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Abstract

Genealogies of neoliberalism generally trace the intellectual and institutional histories of
ideas and policies from Friedrich Hayek and Milton Friedman, through the global practices of the
International Monetary Fund and the World Bank. But consent for neoliberal practices is
generated as much through invocations of fantasy and feeling as through ideas and institutions.
This lecture will trace the paths of neoliberal feeling through the persistent fantasies of racial
colonialism, to the gendered practices of marital kinship and entrepreneurial desire.
Neomoralism's many variations will be examined as central projects in the continuing global

afterlife of neoliberal affect.
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Feeling Neoliberal: The Politics of Affect in the Age of Greed
Lisa DUGGAN

1 Introduction: Neoliberalism and the Politics of (Neo)Moralism

This conference asks the question: What is the relationship of global neoliberalism to
the contemporary politics of moralism? What does this dominant form of economic and
political rationality have to do with forms of intimacy, racialized reproduction and kinship?  Why
do neoliberal elites care about the personal and sexual lives of the popular classes, enough to
promote ideologies and legislation designed to control us? In the broadest sense, Michel
Foucault provides a framework for thinking about these relationships through the lens of
biopolitics, the everyday shaping of the terms and conditions of the life and death of populations.
But in the very particular context of the present moment, we are confronted with something of a
puzzle. Neoliberal elites promote apparently conflicting moral frameworks: On the one hand,
they endorse and impose globally varying forms of “traditional” religion-based morality organized
around the “family values” of marital reproduction, while on the other hand they promote and
pursue the “virtue of selfishness” embedded in the politics of unfettered corporate accumulation

and individual greed.

I!’

Of course the “traditional” morality espoused by neoliberal elites is generally anything but
traditional.  As signaled in the title of this conference, neoliberal moralities are newly invented
neomoralities, organized around the goals of capital accumulation in the era of financialization
sometimes optimistically called “late” capitalism. Ultimately, an ethics of greed bridges the

apparent contradiction in 2

century capitalist moralities. The moralities of family values and
individual selfishness are connected via the neoliberal process of privatization through which
wealth and power continue to be upwardly distributed. As social benefits contract under
neoliberal policies of structural adjustment, social costs are privatized through the private
household, idealized as the primary site of social and personal values. Through this strategy of
transfer, households bear the burden of care for dependents, and wealth can be redirected from
taxes supporting social welfare to corporate profits. Meanwhile, the wealth of social
production is privatized via the ethics of “greed is good,” as expanding landscapes of organized

public life are brought under private corporate ownership.

As Aihwa Ong has reminded us (Ong 2006), these processes do not operate evenly
across time and space. Neoliberalism and its moralisms vary enormously, embedded in the
economic and political histories of different global regions and localities. In this lecture, | will lay
out a general history of the meanings and uses of the term “neoliberalism” in contemporary
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English language scholarship. | will then examine neoliberalism’s contradictory moral
frameworks, embedded within the cultural project of privatization. To highlight the ways that
greed has been moralized, particularly in the post 2008 crisis period, | will focus on the
circulation of the fictional fantasies of heroic entrepreneurship in the writing of Ayn Rand. | will
then conclude with an examination of the morphing politics of moralism in the global south, and
suggest (along with Paul Amar, 2013) that we may be confronting new formations beyond the
framework of “neoliberalism” in the form of the political economies of security states. Within
this altered context, practices of moral regulation shift their meanings yet again, offering new

formations of uneven development and political challenge.

11 _Genealogies of Neoliberalism

The word neoliberalism, first used during the 1930s, came into widespread circulation in the
1990s to name a utopian ideology of "free markets" and minimal state interference; a set of
policies slashing state social services and supporting global corporate interests; a process
(neoliberalization) proceeding in company with pro-corporate globalization and financialization; or
a cultural project of building consent for the upward redistributions of wealth and power that
have occurred since the 1970s. But neoliberalism might best be understood as a global social
movement encompassing all of these political goals. In English language scholarship, the concept
has gathered force as a description of current tendencies in global politics, even as its meanings

have dispersed.

Though the term tends to be used differently across the social sciences and the humanities,
there is wide agreement that neoliberalism is a radicalized form of capitalist imperialism,
centered in the United States and Anglo-Europe, that has developed unevenly across the globe
since the 1970s. Most scholars trace its intellectual genealogy to the Mont Pelerin Society and
the ideas of Friedrich Hayek (1944), Ludwig von Mises (1949) and economists of the Austrian
school, and to the writing and activities of Milton Friedman (1962) and the Chicago school,
developed and circulated since the 1940s. These economists defended classical liberalism and
market-based economies grounded in individualism, and published scathing critiques of the
centralized government regulation and redistributive social benefits provided by capitalist welfare

states as well as socialist societies.

These minority views moved toward centers of power during the 1970s, beginning with the
overthrow of the democratically elected socialist government of Salvador Allende in Chile by the
Chilean military and internal elites, with the assistance of the CIA and the advice of the
University of Chicago based economists surrounding Milton Friedman, often called the "Chicago
Boys." Neoliberal reforms — privatization of state enterprises, opening up to foreign business

ownership and expatriation of profits, cuts to social services — were accomplished along with
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violent suppression of dissent. When these policies were later modified to meet the challenges
of economic stagnation in the mid-1970s, neoliberalism as state policy (as opposed to a utopian
theory opposed to the state) began to appear as a practical set of strategies for maintaining
capitalism in the face of global social movement challenges, and for reinforcing or installing elites
with access to an increasing share of economic and political power. As David Harvey (2007)
and Naomi Klein (2007) describe the genealogy of neoliberalism since the Chilean coup,
successive experiments developed means of extracting resources on the U.S. imperial model (as
had occurred in earlier interventions in Nicaragua and Iran, among many others), the installation
of unaccountable governing structures, the transfer of profits out of social services supported by

progressive taxation, and the maintenance of widening inequalities.

These events and tactics function as experiments by creating or exploiting crisis conditions
to test key economic hypotheses central to the theory of neoliberalism, as political institutions
and modes of decision making are simultaneously reshaped to entrench neoliberal power
brokers. Such experiments include the 1975 New York City fiscal crisis that slashed social
services and gave bankers and bond holders unprecedented control over the city's finances; the
1980s "structural adjustment” programs forced on Latin American economies through the
practices of the International Monetary Fund that created and exploited sovereign debt to
enforce investor domination of the political process; and the 2003 U.S. invasion of Iraq, where
the Administrator of the U.S. controlled Coalition Provisional Authority of Iraq, Paul Bremer,
presided over massive privatization of state enterprises opened to foreign control. These
experiments developed policies in localities at the periphery of U.S. imperial power that might
then be generalized for use in the center, both nationally as in the rebuilding of New Orleans
after Hurricane Katrina, and transnationally as in the imposition of austerity policies in the
European Union after the 2008 economic crisis and recession. By the 1990s, such policies had

been fittingly labeled the Washington Consensus.

Within the imperial purview of the United States and the policies of US-dominated global
institutions including the IMF, the World Bank, and the World Trade Organization, these
neoliberal policies express ongoing tensions and contradictions. As an ideological revival of
classical liberalism in radicalized form, neoliberalism constitutes an attack on the
twentieth-century capitalist welfare state, with its modest redistributions and state regulation of
corporate power. Attacks on the theories of John Maynard Keynes (1936), the welfare state
liberal capitalism he championed during the Great Depression of the 1930s, and the Keynesian
economic policies dominant in the United States and Anglo-Europe from the 1940s to the 1980s
have been a crucial focus of neoliberal intellectual and policy elites. As a set of strategies, set in
place over time through trial and error, via both force and consent, neoliberalism-in-practice has

often deviated from the theories of the intellectuals. Overlapping at times with
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neoconservative security state policies that deploy centralized military power for imperial
violence and war, neoliberalism has functioned historically less as a clearly defined set of ideas
and theories, and more as an internally contradictory mode of upward redistribution of wealth
and power, and an extension of the practices of imperial extraction of resources from

economies of the global south.

But US imperial power has not been the sole source of global neoliberal reform. From
the "opening" of China to world capitalist markets in the 1980s, through the new business and
trade policies of post-Soviet Russia and post-apartheid South Africa in the 1990s, to the policies
enacted via the 1992 Maastricht Treaty on European Union, many global, local and national
forces have produced the uneven spatial and temporal landscape of neoliberalism. Some
scholars acknowledge this unevenness but emphasize the hegemonic force of global neoliberalism
since 1980. These writers focus on the power of the dominant economic system in reshaping
global societies and politics (Harvey 2010). Others acknowledge global neoliberalism's
historical power, but emphasize the highly variable landscape of exceptions to neoliberalism, and
of neoliberalism as exception under other economic regimes around the globe. This group
includes many researchers who are as interested in tracking the limitations of neoliberalism’s

influence as in documenting its power (Ong 2006).

Despite these differences, there is wide agreement among scholars on the foundational
causes and enduring effects of global neoliberalism. As a response to the economic and political
challenges to capitalist dominance in the mid-twentieth century, neoliberalism organized the
uneven, contradictory efforts of global corporate and political elites to maintain and concentrate
power. The effect of widening global inequalities is indisputable (Galbraith 2012; Stiglitz 201 3).
But within this consensus, approaches to the study of neoliberalism are broadly various.
Sociologists, geographers, and urbanists tend to take a structural approach, emphasizing the
overall logic and force of neoliberal policies as they spread over time and space (Smith 1983;
Brenner 2004). Anthropologists are more likely to point to the contingencies of those policies,
and to the power of resistance to them, especially in the global south (Sawyer 2004; Tsing 201 ).
Scholars located in the literary humanities tend to analyze the cultural project of neoliberalism,
its modes of subject formation, along with its affective traces (Harkins 2009; Berlant 201 ).
Layered alongside these divisions are other theoretical differences. Marxist scholars offer
narratives of political economic conflict and change, focused on the class conflicts that shape the
shifting forms of capitalism and the state (Harvey 2007, Smith 1983, Brenner 2004).  Writers
influenced by Michel Foucault examine the broad dispersion of power among institutions that
regulate populations, including schools, prisons, the health care industries, popular culture, and
media, and the ways that self-disciplining subjects who comply with neoliberal expectations are
produced (Rose 1999; Povinelli 201 I).
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Across all of these fields, postcolonial and transnational studies scholars have offered the
most pointed set of challenges to the standard narratives of spreading neoliberal hegemonies
since the 1970s. Rather than focus primarily on the structural impact of late capitalism,
pro-corporate globalization, and financialization on states, economies, cultures, and everyday
lives, these scholars have noted the myriad ways in which challenges to Western colonial
modernity have shaped, rather than simply resisted, the ideas and practices of neoliberalism.
These scholars expand upon postcolonial and decolonial studies of the cultural work of racial
taxonomies, gendered narratives, and sexual discourses in producing dominant forms of western
modernity and empire since the sixteenth century (McClintock 1995; Stoler 2010; Alexander
2005). They have noted the role of decolonization and of feminist, queer, and ecological social
movements, as well as of class and labor politics, in producing constantly morphing responses to
and from ruling institutions (Grewal 2005, Reddy 201 1).

This group of scholars enables expansive ways of thinking about social change. If we
follow their lead in going beyond notions of neoliberal hegemony, uneven developments, or
dominance and resistance, we can begin to trace the interactions among complexly intertwined

axes of power.

111 _Public Morality, Private Greed

In thinking about the neomoralism of neoliberalism, it is important to keep this
unevenness in mind. The cultural projects of neoliberal capitalism vary dramatically from the
remaking of racial hierarchies to superficially inclusive multiculturalism, from gendered marital
monogamy to sexually “liberated” consumerism. Conditions shift emphases from one pole to

another, not along any kind of progressive axis.

During the global financial crisis of 2008, it seemed that neoliberalism might collapse
under the weight of its dramatic failures. Who would still advocate deregulation following such
clear irresponsibility and chaos in the “private” financial sector? Yet rather than collapse,
neoliberalism enjoyed an intensified resurgence. Zombie neoliberalism rose from the ashes of
the financial crisis, dragging its exhausted ideological baggage and failed policies along. Its
defining moral contradictions also intensified. ~Attacks on gay people and on women’s
reproductive rights expanded their force in many places around the globe, at the same time that
technologies and pharmaceuticals marketed to assist extra familial reproduction and gender

flexibility also broadened their global reach (Preciado, 201 3).

These contradictions have been negotiated via the neoliberal policy imperative of
privatization. The expansion of lesbian and gay rights is occurring through redefinition as the
rights of marital couples and parents, whose households will privatize the costs of social

reproduction in the same manner as heterosexual reproductive couples. This form of inclusion
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has a long colonial history as a mode of incorporating racial difference. (Findlay 2000; Shah
2001) At the same time, the ramped up emphasis on Me First strategies of personal
advancement and the glorification of corporate entrepreneurship underwrite the fast track to
accumulation for those who may shed the burden of responsibility for social dependents (The
advertising slogan for NYU’s School of Continuing Professional Education is “l am the President

of Me, Incorporated.”)

But how can greed and disregard for the welfare of others be moralized? Here the
importance of recent scholarship in affect studies becomes clear. Whether focusing on public
feeling, the politics of emotion, or the circulation of pre-individual affect as sensation, scholars
including Sara Ahmed (2004), Patricia Clough (2007), Lauren Berlant (201 | ) and Ann Cvetkovich
(2012) have outlined key mobilizations of feeling and fantasy, sensation and excitement at the
heart of political economies. In order to highlight the specific importance of the moralization of
greed for neoliberalism, especially post 2008, | will focus on the imaginary universe of

philosopher and novelist Ayn Rand.

Ayn Rand was primarily a Cold War intellectual, a Russian émigré anti communist active
during the 1940s and 50s. But she has had an enormous influence on contemporary neoliberal
policies and politics as well. Most histories of the writing and ideas behind those policies
analyze the impact of intellectuals, ideologues and politicians. But a significant percentage of
recruits to hard neoliberal power politics start by reading Rand’s widely translated novel Atlas

Shrugged, often in high school.

As founder of Objectivism, she claimed to provide a purely rational philosophy
expounding the moral basis of capitalism, but her novels have been much more widely translated,
circulated and read than any of her non fiction screeds. Drawing on her early career
experience as a Hollywood script writer, what those novels provide is melodramatic romance,
heroism and fantasy—a specifically libidinal fantasy life for the would be heroic entrepreneur who
eschews empathy and collectivity on the path to pure creative achievement. What Rand’s
fiction provides is a structure of feeling, a moralized and libidinal politics of joyful greediness in

the face of scarcity and conflict.

Ayn Rand’s work produces identifications with a heroic entrepreneurial subject (of either
gender) who responds to disappointment and set backs with an anti-empathic belief in the moral
efficacy of strategies of accumulation that press on over the literal as well as figurative dead
bodies of competitors and workers. During her own darkest period of unemployment,
obscurity and isolation during her Hollywood days, she wrote extensively in her journals about

her worship of an early twentieth century serial killer.
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William Edward Hickman was a forger, armed robber, kidnapper and multiple murderer.
In 1927, at the age of 19, he appeared at a Los Angeles public school and lured 12 year old
Marian Parker into accompanying him supposedly to visit her father, hospitalized after a car
accident. Over the next few days he sent her parents a series of taunting ransom notes.
Marion’s father collected the ransom money and delivered it to Hickman. As he delivered the
money, he could see his daughter in the passenger seat of Hickman’s car as he drove off, to dump
her body at the end of the street. = He had sawed her body in half, drained it of blood , cut her
internal organs out, and stuffed her torso with bath towels. He had wired her eyes open to

make her seem alive. Pieces of her body were found all over LA.

In her journal, where she began outlining the character of her future fictional heroes,
Rand includes a long paragraph listing all the things she likes about Hickman:  “The fact that he
looks like a bad boy with a very winning grin, that he makes you like him the whole time you’re in
his presence.” She confesses her “involuntary, irresistible sympathy for him, which | cannot
help feeling ... in spite of everything.” About the slogan he announced at trial, “l am like the state:
what is good for me is right,” Rand writes, “Even if he wasn’t big enough to live by that attitude,

he deserves credit for saying it so brilliantly.” (Harriman 1997; Burns 2009; Prescott, 2012)

In thinking about the forms of what we might call, in a twist on Lauren Berlant’s recent
book, “optimistic cruelty” -- an affective mode that masks pain and outraged narcissism in
moments of defeat in the present -- it may be instructive to consider the broad impact of Ayn
Rand’s novels, with heroes at their center who bear some resemblances to William Hickman.
The glee that these novels elicit in so many readers who go on to promote greed as a social
good, might illuminate the forms of feeling that recruit not simply consent but active participation
in expanding inequalities and escalations of violence integrated with an optimistic belief that such

policies produce the best outcomes.

Surveys and commentaries reveal Ayn’s novel Atlas Shrugged as a broadly read and deeply
influential text with a very long life on the bestseller lists. Sales tripled after the 2008 economic
crisis. In Atlas Shrugged, Rand represents the mighty producer class upon whom the welfare of
all depends. During the course of the novel, the producers are drawn into a fierce war with the
moochers, looters, corrupt bureaucrats and craven corporate sellouts.  All the latter are
sucking on the tit of the creative titans, the job creators. Finally, the only way to win this war is
for the producers to withdraw from the political and economic landscape controlled by moocher
hordes and their enablers. In a reversal of the labor theory of value and an appropriation of the
workers’ strategy of the strike, the producers prove that all value is ultimately generated by the
titans. As the world collapses, pushed along by producer sabotage and violence, chaos and

widespread suffering ensue.

29



So how are readers to feel about this fantasy scenario? Does the collapse and the
suffering and death tar them as immoral, and lead to reader shock and abhorrence? Well, no.
this is an Ayn Rand novel! Readers are meant to cheer the apocalypse, because it is deserved
by the stupid and weak masses and those who pander to them. The destruction is thrilling, as
are the sexy heroic titans who have caused it. Atlas shrugs, and we are left panting lustily at the

spectacle of his glittering muscularity as the boulder smashes those who would hold him back.

It is important to note that Ayn Rand’s heroes are women as well as men. In Atlas
Shrugged, Dagny Taggart is a railroad tycoon whose bravery and acumen surpass all the men
around her—except for steel magnate Hank Rearden, and the shadowy world of capitalist
strikers surrounding John Galt. Like Rand’s other female heroes, Taggart is single, childless, and
hot. The heat between her and the married Rearden is the central motor of the novel. The
heroic entrepreneurs are invested with wild passion and desirability. The weak moochers are
domesticated by marriage and the government. Taggart must free Rearden from his wife as well
as from the politicians to strike out with Galt toward creative dominance. This is a very gendered
heterosexual scenario, but also in many ways a queer dynamic. Work is not gender segregated,
the hot women are not domestic or servile, they are powerful, and very well dressed. As Licia
Fiol-Matta pointed out in her brilliant analysis of Gabriela Mistral’s work on behalf of racial
nationalism in Latin America, in her A Queer Mother for the Nation (2002), queerness can work
within and for dominant formations of the state and economy. Mistral figured as a multi racial
maternal figure. Rand heads in quite a different direction. She mobilizes a version of queer
femininity as a rebellious sexual energy fighting to free capitalism from the heavy hand of
controlling Bolshevik bureaucrats, or from the supervision of a domesticating so-called “nanny”
state. This is a version of white queer feminism in the service of neoliberal capitalist

accumulation.

Among her many influential followers, Ayn Rand’s rationalist policy positions are not
taken up without massive revision. Her atheism is generally ignored beyond the hardcore
libertarian margins. Conservative politicians set aside her sexual and gender politics in favor of
“family values” conservatism. Even her central ideas were often set aside by acolytes including
former United Stated Federal Reserve Chairman Alan Greenspan, who abandoned her profound
rejection of central banks to pursue his role as the supreme central banker of our era. It is her
eroticized fantasy figure of the hot entrepreneur rebelling against the domesticating state that
pulls in the adolescent recruits to a neoliberal zeitgeist. This might be a purely masculinist
fantasy—the entrepreneurial masculine against the feminine domestic. But for Rand, the hero is
often a sexy femme, and the domesticators are male state managers as well. In thinking about
the resilience of consent to neoliberalism, it might serve us well to dive into Ayn Rand’s fantasy

world, to examine the affective identifications and emotional logics that are powerfully at work in
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her writing.

In our own political moment, the capacity of neoliberal politicians and pundits to tie a
commitment to rationality with violent social practices is a core aspect of the ongoingness of
suffering and loss in the everyday lives of most people. There is a constant, unstable effort to
divide the “irrational” and therefore non optimistic cruelties of, say, a mass shooting in a movie
theater, or a massacre in a village, from the more optimistic violence of regressive tax codes,
shattered social safety nets, and imperial wars. This effort is easily lampoonable, as is Ayn
Rand’s prose. But the flip side of cruel optimism as a central affective experience of late
capitalism, as Berlant describes it, is surely the shadow side of optimistic cruelty. Or perhaps
even more pointedly, given very long history of such rationalized mayhem on behalf of imperial
states and transnational elites, we might consider this structure of feeling the Optimism of

Empire for the neoliberal era.
IV__The End of Neoliberalism?

But are we still living in a neoliberal era? Is neoliberalism the dominant logic for global
governance, the largest political economic frame for thinking about neomoralism today?
Debates about the continuing relevance of the central mechanisms of privatization, deregulation,
entrepreneurship and personal responsibility have been raging since the 2008 financial crisis.
Some have argued that neoliberalism has actually extended its reach, others that its influence is
declining along with US imperial powers. Still others insist that neoliberal governance has

entered a kind of zombie phase, intensifying its operations even as its dominance recedes.

In his recent book The Security Archipelago: Human Security States, Sexuality Politics and the
End of Neoliberalism (2013), Paul Amar extends the latter argument. He describes neoliberalism
has retreating to the Global North to suck the remaining public resources from the U.S. and the
Eurozone, as its institutions and policy makers are increasingly dispatched from Global South
locations. Focusing on Egypt and Brazil, Amar traces the emergence of what he calls the human
security state, developing from the Beijing Consensus of the 1980s to displace the Washington

Consensus in the years following the 2008 financial crisis.

The increasing failure of anti state, market based modes of governance generated uneven
resistance throughout the Global South, expressed through mobilizations like the Latin American
Pink Tide and the Arab Spring. The search for stability in the wake of unstable northern based
globalization and financialization reinforced institutions of the state, the military and the police.
But Amar argues that this is not a simple return to or reinvention of patriarchal authoritarianism.
The new modes of governance draw upon legacies of resistance to colonialism, and are unevenly

responsive to mass movements for social justice. They combine with anticolonial masculinity of
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militarized peacekeeping goals with the feminized and moralized humanitarianism of protection

and rescue of victimized populations.

Amar’s book is important for us as we think about neoliberalism and neomoralism. He
is suggesting that neoliberalism is being displaced via a global shift in power toward the human
security state, that is based on moral rather than market logics. The regulation of gender and
sexuality is thus central to its operations. The split between traditional religious moralism and
erotic entrepreneurialism that has characterized neoliberalism is replaced by the contradictory,
volatile, shifting relations between emancipatory social movements and state rescue and control

of victim populations including “prostituted” women and trafficked children.

Of course, neoliberalism has absorbed the energies of social movements as well. The
limited form of gender equality in the work of Ayn Rand represents one significant thread of
neoliberal feminism. The gay marriage movement in the English speaking world trumps the
aspirations of 1970s gay liberation with visions of the neoliberal household as center of privatized
care for dependents. The abortion rights movement, as organized within the United States,
substitutes an individual right to a private medical service for the movement for broadly
conceived reproductive justice. But in a shift in emphasis from individual civil rights under
neoliberal rule, to human rights in a global frame, the emerging human security states of the
Global South interact with mass movements for social justice through state action framed as

humanitarian, centered in police and military action.

According to Paul Amar, the end of neoliberalism is not the end of an historical era, nor the
collapse of a mode of production, but a radical shift in the balance of global power and
perspective from the North and West to the South. This shift is uneven, volatile, full of
contradictions. But also full of implications for the ways we think and write about the politics of

moralism around the globe today.
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