Once again, a quick content note: this lecture contains mentions of rape and slavery. 
**
Hello, and welcome back to Introducing Feminist Theology. This week, we’ll be looking at Marcella Althaus-Reid’s queer, postcolonial development of feminist theology, which she calls indecent theology.
The term, “queer theology” is generally used in two primary senses. The first is for any theology that addresses the lives and experiences of queer people, or which takes that experience as a theological source. The second is a slightly more restrictive sense–-which can be encompassed within the first—as theology informed by the tools and methods of “queer theory”.
Althaus Reid’s ‘indecent’ theology falls within the scope of the second sense of queer theology. However, it does so because Althaus Reid thinks that the kinds of ways of looking at the world associated with it gets at the experiences not only of queer people, but of the colonised Latin American urban poor, in a particularly insightful way.
In this context, I’ll begin this lecture with a brief introduction to queer theory, which will help to frame Althaus-Reid’s approach. We will then discuss how she develops indecent theology out of her feminist perspective, showing how it represents a queer, postcolonial feminist theology. We will begin with showing how, for Althaus-Reid, feminism, queerness, and postcolonialism cannot be disentangled from one another in a Latin American context. Next, we will see how her ‘indecent theology’ emerges out of a feminist, postcolonial response to problems with feminist and Liberation theology in a Latin American context. Finally, we will look at an example of indecent theology in practice.
Part 1 – What’s queer?
The title of this section has two meanings. On the one hand, it frames what we are going to talk about in the section—namely, what queerness is. On the other hand, it raises a question that has provoked people in queer studies since the inception of the discipline. What exactly counts as queer? Is there anything distinctive that marks out the queer from the straight? And what is its significance?
One of the first major texts of queer studies as a discipline is Leo Bersani’s 1987 essay, Is the Rectum a Grave? Written at the height of the AIDS crisis, Bersani interrogates the way that gay sex is presented in the media and politics. He notes that homophobia during this era evokes 19th Century rhetoric around sex workers, who were viewed as vectors for venereal diseases. He argues that both these rhetorics view their objects as threats to the ‘masculine ego’—the male self, in terms of which patriarchal society is ordered, and which serves as the primary model for what patriarchal society thinks it means to be a self.
Bersani argues that there is something to be recovered from this. He notes that many attempts to defend gay sexuality, including by the relatively assimilationist gay rights movement of the time and radical feminist accounts of lesbianism, try and make it representative of new forms of relationality—new ways of loving and finding fulfilment. Bersani argues that, in doing so, they try to present gay sexuality as building up, rather than destroying the ego, effectively reassuring the masculine ego that is threatened by it. Against this, Bersani argues, the gay men who are targets of this homophobic rhetoric should embrace the antirelational or antisocial aspects of gay sexuality: the aspects that don’t build up or fulfil the ego, but instead are impersonal, self-destructive, and ecstatic. By this, he means things like casual, anonymous hookups, and what he describes as the “self-shattering” dimension of orgasming through being penetrated—which has traditionally been seen as destructive of manhood, and which brings you out of yourself in the moment of climax.
In doing so, Bersani makes a subtle move. Queerness here is not some essential property that is possessed by the self. Rather, Bersani asks us to identify queerness with how one is positioned in society. More than this, queerness is the destruction of the masculine ego, in terms of which society defines the self. In this way, queerness is actually opposed to the self – it is its undoing. In this way, the place of queerness in society is a fundamentally negative one. Queerness is not some essential ‘thing’ existing in society. It is a rupture, a disruption, or a destruction of one of its pillars. It is also vital for Bersani that it remains simply rupture, disruption or destruction. He rejects attempts to turn gay sexuality into something more than this because doing so simply evokes the very masculine ego queerness strikes against. By queerness them as purely negative, Bersani avoids slipping over into rebuilding the very thing he seeks to destroy.
This way of thinking about queerness is the basis for what is known as ‘antisocial’ or ‘antirelational’ queer theory: theorising about society that tries to embody and pursue this negativity, rejecting sociality and relation because these ideas are bound up in the oppressive things queer theory tries to attack. Antirelational queer theory understands queerness as a kind of negativity, and uses it to pick apart the harmful things amidst which it arises.
Later theorists working with this kind of ‘antirelational’ queer theory take this broad approach, but develop the understanding of queerness that it revolves around. Bersani was interested in the way 1980s homophobia functions, and understood queerness in terms of the role it plays in that homophobia and the wider ideologies and institutions underpinning it. But later thinkers look at queerness as it emerges in different contexts—which is to say, queerness as negativity or disruption with regards to different ideologies and institutions, and different models of the self. 
If anything unites them all, it is this: first, a sense that queerness is about negativity; that it is found in the things that disrupt or undo the norms of society; in things that are consequently forbidden, and are therein transgressive. That is to say, queerness is about transgression as such; the things that break the rules underpinning what queer theory tries to undo.
Second, the sense that gender and sexuality are sites of this disruption: the self in society is a sexual, gendered one, and it is propped up by various ideologies and institutions that dictate how it is ‘normal’ or ‘proper’ to act or identify in relation to sexuality and gender. Queerness arises where these ideologies and institutions, and the norms or the ideas of ‘self’ that they reproduce in relation to them, are disrupted. Gender and sexuality are prime sites of the transgression that queerness seeks.
This gives queer theory quite a large scope of interest, because so much of society is bound up in these things. Queer theory speaks to various topics by putting into question the way that ideas of the self or identity categories are taken as a given. In our lecture on Valerie Saiving Goldstein, I talked a bit about essentialisation—treating things as if they have an unchanging essence that exists independent of the various processes and dynamics that make up society. Queer theory challenges essentialisation by showing that things that people take for granted—identity categories around sex, sexuality, or gender—are the product of various social processes or forces. It does so by highlighting the points of disruption, rupture, and subversion within those categories that reveal them to not be as eternal and unchanging as they are commonly taken to be. In doing so, it also puts into question the ways of thinking about the world based on those categories, showing that they are not as essential as we might think. 
This is the goal of queer theory in this vein: to change society by undoing the essentialised models of self and identity arising within it. This means transgressing the rules built up around them, and thereby challenging the institutions and practices that are sustained by and which reproduce those rules. It does this by embracing transgression as transgression – not as some positive alternative, because this just means reproducing the conditions of the present albeit differently, but as negativity that simply undoes them. 
However, to return to the question at the start of this section, this makes the question of “what is queer?” quite complex. Queer theory in this vein constantly drives us to reflect, reconsider, and try and tease out the ways in which our supposed transgression simply reproduces the conditions of the present. In this way, queer theory is highly “reflexive”, constantly overturning its own foundations—or perhaps, discovering that it accidentally has foundations that need to be overturned because they reproduce the very thing queerness pushes against. In this way, it is a constant critical force, both in other disciplines, and with regards to itself.
Part 2 – feminism, queerness, and the postcolonial
Althaus-Reid’s indecent theology is queer theology insofar as it is interested in the indecent – which for her means that which transgresses or breaks the rules of colonial Catholic sexual morality in Latin America. Althaus-Reid is interested in the indecent because it has a broader feminist and postcolonial significance. In fact, for Althaus-Reid, these two dimensions of significance are intertwined.
In her most famous work, the book Indecent Theology (2000), Althaus-Reid argues that the conquest of Latin America by Catholic colonialism was fundamentally a sexual conquest. First, sexuality was used to mark the conquest of indigenous societies. For example, the Aztecs were a patriarchal society that saw the domination of women as a mark of power. Aztec men were seen as powerful when they ruled over women, and the glory and might of the Aztec civilisation was witnessed to in the power of its men. Correspondingly, when Catholic colonisers overthrew the Aztecs, they marked this through the domination of Aztec women, taking them as slaves or concubines and raping them.
Second, sexuality was a tool for extracting surplus value from enslaved peoples. Slaves give birth to more slaves, bringing value beyond what is produced by their individual labour power. Althaus-Reid describes this as “usury” – a term normally used for lending at interest, which was considered sinful during the medieval times. One reason why it was considered sinful was that it was widely believed that money ought not to simply produce more money, without any associated labour or value being produced in the process. Slavery is usury in this sense: just like money lent at interest makes more money, slaves make more slaves.
This, Althaus-Reid argues, also had a theological dimension. Christian patriarchy served to validate the domination of Aztec women. Christian sexual morality also served to preserve the ability to extract surplus value from slaves through reproduction. Permanent, exclusive marriage as envisioned in Catholicism is a good environment for producing slaves and raising them to the point where they can be put to work.
Althaus-Reid notes that these norms were reproduced under the heading of ‘decency’. ‘Decent’ sexuality meant good, Christian sexuality—which meant the behaviours that facilitated the colonial extraction of wealth. In contrast, behaviour that was deemed ‘indecent’ was also behaviour that did not facilitate the colonial extraction of wealth in these ways.
Furthermore, she argues, we can see the legacy of this alignment of sexual decency with colonisation in contemporary Latin American culture. She notes that particularly the urban poor negotiate their oppression by the society built on the foundation of the conquest of Latin America along with their sexuality. Indecent sexual practices become a way of surviving at odds with the dynamics of domination and exploitation of colonial society – for example, the poor woman who finds an escape from the patriarchal rule of her abusive husband in lesbian a relationship, or who turns to sex work as an illegitimate means of survival when legitimate options are denied to her.
There are three points to be made here. The first two are just about heading off a common misapprehension I have found when teaching this topic.
First, Althaus-Reid is not saying that Christian sexual norms were unique in this respect. The Aztecs were, after all, a patriarchal society, which is one of the reasons why their conquest had a sexual dimension. But, she would argue, Latin American society today is shaped by the legacy of a specifically Catholic conquest, meaning that specifically Catholic sexual norms were at the centre of these processes as they actually happened.
Second, Althaus-Reid is not saying that colonial sexual morality was the product of some kind of conspiracy. Cortez and his conquistadors did not sit around planning the sexual morality they would foist upon the natives to help them extract economic value from them. Rather, Althaus-Reid takes a Marxist perspective that sees ideas (which is to say, ideology) as emerging as an effect of material or economic relationships. When Latin America was conquered, it provided an injection of goods and resources such as sugar and slaves into the European colonial economy. Marx describes this as “primitive accumulation”, and sees it as the source of much of the private wealth that underpinned modern capitalism. This was an economic process that, as it gained momentum, reshaped the societies in which it occurred. The cultural elements that survived were the ones that fed into it rather than inhibiting it, meaning that certain ideas were preserved whereas others fell to the wayside. Although the Catholic sexual norms imposed on the conquered peoples of Latin America preceded its conquest, this is why they survived translation into the new context. This of course is not to say that they weren’t also consciously reproduced by colonists who wanted to extract value from their slaves. Nor is it to say that they weren’t consciously enforced in general as part of the process of conquest. Perhaps most infamously, the conquistador, Vasco Núñez de Balboa condemned forty (what he saw as) men who wore women’s clothing to death for sodomy, feeding them live to dogs. But in a bigger-picture Marxist perspective, they ultimately came to be present in Latin America because they were well suited to the kinds of economic relationships being built over there.
This view also historicises those values. They were not necessarily destined from eternity to be the values of colonial Latin America. Rather, they took hold in those conquered territories because of economic processes. People could have believed otherwise—as indeed they did before they were conquered.
I mentioned in our first lecture that historicization is important for movements like feminism because it suggests that the world could be otherwise. In this respect, reducing colonial sexual morality to the product of historical processes opens up an opportunity for feminist and postcolonial politics. Feminism and postcolonial politics are able to imagine and work for societies other than the patriarchal one constructed by Catholic colonialists. In this vein, the third point is that, viewed in this way, the feminist struggle against patriarchy in Latin America is tightly knit together with the postcolonial struggle against economic exploitation, and queer concerns about sexuality and the transgression of oppressive sexual norms. They are all bound up in the same social processes, and liberation in one sphere involves and requires liberation in the others. That is to say, feminism needs to be concerned about economics and queerness, just as postcolonial thought needs to pay attention to feminism and queerness, and queerness itself takes on a feminist and economic dimension.
Part 3 - From feminist theology to indecent theology
So what of theology? The theological represents another dimension to this picture. As I mentioned previously, the sexual norms imposed on Latin America were Christian ones, and they were legitimated by reference to theological ideas. For example, the Virgin Mary was (and is) held up as an example of decent womanhood: she is chaste, obedient, subordinate to the men in her life (God and her son), and dressed as a European, which is to say colonial, monarch. This imagery plays two roles. First, it serves to communicate norms—you know what being a good woman looks like because you know the Virgin Mary is a good woman, and she provides an exemplar on which you can model your own behaviour. Mary teaches women to be chaste, obedient, subject to men, and to identify with colonial power structures. Second, it inscribes those norms within the sphere of the transcendent. They are not present in society because of how it was colonised. They are rooted in something eternal, unchanging, and universally, necessarily valid.
However, Althaus-Reid argues, these images are not so straightforward as they appear. The natives upon whom they were foisted did not receive them as unproblematically as their conquerors desired. Instead, this reception became a site of resistance, particularly through creative reimagining. 
For example, sometimes Christian images were used to express indigenous religious meaning, using syncretism to preserve elements of older faiths. Similarly, and particularly importantly for indecent theology, Christian images were transformed so that they bore meaning that could be a consolation amidst colonial domination. As vehicles of sexual morality, Althaus-Reid argues that this transformation of these images had a sexual component. This is the source of some of the queerer aspects of Latin American popular piety, which include practices such as gender blurring in the representation of saints, or the invention of saint figures allied with the people who survive by living odds with colonial society. 
This is precisely the sort of transgression that is interesting to queer theory—and in a theological context! But it is a transgression that also pushes back against patriarchy and colonialism, as bound up in the Catholic sexual norms that are subverted in these practices. In this respect, it should also be of interest to feminist and postcolonial theology. In this context, feminist and postcolonial theology must also be queer theology.
It is here that Althaus Reid takes issue with both feminist theology and Latin American liberation theology—both of which, she claims, do not pay sufficient attention to sex.
Latin American liberation theology sees the liberation from sin brought by Christ as encompassing liberation from the unjust social structures that embody it in the world. While it is not quite fair to say that liberation theology was invented in Latin America—the American Black theologian, James Cone, also has a claim on this—it is particularly identified with the work of various Latin American theologians writing in and around the 1970s. You may have heard of some of these, among whom are Gustavo Gutierrez, Leonardo Boff, Jon Sobrino, and others. In the thought of these theologians, and those influenced by them, Christ can be seen working wherever the poor are fighting for their liberation, which is a way of collaborating with Christ in freeing us from sin in its worldly expression. In this context, they looked to the lives of the poor to learn about Christ, making them the source and locus for theological reflection.
Althaus-Reid argues that Latin American liberation theology is misinformed about the lives of the poor. This is because it focused on the lives of the sexually conservative—which is to say, ‘decent’—rural poor, rather than the sexually transgressive or ‘indecent’ lives of the urban poor. As a result, she argues, it is blind to the way that sexual decency is a vehicle for oppression—which is to say, sin—and how sexual transgression is correspondingly a site of liberation and therein the work of Christ. That is to say, Latin American liberation theology may be concerned with economic exploitation and colonial domination, but it fails to attend to queerness, or even really feminist critiques of the institutions regulating the ‘decent’ lives of the rural poor.
She also argues that feminist theology has a similar problem. The problem with feminist theology, according to Althaus-Reid, is that it takes a ‘decent’ model of womanhood for granted. Feminist theology’s (or at least, the feminist theology of her time’s) view of womanhood tends to be bound up in ultimately quite ‘decent’ expectations about heterosexuality, marriage, the role of women in reproduction and the family, and other such things. This is because, she argues, it does not attend explicitly to questions of sexuality. Her most famous example of this is how feminist theological attempts to reclaim the figure of Mary still treat her in a more or less sexless fashion. She compares this to statues of Mary which, when one lifts up the skirt, have no anatomy. In leaving sexual realities untouched, what feminist theologians really do is leave patriarchal colonial sexual norms untouched.
This is where the queerness of indecent theology becomes particularly apparent. Indecent theology foregrounds these obscured dimensions of the lives of the poor and women (or, indeed, poor women!) In doing so, it focuses on the transgressive, embracing queer negativity like we saw in Bersani. But more than this, in doing so, it foregrounds the historical nature of the norms that it transgresses. Indecent sexual practices witness to the fact that these norms can be resisted; that they are not inevitable. And it does so in a way that undermines models of the self in which they are reproduced—essentialised visions of both ‘the poor’ and women as heterosexual, sexless, or otherwise sexually decent. Indecent theology reveals that the world and the people in it can be otherwise.
Part 4 – indecent theology in action: San La Muerte
This week’s reading offers a clear example of all of these different dimensions coming together. It comes from her 2004 collection, From Feminist Theology to Indecent Theology, and discusses the cult of San La Muerte, a skeletal Latin American folk saint who heals the outcast and downtrodden.
San La Muerte is an example of a Christian image that is both used to represent a pre-Christian religious idea, and to articulate a theological idea that gives people consolation in the face of colonial society.
The pre-Christian religious idea was that of the Payé: a healer and miracle worker who gained their powers through meditation and fasting. At some point in Latin American history, the figure of the Payé came to be identified with Jesus, leading to the production of small wooden carvings of the figure who would come to be known as San La Muerte. A myth subsequently grew up around this figure, in which Jesus encounters a starving man, and, in a moment of compassion, gives him the gift of healing. The man took the gift, and originally used it well—but later became greedy, using it to make a living. When the man eventually repented of this misuse of his gift, Jesus condemned him to walk the earth healing people for free.
Correspondingly, San La Muerte is now prayed to for healing in a variety of senses, all revolving around the experience of poverty. He brings healing from illnesses, but also from poverty and debt; returns stolen property; and helps people to overcome the social aspects of poverty, including loneliness and isolation. 
Althaus-Reid also argues that the cult of San La Muerte is a queer one. San La Muerte, whose name means “Saint Death” is a transgressive figure in and of himself: in him, death becomes a source of health and survival, and his cult offers hope precisely in going outside the institutional boundaries of society. The cult of San La Muerte is also queer in that he helps the poor without discrimination, including in their transgression of social rules in order to survive – for example via theft, gambling, sex work, or ‘indecent’ sexual relationships in the face of loneliness or precarity. An additional dimension to this comes from the way this normative world of faith and politics is bound up in the idealised vision of the bourgeois heterosexual family promoted by the Church. Writing of her own Argentine national discourse, Althaus-Reid notes that the nation is portrayed as a decent woman, or as a family whose social order must be protected through everyone playing their appropriate gendered roles. In this context, the cult of San La Muerte is a transgression of the familial order of the nation. 
The cult is also queer in that it revolves around an internal sacred space apart from but within the public life dominated by colonial institutions. His cult is for the most part a secret one: its members wear no visible outwards identification, instead inserting slivers of bone beneath their skin, or discretely carrying items of cheap jewellery. It is also queer in the way that this inner, private space specifically supplants the public space of Catholicism. The public sphere is traditionally associated with men, who go out of the home to work, to lead, and to make policies. In contrast, the private sphere – domesticity and inner life – is traditionally associated with women. Decency is also staked out by the institutions of the public sphere – by men – although it is reproduced in the private sphere of the family, values and personal devotions. The cult of San La Muerte, as a privatised faith, rejects public legitimation by male institutions, or the mediation of male authorities between the believer and the divine.
Indeed, even more recent expansions of the cult into the public sphere sustain something of this: she mentions occasionally seeing invitations to pray the Rosary at one of his shrines – and notes approvingly that these often have an economic dimension, with poor people using such events as a way of making money. Likewise, the saint has an unofficial feast day, with celebrations that include the sharing of food. In both cases, they represent the poor continuously struggling to survive by providing for themselves what is not given through proper channels.
Part 5 – questions
Thanks for sticking with me. I’d like you to now take a look at today’s reading, which is the essay on San La Muerte I’ve just discussed. As you do, I’d like you to think about the following questions:
1) What is the value of transgression for feminist theology?
2) Is indecent theology meaningful outside Latin America? Could you do it here?
3) What can the Church learn from the cult of San La Muerte?
