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Ethics in postmodernism 

by Raul Kerbs 

The postmodern ethic is shaky 

In Its foundation, cynical in its 

claims. 
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M Odernism held sway over West
ern thought over centuries. It 

stripped morality of its tran
scendent religious frame of reference. 
Away with God, was its cry. Even when 
it tried to shape a world without any ref
erence to restraints, constraints, tradi
tions, and above all religion, modern
ism did attempt to retain such values as 
work, saving, and the postponement of 
immediate satisfaction in order to attain 
a long-term benefit. What it did try to 
retain may owe their origin to a refer
ence outside of the individual, but that 
was no immediate concern to modern
ism. Subjective self-expression was its 
goa). But when modernism reached its 
critical point, when the emphasis on 
subjectivism destroyed the need for ob
jectivism, it eventually led to an almost 
"lawless" status in human history. Con
sequently, a new morality emerged. This 
new morality was pleasure-seeking, 
playful, individualistic, and geared to 
the present moment, denying the need 
to look to the past or gaze into the fu
ture. Now became its new mantra. As a 
result, there arose a stand against all ef
forts to place limits on individual free
dom and fulfillment. 

This new morality is at the core of 
postmodern ethics. 

Postmodem ethics 
At the foundation of postmodern 

ethics is an authority crisis. 1 The crisis 
involves traditional institutions (family, 
school, church, state, justice, police) 
through which modernism sought to 
organize a rational and progressive soci
ety. The crisis manifests itself in several 
ways: A society that worships youth, 

and panders to their whims and fan
cies. 2 A culture where wealth is the sign 
of success and happiness. A consumer 
economy where "to be" is to buy, con
sume, use, and throw away. An identity 
marked by market acquisitions and not 
by ideologies. 3 Gilles Upovetsky, a con
temporary French philosopher, has ob
served that in postmodemity "imaging" 
dominates reality. To be somebody is to 
be on screen or on a web site.4 What is 
seen defines what is; almost nobody cares 
anymore about what "really" is: the pub
lic image is the object of worship.5 

Our postmodem culture has lost its 
love for the truth. 

In contrast to modernism's work eth
ic and individual saving, today's ethic 
affirms the values of consumer spend
ing, 6 free time, and idleness. 7 But this 
could not function without the exalta
tion of individualism, a devaluation of 
charitable causes, and indifference to
ward the public good.8 The pursuit of 
gratification, pleasure, and private ful
fillment is the supreme ideal. The wor
ship of personal independence and di
versity of lifestyle become important. 
Pluralism provides a multiplicity of val
ues, with individual options, but none 
with authentidty. Differences in ideolo
gy or religion are treated as fashions and 
superfidal.9 The culture of personal free
dom, relaxation, the natural, the hu
morous, sincerity, and freedom of ex
pression emerge as something sacred. 10 

The irrational is legitimized through af
fections, intuitions, feelings, carnality, 
sensuality, and creativity.11 All these 
take place within the framework of an 
axiom respected by nearly all: Minimize 
austerity and maximize desire, mini-
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mize discipline and maximize under
standing.12 

At the same time, the media of mass 
communication and information, deter
mine public opinion, the standards of 
consumer spending and behavior.13 The 
media replace religious interpretation 
and ethics with punctual, instant, di
rect, and objective information. They 
value what seems real now above con
cepts of good and evil. 14 Paradoxically, 
the influence of the media grows in the 
midst of a crisis of communication. Peo
ple talk only of themselves. They want 
to be heard but do not want to listen. 
They want communication without 
commitment. Hence the search for con
nection at a distance, invisible friends, 
hotlines and e-mail chat rooms, and 
friendships. 15 

A new shape to morality 
What shape does morality take in the 

epistemological-social-cultural context 
of postmodemism? 

According to Lipovetsky, with the 
dawn of postmodernism in the mid-
20th century, an age of post-duty has 
come to be. This age renounces absolute 
duty in the field of ethics.16 An ethic has 
taken shape that proclaims the individ
ual right to autonomy, to happiness, 
and to individual fulfillment. Postmod
ernism is a post-morality age because it 
disregards higher, unconditional values 
such as service to others and self-denial. 

Nevertheless, our society does not ex
clude repressive and virtuous legislation 
(against drugs, abortion, corruption, 
evasion, death penalty, censure, protec
tion of children, hygiene, and healthy 
diet).17 Postmodemism does not pro
pose moral chaos but rather redirects 
ethical concerns through a weak, ephe
meral, painless commitment to values 
that do not interfere with individual 
freedom: It is not so much hedonistic as 
nee-hedonistic. This blend of duty and 
denial of duty in postmodem ethic be
comes necessary because absolute indi
vidualism would destroy the conditions 
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needed to facilitate the search for plea
sure and individual fulffilment. An ethic 
is needed that prescribes some duties to 
control individualism without pro
scribing the same. The postmodem 
moral concern does not express values, 
but rather indignation against limita
tions on freedom. The object is not vir
tue but rather the earning of respect. 18 

There is an effort to forbid everything 
that could limit individual rights. That 
is why the new morality can co-exist 
with consumer spending, pleasure, the 
individual search for private fulfillment. 
It's a painless, lite morality where any
thing goes, but where unconditional 
duty and sacrifice are dead. Postmodem 
has left behind both moralism and anti
moralism.19 

But such a course results in an ambig
uous morality. On the one hand we 
have an individualism without rules, 
manifested in family indebtedness, fam
ilies without parents, parents without 
families, illiteracy, the homeless, ghet
tos, refugees, marginal people, drugs, vi
olence, delinquency, exploitation, 
white-collar crimes, political and eco
nomic corruption, the unscrupulous 
grasping of power, genetic engineering, 
experimentation on human beings, etc. 
On the other hand there floats over so
ciety a spirit of hyper-moralistic vigi
lance ready to denounce all attempts 
against human liberty and the right to 
individualistic autonomy: an ethical 
concern for human rights; apologies for 
errors of the past; environmentalism; 
campaigns for saying No to drugs, to
bacco, pornography, abortion, sexual 
harassment, corruption, and discrimina
tion; ethical tribunals; silent marches; 
protection against child abuse; move
ments to rescue refugees, the poor, etc. 20 

In this context, the neo-hedonistic 
morality of postmodem life translates 
into demands that pull in opposite di
rections. On the one hand, we have 
standards: You must eat healthfully, 
keep your figure, fight wrinkles, keep 
trim, value the spiritual, relax, be in-

volved in sports, succeed, excel, control 
violent behavior, etc. On the other 
hand, we find the promotion of plea
sure and the easy life, the exoneration 
from moral responsibility, exaltation of 
consumer spending and image-making, 
valuing the body to the neglect of the 
spirituaL As a result, there is depression, 
emptiness, loneliness, stress, corrup
tion, violence, pushing to one side, cyn
icism, etc. 21 

Postmodem morality 
In everyday life 

To understand how much postmod
em morality has affected life around us, 
consider two typical listS that postrnod
emism projects: a list of moral"duties" 
and a list of moral "permissions": 

List 1: Typical "mora/ 11 duties in post
modem "ethics 11

: 

• Don't discriminate against any 
kind of lifestyle. 

• Attend benefit concerts for chari
table causes. 

• Dial a number to make a dona
tion. 

• Paste an anti-racism logo on your 
windshield. 

• Walk in a march against perceived 
injustice. 

• Run in a marathon for a healthy 
life. 

• Use condoms. 
• Prohibit prohibition (everybody 

should be free to run his or her 
own life). 

• Wear a ribbon to protest discrimi-
nation against homosexuals. 

• Be an environmentalist. 
• Donate yow body organs. 
• Regulate the workplace to prevent 

sexual harassment. 
• Be faithful (as long as love lasts, 

but afterward ... ). 
• Condemn every kind of violence. 
• Don't try to convert someone else 

to another religion. 

List 2: Typical"moral" permissions: 

Dialogue 14:2 2002 



• Provide sexual freedom, but no 
harassment, and watch out for 
AIDS. 

• Corruption is better than being 
considered stupid. 

• Smoke, but not in the non-smok
ing section. 

• Have no commitments to rules, 
people, or causes that interfere 
with personal fulfillment. 

• Prostitution is OK, but only in the 
red-light district. 

• Lying is OK, but not during a po
litical campaign. 

• Divorce is OK, but only to attain 
personal fulfillment. 

• Infidelity is OK, but only when 
love has vanished. 

• Abortion is OK, but only to fur
ther family planning. 

• Try anything in the pursuit of self
exploration, in search of personal 
fulfillment. 

• Adapt religion to the commitment 
one wants to make. 

• Drink, but not to excess. 
• Collect success, fame, and money, 

at the expense of whomever. 
• Have a good time; don't worry 

about the future. 

"Consdence code" 
of a post-moralist 

Postmodern ethics does not stop 
with such ludicrous lists. Postmodern
ism's spirit of ultimate freedom produc
es its own code of conscience. In an at
mosphere of neo-individualism, a new 
type of ideological, social-cultural and 
ethical elements coalesce to gel a new 
kind of postmodern conscience. Its par
ticulars would look something like this: 

• I must not discriminate because I 
must have an open look and there 
are no absolute truths. 

• I must donate money to charitable 
causes because I'm turned off 
looking at hungry children. 

• I must walk in a march against im
punity so that criminals Will not 
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get off easy. 
• I must live healthfully because my 

body is my tool to acquire success 
and pleasure. 

• I should take an interest in some 
kind of religion because it might 
energize me. 

• I should show a concern for seri
ous topics so I won't look like a 
cheap materialist and copycat. 

• I shouldn't criticize any lifestyle 
because anything goes and noth
ing works. 

Critical evaluation: 
A cynical morality 

Having said all this, some may point 
out that postmodemist ethics is not all 
bad. Yes, there are some positive contri
butions made by postmodem concern 
for problems that threaten human life 
today. Healthful lifestyle, care for the 
environment, and the struggle against 
violence and discrimination are all com
mendable. Furthermore, postmodern
ism points out the theoretical and prac
tical ethical failures of the past. But let 
us not be deceived. At its core, postmod
ern ethic does not have a moral motiva
tion. In reality, it pursues the individu
alistic search for personal fulfillment 
and autonomy. While the motive be
hind all authentic ethics is to overcome 
evil with good, postmodemism is de
void of moral inspiration. It wants only 
to combat the excesses of evil but does 
not want to eradicate evil. It struggles 
against certain manifestations of evil 
Without recognizing the root of evil. Its 
goal is the achievement of selfish auton
omy-something against which the bib
lical portrayal of sin speaks so much. 

How then can a moral system strug
gle against evil if its very foundation is 
the pursuit of self, which is, biblically 
speaking, the source of evil? Is it possi
ble to achieve happiness within this 
kind of morality that postmodernism 
advocates? If happiness is the search for 
autonomy, personal fulfillment, the sat
isfaction of immediate desire, the con-

trol of excessive individual freedom 
without a true opening of the soul to 
one's neighbor and to God, then in this 
morality the search for happiness is a 
perpetuation of things as they always 
have been. More of the same: a mixture 
of life and death, pleasure and pain, suc
cess and failure, happiness and sadness. 
But this ignores what's behind the hu
man search for happiness: the desire for 
something else, something 'different, 
something that will do away with these 
antithetical clashes. That "something 
else" is missing in the postmodem 
search for happiness. Its ethics settles for 
a trifle, for a lower goal; it argues that be
cause traditional moralities, including 
Christian ethic, have not changed us for 
the better, it's time to set a lower goal 
and accept people as they are. 

However, this attitude of resignation 
assumes that Christianity has truly been 
applied and failed, and on that basis we 
must judge the potential of Christianity 
to make a contribution as nil. But this 
assumption contradicts the postmodem 
maxim that there is no absolute truth. 
There is no truth, says postmodemism, 
on the one hand. However, it presumes, 
on the other hand, that traditional mo
rality has run its course, that the human 
today cannot be improved on, that a 
radical change is impossible, and that 
we should resign ourselves to that. Who 
can know that, and how can it be 
known? It would appear that postmod
ernism has somehow managed to know 
for sure a few things about human na
ture and about the future, a knowledge 
which it denies to all the ideologies and 
religions of the past. That's why we con
sider that it is a cynical posture, affirm
ing (implicitly) on the one hand what it 
denies (explicitly) on the other. 

Raul Kerbs (Ph.D., Universidad de Cor
doba) teaches philosophy at Universidad 
Adventista del Plata, Argentina. E-mail: 
kerbsra@infovia.com.ar 

Continued on page 33. 
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Ethics ... 
Continued from page 17. 
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