
In previous reflections we spoke of the cur-
rent crisis as an opportunity to “reform cap-
italism,” although we also warned about the
disastrous consequences that could be un-
leashed by cuts in public services, which
were then only beginning. However, the re-
ality of the crisis and the information we re-
ceive daily have surpassed our expectations.

All the winds (or hurricanes, if you will)
that swept through the year 2011 place us at
a historical crossroads with varied dimen-
sions (social, economic, political, European,
and international). We find ourselves faced
with questions and dilemmaswhich demand
of us comprehension, discernment, and res-
olution. This is difficult, however, because
the mass media and the diverse political
forces present us with a single “common
sense” response, one which denies the exist-
ence of alternative solutions for the difficult
moment we face. Meanwhile, an ever larg-
er part of our society is unjustly paying a
high price for this crisis, as its living condi-
tions decline toward greater poverty and so-
cial inequality.

The present reflections seek to describe
some of the crossroads before us and also
to highlight the signs of hope that we have
seen in recent months. Those hopeful signs
merge in a powerful idea which keeps
spreading: it is necessary for us to seek
forms of social, political, and economic or-
ganization that are more democratic, more
participative, more just, and more environ-
mentally sustainable.

1. A historical moment?

In these years of crisis, and especially dur-
ing 2011, five crossroads have become ap-
parent, and each one presents us with par-
ticular questions and dilemmas.

1.1. The social crossroads
Frequent reports and statistics warn of a sig-
nificant increase in the number of persons
living below the poverty line (now about
one in four). Or they tell us about the num-
ber of families where no one can get work,
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or about the victims of evictions (300,000
houses foreclosed in recent years), or about
the people who are finally forced to live on
the streets, barely surviving.

If we add to this reality the data offered
by Eurostat and other agencies, which re-
veal that disparity of income in Spain has
reached scandalous levels, then we realize
that the present situation is totally unac-
ceptable. In former times public services
guaranteed people a certain level of social
cohesion, but the recent cutbacks, which
will surely increase in 2012, are making the
already existing social drama more acute.
The last report of the OECDwarns that “the
social contract could begin to come apart”
in countries like Spain.1

We understand governments are being
pressured to reduce the budget deficit and
the national debt, but that raises serious
questions: what do the institutions propose
to due as our social reality continues to de-
teriorate? Is there enough sensitivity and
empathy regarding this reality, or is the re-
action rather to criminalize those sectors
which are most impoverished? Are we
obliged to accept a Darwinian social mod-
el which excludes a major part of the pop-
ulation because it is unable to keep up with
the pace dictated by the economic powers?

1.2. The economic crossroads
The welfare state is in the midst of a pro-
found transformation. There are two de-
bates going on. Both are legitimate, but they
are not being argued honestly.

The first is the debate which questions
the competence of the public realm. The
current crisis certainly provides a good op-
portunity for us to examine the problems of
inefficiency, overlapping, and bureaucracy
that exist in the system. All the same, it
should be possible to solve those problems
without reducing the quality of services
through indiscriminate cutbacks.

The second debate involves a fervent
defense of the idea of “austerity.” For some
time now those involved in social move-
ments and those inspired by the Church’s
Social Doctrine have been insisting on the
need for a more modest lifestyle; there is a
real need to restrain excessive consumerism
and to attend to the environmental problems
caused by it. But it is one thing to defend a
different lifestyle based on such necessary
values as simplicity, sobriety, and respect
for the planet (values ignored by the capi-
talist system), and something quite different
to cut back, in the name of austerity, public
services which are essential for guarantee-
ing definite social rights. Zygmunt Bauman
argues that the welfare state is moving to-
ward becoming a «benefit and assistance
state» and so is passing «from a culture of
citizens’rights (characteristic of modernity)
to a culture of charity, humiliation, and stig-
ma».2 If this happens, what will be the so-
cial consequences?

1.3. The political crossroads
The year 2011 has made plain the great cri-
sis in politics and in the working of our rep-
resentative bodies. Phenomena such as the
“Indignados” movement have shown how
great is the distance between traditional in-
stitutions (political parties and unions) and
large sectors of society. Representative de-
mocracy has been called into question be-
cause people increasingly believe that it is
unable to defend the interests of the major-
ity.

Moreover, we have seen clearly howpo-
litical power is subject to the power of fi-
nance and business. In recent decades, even
though financial power has become global-
ized, the national states have been unable to
develop international institutions capable of
controlling it: there is almost no internation-
al regulation and control of financial mar-
kets and capital investment. We thus find



ourselves in a distressing situation, where
some of those most responsible for the cri-
sis are being helped rather than hindered.
They are able to write the rules of the game
themselves and impose them on others.
Meanwhile political forces show them-
selves to be ever more vulnerable and ever
more subject to the dictates of investment
banks and certifying agencies.

1.4. The European crossroads
The debt crisis has shaken the foundations
of the European Union. The prospects of
building a project that goes beyond simple
monetary or economic union are more dis-
tant than ever. Instead of seeking solutions
together and strengthening the European
project, each government seems more con-
cerned with pursuing a solution which ben-
efits its own national interests. We need to
ask: can we move beyond the present mo-
ment and advance toward greater political
integration and better fiscal coordination?

1.5. The international crossroads
While Europe and the West in general are
contemplating their navels, the rest of the
world is changing rapidly. The emerging
countries (the so-called BRIC: Brazil, Rus-
sia, India, and China) continue to grow eco-
nomically, and they are developing a new
international framework where the USA
and the EU will no longer be the only ac-
tors capable of establishing the rules of the
game.

This multi-polar world is in itself good
news, but it also presents us with three ma-
jor challenges:

– A democratic challenge, since groups
like the G-20 seem to have become fo-
rums for decision-making which are
detrimental to other spheres, like the
United Nations, which was created to
represent the totality of the planet.

– An environmental challenge, since the
growth of countries like China, Russia,
and India (along with the USA) makes
clear the non-sustainability of the capi-
talist system and its great paradoxes.
– A redistributive challenge. Even
though recent years have seen a reduc-
tion in the numbers of those living in
extreme poverty (thanks basically to
China’s growth), the inequality between
countries and within countries contin-
ues to increase, according to the figures
of the OECD.

Finally, in this year 2011 we have wit-
nessed the terrible famine suffered by mil-
lions of persons in the Horn ofAfrica, even
though it has been totally eclipsed by the in-
ternational economic crisis.

With the world in such distress, how
will we be able to achieve progress toward
greater democratization of the international
system? How will we be able to create in-
struments which put an end to the present
“ecocide” and which guarantee a more just
distribution of wealth?

2. Our hopes
Alongside these five crossroads we wish to
point out four events that took place in 2011
and that seem to us both novel and hope-in-
spiring.

– First, we stress the end of violence by
the Basque National Liberation Move-
ment (ETA) as news of historical mo-
ment. After decades of suffering, a new
scenario of hope has opened up in
Basque society and in the whole Span-
ish nation. That does not mean that the
process from now on will be easy or
straightforward, but the announcement
is wonderful news and opens the way to
reconciliation and mutual understand-
ing.



– Second, the Arab peoples have decid-
ed to take things into their own hands.
They have unseated dictatorships which
were in some cases governing with the
support or at least the consent of the
West. The year 2011 will be remem-
bered as the year of the “Arab Spring.”
The triumph of the Islamists in various
elections shows that the full acceptance
of human rights will take some time, but
now there can be no retreat.
– Third, we believe that the movement
of the “Indignados” reveals that citizens
are waking up to the gravity of the pres-
ent political and economic situation. The
debates being held in the plazas and in
the social networks have contributed to
the search for alternatives to the present
situation. They have also helped us to
examine the ethical and moral limits of
the dominant system and to forge links
between the already active social move-
ment and the newly emerging forms of
political participation and popular mo-
bilization. The challenge before us is to
take the indignation and the protests and
transform them into effective proposals,
instead of letting them become just an-
other short-lived, fruitless complaint.
– Finally, it is worth noting that in re-
cent times there has been an unprec-
edented growth in forms of economic
organization that are much more demo-
cratic, sustainable, and just.Asignificant
increase can be seen in ethical banking
systems, cooperative endeavors, respon-
sible consumerism, and fair trade. These
new ventures most definitely help to hu-
manize and democratize the economy,
as well as to instill human dignity in the
participants.

3. Desires for 2012
This past year, 2011, has shown us many
dark sides, but also some bright ones. It
seems clear that our societies are experi-
encing profound changes which can help to
bring about an epoch of change. In this year
when we celebrated the 30th anniversary of
Cristianisme i Justícia, we wish to share
with you three wishes and hopes:

First, we hope that our political reflec-
tion will always take into consideration the
most vulnerable sectors of society, and that
decisions will be made in their favor, not
against them. The crisis is making evident
the unjust relations that exist between win-
ners and losers, and this could carry us all
toward a situation of social fragmentation.

Second, we hope that our society will be
able to move beyond the “simple solution,”
which apparently consists in cutting back
public services. It is morally unacceptable
to make only the disadvantaged pay for the
craziness of the financial and banking sec-
tors; the citizenry as a whole must share the
responsibility for the economic muddle in
which we find ourselves.

Finally, we hope that 2012 becomes an
opportunity for all social forces (institu-
tions, political parties, trade unions, busi-
nesses, associations, NGOs, social move-
ments, etc.) to build together a more
fraternal, just, and equitable society, one
that takes a broad view of our world and
shows special sensitivity to those who have
least voice. Those of us who believe that
God has revealed himself as “good news for
the poor” cannot shrink from these chal-
lenges.
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