compassion, care, and 
peace. One might infer that this film is asserting the importance of a 
trans-African feminist epistemology. Unfortunately, women of color 
bear the brunt of economic, social, and cultural injustices around the 
world. Women of color disproportionately endure material and sym-
bolic oppressions that make it difficult for them to survive and thrive. 
However, in this film, it is an African woman who restores humanity. 
An African woman becomes the savior of the world. She offers a new 
view of what is possible.  Pumzi  provides a profound black feminist/
womanist metaphor of transformation and change in response to neo-
liberal danger and violence. 

 It is Asha who provides the mother seed of life from which all life 
begins again. It is her truth and knowledge that create a new future 
built on radical love and self-giving. It is this African girl’s courage 
that generates a politics of hope. This movie is deeply subversive 
as it privileges an African girl as the key to new futures. Although 
impoverished African women are objectified and treated as dispens-
able within current global economic processes to meet profit goals, 
these women’s epistemologies and practices of courage, trust, love, 
and hope are articulated as central to how we might think about new 
worlds oriented toward love and flourishing. It is also important to 
remember that Asha did not challenge the Council of Authorities by 
herself as people helped her (the anonymous person who sent the fer-
tile soil sample to her and the young woman who helped her escape 
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from the Maitu community). Transformation of our world is a collec-
tive, communal endeavor rather than simply an individual pursuit. 

 Asha’s sense of hope invites us to dream dangerously within our 
present neoliberal global economic context about preferable futures. 
A politics of hope is necessary to address the destructive consequences 
associated with contemporary forms of market economies. In this text, 
I am interested in interrogating how neoliberal economies and their 
contradictions distort human meaning and inhibit human flourish-
ing. Neoliberal global economy is riddled with contradictions. These 
contradictions include how neoliberal economies promote “prog-
ress” through contending that markets have produced unprecedented 
wealth around the globe while simultaneously eclipsing hope itself 
through untold forms of disparities and inequities; how the neoliberal 
economy seems to connect people across time, space, and place from 
many different continents while simultaneously generating chronic 
forms of alienation and social disintegration that weaken what it 
means to be human; how neoliberal capitalism argues that blind trust 
in markets will help form virtuous individuals while simultaneously 
producing individual subjects who are trained to get ahead through 
duplicitous socio-economic practices that sponsor social distrust. 
Neoliberalism is not only an economic program in the sense that it 
promotes the proliferation of unregulated (or under-regulated) free 
markets but also a cultural project in that it distorts what it means to 
be responsible moral agents in our globalizing world today. 

 The deleterious effects of neoliberal economy are as much a theo-
logical and religious question concerning how we speak about love of 
neighbor, care of environment, social trust among human beings as 
it is a material question about transforming structures and systems 
to reflect economic parity and justice. This book then offers religious 
critiques of neoliberalism. As I will discuss, neoliberalism is the driv-
ing rationality of contemporary global capitalism. Neoliberalism is 
a market rationale that orders people to live by the generalized prin-
ciple of competition in  all  social spheres of life, making the individual 
herself or himself an enterprise (and reducing social relations to mon-
etary relations). Neoliberalism raises religious questions about human 
meaning and flourishing. 

 This text argues that engaging U.S. black feminist and woman-
ist religio-cultural perspectives with Jewish and Christian discourses 
exposes and deconstructs alienating modes generated and exacer-
bated by neoliberal economy (alienating modes such as social dis-
trust, absence of care and compassion, and rabid individualism). For 
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this text, black feminist and womanist discourses interrogate how 
poor women of the African and Carribean diasporas are disenfran-
chised within the matrices of global markets. I take my cue from Joy 
James and Tracey Sharpley-Whiting’s  The Black Feminist Reader  
and Alice Walker’s  In Search of Our Mother’s Gardens: Womanist 
Prose  that poor women of the African and Caribbean diasporas share 
unique and interconnecting experiences and circumstances within the 
nexus of white racist hetero-patriarchal capitalism. I am interested in 
exploring these interconnections, as global markets are ravaging poor 
women of color around the world. 

 On a methodological level, black feminist and womanist religious 
perspectives function as an “ideology critique,” which explores the 
roots and possibilities of crises associated with modern neoliberal 
capitalism and its cultural forms of alienation. Black feminist and 
womanist religious perspectives also foreground the importance of 
literature, history, critical social theory, and feminist political phi-
losophy in articulating religious critiques and responses to neoliberal-
ism and its forms of fragmentation within society. Black feminist and 
womanist religious perspectives offer a politics of hope that defiantly 
resists and protests neoliberal values (profit maximization to exclu-
sion of social care, endless acquisition of things, and the objectifica-
tion of the environment), as these values impede the fashioning of 
compassionate and just communities. These perspectives demonstrate 
that a politics of hope can also creatively imagine a future of care and 
love in response to the demonic circuits of neoliberal economy.  

  Critiquing Neoliberalism: The Art of the Possible 

 There is a dearth of religious and theological literature that challenges 
the existential forms of alienation neoliberalism produces. Over the 
last several decades, most theological and religious scholarship has 
focused on critiques of free-market economy rather than neoliberal-
ism. These critiques of free-market economy have focused on both 
the absence of the state in regulating “free markets” as well as social 
pathologies (competition, lack of care, etc.) that result from market 
individualism.  1   However, neoliberalism is a much broader rubric than 
market economy as this rabidly individualistic,  state-regulating  ideol-
ogy operates not only within capitalist societies but also within totali-
tarian and socialist arrangements. Capitalist  and  socialist societies 
(and even mixed economies) are employing global markets in ways 
that foster alienation and commodification among human beings, 
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producing neoliberal policies and forms of ideological regulation 
(which will be discussed later in this chapter). Within neoliberalism 
(unlike present religious critiques of free-market societies), the argu-
ment is not that the state needs to regulate markets more but that the 
state must cease to be complicit in the (re)production of alienating, 
individualistic, and hyper-competitive modes of being associated with 
neoliberalism. One cannot simply equate neoliberalism with “free-
market societies,” as contemporary capitalist logic is integrated into 
diverse socio-economic arrangements. This text addresses this com-
plexity by exploring neoliberalism from a religious perspective. But 
what exactly is neoliberalism? 

 The historical emergence of neoliberalism in the 1970s is tied to 
a revival of classical economic liberalism, which emphasized the vir-
tues of a “self-regulating” free-market economy (virtues such as eco-
nomic freedom, unfettered market enterprise, and international free 
trade). For classical economic liberalism (i.e., Adam Smith and David 
Ricardo), “big government” or state regulation of markets always 
results in market failures. Because free markets contain their own 
self-correcting mechanisms whenever economic crisis emerges, classi-
cal liberals argue that markets should be left alone to naturally return 
the economy to equilibrium in employment, prices, and so forth dur-
ing a recession. 

 However, with the Great Depression in the 1930s within the 
United States and around the world, these assumptions of classi-
cal liberalism fell apart.  2   Economists such as John Maynard Keynes 
contended that governments should play a policy role during times 
of economic recession and crisis through government spending on 
jobs and welfare programs. This Keynesian economic rationality 
undergirded Franklin D. Roosevelt’s New Deal social programs as 
well as Lyndon B. Johnson’s Great Society social policies. From 1930 
to 1970, “regulated capitalism” generated a number of safety nets 
(Medicare, Medicaid, food programs, etc.) for vulnerable groups 
affected by market shifts.  3   

 However, severe global economic crisis in the 1970s such as 
unprecedented price increases in oil as well as unemployment and 
inflation led a new group of economists to reject Keynesian economic 
logic in favor of a revival of old classical economic liberalism.  4   They 
were termed “neoliberal” economists. In the 1980s, these new neo-
liberal economists (i.e., Friedrich Von Hayek and Milton Friedman) 
succeeded in shifting the tide of economic logic and policy toward 
 laissez-faire  economics, which included free trade and commerce with 
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limited government regulation and oversight. A central part of neolib-
eral economic thinking was the dismantling of welfare states around 
the globe in order to sponsor unregulated free-market activity and 
economic growth. 

 The “Washington Consensus” associated with Washington, 
DC-based economic institutions such as the International Monetary 
Fund (IMF) and World Bank established policy prescriptions based on 
free-market approaches (government deregulation, relaxed taxation, 
a reduction of public expenditure on welfare programs, free trade, 
etc.) for crisis-ridden countries in the Global South such as Chile, 
Argentina, and post-apartheid South Africa.  5   Also known as “struc-
tural adjustment programs,” these policy prescriptions were manda-
tory if these crisis-ridden countries desired to obtain loans from the 
IMF or World Bank. However, these structural adjustment policies 
often had disastrous effects within these countries’ economies. For 
instance, the gap between the rich and poor in “developing” countries 
widened with the dismantling of welfare provisions. Poor women were 
also disproportionately impacted by exploitative processes associated 
with neoliberal market practices around the world (i.e., sweatshops). 
As a result, neoliberalism came under an increasing backlash as a set 
of failed economic policies oriented toward “economic growth.” This 
brief history of neoliberalism demonstrates the precarious situation 
that vulnerable populations experienced around the globe. 

 While this brief history provides a general picture of how and why 
neoliberal economics emerged (or was “revived”), there is no single 
definition of neoliberalism among thinkers who critique neoliber-
alism. To the neo-Marxist, neoliberalism has meant a free-market 
system that has privileged economic redistribution to the wealthy, a 
social policy system characterized by structural adjustment policies 
created by the IMF and World Bank that have disproportionately hurt 
poor women and their children in Two-Thirds World countries. For 
Foucaultian scholars, this term is understood as a  cultural  project, 
premised on the shift toward “governmentalities that merge market 
and state imperatives in order to produce self-regulating ‘good sub-
jects’ who embody ideals of individual responsibility.”  6   For political 
theorists, neoliberalism has created a new model of statecraft in which 
the privatization of goods and services, the destruction of the welfare 
state, and the increasing shift toward a prison industrial complex and 
militarism (national security) have shaped economic policy and cul-
tural practices around the world.  7   While views of neoliberalism are 
somewhat different across disciplines, I find it helpful to acknowledge 
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that neoliberalism may be seen as an economic, political, and cultural 
project that has gained currency within our global order, (re)produc-
ing and exacerbating the impoverished position of the poor around 
the world. 

 It is also important to acknowledge that neoliberalism is a con-
tested analytic category. Some maintain that the category is not useful 
at all. Black cultural theorist Stuart Hall notes that intellectual critics 
tend to contest the term, arguing that this term attempts to describe 
and explain too many processes under a single category.  8   Some con-
tend that the term neoliberalism ends up being reductive, “sacrific-
ing attention to internal complexities and geo-historical specificity.”  9   
Because neoliberalism has many variants within different nations and 
economies, one might properly refer to this contemporary capitalist 
logic as “neoliberalisms” (or something else altogether). How neolib-
eral logic articulates itself in American and British market economies 
is different from how neoliberalism forms and functions in China’s 
state capitalism or Latin America’s “monetarist” experiments.  10   
However, I would argue that there are enough similarities among 
nations to give this ideology a  provisional  conceptual identity, being 
neoliberalism.  11   Moreover, giving neoliberalism a conceptual identity 
allows one to articulate strategies of resistance to the content and 
practices of this term. Neoliberalism is not just an intellectual ques-
tion but is a political question of profound importance. “Developing” 
nations around the world remain captives of structural adjustment 
programs that force them to set up market forces in their countries 
to promote free trade and foreign investment, rules that only fur-
ther contribute to the impoverishment of a wide majority of “Third-
World” citizens.  12   In light of critiques of neoliberalism, I employ it 
as a term that has multiple variations and articulations around the 
world, as neoliberalism reveals diverse, complex, and messy cultural 
and economic processes. 

 While neoliberalism may have diverse articulations and manifesta-
tions, it nevertheless ideologically functions as a form of rationality. I 
draw primarily on a Foucaultian understanding of neoliberalism as a 
type of rationality and governmentality that reshapes and transforms 
the human subject within our modern global context. Neoliberalism is 
not merely a set of economic policies or a partisan political or cultural 
ideology but a  rationality  that structures and governs human conduct 
and behavior within societies that employ markets. Neoliberalism is 
a market rationale that orders people to live by the generalized prin-
ciple of competition in  all  social spheres of life, making the individual 


