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Since the 1980s there has been an ongoing controversy on what con
stitutes critical thinking and political action. Following the collapse of 
the Soviet Union, developments such as the rise of ethnic and religious 
nationalisms, the violent reconfiguration of cultural and geographical 
boundaries, the increasing salience of neoliberal policies, and the grow
ing influence of identity politics around the world intensified this 
debate by challenging conventional frameworks used in political stud
ies. The theoretical renaissance brought by postmodern, poststruc
turalist, postmarxist, and feminist analyses guides us in different direc
tions to reflect critically on the formations, since about the eighteenth 
century, of the modern, colonial, European, liberal political orders. 
From the purview of these analyses, what is at stake in the current 
conjuncture of world disorder is the disintegration of modern culture, 
society and the ideological foundations of the nation-state. Marxist 
analyses, on the other hand, continue focusing on the restructuring of 
capitalism in a global context and offer critical reflections on the per
vasive influence of capitalism on social relations. On the question of 
what constitutes progressive politics in our times, the proposals range 
from class struggle, through the politics of coalition and solidarity 
between different social movements, to the politics of particularism, 
isolationism, and the contingency of political action. 

Regardless of the framework, there are two recurring issues in 
problematizing the notion of the political. First, as a methodological 
problem, there is the dichotomy between the particularity and locality 
of political developments and the general, historical trends which define 
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the present conjuncture of world disorder. Second, although the notion 
of political agency is analyzed at a theoretical level, it is rarely prob
lematized in conjunction with concrete political developments. This 
paper aims to address these issues by examining the intricate relation
ship between morality, ethics, and politics at both a global and a sin
gular level simultaneously. It defines the present conjuncture of world 
disorder as an aporetic condition which contains "pre-ethical," mod
ern, and postmodern moral codes. 

The major argument of this is that the liberal notion of the individ
ual as the prime agent for political action fails .to address contradicto
ry moral/ethical impulses that this aporetic condition poses. In the first 
part, the paper contextualizes the present phase of moral revivalism 
within the frameworks of Luhmann's conception of morality and Bau
man's conception of the paradoxical constitution of modern morality. 
In the second part, it focuses on the morality of neoliberalism by scru
tinizing the liberal notions of individual rationality and individual 
rights in two interrelated contexts: the political economy of neoliber
alism and the contradictory role of the nation-states in preserving law 
and order. In conclusion, it offers a loose framework for an ethical 
political stand that aims to problematize the contradictory imperatives 
between recognizing the particularity of political events, the singulari
ty of the worth of a human being, and the need for solidarity with 
those caught in destitution, in deprivation, and in different webs of 
physical violence. 

I CONTEXTUALIZING MORALITY, ETHICS, 
AND POLITICS 

When the term ethics is used synonymously with morality and with the 
study of moral philosophy, it addresses the question of how human 
beings ought to live. Enriched by philosophical, theoretical, and theo
logical perspectives, ethics and morality deal with two interrelated 
issues: the constants of human nature (such as reason, rationality, love, 
hedonistic pleasure, natural feelings, care for others, vulnerability, 
responsibility, selves, selfish ego, knowing subject, self-determination, 
care of self, self-sacrifice and self-interest) and the collective social val
ues and prescriptions regulating rights and wrongs, dos and don'ts, 
good and evil, virtue and vice. Since the times of early civilizations in 
Mesopotamia, ethics and morality have been used in regulating what 
is now considered as the political realm. Under the rule of Hammurabi 
in Babylon (1128-1646 Be), and later in Egypt, a set of ethical/moral 
conventions, rules and obligations were developed to regulate social 
interactions in conjunction with codes dealing with business, bureau-
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cracy and family law. 1 Similarly in ancient Greece, underlying the ques
tion of ethics was a philosophical reflection on the basic features of 
Greek society and politics.2 At the outset, then, the symbiotic relation
ship between ethics and morality has both a social and a political 
character. 

In the current political and theoretical conjuncture there are differ
ent conceptions of the relationship between ethics, morality, and poli
tics.3 For the purpose of clarity, it will be helpful first to explain what 
type of ethics is being explored in this paper and why. Niklas Luhmann 
defines ethics as "a theoretical reflection of morality" and argues that 
since the spread of printing, "the ethics wave returns in the eighties of 
every century with astrological regularity." He further notes something 
pathological about these waves, in that morality becomes an issue 
"only when things become dangerous."4 

In his framework, the first wave of ethics can be traced to the 158os 
in the form of a theory of morality independent of theology. The key 
factor in this periodization is the conflict between the will of God and 
an exploration of the conditions of a secular human social order 
embodied in natural feelings. In the 1680s the split between the moral
ity of theologians for a divine providence and the morality of a social 
order became more astute. In the 1780s the ethics wave returned in 
three different trends, namely Kant's transcendentalism, Bentham's 
utilitarianism, and that of Marquis de Sade. What is common to the 
eighteenth-century wave is that ethics became a new form of moral 
reflection grounded in rationality. Luhmann does not explain the polit
ical context of the return of ethics prior to the nineteenth century. Yet 
he notes that in the 1880s, the ethical waves of Nietzsche and neo
Kantians took place in the context of nationalism, imperialism, 
colonialism, and socialism.s 

According to Luhmann, the ethics wave of this century emerged in 
response to the disintegration of modern society. His main argument is 
that morality, conceived as "a special form of communication which 
carries with it indications of approval and disapproval," can no longer 
serve the purpose of social integration, nor can it "allot people their 
place in the society." 6 Luhmann also views "moral communication [as 
being] close to conflict and thus located close to violence. "7 The type 
of ethics he develops, aims "to thematise morality as a distinction," "to 
warn against morality," and "to limit the application of morality." 8 In 
his framework ethics is not devoid of moral values but is critical of 
moralizing judgements. He argues that "if ethics is to be and remain a 
theoretical reflection of morality ... then it must bind itself to the code 
of morality, that is, submit itself to the binary schematism of good and 
bad, it must itself desire the good not the bad." In so doing, however, 
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"the researcher on ethics does not have to write an ethics which sub
mits itself to a moral judgement." 9 

To reiterate Luhmann's argument about the disintegration of a mod
ern society in a global context, since the 1980s "the pathological 
development" of our times has been the revival of diverse historical 
trends that are provisionally identified with Western modernity. 
Among these revivalist movements at the political level, there are 
searches for origins of human civilization in Athens, Mesopotamia, 
Jerusalem, and Medine; the politicization of theological perspectives of 
Judaism, Christianity, and Islam; and the revival of the seventeenth
century split between divine providence and secular human order in 
the formation of national identities, of the seventeenth- and eighteenth
century classical liberal notions of individual rationality in a free
market setting, and of colonial, post-colonial, nationalist, and imperi
alist discourses on politics in general. Accordingly the political realm in 
general has become a contested terrain for competing moral claims and 
codes of social/political conduct. 

a) Paradoxical Constitution of Modern Morality 

Given the rich ahistorical pastiche of moral revivalism, the first task of 
ethical politics is to problematize morality in a historical context. 
Following Luhmann's framework, Bauman conceptualizes modern 
morality in the context of eighteenth-century understanding of ethics 
grounded in rationality. 10 He traces the origins of ethics and morality to 
the search for order, rule, law, legislation, universality, and foundation
alism in modernity. According to Bauman, modern morality emerged in 
a context where "modern developments forced men and women into the 
condition of individuals, who found their lives fragmented, split into 
many loosely related aims and functions, each to be pursued in a differ
ent context and according to a different pragmatics ... Morality, rather 
than being a 'natural trait' of human life [was] something that need[ed] 
to be designed and injected into human conduct ... the void left by the 
moral supervision of the Church [was] filled with rational rules."" 

Bauman analyses the distinguishing aspect of morality in general and 
modern morality in particular with reference to the notion of aporia. 
Aporia is a Greek word for a contradiction that cannot be overcome. 
Since the invention of politics, morality, and ethics, the condition of 
aporia has been disguised in a search for the reconciliation of logically 
contradictory objectives and aspirations. Rowe argues that Greek 
ethics always contained the contradiction between a fundamentally 
individualistic ethos and the demands for co-operative behaviour. 12 In 
Midgley's account, both in ancient Greek thinking and in Hobbes's 
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framework, ethics is a device of egoistic prudence that originated from 
the social contract. From an Hobbesian point of view, while the "pre
ethical" existence was a state of nature characterized by "a war of 
every man against every man," the age of ethics emerged as the politi
cal requirement for a survival in social order. r3 Bauman supports these 
claims and examines the paradoxical ways in which modern morality 
contributed to creating a political order. 

In the initial phase of modern developments, the radical solution for 
the aporetic situation was to introduce the notions of universality and 
foundation. The principle of universality compelled individuals to 
recognize certain prescriptions as right and thus to accept them as 
obligatory. The principle of foundation was laid through the coercive 
powers of the state that rendered obedience to rules and through the 
popular belief that the rules are well-justified. According to Bauman 
the contradictory principle in this configuration of order by means of 
universality and foundation is that modern morality tried to rule over 
chaos, disorder, and fragmentation by creating an illusion: a promise 
that contradictions will.be resolved in the future. 

It is upon this promise that modern ethics was introduced as "a code 
of law that prescribes the correct behaviour 'universally,' that is for all 
people at all times; one that sets apart good from evil once for all and 
for everybody." 1

4 To highlight the contradictory role of modern ethics, 
Bauman distinguishes between these universal moral imperatives and 
the singularity of moral selves. He argues that, although ethics and 
morality "grow of the same soil, moral selves do not "discover," their 
ethical foundations but ... build them up while they build them
selves." 15 In this understanding while modern ethics/morality has a 
foundational character, moral selves are defined by contingency. Relat
ed to this distinction, modernity as the age of ethics legislated moral 
selves and prevented their full growth. 

I will elaborate on Bauman's conception of moral selves later in 
detail. For the time being it suffices to note that the moral imperatives 
of the modern political order were legislated in the name of individual 
rationality and that state laws were presumed to be founded on reason. 
Looking back to the promise of modernity in today's global conjunc
ture of disorder, Bauman argues that universal values under modern 
etatization of social space spawned massive oppression and "the great
est crimes against humanity (and by humanity) have been perpetuated 
in the name of reason, of better order and greater happiness." 16 The 
present conjuncture is defined by the dissolution of the promise of 
modern political order, which, in moral terms, creates the dichotomy 
between defending universal values and "postmodern privatisation of 
social spacing." The latter refers to three specific developments. 
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First, in the context of political economy, Bauman notes that the 
freer is the global flow of capital and merchandise, the more frag
mented are the sovereign units. The nation-states become weaker and 
narrower in their grip over their respective territories. Second, in the 
political context of international relations, it denotes the end of the 
"secure" bipolar configuration of the world between the NATO and 
Warsaw Pact line. This implies the absence of a supranational policing 
force to adjudicate local and regional power struggles within and 
between nation-states. Related to this development, third, the nation
states fail to perform their past role of producing and supplying iden
tities. This specifically refers to the erosion of the ideological role of 
states in bringing nations together with reference to particular symbols 
of citizenship, individual rights, or historically specific cultural repre
sentations of a uniform nationhood. In this conjuncture, postmodern 
privatization of social spacing denotes the increasing salience of iden
tity politics at a global level. The evident failure of supranational and 
national institutions to effectively perform their role of centralized 
policing paves the way for communal autonomy and "neo-tribal self
assertion" of particular ethnic, national, and religious groups. 

In noting the violent configuration of identity politics in this 
international conjuncture, Bauman argues that the power struggle and 
perpetual tug of war are revealed as the sole reliable grounds of an 
orderly habitat. 17 What he refers to as the "logic of dark ages" in this 
particular context of violence can also be regarded as a return to a 
"pre-ethical" stage, which in the Hobbesian framework is character
ized by lawlessness, wars, and chaos in the contestation for sovereign
ty among numerous power holders. In addition to the violent configu
ration of power struggle between different "communal," "neo-tribal" 
groups in asserting their identities, postmodern privatization also rais
es a moral dilemma. According to Bauman, while the universal values 
of modern morality expect individuals to confirm to the laws and order 
set by the state, postmodern morality gives way to the dictum that 
every order is good. In this respect, postmodern privatization of social 
space refers to a condition of dispersion and "disocclusion" where the 
divide between right and wrong is no longer determined. Insofar as the 
morality of identity politics is concerned the violent dispersion of eth
nic, national, and religious moral claims makes it also difficult to deter
mine the divide between the victims and the victimizers. 

b) Contradictory Imperatives of Ethical Politics 

In reviewing the moral progress of modernity in our times, Baumari 
notes how the victims of the past - Serbs during the Croat genocide in 
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the 1940s, Vietnamese during the Vietnam war, Jews during the Holo
caust - commit cruelty when the opportunity arises. 18 Recalling the 
Gulf War in 1990, which was presented as a war between democracy 
and fascism, between Kuwait as victim and Iraq as the victimizer, mak
ing moral and political choices on international violence is extremely 
difficult, if not impossible. From a historical point of view, Bauman 
rightly argues that "no victory over inhumanity seems to have the 
world safer for humanity," yet "moral shocks, however devastating 
they might have seemed at the time, gradually lose their grip - until 
they are forgotten. All their long history notwithstanding, moral choic
es seem always to start from square one." 1 9 

The political significance of Bauman's analysis is that he proposes a 
thorough critique of both politically promoted parochialism of modern 
moral codes that pretend to be universal and the "everything goes 
approach" that has come to be identified with postmodern morality. In 
his words, as long as the choice is merely between these two medicines, 
"the chance of health must be meagre and remote. " 20 This critical 
stand on both modern and postmodern morality has two implications. 
First, Bauman's framework helps us to scrutinize the relationship 
between moral codes and the modern constitution of reason and indi
vidual rationality. Second, having refused to choose between modern 
and postmodern moral codes, he focuses on the notion of moral self as 
the prime agent of political change. 

As to the former implication, his main premise is that "morality is 
incurably aporetic, the majority of moral choices are made between 
contradictory impulses. " 2 1  In his conceptualization, moral phenomena 
are inherently "non-rational, not regular, repetitive, monotonous and 
predictable." 22 Hence they cannot be exhausted by any universal moral 
code of dos and don'ts. By the same token this claim does not give a 
free reign to an unproblematic contingency of accepting all competing 
moral claims promoted by identity politics. If we accept the premise 
that all moral phenomena are aporetic, then an ethical stand in our 
times is not redeemed from contradictory imperatives. In listing the 
ethical issues in the present conjuncture, Bauman calls for a balance 
between personal self-assertion and peaceful co-operation as well as 
synchronization of individual conduct and collective welfare. 23 The 
crucial element in maintaining this balance is Bauman's notion of 
moral self. 

In his framework, there is no self before moral self. This implies two 
things. First, in becoming a person we all carry in us a moral responsi
bility for another person, which is the act of self-constitution. In the 
relation between self and the other, this moral responsibility precedes 
all engagement, including knowing, evaluating, and acting together 
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with the other person. To put it simply, before I engage in any politi
cal, social, personal relationship, I utter to myself that I am a person 
because I care for the other, I am responsible for the other, and I need 
to curb some constitutive elements that make me an individual. Sec
ond, putting the moral self before oneself implies the limitations of the 
liberal notion of individual rationality. Bauman argues that morality in 
general, individual morality in particular, and moral self in and of itself 
are bound to be irrational. In this respect the moral self is a mystery 
contrary to reason. In his words, "Reason cannot help the moral self 
without depriving the self of what makes the self moral: that unfound
ed, non-rational, un-arguable, no-excuses-given and non-calculable 
urge to stretch towards the other, to caress, to be for, to live for, hap-
pen what may."2.4 

In Bauman's formulation, the moral self escapes logic, reason, and 
rationality because in stretching to caress, to be responsible for, to live 
for, and to make things happen for the other, it follows its own resilient 
autonomy. This resilient autonomy is received as a scandal by modern 
morality, which tames, cages, and cultivates moral self �ith a list of 
rights-directed prescriptions and with manuals about dos and don'ts. 
In this particular context, the postmodern condition of dispersion and 
"disocclusion" provides acting individuals with a possibility of using 
their moral selves for the task of learning and applying an unambigu
ous ethical principle suitable for the occasion. 2.5 

Bauman's call for a return to moral selves suggests that an ethical 
stand critical of both modern and postmodern morality is inherently 
aporetic. On the one hand, it is singular, that is to say an ethical stand 
has to be cognizant of the particularities of the political issue at hand 
as well as the singularity of the moral responsibility that one has 
towards the other. In this respect, Bauman's conception of an ethical 
stand defies any universality and a general moral code of conduct. On 
the other hand, as a safeguard against the postmodern morality of 
approving the ·diversity of all moral claims and code of conduct, Bau
man returns to the key contradictory imperatives of ethics since ancient 
Greece. His ethical stand of moral selves carries within itself the con
tradictions between personal self-assertion, individual moral conduct, 
and concern for collective, co-operative, peaceful conduct. The latter 
concern for collective welfare is both singular and universal at the same 
time. It is singular to the extent that it is guided by the peculiarities and 
mysteries of the moral responsibility one carries within oneself. It is 
universal because it carries the moral imperatives of caring and being 
in solidarity with others. On all accounts, the singular and universal 
responsibilities that constitute moral selves escape reason and rational
ity to the extent that Bauman's critical ethical stand are not founded on 
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the premise of the resolution of such problems as the violent configu
ration of the world, the increasing salience of ethnic, national, and reli
gious groups, or the free flow of capital and merchandise in the con
text of the globalization of capitalism. 

II THE POLITICS OF NEOLIBERAL MORALITY: 
THREE FOR THE PRICE OF ONE 

To elaborate on the political significance of Bauman's critical analysis 
of modern and postmodern morality in the present conjuncture, it is 
important to recall that Bauman's conception of morality is founded on 
a particular conception, that is, the eighteenth-century understanding 
of morality grounded in reason and rationality. The predominant ele
ments of modern morality are founded on the liberal notion of indi
vidual rationality, the foundational character of the nation-state to 
maintain order, and a firm metaphysical belief in the resolution of con
tradictions. By this criterion, postmodern morality is characterized by 
the dispersion of moral claims, the individual inability to distinguish 
right from wrong, and a growing challenge to the _foundational 
character of nation-states. Bauman's narrow · conception of modern 
morality raises a number of questions about the extent to which the 
existing dispersion, in particular moral codes, can be considered as 
postmodern. 

The politicization of religiop, particularly in light of the increasing 
salience of Islam in the international arena and the re-emergence of 
religious-nationalist movements in Bosnia, India, China, Israel, Turkey, 
former Soviet Republics, and elsewhere, suggests that the moral codes 
of the present need to be problematized in conjunction with these 
developments. The state-centered morality founded on reason and 
rationality and the sixteenth-century understanding of morality found
ed on the split between individual will and the will of theologians are 
two currently contesting moral codes in politics. More specifically, in 
the above mentioned cases, the power struggle contains both the secu
lar will to reason and to nationhood and the communal will to an 
Islamic, Hindu, or Zionist order. On the specific question of order and 
chaos, the politicization of religion, ethnicity, and nationhood is deter
mined by a firm metaphysical belief in the resolution of contradictions 
and a search for a lawful society. It is upon this fundamental belief that 
religious claims for salvation, the assertion of ethnic identities inde
pendent of nation-states, and the revival of territorial claims by nation
alist groups are justified. In this respect, it will be useful to broaden the 
conception of modern morality to include two specific codes, one from 
the sixteenth century and the other from the eighteenth century. 
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This broadened conception of modern morality has two political 
implications. First, as Marx astutely remarked, European morality of 
individual rationality assumes that "in his most immediate reality ... 
man is a secular being." 26 As was the case on the "Jewish question," 
this secular construction, however, was enriched by Christian morals, 
which have been an integral element in definitions of nationhood as 
well as in regulating the political/social• order. 27 Depending on the 
specificities of the political conjuncture, Christian morals have been 
politicized during the rise of fascism in Europe (by both fascists and 
anti-fascists), by the military regimes and their opponents in the 1970s 
in Latin America, and by the rise of Christian fundamentalism during 
the Ronald Reagan presidency in the USA. Second, these historical 
reminders also aim to alert readers to the modern dimensions in the 
politicization of Islam since the early 1980s. This process is a product 
of modern formation of nation-states in Muslim countries. Political 
Islam in its call for a return to shariat (the rule of Islam) carries in itself 
the foundational character of statism and nationalism. Regardless of its 
anti-modern, anti-Western discourse, political Islam articulates the will 
of Allah with the capitalist will to make profit. 28 In the Turkic 
Republics of the former Soviet Union and in eastern Europe, Islamic 
capital has become a significant force in foreign trade and investment. 
Insofar as its nationalist and international market oriented operations 
are concerned, there is nothing postmodern about the rise of Islamic 
identity in global politics. 

In the international conjuncture, political Islam filled the void left by 
the Cold War threat of Communism. In this respect, as was the case 
with Cold War politics, strategic concerns of NATO members define the 
contradictory imperatives of the sale of arms to Iran, Afghanistan, 
Algeria, and other "dangerous" zones since the early 1980s. In this 
context too, then, the international conjuncture strikes us as "pre
dictably ordered" and contingent on national interests as it historical
ly has been. 

In critically examining the specific conception of modern morality 
grounded on reason and rationality, it is also necessary to reconsider 
the search for order and the volatility of the political realm from the 
point of view of the seventeenth- and eighteenth-century liberal think
ing. From Hobbes and Locke to utilitarian thinking, the notions of 
order and law were investigated in conjunction with the need for a 
social contract. Without going into the details of liberal thought, it suf
fices to note that, in a competitive free-market setting where there is no 
social contract, one individual is the enemy of another in an egoistic 
state of war. Two centuries of experience taught adherents of liberal
ism to never leave the free market in its "pre-ethical" state of egoistic 
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prudence. Hence, the state was given the role to maintain civil law, the 
defence of the national territory, and the assurance of judicially defined 
rules regarding the exchange of property, accumulation of wealth and 
socially "acceptable" levels of poverty, destitution, and exploitation. 
As will be explained later in detail when examining the liberal empha
sis on individual rights and rationality and the contradictory role of 
states, it is necessary to distinguish the formation of a "pre-ethical" 
mode within the context of the globalization of capitalism. 

With this hindsight, if we revisit the current conjuncture of global 
disorder, th� dissolution of modern morality gives way to three modal
ities in politics. There is the persistence of modern morality character
ized by searches for order, rule, and law, which are regulated by both 
the will to reason and rationality and the will to a religious order. 
There is the so-called postmodern morality characterized by the priva
tization of social space and the individual inability to take a universal 
moral stand on political developments. Third, in places where liberal
ism and capitalism have been introduced from above, there are partic
ular moral conducts reminiscent of the "pre-ethical" chaos. The glob
alization of neoliberal policies since the late 1980s cuts across these 
three moral modalities; political order under oeoliberalism contains 
modern, pre-ethical, and postmodern moral codes. 

a) Modern Morality in Neoliberalism 

Susan Strange defines the main trends in the globalization of neoliber
alism with reference to the growth of a) "the conference business and 
of travel and transnational communication," b) "the proportion of 
production of goods and services controlled by foreign based firms," c) 
"the reduction of direct controls and taxes on capital mobility," as well 
as d) "the increased mobility of factors of production," including cap
ital, technology, and energy, d) "the liberalisation of long-standing reg
ulatory restrictions within national financial markets," and e) "the 
introduction of new technologies in the process of financial intermedi
ation."29 To highlight the three moral modalities in this schema, it is 
important to recall Bauman's claim about the aporetic condition of 
moral phenomenon. In this respect the first contradictory nature of 
neoliberalism is that, even though it is founded on the premise of 
reducing the scope of state involvement in markets, it has come to be 
globalized by direct state involvement at the political level. Stephen 
Gill notes that market monetarism in New Zealand was introduced in 
the 1980s under a social democratic government. The "shock therapy" 
introduced in Poland and Russia since the late 1980s was "based on 
experiments carried out in Latin America in the 1970s and 1980s." 
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The Ec's 1 9 9 2  Single Market Program "has elements of Jacques Delor's 
vision of a new form of European democracy combined with Anglo
American laissez-faire." 3° The growing influence of the neoliberal 
agenda manifests itself elsewhere in the formation of NAFTA and in the 
GATT summit in Uruguay in 1 994, which just like the cases cited above, 
are characterized by the paradoxical combination of the triumph of 
transnational capital and the preservation of political economic order 
through state policiesY 

What is modern about this process is the intensification of both 
commodity and financial exchange at a global level. Furthermore this 
global exchange, at the political level, is regulated by the triangular 
relationship between transnational firms, nation-states and interna
tional financial institutions such as the World Bank, the IMF, and the 
European Bank for Reconstruction and Development. 32 Third, just like 
in the nineteenth century when capitalism started to infiltrate into the 
social realm, this phase of the globalization is characterized by social 
unrest and political resistance.3 3  What is particularly modern about 
this social/political resistance is that it contains such elements as the 
political mobilization of labour, the ideological preservation of nation
al values as a means of opposition to globalization, and a strong state
centered discourse against the transnational capital. As to the Third 
World, where political opposition has historically been repressed, the 
globalization of neoliberal agenda, among other things, has brought 
the "super-exploitation of female labor in the Maquiladoras in Mexi
co and the persistent use of child labour in the Colombian coal 
mines." 34 

When it comes to the morality of the globalization of capitalism, 
there are two distinctly modern aspects to neoliberalism. First, having 
founded on the eighteenth-century conception of morality, neoliberal
ism further deepens the classical liberal notions of a universal under
standing of individual rights and rationality. In this understanding, the 
self-worth of an individual is defined in accordance with both state leg
islation and the ideological requirements of the free-market economy. 3 5  

A century ago, Marx defined this modern morality as follows: "[t]he 
real human being is the private individual of the present-day state-con
stitution. " 3 6 At the political level, what defines the real human being as 
a private individual is the state that "abolishes, in its own way, dis
tinctions of birth, social rank, education, occupation, when it declares 
[them as] non-political distinctions, that every member of the nation is 
an equal participant in national sovereignty." 37 Related to that second, 
in spite of the challenges of transnational capital to the sovereignty of 
nation-states, the present social/political "order" at global, regional, 
and local levels is still maintained through state legislation. 
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To illustrate the modern morality of the relationship between the 
state and individual rights, we need to pay attention to particular polit
ical modes through which neoliberal policies are implemented. In 
Europe, the bastion of the post-Second World War social democracy, 
the real worth of a "European" is specifically designed in the Maas
tricht Treaty. According to the Treaty, union citizenship has become 
mandatory for nationals of the member states who possess the right to 
live and work in member states and are guaranteed all the social ben
efits of the host country. 3 8 Here, the individual right to work implies 
the free movement of labour and the individual freedom to sell one's 
labour as a commodity in the markets. In this particular context, to be 
European denotes the free movement of only those who are considered 
citizens of the European Union. By this definition non-Europeans are 
those who are codified as immigrants - blacks, Muslims, Bosnian 
refugees, etc. - whose worth is not recognized by the Charter of Euro
pean Citizenship. On the issue of compliance with neoliberal require
ments of economic efficiency, competitiveness, and cutbacks in social 
spending, different political criteria are used. Sometimes neoliberalism 
is morally justified in the name of national interest. For example, in 
Britain the Labour Party has been offering its supply side politics of 
export-led growth and neo-corporatism in the name of making "British 
market participants" winners. 39 In France, opposition to a single cur
rency in the European Union is justified by means of national interest. 
In both cases those who take a critical stand on national interests 
and/or of government policies are politically codified as "angry demon
strators," "workers," "human rights activists," and so on. 

In North America, the politics of the morality of neoliberalism is reg
ulated by the same modern principle of defining the private individual 
in accordance with the legal inscription of citizenship rights and the 
compliance with national interests defined by specific government poli
cies. 40 If Europe and North America are considered as the natural habi
tat of liberal democracy, morality of neoliberal politics is enriched by 
culturally specific symbols for social cohesion and varying degrees of 
heightened individual self-interest. In spite of innumerably different 
articulations of these symbols and cultural constructs, the common ele
ment in the morality of modern politics is that in maintaining social 
cohesion, the liberal notion of individual rights is tailored in conjunc
tion with the political economy of capitalism in such a way that the 
value of a human being is always measured in hierarchical ranks. In 
this context, the "private individual" worthy of social and political 
attention has always been the one who works, who has a job, a career; 
in other words, a future.4' The notion of the unemployed is a specific 
moral code by which rational individuals are ranked. It sounds as if 
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rational, self-interested, self-motivated individuals ought to be 
employed in a waged job and accumulate wealth. Failing these obliga
tions, they are demoted to something else than an individual, say an 
unemployed or a "deserving" poor, which, in the liberal hierarchy of 
human worth, is a degree higher than dependants on welfare pro
grams, but certainly lower than a "good" middle-class citizen working 
for a wage. 

In today's (neo)liberal constructions, a private individual not only 
possesses the "natural traits" of employment and ownership of private 
property, but is also self-motivated, competitive, efficient and, for the 
"right reasons," looks down on such analogous beings as the "unem
ployed," the "lazy welfare recipients," "single mothers on welfare," 
"drug addicts," "criminals," and so forth. In both political and moral 
terms the liberal notion of individual is embedded in a multitude of 
hierarchical oppositions such as citizen/non-citizen, worker/unem
ployed, worker/lazy welfare recipient, individual/drug addict, etc. 
Neoliberalism rebuilds its economic platform on the bases of these 
moral hierarchical ordering of the singular worth of a human being. 
These hierarchical distinctions also determine the political priorities of 
maintaining order and law. 

b) Pre-ethical, Postmodern Privatization 

In contrast with the modern articulations of (neo)liberal morality, the 
trend towards privatization in economy, politics, and social norms also 
denotes the emergence of new moral constructions of the worth of a 
private individual. As a result of the paradoxical effects of neoliberal
ism, the nation-states have, on the one hand, tightened their political 
grip over the society, but, on the other, have been subjected to chal
lenges posed by the globalization of neoliberal trends. Susan Strange 
argues that the "necessity of the state as a public good ... the very idea 
of the social contract .. . was conceived together with the economic 
necessity of civic co-operation between state and society." In drawing 
attention to the increasing power of "market forces" since the post
war period, she argues that transnational private enterprises in finance, 
industry, trade, communications, and organized networks of crime are 
now more powerful than states to whom ultimate political authority 
over society and economy is supposed to belong. In particular the state 
is less effective on "security against violence, stable money for trade 
and investment, a clear system of law and the means to enforce it, and 
a sufficiency of public goods like drains, water supplies, infrastructures 
for transport and communications."42 To this list of specific areas in 
which state power has been in a steady decline, we can add Bauman's 
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argument about the "postmodern privatisation of social spacing," 
notably the absence of a supranational force to adjudicate the contes
tation for power among "communal," "neo-tribal," ethnic, religious, 
and nationalist groups and a reliance on physical force and wars in 
maintaining order. 

In this conjuncture of the declining power of states, particular poli
cies of neoliberalism contribute to the formation of a pre-ethical exis
tence. With reference to the declining power of states in exercising their 
centralized policing role against violence Susan Strange draws atten
tion to the peculiarities of organized crime. She argues that organized 
criminal gangs, which are associated with mafia and drug trading, 
operate in a similar way to transnational corporations. In terms of 
their financial operations, "the most important tax havens and off
shore centres are situated at the cross-roads of the principal routes of 
the illegal narcotics trade." Referring to Panama and Bahamas for the 
cocaine trade in the USA, to Hong Kong for heroin trade from South 
East Asia to the West, and to Switzerland, Liechtenstein, and Gibraltar 
as "shelters [for] illegal proceeds of heroin produced and exported by 
traffickers from Turkey and other Middle East countries," she notes 
the formation of a "some kind of anarchical international society of 
mafias."43 

She notes three contributing factors to the emergence of this global 
phenomenon. As a result of the liberalization of financial regulations, 
mafia and drug traders have "become such good customers of tax 
heavens and even respectable banks that no one has much interest in 
distinguishing their dirty money from the rest." Second, mobile tech
nology in refining heroin and cocaine from the raw material and easy 
access to high-tech communications make it easier for the transnation
al gangs to evade state laws. Third, the limitations in national laws in 
collaborating with Interpol and Europol create conducive conditions 
for illegal transnational operations in drug trade.44 She argues that 
criminal gangs emerge when state authority is weakened and the gov
ernment has lost or failed to obtain the consent of the governed.45 

In two particular cases, Russia and Turkey, the political realm is akin 
to a pre-ethical stage of lawlessness. Both Turkey and Russia entered 
the neoliberal phase of globalization through the financial regulations 
of the IMF, but the state in both places failed to regulate mafia activi
ties. Moreover, in both cases there is enough evidence of the collabo
ration between the military, the intelligence agents, mafia, drug traf
fickers, and the judicial system. Both Turkey and Russia are considered 
potential members of the EU, despite questionable records on individ
ual rights. In reviewing the constitutional requirements of individual 
rights, the existence of mafia within state apparatuses does not become 



383  An Ethical Politics of Our Times 

either a moral or a political issue in the neoliberal understanding of 
democracy. By the same logic of neoliberal democracy, individual ratio
nality in Russia and Turkey is celebrated to the extent that it is com
patible with the drive towards privatization. But privatization in these 
countries implies not only the transfer of state assets to private enter
prise and the growing share of transnational corporations in produc
tion but also the privatization of crime and the collapse of the social 
contract. 

From where I write, I observe the truism of cutthroat competition in 
a society where the state fails to oblige itself to the basic requirements 
of a social contract, either in terms of minimum welfare provisions or 
maintaining law. Individual competition in this context implies shoot
ing incidents among rival mafia groups as well as strangling each other 
for a meagre income of taxi drivers, prostitutes, or passersby. The 
effects of the international society of mafia are felt in similar ways out
side of these two cases. Pre-ethical moral code needs to be distin
guished from postmodern indifference because the role of the state 
jurisdiction in preserving consent of the ruled differs drastically from 
one case to another. In these private times, Russia and Turkey (among 
others) are reminders of the collapse of the nation-state to fulfil the 
modern requirements of social, economic and political order. As such 
they are reminders of a lawless chaos in today's global conjuncture of 
disorder. In places where neoliberalism is brought from above without 
the social contract and the historical struggle for individual rights, the 
morality of politics oscillates between cutthroat competition, violence 
in every day life, individual indifference to the singular worth of the 
"private individual," heightened individualism in the preservation of 
self-interest, and a strong communal belonging with the moral codes of 
the state, military, mafia, and religious and nationalist groups. 

CONCLUSION 

If ethics is a critical reflection of morality, then the imperatives of an 
ethical political stand in this conjuncture are to be aporetic. This 
aporetic stand ought to be singular and universal at the same time. Sin
gularity of an ethical approach to politics recognizes that the responsi
bility to care for strangers is contrary to reason and rationality and 
hence cannot be morally coded in a blueprint of rights and wrongs, dos 
and don'ts. Yet, if ethics is at the same time a theoretical reflection of 
the morality of politics, it can, at least in theory, identify recurring gen
eral trends in world politics. In this respect, neoliberalism, with its 
insistence on individual rights and rationality, fails to recognize the 
singular worth of human beings. This being the case, it continues to 
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preserve a rights-based view of morality devoid of self-responsibility to 
oneself and to others. To reiterate Bauman's conception of moral selves 
in this conjuncture, the contradictory imperative of ethical politics is to 
be in solidarity with those caught in wars, destitution, and deprivation 
without making a universal moral claim about this being the correct 
course of action. What is right is being regulated by the morality of lib
eral and neoliberal discourses and what is left is to be investigated not 
in writing but in the resilient autonomy of moral selves who, in spite 
of their self-interest, continue the tradition of solidarity in action. 
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