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Introduction 

Zygmunt Bauman is one of the most important and significant social and cul- 
tural analysts of the present. Since the end of the 1980s he has been widely 
known for his remarkable skill at highlighting the key questions of the times, 
and for his astonishing academic productivity. He has written a prodigious  
number of books and articles that unpeel these issues so that they are con- 
fronted as if for the first time and in such a way that the reader starts to think 
for her or him self. 

That particular profile has emerged in the wake of Bauman's pioneering 
work on postmodernity. He was one of the first social and cultural analysts se- 
riously to confront the possibility that times had changed in some deeply fun- 
damental way with the rise of neo-liberal policies in the West in the 1980s and 
the collapse of actually existing socialism (a collapse that was crystallised in 
the fall of the Berlin Wall in November 1989). This was the context in which 
the intellectual certainties of post-1945 ways of understanding the world star- 
ted to look as if they were in need of revision, and in the 1980s the question 
arose as to whether it was now necessary to consider a shift from modernity to 
postmodernity as a principle of understanding. Bauman became well-known 
as a contributor to that debate, but his work was always marked by a very dif- 
ferent sensibility than that which often typified the work of others. Whereas 
many of the contributions to the postmodernity debate got rather carried away 
with the glitter of the new, Bauman resolutely focused on old questions in the  
context of new times. There is a sense in which he has always agreed with the  
insight that Max Weber took from Tolstoy, the insight that there is only one  
important question: "What shall we do and how shall we live?" (Weber 1948: 
143). On the one hand this has meant that Bauman's work has worn far better 
than many other dealings with postmodernity, but on the other it raises the in- 
triguing possibility that Bauman's contribution was rooted in a pre-existing 
sociological way of thinking. This book has been prepared in order to provide  
a tool by which that possibility might be thought through and, perhaps more 
importantly, in order to provide a resource for future work on Bauman's soci- 
ological work. 

The point is that before postmodernity, Bauman had already been writing 
and thinking sociologically for more than thirty years. His formal training as a 
sociologist began as far back as 1953. The work before postmodernity was  
carried out in communist Poland and the capitalist West, and a confrontation 
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with it opens up otherwise hidden avenues in the thought for which Bauman 
has become well-known. It also opens up new ways in which the contempo- 
rary reader might think about Bauman's ideas. What this book seeks to do is 
catalogue the work before postmodernity so that a more rounded and deeper 
understanding of Bauman's sociological achievement might be possible. This 
book is followed up by a sequel entitled Bauman Beyond Postmodernity - to 
be published in early 2006 - dealing with Bauman's sociological accomplish- 
ments from the late 1980s and onwards. Here we dwell on his later writings  
that take him beyond the postmodernity debate and into a liquid modern termi- 
nology. Here we also present conversations with Bauman as well as apprecia- 
tions and criticisms of his work. 

The present book has three main sections: The End of the Beginning of a 
Sociological Imagination (dealing with the 1960s), In the Shadow of Socialism 
(covering the 1970s), and finally The Beginning of the End of Postmodernity 
(annotating the work of the 1980s). Each of the sections is divided into two  
separate sub-sections consisting of conversation and annotated bibliography. 
The conversations were conducted during late 2003 and early 2004, and they 
focus on the period before Bauman became interested in postmodernity. 
Therefore, the period covered in the following parts of this book constitutes, as 
it were, Bauman before he was labelled as either a 'prophet of postmodernity' 
(Dennis Smith), a 'postmodernist fraud' (Shaun Best) or 'the theorist of post- 
modernity' (Anthony Giddens). The second part of each section is a chrono- 
logically organised annotated bibliography that is intended to provide the  
reader with an insight into the main themes and concerns of these pieces be- 
fore postmodernity. In view of the concern to pull together a range of refer- 
ences and to provide an introduction to the foundations of Bauman's early so- 
cial thought, it ought to be obvious that the bibliographies have no critical di- 
mension. They are purely presentations. 

These main sections are topped and tailed by an Invitation and Conclusion 
in which we seek to outline Bauman's concerns and think about some of the is- 
sues that emerge when these early pieces are re-read. 

We have not discussed Bauman's English language books because to do so 
would be merely to duplicate the exceptionally important discussions that  
have been provided by Peter Beilharz in Zygmunt Bauman: Dialectic of 
Modernity (Beilharz 2000). Our book, the one presently in your hands, might  
be in this respect approached as an extremely extended footnote to Beilharz. 

This book highlights the need for three further bibliographic contributions. 
First, it would be worthwhile for someone with the necessary competence to 
build on the Appendix in this volume and prepare notes on Bauman's pre-exile 
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Polish language publications. Although many of the texts might now seem to 
be anachronistic, they are crucially important to the understanding of Bau- 
man's intellectual emergence and development. Second, we have not dis- 
cussed Bauman's journalistic pieces. These are scattered widely in terms of 
outlet and place of publication, and although a catalogue of them would be  
useful, it has been beyond our capacities to prepare one at this time. Third, and 
perhaps most obviously, the preparation of a book entitled Bauman Before 
Postmodernity does rather beg a subsequent volume entitled Bauman Beyond 
Postmodernity. We are keenly aware of this, and, as mentioned, such a book is 
intended for publication in early 2006. 

We would like to thank Zygmunt Bauman for his willingness to participate 
in the discussions that are published in this volume. Nevertheless, he is not re- 
sponsible in any way for the rest of the book, which was written independent- 
ly of him. We would also like to thank Aalborg University Press and Henrik 
Dalgaard Jensen for being prepared to publish this work. Keith Tester would 
like to thank Linda Rutherford and Maddy Tester for helping him keep things  
in perspective. He would also like to thank the participants of the seminar on 
Bauman which he delivered as Distinguished Visiting Fellow at the Thesis 
Eleven Centre for Critical Theory at LaTrobe University in the summer of 
2004 for helping him clarify a number of issues about Bauman's work. Mi- 
chael Hviid Jacobsen would like to thank colleagues and students at Aalborg 
University for providing an open academic environment in which even the  
most idiosyncratic ideas are allowed to germinate and flourish. He is particu- 
larly grateful to Anja Jørgensen and Søren Kristiansen for inspirational collab- 
oration and friendship throughout the years, and to his family for always pro- 
viding solid support even in the most liquid of times. Keith Tester and Michael 
Hviid Jacobsen both gratefully acknowledge the financial support provided by 
the Department of Social Relations and Organisation, Aalborg University, for 
the publication of this book. 

Keith Tester & Michael Hviid Jacobsen 
University of Portsmouth, England, 
and Aalborg University, Denmark, 

Spring 2005 
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'"We know what we are', said Ophelia, 'but we know not what 
we may be'. The gentle and naïve Ophelia was wrong: we do 
not know, in fact, what we are, unless we are fully aware of what 
we may be" 
- Zygmunt Bauman, 'Culture, Values and Science of Society' 

The Stranger and Outsider in Our Midst 
Georg Simmel described the stranger as someone who 'arrives today and stays  
tomorrow' (Simmel 1950). The stranger is "freer, practically and theoretical- 
ly" than the locals, and "he surveys conditions with less prejudice; his criteria 
for them are more general and more objective ideals; he is not tied down in his 
action by habit, piety, and precedent" (Simmel 1950:404-405). Thus, to Sim- 
mel it was a defining characteristic of the stranger that he was a synthesis of 
nearness and distance, involvement and passivity, proximity and detachment. 
Alfred Schütz (1944), described the stranger as someone who gradually ap- 
proached a group in order to obtain acceptance by it and final assimilation into 
it. The stranger, for Schütz, cannot 'think as usual' and deploy the commonly 
applied schemes, recipes and typifications for understanding social life and 
standardised situations, and he therefore has to navigate uneasily but freely be- 
tween his own understanding and that of the cultural group he approaches. Be- 
cause the stranger 'questions the unquestionable', he contributes new perspec- 
tives to what the others regard as self-evident and the order of the day - some- 
thing which the in-group may greet either positively or negatively depending 
on their disposition. 

Zygmunt Bauman is a stranger. He has brought a breath of fresh air into the 
stuffy atmosphere of the new culture into which he arrived, but he also brought  
the stench of burned bridges, scorched earth, faded hopes and unpleasant  
memories from the culture he had to leave behind. Bauman is a stranger and 
who strides across the cultural, scientific and ideological boundaries that are 
normally in place in order to keep things apart and which "conceals border- 
lines deemed crucial to ... orderly and/or meaningful life" (Bauman 1997a: 
17). As a stranger Bauman thus reinterprets the world by making the familiar  
unfamiliar and by defamiliarising and denaturalising the world that is taken for 
granted and at face value by its native inhabitants. 

In this way, the stranger is a metaphor for sociology as much as a label that  
can be applied to a given sociologist. Modernity became the cradle of sociolo- 
gy and strangeness alike. Throughout this period strangeness became a wide- 
spread human experience due to increased geographical mobility, detradition- 
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alisation and social and cultural uprooting. Sociology not only undertook the  
study of this new sense of strangeness, but also self-consciously positioned it- 
self as part of the selfsame phenomenon, as a stranger among strangers. This is 
one of the main reasons why sociology, according to Bauman, attracts so many 
diverse interpretations and emotions: "In most countries, sociology is always  
an object of intense, and slightly morbid, fascination. Whether it is praised or 
castigated and condemned, it is always considered very much like, in simpler 
societies, blacksmiths were: people who were sort of alchemists, who sit 
astride the normal barricades which ought to be used to keep things apart" 
(Bauman 1992a:209). 

In sociology, the stranger among strangers, Bauman himself has remained 
the archetypal 'marginal man' to quote Everett Stonequist's (1961) develop- 
ment of Robert E. Park's classic understanding. The marginal man, according 
to Stonequist and Park, is someone who will always remain on the margins, 
walking carefully on the perimeter while looking into his own discipline as  
well as outside into the real world. He is "poised in psychological uncertainty" 
between the different worlds of his origin and his present situation and "re- 
flecting in his soul the discords and harmonies, repulsions and attractions of 
these worlds" (Stonequist 1961:8). Stonequist illustrated this duality, ambigu- 
ity, contradictory feeling and subsequent marginality by specific reference to 
the Jewish experience. As Milton Goldberg (1941:52) also stated of the mar- 
ginal man: "When an individual shaped and moulded by one culture is brought  
by migration, education, marriage, or other influence into permanent contact 
with a culture of different content, or when an individual from birth is initiated 
into two or more historic traditions, languages, political loyalties, moral codes 
or religions, then he is likely to find himself on the margin of each culture, but  
a member of neither". 

This ambivalent status characterises Bauman's own personal and profes- 
sional situation. There is a mixture of enforced exile in England, and his re- 
sulting never at-homeness anywhere, with the warm welcome he always re- 
ceives wherever he attends high-profile international conferences or smaller 
presentations in places close to his heart. Contrary to Goldberg's understand- 
ing, in which the marginal man appears insecure and excessively self-con- 
scious, Bauman's personality and writings rather radiate humility, generosity 
and sensitivity towards the plight of others. There is no excessive self-con- 
sciousness or artificial self-presentation, but a modest aspiration - practised 
with feverish energy and ceaseless conviction - to come to terms with the hu- 
man condition and its often inhuman consequences. 
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On Thinking and Writing in Exile 
Bauman is a stranger both in terms of his own biography and in terms of his re- 
lationship to the dominant forms of sociology. As Steven Seidman observed:  
"Bauman's Jewish birthright and his coming of age as an intellectual in Poland 
under communist rule were crucial in shaping his social ideas" (Seidman 
2002:376). Thus, firstly, Bauman came to the West from Poland. This Eastern 
European background automatically placed him at the outskirts of a discipline 
for decades dominated institutionally by great German, French, British or 
American thinkers. Coming from the periphery of Western sociology, and 
throughout the Cold War belonging to the 'enemy camp' in the political cli- 
mate of the day, meant that upon arrival in England in the early 1970s Bauman 
was a strange academic quantity. 

Secondly, Bauman is also Jewish. Although he has never fully embraced the  
Jewish experience, there is little doubt that he is indeed shaped by the image of 
the Jew as the archetypal stranger who arrived yesterday and settles today. 
Bauman remained what Samuel Heilman (1980) termed 'native -as-stranger' in 
connection to his own Jewish background. Put simply, he associates with the  
Jewish experience more than with the Jewish community. This is clear from 
the maxims that he has taken from three modern Jewish writers. First, he  
quotes philosopher Ludwig Wittgenstein saying that 'the only place where real  
philosophical problems can be tackled and resolved is the railway station'. 
Second, critic George Steiner remarked that 'my homeland is my typewriter'. 
Finally, playwright Frederic Raphael noted that 'the meaning of my being a 
Jew is that I am everywhere out of place' (Bauman 1992a:226). One could also 
add the insight of Romanian poet Emil Cioran who stated that T have no na- 
tionality ... the best possible status for an intellectual'. Exile, and perhaps es- 
pecially the Jewish experience of living and being in exile, means intellectual  
freedom coupled with uncertainty, motility, instability, lack of belonging and 
of loyalty, futility and a multitude of different impressions, and Bauman has  
learned to embrace these experiences throughout his own exile. 

Bauman illustrates Kolakowski's contention that exile can be and often is a 
source of creativity: "Creativity arose from insecurity, from an exile of a sort, 
from the experience of homelessness". He went on to say that exile "can be  
seen either as a misfortune or as a challenge; it can become no more than a rea- 
son for despondency and sorrow or a source of painful encouragement" 
(Kolakowski 1990:58). In the case of Bauman, exile meant a fusion of the 
deep-seated ambivalences of these different experiences into a combination of 
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challenge and creativity. Despite his involuntary exile, Bauman has not forgot- 
ten his Polish background and, as Peter Beilharz noted, still watch Polish TV 
by satellite and occasionally participates in Polish cultural life. Indeed, shortly 
after he had to flee the anti-Semitism of state socialist Poland in 1968 he not- 
ed in embittered fashion about the Jewish exiles that they "will leave the coun- 
try bearing in their hearts attachment to Polish culture, Polish landscape, and a 
sense of resentment against the rulers of Poland for denying the Jews - as Jews  
- the right to be recognised as fully fledged citizens of their country" (Bauman 
1969:8). 

Bauman has turned his long-term exile into a context for academic develop- 
ment, and he has integrated its experiences into important insights of his work. 
Thus, he observed when contemplating the specific Jewish-Polish experience 
of being an exile, that "to be in exile means to be out of place ... In exile, un- 
certainty meets freedom" (Bauman 1996:321). Uncertainty coupled with free- 
dom may seem unpleasant but is not entirely unrewarding. He went on to ob- 
serve of the destiny of so many of these specific exiles: "For the great majori- 
ty of diasporic Jews, comfortably settled now in the middle classes of their re- 
spective countries - local, yet not militantly parochial - assimilation means no  
more than keeping up with the Joneses. Thou shalt not step out of line with thy 
neighbour is assimilation's sole commandment" (Bauman 1996:321). Bau- 
man, however, has never merely aspired to 'keep up with the Joneses'. 

This tendency has placed Bauman in opposition to what is taken for grant- 
ed. He refrains from showing loyalty to any particularistic, nationalistic, polit- 
ical, scientifically sectarian or ideological doctrines. His loyalty is reserved for 
universalistic, moral and humanistic values that may be and indeed have been 
termed 'socialist' but which seem much more encompassing than that: 

These principles [of justice and self-assertion or autonomy] stay with me all the time - 
if you call them socialist, fine; but I don't think they are particularly socialist, anyway. 
They are much wider than that. I really believe that communism was just the stupidly 
condensed and concentrated, naive effort to push it through; but the values were never 
invented by the communists. The values were there, much wider; they were Western, 
Enlightenment values. I can't imagine a society which would dispose of these two valu- 
es, ever ... Once the ideas of justice and self-assertion were invented, it is impossible to 
forget them. They will haunt and pester us to the end of the world (Bauman 1992a:225). 

In relation to the poles of 'involvement' and 'detachment' which Norbert Elias  
identified (1956), Bauman clearly comes much closer to the former than to the  
latter. In his inaugural lecture at the University of Leeds in 1971, he expressed 
a wish that "our vocation, after all these unromantic years, may become again 
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a testfield of courage, consistency, and loyalty to human values" (Bauman 
1972:203). This aspiration has characterised Bauman's mission ever since. 

Bauman's Biography - The Basics 
Zygmunt Bauman was born on November 18th 1925 into a poor Jewish fami- 
ly in Poznan, Poland. His formal schooling took place in the Soviet Union dur- 
ing the Stalin regime, after his family fled the Nazi occupation of Poland in 
September 1939. Initially he had ambitions of becoming a physicist and start- 
ed studies at a Soviet university, but the outbreak of World War II made him 
join the military instead. He joined the Polish divisions of the Red Army in 
1943. By the end of the war he was wounded but was still capable of partici- 
pating in the Red Army's liberation of Berlin in May 1945. Upon his return to 
post-war Poland he became one of the youngest majors in the Polish army 
(Smith 1999:39). He met his wife and life-long companion, Janina, in 1948 at  
the Warsaw Academy of Social Sciences. Zygmunt Bauman officially became  
a member of the Communist Party in 1951 (Bielefeld 2002:113ff) and as Jani- 
na later described, he was initially a devoted believer in the ideas and ideals of 
a better socialist society. 

In 1953 Bauman started an academic career as a sociologist after being dis- 
missed from the army during an anti-Semitic and 'de-Judaising' purge. He  
completed his MA in social sciences at the University of Warsaw and was ap- 
pointed lecturer at the Faculty of Social Sciences in 1954. In the following 
years he received his PhD and made several trips to England, first to the Lon- 
don School of Economics and later to the University of Manchester, where he  
conducted research on the English labour movement. From the early 1960s he 
started editing Polish sociology journals (Bunting 2003:23) and in 1964 he ob- 
tained the position as Chair of General Sociology at Warsaw. In 1966 he was  
also elected President of the Executive Committee of the Polish Sociological 
Association. During this period he remained a loyal, yet increasingly critical 
member of the Communist Party but this came to a swift halt in January 1968 
when he handed in his party membership card. Bauman was eventually dis- 
missed from his position as Chair of Sociology in late March 1968, on the pre- 
text of encouraging student revolt against the Party and of corrupting the Pol- 
ish youth. This event was part of a wider anti-Semitic campaign that the Polish 
authorities were whipping up, in order to divert attention from their own prob- 
lems. Exile became the only option. For three years during which they strug- 
gled to settle, the Baumans stayed in Israel and had brief spells in Canada and 
Australia. Despite receiving invitations from a number of institutions, they ar- 
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rived at Leeds in England where Bauman taught at the sociology department  
until his retirement in 1990. 

Today, Bauman is professor emeritus at the universities of Leeds and War- 
saw and, amongst other places, honorary doctor at the University of Copen- 
hagen, Denmark. Ever since these early exile years, Bauman has written, trav- 
elled and lectured extensively and almost incessantly on issues close to his 
heart and he is a frequently booked as an inspirational speaker at conferences 
all over the world. 

What do these brief biographical details reveal about Zygmunt Bauman, the  
sociologist? First, they illustrate the extent to which the biographical is mixed 
with the historical. Bauman was right when in his inaugural lecture as profes- 
sor of sociology at the University of Leeds he remarked: "In the professional 
life of a sociologist his most intimate, private biography is inextricably inter- 
tangled with the biography of his discipline; one thing the sociologist cannot 
transcend in his quest for objectivity is his own, intimate and subjective en- 
counter-with-the-world" (Bauman 1972:185). 

Second, the fact that Bauman became an integral part of the Polish academ- 
ic power structure despite his Jewish background and his gradually evolving 
scepticism towards the system also illustrates how, as perpetual stranger, he si- 
multaneously remained part of and an outsider to the system. This was a posi- 
tion that also characterised his situation in the West. His intellectual itinerary 
is a transformation from the intellectual as 'legislator' to the intellectual as 'in- 
terpreter' (Bauman 1987a). The Polish term 'intellectual', as Stanislaw Ba- 
ranczak (1986) points out, actually has a double meaning and contains dif- 
ferent semantic connotations. First, as the term intelektualista meaning 'the in- 
tellectual', it refers to a member or representative of the narrow and elitist cir- 
cle of 'creative' intellectuals. Second, as the term inteligent, it connotes a per- 
son who works with his mind rather than with his hands. Early in life, Bauman 
embraced and personified the intelektualista when still in Poland and occupy- 
ing the position as professor of sociology at the University of Warsaw. He was  
a man apparently of the system and also belonged to the inteligencia, the intel- 
ligentsia. Later, however, when he started voicing criticism against the system 
and its way of treating people and abandoning its promises of a socialist 
utopia, he was expelled from the intellectual elite and had to make it on his 
own without the security of being part of the intelektualista. 

Stanislaw Baranczak described the inevitable plight of the Polish intellectu- 
al upon arrival and settlement in the West: "A Polish intellectual who in his 
own country appears to other intellectuals as a specific, individual personality 
... after becoming an émigré finds himself reduced to the role of a typical, 
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face-in-the-crowd 'Polish exile'. He is reduced to such a role not only by 
Westerners, who quite naturally know nothing of his achievements in social  
thought, poetry, or theatre, but also by himself (Baranczak 1986:222-223). 
Bauman has several times commented on this specific experience of being in 
and being an exile. Exiles are normally regarded as an avant-garde whose ex- 
periences of living elsewhere than their original habitat are "notoriously a 
mixed and dubious blessing" (Bauman 1997b: 159). On the one hand, as 'ob- 
jective' and exotic strangers, they may encounter warm and welcoming arms. 
However, as strange 'outsiders', they "may well expect all sorts of unpleasant- 
ness from the 'natives'. Just because they already know that their fate is to 
travel light, they would be looked upon with suspicion, distaste and rancour by 
those many who may still hope against hope to cling on to their bulky posses- 
sions" (Bauman 1997b: 159-160). While it may seem a "mixed blessing for the 
exiled ... in the end [it is] no small a blessing for their new neighbours in the  
country of arrival, little that they may expect it in the beginning" (Bauman 
1997b: 160). 

That is the story of Bauman's personal and sociological journey. For him, 
the process of assimilation to the West as well as acceptance into the centre of 
international sociology has never, and self-consciously, been totally complet- 
ed. It is as if he has always wanted to retain his status as stranger even after so 
many years of successful exile. 

The Backbone of Bauman 
Bauman is a 'maverick' sociologist. He is not a member or founder of any spe- 
cific school of thought, or representative for a certain paradigm within the dis- 
cipline. He is unique in the sense that he does not seek shelter in the securities 
that are offered by being part of an established tradition or intellectual faction. 
Bauman is actually extremely wary of accepting sociology as a career and re- 
gards his work as a vocation for which he is personally, and morally, responsi- 
ble. He is also unique - a stranger - in the sense that he escapes our cognitive  
and interpretative iron-cages and does not allow himself to be caught in the  
conventional categories we normally employ when classifying thinkers. 

Bauman is neither a systematic thinker nor the creator of grand theories of 
everything. He clearly cherishes this unsystematic tendency in his writings: "I 
guess that my works justify my filing among the least systematic thinkers on 
record, since in their descriptions the merit of 'conceptual clarity' can be con- 
spicuous solely through its absence" (Bauman 2005). Apart perhaps from his 
'modernist trilogy' of Legislators and Interpreters, Modernity and the Holo- 
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caust and Modernity and Ambivalence, Bauman has not written a coherent, in- 
tegrated or systematic sociological theory in the manner of Talcott Parsons, 
Niklas Luhmann or Jürgen Habermas. Like Simmel he writes essays about  
whatever he finds stimulating, whether that is love, law and order, human 
rights, religion, sexuality, strangers, criminology, marginalisation, globalisa- 
tion, individualisation, terrorism, morality, postmodernity, intellectuals, the  
Holocaust, ethics and morality, death, etc. These themes are merged into some 
sort of fragmented order in which, what at the surface level may seem to be ut- 
terly disorderly and coincidental, deeper down reveal a certain loose structure, 
sensitivity and sense of purpose. Bauman attempts to make his words matter in 
real life by ascribing an uncompromising critical role to the academic. He  
claims, by way of Lev Shestov, that "the philosopher's [and sociologists'] 
search for the ultimate system, for the complete order, for the extirpation of 
everything unknown and unruly, stems from the dream of having a firm soil 
and solid home, and leads to closing down the obstinately infinite human po- 
tential. Such search for the universal cannot but degenerate into a ruthless 
clamp-down on human possibilities" (Bauman 1988-1989:23). 

Bauman, perhaps inevitably therefore, is not afraid to remain open to inter- 
pretation and does not want to constrain or constrict the reader in his or her 
own interpretations of the texts he has authored. Pieter Nijhoff (1998) has 
speculated that the self-imposed inconsistency in Bauman's work mirrors the 
ambivalence and complexity of the world he explores. As Kwang-Ki Kim 
stated in his Order and Agency in Modernity: 

Such ambivalence has often been held against one or another modern theorist, for ex- 
ample, as a symptom of personal confusion or inconsistency, but it now needs to be re- 
cognized that modernity is complex and multi-faceted; any insightful analysis, and 
especially any penetrating evaluation, should recognize and reflect this complexity. It is  
not a question of personal confusion about an unambiguous phenomenon, but a 
question of personal insight into a phenomenon which is in many respects ambiguous 
(Kim 2003:109). 

Besides the fact that modernity is ambivalent in itself, there are also other rea- 
sons why such ambivalences and inconsistencies can be detected in Bauman's 
work. He willingly pursues the fragment, the non-linearity of argument, ad- 
mits his ambivalence and lack of access to any ultimate or incontrovertible 
truth. He does not claim to hold superior wisdom or insight because of his sta- 
tus as sociologist, although he believes that the sociologist holds an obligation 
to "help an ordinary person like you and me to see through our experience, and 
to show how the apparently familiar aspects of life can be interpreted in a nov- 
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el way and seen in a different light" (Bauman 1990a: 18). It is obvious from 
this description that Bauman places himself alongside the 'ordinary person'. 
Sociology - and the sociologist is engaged in a conversation with lay people 
that seeks to 'defamiliarise the familiar' and disclose the illusions underpin- 
ning the apparent inevitability and stubborn facticity of the world. 

Another reason for the ambivalences of his work is that Bauman, as Peter 
Nijhoff noted, "often combines the criteria of what is just, pleasing or true - he 
intertwines scientific and moral considerations and lavishes literary means on 
questions that are usually treated analytically" (Nijhoff 1998:87). By mixing 
different genres, Bauman transgresses the traditional boundaries of scientific 
work, but he does so in a way that encourages the reader to reach farther and 
look deeper than he would have been able to do armed merely with dull or 
conventional scientific 'facts'. He confronts the reader personally as a moral 
individual who has a responsibility for his own life as well as that of others. 
Thus, Bauman recently stated that 

I believe that the propulsion to sociologize, to tell stories the sociological way - to com- 
pose the specifically sociological stories - is born from responsibility and driven by re- 
sponsibility; it signals the assumption of responsibility for human choices and their con- 
sequences for the shape of humanity. I believe that to be a sociologist means to make on- 
e's vocation out of that responsibility. Sociology that shakes off such responsibility or 
denies its relation to its own labour is not, of course, inconceivable (there is plenty of it 
around, showing no symptom of decay) - but it is an oxymoron. No story of human con- 
dition told while that condition is in-the making (as it always is) is not nor can be neu- 
tral, and doing sociology means, whether by design or by default, taking sides. And 
whoever takes sides bears responsibility for the consequences. The sole problem is to 
assume or reject one's responsibility for that responsibility - and then to act according- 
ly (Bauman 2005). 

Consequently, Bauman mixes scientific considerations with moral concerns 
and ethical responsibility. This has meant that he has always delved deep into 
the moral depths of his discipline, and his critique of positivist sociology, from 
the early writings to the latest books, illustrates that Bauman is serious in his 
defence of a morally committed sociology. Bauman warns that "Wertfreiheit is 
- as human silences is concerned - not just a pipe-dream, but also an utterly 
inhuman delusion; that sociologizing makes sense only in as far as it helps hu- 
manity in life, that in the ultimate account it is the human choices that make all 
the difference between lives human and inhuman" (Bauman in Beilharz 
2001:335). 

Thus, without stretching the analogy of the stranger beyond reasonable util- 
ity, it can nevertheless be said that Bauman, as the stranger, has, therefore, not 

Dette materiale er udlånt via bibliotekerne udelukkende til personligt brug. Der må ikke foretages viderekopiering.



 

22 

distanced himself from the internal concerns of the discipline of sociology or 
retreated into self-imposed or self-satisfied intellectual isolation. As Simmel 
observed, to be a stranger does neither mean non-participation nor self-con- 
straining isolation. It rather means a positive and definite kind of participation, 
theoretical or practical, which "does not mean that the mind is a passive tabu- 
la rasa on which things inscribe their qualities, but rather signifies the full ac- 
tivity of a mind working according to its own laws, under conditions that ex- 
clude accidental distortions and emphases whose individual and subjective  
differences would produce quite different pictures of the same object" (Sim- 
mel 1950:404). Moreover, apart from 'a mind working according to its own 
laws', the status as stranger involves a positive freedom from common sense, 
from the often stagnant logic of the insiders. It is this that allows Bauman to 
develop a distinctive view of the social world as well as of the academic disci- 
pline of which he is a part. 

The pragmatist philosopher William James once stated that 'any author is 
easy if you catch the centre of his vision'. Although the vastness and complex- 
ity of Bauman's work makes attempts at catching and clarifying the 'centre of 
his vision' somewhat problematic, he offers some clues. Bauman remarked in 
an interview that there "were actually two things with which I was concerned 
throughout my writings, throughout my academic career. One was the working 
class, standing for the downtrodden or the underdog, for suffering in general. 
For a long time there was a sign of identity between the two: the working class 
as the embodiment of suffering. That was one topic, and the other was culture 
... To understand how the visibility, tangibility and power of reality - and the 
conviction concerning the belief in reality - are being constructed: that is why 
I became interested in culture" (Bauman 1992a:206). Suffering and culture 
have indeed been some of the recurrent themes in Bauman's work. Moreover, 
not only the theme in themselves but also the way he has confronted them is 
important in understanding the 'centre' of Bauman. Dennis Smith has ob- 
served: "The driving force behind Zygmunt Bauman's work as a sociologist 
has been two things: first, a sense of intellectual and moral outrage about the 
extent to which societies are run on the basis of untruth and self-deception; 
and, second, a deep dissatisfaction with the evil and suffering this makes pos- 
sible" (Smith 1998:40). So Bauman not only looks and analyses but he does so 
in a special way. He looks at both conditions and consequences. He equally 
describes, analyses, diagnoses, and evaluates. However, he never proposes 
how or what people should do - this dimension is left entirely to people them- 
selves as autonomous and potentially active human beings. 

Thus, morality is one of the most frequently discussed and occurring con- 
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cepts in the sociology of Bauman (see Crone 2005) and his work can be iden- 
tified as a 'moral sociology'. His so-called 'poisoned gift of morality', as  
Matthias Junge (2001) aptly described it, consists in offering an alternative  
version of morality than the one the West has traditionally conceived of and 
privileged as being the dominant, true and most valid. This traditional Western 
approach was identified by Bauman as a 'morality of conformity', against 
which he instead proposes a 'morality of choice' (see Bauman 1998c). Bau- 
man's understanding of morality is perhaps best captured by the words of 
Robert Musil in his description of the moral hero, Ulrich, towards the end of 
The Man Without Qualities: 

For him morality was neither conformism nor the sum of acquired knowledge; it was 
the infinite fullness of life's potentialities. He believed that morality held the capacity 
for constant intensification. He believed in stages of moral experience, not merely, as 
most people do, in stages of moral apprehension - as though morality were something 
cut-and-dried and only man were not yet pure enough for it. He believed in morality 
without believing in any particular code of morals. What is generally understood by mo- 
rality is something like a system of police regulations for keeping order in life; and be- 
cause life does not answer to these, they come to look as if they were by nature somet- 
hing that could never quite be lived up to and hence, in a rather sordid way, like an ideal. 
But morality must not be reduced to this level. Morality is imagination (Musil 
1969/1995:430). 

This 'morality as imagination' means a morality attuned to human life, to the  
infinity of possibilities and paths available, not to the totalising understanding 
of one single incontrovertible moral truth or norm. Bauman is well aware that  
"phrases like 'the sanctity of human life' or 'moral duty' sound as alien in a so- 
ciology seminar as they do in the smoke-free, sanitized rooms of a bureaucrat- 
ic office" (Bauman 1989:29), yet he still insists on bringing them into sociolo- 
gy if it is to serve a real mission in the lives of people and society. 

The moral imagination also means a never-ending search for moral life. He  
stated in Alone Again: Ethics After Certainty that "moral life is a life of con- 
tinuous uncertainty, and it takes a lot of strength and resilience and an ability 
to withstand pressures to be a moral person. Moral responsibility is uncondi- 
tional and in principle infinite - and thus one can recognize a moral person by 
their never quenched dissatisfaction with their moral performance; the gnaw- 
ing suspicion that they were not moral enough" (Bauman 1994:45). Elsewhere 
Bauman has dramatically claimed that it is only by being willing to sacrifice 
one's life for another human being, that one can ultimately claim to be moral  
(Bauman 1992b:210). 

This approach to morality contains the space in which ambivalence is so im- 
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portant for Bauman. Even though modernity sought to crush ambivalence (the 
kind of ambivalence that is represented by the stranger) in the name of 'perfect 
order', for Bauman ambivalence is the nub of the human condition and the cir- 
cumstance in which moral choices have to be made and carried out. In Bau- 
man's work then, ambivalence embodies and connotes positive aspects of cul- 
tural life such as diversity, liberty, variety, choice and non-conformity, and he  
is a stern defender of ambivalence against the oppressive and relentless social 
forces of order, structure, system and streamlining (see Junge 2002; Diken 
2005). 

Bauman's sociological and moral mission is always, categorically and un- 
conditionally, to side with the weakest members of society and to show us, the  
better off part of the planet, that our moral obligation must be equally uncon- 
ditional and unwavering if human suffering is to be avoided or overcome. It is 
in this context of a concern with suffering that social and spatial stratification 
are important (see Abrahamson 2004); economic poverty and the inability to 
uphold a decent life spur Bauman's sociological and moral indignation. He  
even calls poverty the 'meta-humiliation' that in turn serves as a 'trampoline' 
for other humiliations and indignities in life (Bauman & Tester 2001:154). All 
of his books are drenched in solidarity with - and sympathy for - people 
caught and suspended in the webs of power, oppression, persecution, poverty 
and potential extermination. He thus claims that in the last instance we can 
judge "society by the care it takes of its weakest members" (Bauman 1990b: 
23). 

Given that Bauman addresses questions of morality, ambivalence and suf- 
fering within a sociological context - and given that he refuses to see them as  
abstractions - it is inevitable that his attention focuses on power. Kilminster 
and Varcoe have claimed of Bauman that, "his treatment of power is possibly 
his single most accomplished sociological analysis" (Kilminster & Varcoe 
1996:218). Power, in his universe, is a multi-facetted phenomenon including 
direct physical coercion, torture, starvation and execution, surveillance, con- 
trol of the predictability of outcomes, repression and the mastery over the life 
chances of other people. Bauman's sociological imagination wishes to "under- 
stand how the visibility, tangibility of power, of reality - and the conviction 
concerning, the belief in, reality - are being constructed" (Bauman 1992a: 
206). This is not a merely descriptive task, and he consequently seeks to assist 
in relieving people from repression, from the determinations of the powerful  
or false consciousness. Bauman's work seeks to show to the oppressed and 
powerless that the world can be different from what it currently is despite its 
awesome and powerful structures, order and systemic appearance. Repression 
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