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In short, consumerables embody the ultimate non-finality and 
revocability of choices and the ultimate disposability of the objects 
chosen. Even more importantly, they seem to put us in 

Indeed, what all of these versions of community appropriated thrive 
on is the contingency of community without responsibility; they couldn't 
operate without it. 

liquid modem communities are not communities in the orthodox 
sociological meaning, they are at least their poor relations - perhaps old 
aunts or distant cousins. And what this means is that Bauman can agree 
with Benedict Anderson7' that liquid modem community can be conceived 
as a deep-felt mutuality, albeit temporarily. He also agrees with Anderson 
that community is imagined in the sense that it is limited by its strictly 

Consumerism as the 
demarcated, though elastic, boundaries; beyond which lie ways of being 
and living that take the form of various threats, anxieties and uncertainties. 

when freedom was only a rare and much cherished ideal - it is a time 
when freedom depends on one's ability to consume. Indeed, as we shall 
see in the next chapter, in this regard Baurnan suggests that if today ~f our ancestors were shaped and trained by their societies as 
freedom means happiness, liquid modem men and women are never producers first and foremost, we are increasingly shaped and trained 
happier than when they are consuming. as consumers first, and all the rest after. 

Zy gmunt Bauman' 
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lives as well as wasted commodities. It is conspicuous too that in Barker's CONSUMERISM IN A CONSUMER SOCIALITY 
definition consumerism is not understood as an all-encompassing reality 
- it appears instead as a powerful belief system but one that can be As Bauman puts it, consumerism 'stands for production, distribution, 

desiring, obtaining and using, of symbolic goods.18 It is an over-the- transgressed or resisted because there are other alternative belief systems 
that vie for people's attention in latter-day capitalist societies. In this counter culture that is as loud and shiny as lip gloss and which evokes a 

world in which image is piled upon image with the relentless sense, Barker plays down Bauman's argument that today we are all 
'consumers in a consumers' society. Consumer society is a market society; impersonality of a comic strip come to life. Consumerism is also what 

various commentators have described as Disneyfication, Nikeization and we are all in and on the market, simultaneously customers and 
commoditie~' .~ McDonaldization all at once. It exists in the real of the city as well as in 

However, the intention of Bauman's theory of consumerism is neither the irreal of cyberspace; it is on advertising hoardings, in shop signs and 

to ignore the point that some people endeavour to transgress or resist the on the internet. It exists in the pace of everyday life: in popular culture, 
in the instantaneity of fast food, in the waist-lines of bloated consumers, pervasive consumer culture nor to accept vis-a-vis Baudrillard that the 

production society of solid modernity has been superseded by a depthless in fast cars, in the muzak piped through the speakers in the myriad 

and hyperized asociality where individual agency is irrelevant and where shopping malls. It exists on the emblems of t-shirts, jeans and trainers 
just as it exists in the language of the streets where it can be heard in the the illogic of a consumer 'code' reigns supreme over subjective ideas, 

marking the victory of the 'anti-social sign over the social sign'.s On the voices in the crowds: 'you want us to consume - OK, let's consume 

contrary, and as we have seen throughout this book, for Bauman, the 
'real world'and the people who inhabit it are always drumming insistently 

In the event, people's emotional engagement with consumer culture 
is all-pervasive in liquid modernity. Liquid moderns are men and women 

through the objects they buy and consume. They find it desperately 
difficult to leave the crude, fervent world of consumption behind and as 
a consequence they are destined to live their lives on the surface; they 
have to, since there is nothing much below it. They have no credible 
history that they are aware of - only the nostalgia for a marketwise DIY 
ready-made historicity - and no culture other than a consumer culture 
that is their own. 

As has been remarked by numerous social historians, by the middle 
of the eighteenth century Britain had created its own 'empire of consumer 
colonies'. What Bauman's sociology suggests is that at the turn of the 
twenty-first century, Britain, in common with most other countries in the 
west, has become an 'empire of colony consumers' - everything from 
Japanese and Korean TVs, DVDs and computers and Taiwanese and 
Indonesian-made sports wear, to Indian cuisine,  talia an chic and American 
culture. According to Bauman, consuming has today become an obligation 
rather than simply a choice; the globalized world we inhabit is a realm of 
great shoppers who take great pleasure in acquiring commodities. 

However, the possession of commodities is, as Bauman suggests, 'only 
one of the stakes in the competition'.1° What we also need to grasp is that 
there is (no)thing that is uncommodifiable in liquid modernity. As Bauman 
points out in his most recent work," the consumer industry has even at 

. . 
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last found 'the bottomless and self-replenishing gold-mine it has long is that they expect to do everything to the full. They certainly know how 
sought' in the commodity of fear, which he goes on to argue is for the to do excess: drink, food, sex, shopping - whatever and wherever. 
consumer industry a 'hlly and truly renewable resource', to the extent As I pointed out in the last chapter, the individual liberated through 
that it 'has become theperpetuum mobile of the consumer market -and reflexivity is burdened with choice, and is at every turn faced with the 
SO of the present-day economy'. Nowhere is this commodification of need to make decisions; it is up to the individual to choose the life they 
fear better illustrated that in the mock documentary film, Fahrenheit 9/11, think is best. In their droves, liquid modern individuals, according to 
where Michael Moore gleans ironic amusement from the security devices Bauman, are now free to choose, choose to consume. In a consumer culture 

the market plays on people's desires and wishes to be entertained and as 
such, life becomes a cycle ofdeveloping and fulfilling desires and wishes. 

Bauman is suggesting that consuming is the way of life. We can shop 
a burning skyscraper. both at home and away -we even have TV channels dedicated to home 

shopping when we cannot be bothered going to the shopping mall - but 
going to the mall has a special kind of pleasure all of its own. As Walter 

such pleasure that pleasure is not a word capable of identifying with the 
kind of pleasure that shopping brings. Don DeLillo's novel White Noise, 
at once mocking and applauding about consumer culture, captures well 
Bauman's sense of ambivalence towards the freedom offered by 

'up-graded' in the light of new experiences but it cannily permits nostalgia consumption, and the following description, which elucidates all of the 
without necessarily depending on it. juicy significance of shopping for consumers in a consumer culture, 

If the major accomplishment of the centred 'roots of order' under- deserves to be quoted at length. 
pinning solid modernity was to turn life into a regimentality in which the The book's main protagonist, Jack Gladney, is galvanized into 
work of homo faber and the leisure of homo ludens was divided," the shopping mode by one of his fellow teaching staff at the 'College-on- 
major accomplishment of the decentred disorder-sustaining liquid the-Hill', Eric Massingdale, who he meets for the first time outside 

work in the Mid-Village Mall. Eric, who is intrigued by Jack's off- 
campus choice of clothing, tells him, 'with a grin turning lascivious, 
rich with secret meaning', that he has the look of a 'big, harmless, 
aging, indistinct sort of guy'. The encounter awakens Jack to the signi- 
ficance of his own invisibility - which, as Bauman might say, is the 
damning dread of all liquid modern men and women - and it puts him 
'in the mood to shop': 

I found the others and we walked across two parking lots to the 
main structure in the mid-village Mall, a ten-story building arranged 
around a center court of waterfalls, promenades and gardens . . . 
into the elevator, into the shops set along the tiers, through the 
emporiums and department stores, puzzled but excited by my desire 
to buy. When I could not decide between two shirts, they encouraged 
me to buy both. When I said I was hungry, they fed me pretzels, 
beer, and souvlaki. The two girls scouted ahead, spotting things 
they thought I might want or need, running back to get me, to clutch 



my arms, plead with me to follow. They were my guides to endless that to consume in the dominant social forms of today is also necessarily 
well-being . . . We smelled chocolate, popcorn, cologne; we smelled to conform. It is always the dark side that threatens us.'18 Bauman 
rugs and furs, hanging salamis and deathly vinyl. My family gloried recognizes that consumer culture begins where authenticity leaves off, 
in the event. I was one of them, shopping, at last shopped with ends, ceases to exist. It inhabits a different territory, which is a marketized, 
reckless abandon ... 1 shopped for its own sake, looking and featureless, cultural desert and individuals recast as consumers for the 
touching, inspecting merchandise I had no intention of buying, then most part live in that desert. 
buying it . .. I began to grow in value and self-regard. I filled myself But the wonderful thing about consumer culture is just that: it is 
out, found new aspects of myself, located a person I'd forgotten consumptive, nothing more than an excruciatingly staged performance 
existed . . . I traded money for goods. The more money I spent, the act. It is for the moment. As Bauman points out, with consumer culture 
less important it seemed. I was bigger than these sums. These sums things 'must be ready for consumption on the spot; tasks must bring 
poured off my skin like so much rain. These sums in fact came results before attention drifts to other endeavours; issues must bear the 
back to me in the form ofexistential credit. I felt expansive, inclined fruits before the cultivating zeal runs out. Immortality? Eternity? Fine - 
to be sweepingly generous . . . I gestured in what I felt was an where is the theme park where I can experience them, on the spot?'19 
expansive manner . . . Brightness settled around me . . . we ate And you can do anything with commodities - if you can afford the cost. 
another meal.15 Consumer culture is compelling in a profound way because it works 

As Bauman sees it, for liquid modems as for Jack Gladney, consuming ingeniously through strategies of entertainment, with comprehensive 
is what makes life palpable; this is because individually it makes liquid engagement not required. Indeed, as clearly demonstrated in the quotation 

from White Noise, what is celebrated in liquid modernity is the unextra- 
ordinary moment, that familiar individualized quality of consumption, 
which Bauman argues is the defining existential feature of liquid 

SOCIAL CONTROL IN A SOCIALITY OF CONSUMERS 
liquid modem men and women vulnerable and hankering for promises 
of paradise. But if consumption is about the individuals' long-term love Bauman draws on the theory of surveillance associated with Foucault to 
affair with themselves, it is first and foremost through the acquisition of suggest that, in liquid modernity, consumer culture has emerged, for the 
consumer goods that individuals perceive that they can best transform masses, as the new 'inclusionary reality' or precarizing constraint. Like 
themselves. As Linda Grant puts it: Foucault's other critics, Baurnan also conveys in his work an unmistakable 

critique of this model of su r~e i l l ance .~~  Unlike these writers, however, 
Because how you feel when you have your new coat or wrap dress 

the past. 1 will discuss these two aspects of Batman's theory of liquid 
modem social control presently, but it is first of all necessary to outline 

: the rudiments of Foucault's model. 
As is well known, in his seminal theorization of modem social control, 

Discipline and Punish, Foucault used a startling juxtaposition to provide 
you in a new light to yourself.'' a graphic representation of the unfolding of the machinery of surveillance 

In this regard, it is important to recognize Peter Beilharz's point that in what he described as a new disciplinary ~ocie ty .~ '  In so doing he 
Bauman's sociology prompts us to recognize that 'even in consumption suggested that in solid modem societies there has been a historical 

there is creativity of action, for culture is praxis'. But as the same author movement from brutal and overt repression to rational, scientific and 
calls to our attention, 'Batman's purpose here is to alert us to the contrary, bureaucratic social control of 'deviant' populations through surveillance. 

In this most illuminating work, Foucault evoked the image of Jeremy 
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Bentham's Panopticon in order to argue that the all-seeing 'gaze' (le 'out there' is unsafe.26 The upshot is that social control has become 
regard) comes to serve as a metaphor for surveillance connected with managerial rather than curative. 
govemmentality in the modem state. 

A significant feature of the Panopticon is that like George 0rwell'sz2 
Big Brother surveillance, it is indiscernible; those under surveillance are The demise of Big Brother Mark One 
always unsure whether or not they are being watched. This model of In developing his own critique of Foucault's Panopticon model, Bauman 
surveillance keeps those being watched subordinate by means of argues that the configuration of economic arrangements associated with 
uncertainty and as a consequence the 'watched' simply act in accordance consumer capitalism has become of crucial importance for explaining 
with the Panopticon, because they never know 'when' or 'who' might be patterns of social control today. To put it another way, social control like 
watching. Foucault argued that these social controls -the panopticonisms much else in liberal democracies has by and large been commodified 

.-  of everyday life found in schools, hospitals, factories as well as in the and privatized. As Bauman points out, Panopticon social control assumes 
more obvious places such as prisons and military barracks - micro-manage an 'ordered and reason-led society' reflected in the nation states which 
individuals more efficiently than the carceral systems of yore because emerged and grew in solid m~dernity.~' As he puts it: 
they thwart deviant behaviour through self-actuating ~rohibitions 
reinforced by the subject's own certainty in the omnipresence of the all- One can hardly imagine a group more strictly differentiated, 

segregated and hierarchic than the population of the Panopticon . . . 
Yet all residents of the Panopticon - the Overseer, the supervisors 
and the lowliest of the inmates alike - are happy. They are happy 
because they live in a carefully controlled environment, and thus 
know exactly what to do. Not for them the sorrows of frustration 
and the pain of failure.28 

However, as I argued in Chapter 2, Baurnan shows us that the comfort- 
able majority no longer live in the shadow of tyranny of the state; instead 

, they create their own paroxysm, driven by market forces that they have 
no authority over, but at the same time have no final authority over them. 
Liquid modems live in a sociality where taste and aesthetics are all- 
pervasive and everything is always up for grabs. Bauman argues that the 
kind of life offered by consumer culture appeals most of all because it is 
perceived to be a life of freedom and the unwillingness to take on the 
trappings of being grown-up; at the same time, however, it is a challenge 
to the social hierarchies which prevailed in solid modernity. 

Inequality in a consumer sociality, inequality in a casino culture 

as a result of 'dangerization' has come to feature more extensively in 
crime control.2s For example, Lianos with Douglas considers this new 
way of thinking as a 'tendency to perceive and analyse the world through 
categories of menace', which invokes the tacit assumption that the world 
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modem producer society but expertly tuned into the essential purpose of To reiterate, the solid modem pecking order lies in ruins because, in a 
private consumption, like the toy-town demeanour of the vast out-of- casino culture, life is a game and no one social class, gender or ethnicity 
town shopping malls it so much resembles. 

Bauman argues that in liquid modernity private consumption replaces 
work as the backbone of the reward system in a sociality which is or gender; in a consumer culture hierarchy exists in the power of advanced 
underpatterned rather than patterned, disorganized rather than ordered. capitalism to create images of the system people spend all their time 
It is only the poor - the 'flawed consumers' - who are still controlled ' 

trying to aspire to or stand apart from. The principle features of this 
through the work ethic. Bauman argues that liquid modernity is a liquid modem kind of social stratification are, for Bauman, obvious 
predicament that breeds new forms of inequality and servility. It is enough: no apparent inequalities as such, no apparent solid modem 
consumer culture that is today the central unequalizing tenet, which takes narratives, no apparent social class, racial or patriarchal hierarchies. Yet 
shape in the market place, telling individuals when, like Coca-Cola, they the consequences of this type of sociality allow for new, more insidious 
are the 'real thing'. It is a hypermarket of hype. Just as the market is forms of social control, which are not endowed with any of the coherent 
ruthless in the way it does business, so the transnational corporations are or identifiable structures of domination outlined in more orthodox 
rootless in their national, communal and moral allegiances, and unabashed sociological accounts. 
in their contempt for culture. Because of globalization, international trade, 

The duplicity of consumer culture 

social class divisions as a relationship between those who happily 
consume and those who cannot, despite their want of trying. What Bauman 
is suggesting is that it is exclusion rather than exploitation that is the 
watchword of repression in liquid modernity. Social control is barely 
noticeable, except for the flawed consumers, whose subordinate position authenticity is just another lifestyle choice. Yet this does not and nor could 
prevents them from participating freely in what has become forthe masses it prevent individuals seeking out the significance of their own personal 
a dream world of consumer culture. Instead of being repressively control- individuality through the task of performativity, which is brought on by 
led, this fragmented society is driven by Freud's 'pleasure principle'. To the damning fear of invisibility. What is more, it barely matters that the 
be a consumer is to escape the problems of blood and social class; in a DIY lives made in liquid modernity, with their rhino skin aesthetics, look 
consumer culture hierarchy only exists in the power of advanced and sound like a lot of other lives; it is something about the mood that 
capitalism to create images of the system people spend all their time those lives instil that makes them feel so utterly fresh. 
trying to aspire to or stand apart from. Liquid men and women realize Shadowing the very freedoms that liquid modernity names as 
too that they are no different from anybody else and that to perform their consumerist are the consumer inequalities which the market tries to 
individuality is the only game in town. Consequently they are destined disguise. For Bauman, if liquid modernity is constructed through con- 
to live a life as a 'casino culture', that 'wants from you nothing but to sumption, we are all consumers today, and it takes a 'heroic constitution' 
stay in the game and have enough tokens left on the table to go on to concede that one is not part of the consumer game.30 The upshot of 
p l a ~ i n ~ . ' ~ ' ~  life that is messy, uncertain, fragmentized, ongoing, a skein this is that liquid modem inequalities are cast as consumer inequalities; 
of dangling opportunities and chances - a dice-life which is as fathomless in a sociality of consumerism you are what you can afford. Consumers 
as the sea and where everything seems as if it happens by chance - and appear to be free to choose any life-style they wish, because the market 
this has the paradoxical effect of making life appear in a way that nothing flaunts consumer choice so lavishly. However, the purported equality 
happens by chance, that everything is fated. perpetuated by the free market forcefully dupes the masses by hiding the 
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accomplished inequalities of consumers, even though these inequalities As is well known, Adomo and Horkheimer asserted that we may think 
are materially visible to even the untrained eye. that we are free, but we are only free 'to choose an ideology - since 

The old adage that private freedom thrives on public squalor is as ideology always reflects economic coercion - everywhere proves to be 
relevant today as it has always been, but as Bauman3' suggests consumer 

choreography ad infiniturn. An endless fresco of more of the same, and a 
sameness from which the mind and eye keep a distanced refuge and a 
world in which nothing very distinct is expressed but then again where 

puts the highest premium on choice: choosing, that purely formal lavishly borrowed and recycled images are always designed to shock, to 
modality, is a value in its own right, perhaps the sole value of excite, to keep the consumer curious - liquid modem aesthetic, that once 
consumerist culture which does not call for, nor allow, justification. became established, simply took over. A fantasy league of men and women 
Choice is the consumer society's meta-value, the value with which 
to evaluate and rank all other values. And no wonder, since the 
'choosiness' of the consumer is but a reflection of competitiveness, with this is the lack of competition for consumers' attention. There is 
the life-blood of the market. To survive, and even more to thrive, 
the consumer market must first shape the consumer in its own many ways you can achieve incongruity before you get bored with trying. 
image: the choice is what competition offers, and discrimination is For Bauman, these consumer identities appear to be torn from time, from 
what makes the offer attractive.12 the here and now, and brought together in an all-together-now chorus. 

For all its surface glamour, consumer culture is as shallow and empty as 
Although consuming seems to be something to celebrate, Bauman the shelves are seemingly bottomless and full to bursting in the stores 

suggests that the freedom it brings comes with a sad undertow. In this which comprise the out-of-town shopping malls. 
sense, the echo of an older, familiar grievance rings through Bauman's Even the men and women who were incapable of knowing consumer 
theory of liquid modernity; the rational humanism of the Enlightenment culture in their youth are seduced by its instant availability in liquid 
led to a shallow, self-centred materialism which today manifests itself modernity. And like other consumers they have no intention of changing 
most noticeably in consumer culture. A long time before Bauman was the world, they just want to enjoy being in it. In the unlikely event that 
charting contemporary consumer culture, Adomo and Horkheimer,'I two they were ever to make a vow, it would be to never grow up. AS Emma 
of the most perceptive philosophers of modem times, were suggesting Soames, the editor of Saga Magazine, recently pointed out, no social 
that it is not possible to separate human consciousness from the material 
existence of people's lived condition. And they offered their own theory 
of the modem world, which if it suggested that the chaos we live in today more obsessed by youth than the new old [those who came of age 
originated in America where a religion of serial consumption was in the 1960~1, who display a gritty determination to cling to the 
established along with the idea that continuing acquisition of ever better- culture they invented. Scared of nothing but death and dependence, 
looking, better-performing material goods makes life perfect, also they are using the toolkits of trusted brands, cosmetic surgery and 

suggested that everything we see is mediated through the filter of the the culture of youth to stay young. They are prepared to go the 
'culture industry'. distance on the running machine to stay in the playground of youth. 

They are turning up the volume and getting on the dance floor.34 
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do not do childhood well either.  heir behaviobr is a{ways that ofsomeone 

Superseding ethics with aesthetics and the evasion of the public 

being heard, but as Bauman observes, these tend to belong to the is not within them.j8 
television, not the political platform or the polis.15 This is because in The great French novelist Andre Gide may have found wisdom in 

Antoine de Saint-Exup&y'slS demonstration of the 'paradoxical truth' liquid modernity 'it is aesthetics, not ethics that is deployed to integrate 
the society of consumers, keep it on course, and time and again salvage it that 'man's happiness lies not in freedom but in his acceptance of duty 
from crises. If ethics accord supreme value to duty well done, aesthetics (sic)'.40 But as Bauman reminds us, when that duty is toward shopping - 
Put a premium on sublime experiencet.36 as it is in the liquid modem sociality -much more than the happy shoppers' 

In liquid modernity, aesthetics are worth more than knowledge and contentment to shop is at stake. It is the threat of losing the hard-won 
wisdom and because they draw on a heritage soaked in surface rather citizenship rights, which until their emergence in modernity were 
than depth (aesthetics rather than ethics) liquid modems become the real- restricted to only the most privileged social groups, that are most at risk. 
life incarnations of Baudrillard's cult of the 'into', who are obsessed As Bauman puts it: 
with 'forms of appearance and become dedicated to the utopia of The truth is that the consumer's skills, indeed, rise at the same 
preservation of a youth that is already lost'." They also expect the celebrity time as the citizen's ineptitude and, ultimately, the citizen's 
faces on their television screens - which on the one hand peddle the impotence. The 'consumer's skill' consists in seeking biographical 
wares of the consumer capitalism and on the other feel the need to confess solutions to socially-produced afflictions; to use a metaphor - it 
to us their every depravity and addiction - to be youthfUl and wrinkle- consists in fighting a nuclear threat by purchasing a family nuclear 
free. The celebrities are perceived to be the miracle of the liquid modem shelter, or pollution of drinking-water supplies by finding a 
obsession with self-construction, not least because they are the 'stars9 reliable brand of bottled water. Consumer skills emphatically do 
who give hope to ordinary people who long to reinvent themselves. In not include the art of translating private troubles into public issues, 
this sense it is clear to see why liquid modernity is also the age par and public interests into individual rights and duties -the art that 
excellence of makeovers and botox because its incumbents 'naturally' 
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If in Adorno's administered society4' consumer culture felt like a itselfin the form of the welfare services - the reforms that once almea 

destroy the 'five giants' of want, disease, squalor, ignorance and idleness violation of what life was meant to be, in BaumanTs liquid it - makes seduction the secure vanquisher in this game Of seems more and more like life itself, as life should be. Consumerism 
domination. Rather than being emancipatory, the welfare services today 

a second-rate and repressive regime, which have recourse to 
the expert and govemmentalized 'gaze' of those employed by the 
the DSS officer, the community development worker, the GP, the social 
worker, the probation officer, and SO forth who collectivel~ 'police' the 
'flawed consumers'. In Feeley and Simon's terms this approach is 
'concerned with techniques to identify, classify, and manage groupings 

by dangerousness. The task is managerial not transformative'-* 
what we see with this trend is plain and simply the criminalization Of 

poverty. TO illustrate his argument, Bauman points out that in 

New York for instance, in the five years to 1999 the police budget 
rose by 40 per cent, and the police force by 12,000 officers, while 

so even when their individual circumstances dictate otherwise. ~~t the the social service budget went down by 30 percent and the number 
problem is that it is a co~sumer culture that robs individuals of the of workers by 8000. In California, the penitentiary budget 

of the stewardship, which if they were prepared to look for rose between 1975 and 1999 from $200 millions to $4.3 billions, 
would make them the architects of their own destinies, while the sums dedicated to social assistance fell by 41 Per cent.50 

Bauman suggests, this repressive kind of social control, which 
Seduction and repression always operated with a sense of detachment, is today made possible 

the death-in-life zombie institutions Of the state which Just about 
Bauman argues that, coarar)' to the postulations of the critical theory of 
Habemas.u in the liquid modem sociality, the 'weapon of legitimation* have the necessary authority to command the power-knowledge Of 
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governmentality. For Bauman, cool distance is of the utmost importance special, within reach but somehow, at the same time, out of reach, of 
here since social control is not merely used to differentiate 'us' from some other world. However, this does not stop ordinary men and women 
'them', it also allows 'us'to construct 'them' as 'the objective ofaesthetic, themselves wanting to be famous. A recent survey in the UK found that 
not moral evaluation; as amatter of taste, not resp~nsibility'.~' This process 'being famous' is the number one ambition of most children under 10 
is what Bauman describes as idiaphorization, which if it signals 'the years old and that 'we have moved into a celebrity culture so strong . . . 
removal of certain classified groups from the spheres of moral concern being famous is an end in itself'.58 
and c~mpetence ' ,~~  it also essentially marks the comfortable but anxious Celebrities in their pre-modern form were understood as icons and as 
majority's disengagement with a commitment and responsibility for those such relics of divinity, but consumer culture merely bleeds them for 
who do not conduct themselves as 'we' do. sanctity. In the age of liquid modernity, celebrity 'spectacles'- anything 

from divorces, to deaths of princesses, to football matches, to larger- 
Watching the celebrities or the making of Big Brother Mark Two than-life episodes of soap opera stars' 'real' lives -take on a special role. 

They offer 'that something missing' by proxy: a surrogate memory, a 
Be that as it may, Bauman argues that since in liquid modernity the market surrogate significance, a surrogate solemnity, a surrogate community - a 
has accomplished its ideal of 'making consumers' dependent on itself',53 surrogate 'anything you want'. In this way, celebrities succeed in creating 
the repressive apparatus of the Panopticon has largely been supplemented an audience in their own image, a tribe hardened to the modes and manners 
by the seductive allure of Synopticon watching. Drawing on the work of of heightened fandom. As Schickel has suggested, that celebrity has the 
Thomas M a t h i e ~ e n , ~ ~  Bauman argues that in the liquid modem sociality power to create these kinds of myth is what makes it all the more enticing. 
it is by and large not the few who watch the many (Panopticon), but The idea of celebrity is of particular significance because, as he suggests, 
rather the rnan.y who watch the few (Synopticon) and the few who are celebrities are often represented by the media as a small and cohesive 
most keenly watched are the celebrities, who group of individuals, who in their fame or notoriety share close communal 

may come from the world of politics, of sport, of science or  show ties, no matter how different their routes to ~tardom.~'  
business, or just be celebrated information specialists. Wherever 
they come from, though, all displayed celebrities put on display Social control: from normalization to precarization 
the world of celebrities - a world whose main distinctive feature 

What is also significant about the Synopticon, however, is that unlike the 
repressive apparatus of the Panopticon it 'needs no coercion' - it is the 
substitution of celebrity for everything else that has fed this phenomenon. 
With the Synopticon come 'new' and 'cool' ways of imagining life as it 

In Bauman's liquid modernity, Debord's Sociev of the S p e c t ~ c l 2 ~  ought to be lived which supersede the discourses of power-knowledge 
does not so much give way to Baudnllard's Third Order of the Simulacrum associated with the 'work ethic' and 'scientific truth', which undergirded 
- that is the 'hyperreal' does not supersede the distorted 'real' - rather the Panopticon as Foucault imagined it. If the ambition of Panopticon 
the Sociev of thespectacle is succeeded by one of celebrity, what Nicholas surveillance was situated in its repressive exercise of power-knowledge, 
Bourriaud has called the 'society of extras, where everyone finds the the success of decentred Synopticon surveillance lies in the seductive 
illusion of an interactive democracy in more or less truncated channels allure of desire made into wish. This is because in liquid modernity desire 
of comm~nicat ion. '~~ As we have seen, the flawed consumers are the is not enough, only wishes that come true will suffice. For the comfortable 
neglected underside of liquid modernity, the silent emblem of poverty, majority, normalization is thus replaced by precurization, and when the 
which brings together the sub-themes of social exclusion, obesity and 'normal' lost its authority, the world became committed, as Bauman might 
human waste. The overside is represented by the celebrities, that deafening say, on people revealing themselves. In this sense, social control in liquid 
coterie of consumer culture, which brings together the opposite sub- modernity has for the most part become rather more like the world of 
themes of inclusion, skinniness and consumptive waste, who exist to Channel 4's Big Brother6' than Orwell's dystopia. 
remind us that we could be all these things if we, too, were so fabulously As I have intimated already, for B a ~ m a n , ~ '  the major achievement of 
successful. But celebrity has its own ambivalence; it is ordinary and the solid modem world underpinned by the Panopticon 'gaze' was its 
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and involves their 'wishes' to seek their own satisfactions regardless of been cast in the shadow ofthe 'pleasure principle'. And when the 'normal' 
all other considerations. In solid modernity, the suppression of these lost its authority, shame, ifnot disappearing, took on a different but equally 
'wishes' operated through what Freud called the 'reality principle'. But meaningful role in people's lives. 
the price of the triumph of the 'reality principle' was the temporary Liquid modernity is a world committed, passionate one might say, on 
suspension ofthe 'pleasure principle', which had to be put off ad injinitum. people revealing themselves and this is why Bauman understands it as 
In the event, solid modernity achieved its status quo by 'allowing' its the world of Big Brother Mark Two. With liquid modernity came the 

words, individuals had to be sure they knew the differences between 
'fantasy'and 'reality' in accord with the demands of the 'reality principle'. 
People were of course wont to take some risks but this did not ultimately 
ever lead to the complete undermining of the moral order, because with 
the 'reality principle' intact: 

rather than complete suspension of morality one finds the lifting the avid watchers expect to find in the public confessions of the 
of the curtain of morals followed by embarrassed or guilty returns people in the limelight is the reassurance that their own all-two- 
to moral codes . . . And so the attempt to escape perishes because it familiar loneliness is not just liveable, but given some skill and a 
depends upon the very conventions that make everyday life possible. modicum of luck may be put to some good use. But what the 
By searching for the total sexual encounter, the orgy of freedom spectators who eavesdrop on the celebrities' confessions are 
and self-expression, the unbridled carnivalesque and the other 'real' rewarded with in the first place is the much missed feeling of 
experiences which lie beyond civil society, we collide with the belonging: What they are promised day by day ('almost any minute 
antinomies of our desire.63 of the hour') is a community of non-belonging, a togetherness of 

To repeat, with liquid modernity, 'normalization' is thus replaced by 
by the 'reality principle', because it is another word for a risk not taken: 'precarization' as the 'reality principle' and the 'pleasure principle' strike 
'the unlived life that seems the only life worth living'." a deal. As Bauman puts it, with liquid modernity it was as if the 'reality 

The guiding feature of the 'pleasure principle', on the other hand, is principle' and the 'pleasure principle'were destined to make each other's 
instant gratification. As Bauman suggests, liquid modernity is a world acquaintance, basically because consumer capitalism had on the one hand 
where the ovemding view is that people must have what they desire as a now found a new way for individuals to share their personal burdens and 
'wish' and have it now, this very minute. As he adds, the stock in trade on the other the market 'needed' them to live out their impulses, irration- 
aesthetic of consumerism is its ability to abolish delay by taking 'the alities and perversions. In so doing, liquid modernity marked out that 
waiting out of wanting'.65 If, for Freud, the central goal of life in solid ambivalent temtory at the beginning and the end of procrastination. 
modernity was death, for Bauman, the central goal of life today is to Bauman elucidates: 
consume. In this sense liquid modernity is the land of fantasy and wish 
fulfilment. Therefore it was inevitable that in a sociality where the The two kinds of space . . . are strikingly different, yet interrelated: 

individual is first and foremost homo consumens that the 'pleasure they do not converse with each other, yet are in constant 

principle' would come to the fore. Indeed, when the central goal in life is communication: they have little in common, yet stimulate similarity. 

the pleasure of self-indulgence through instant gratification, putting off The two spaces are ruled by sharply dissimilar logics, mould 



power. In his more recent work, however, Bauman suggests that if in As integrated intellectuals, the figurationalists attempt to both defend 
liquid modernity intellectual work is generally becoming more and transcend the legislating 'perfection' of Norbert Elias's sociology 
interpretive, it is nonetheless marked with a sense of ambivalence because through various stratagems and subterfuges, involving only subtle 'tweaks' 
there is a trend in some intellectual work which is not prepared to leave to that legislator's work. This is the only way that they can break free 
behind its legislative characteri~tics.~~ In the event, there is a tendency from the stultifying influence of the past in order to move their ideas 
for intellectual work to come in two modes: the 'integrated', which rejects forward. Nowhere is this ambivalence more apparent than in Eric 
consumer culture out of hand, and the 'apocalyptic', which true to liquid Dunning's book Sport Matters. When reading Sport Matters, one gets 
modem form embraces the pop and the pap of consumer culture like the feeling that Dunning wants to develop his sociological imagination 
there is no tomorrow.73 in new directions. Yet the metaphysical structure that he has inherited 

demands that new ideas must always remain secondary and subservient 
to the central ideas of Elias. I shall elucidate. 

Integrated sociology The meaning of Elias's critical distinction between 'involvement' and 
'detachment' has long troubled figurational sociology. Despite the 
implications of some figurational sociologistsm0 that Elias uses the term 
interdependence unconditionally to mean this of independence 
(detachment) and that of dependence (involvement), numerous authors 

need to devote a great deal more a t t e n t i ~ n ' . ~ ~  
Be that as it may, in Sport Matters we can see Dunning defending the 

figurational understanding of the relationship between involvement and 
detachment by reiterating virulently Elias's key arguments.83 We can also 
observe that he seeks to distance himself from the problems associated 
with this dichotomy by continually evoking the concepts of inter- 

its two historically distinctive roles in sociology. On the one hand, dependence and habitus, particularly in his discussion of gender habituses 
figurationalism can be described as a grand narrative conceived by and id en ti tie^.^ This type of anxiety continually remains, in Dunning's 
someone (Norbert Elias) who understood sociological activity as that of work, unresolved. In his theoretical discussions, Dunning also skirts very 
a legislating strategy, while on the other it has of late become a type of quickly over the concept of the civilizing processes. He continually strives 
integrated intellectual activity, maintained by Elias's disciples, such as to avoid a reified conception of the civilizing processes by introducing 
Eric Dunning and Richard Kilminster," who in their collective output different interpretations of the meaning of the concept, which he hopes 
cany forward a self-regulating tradition of sociological thought, merging will respond flexibly to the demands of each new situation and will 
the first into the second in order to provide a direction for still further anticipate the tendency of non-figurationalists to oversimplify its meaning. 
expansion of the original grand narrative. Yet the suspicion is unavoidable that a reified social class hierarchy is 

As is well known, figurationalists are sociologists of unswerving faith always at work in Dunning's thinking regarding this concept. For example, 
and share a belief that Norbert Elias, though not infallible, bequeathed in Dunning, Murphy and Williams's work on football hoo l igan i~m,~~  it is 
them a precious store of permanently valid and reliable 'sensitizing' obvious that Elias's underlying metaphysics implies that football 
concepts. This catalogue includes the figuration, interdependencies, hooligans will more or less inevitably be rough and working class. Yet 
process (implicit to this concept is a critique ofprocess reduction), power, more recent work in this area, vis-a-vis Bauman's sociology, suggests 
involvement and detachment, and of course the centrepiece of it all, the that such violence is very much contingent upon time and context, rather 
theory of civilizing processes. than being a universal attribute of particular sections of working class 
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content. In the struggle to hold on to the viewer's attention -apocalyptic 
sociology is made to be seen rather than read - it has all the cutting-edge 
carnival of quips and barbs and its protagonists are always ready to connive 
increasingly melodramatic devices. 

Consequently, as in the case of any other commodities purchased on 
sale, apocalyptic intellectual work is often less than fully honoured; this 

attempt to make the theory of civilizing processes relevant to concrete culture; it is already inscribed in the flux of that culture, including of 
social relations. course the 'free' marketn8 and, equally significant in this process, the 

mass media. It could not be any other way in 'liquid' modernity. In the 

Apocalyptic sociology event, intellectual work 'becomes televisual. Public intellectuals are 
televisual intellectuals; they no longer get 15 minutes, only 15 second 
grabs, and must needs simplify; as well as purring appropriately at the 
camera'." Bauman suggests that the apocalyptics have been raised on, 
and numbed by, the altogether less imaginative, less accurate, fabrications 
of reality that punctuate the television schedules. That the apocalyptics, 
like the TV schedulers, are obsessed with quick makeover show intel- 
lectual work and can be seen appearing on TV 'reality' shows is not 
unsurprising, because liquid modernity is governed by quick-fix transub- 
stantiations and confessional culture. This televisual culture not only 
considers that trying to be famous is an intellectual activity but it also 
ends up treating serious issues lightly and light issues seriously. 

Indeed, that apocalyptic sociology expects its legitimacy to be judged 
by the 'performativity criterion' (to use one of Jean-Franqois Lyotard's 
terms), inevitably means that its knowledge claims are compelled to be 
limited and limiting. All that a sociology committed to the 'techniques 
and technologies' of performativity is capable of producing is the kind 
of intellectual work that is always trying to be 'bigger' and 'noisier' than 
that which preceded it. To this extent the sociology of the apocalyptics is 
crowd-pleasing stuff, it is of the Hello! magazine style of criticism and 
its chief characteristics are populist rather than the subtle food of social 
observation and critical interpretation. Indeed, all apocalyptic intellectual 
work has the tawdry taste of comfort cuisine for lovers of Big Macs, 
albeit prepared by academic chefs: a stodgy 'filling-in' bite, surrounded 
by the most appetising nuggets, meant to slake the appetite, but it remains 
ultimately just a 'happy meal' composed of empty intellectual calories. 

themselves, but do not present themselves in any way usehl. Conse- 
quently, this kind of sociology seldom reaches its intended targets. Apocalyptic and integrated sociology: a summary 

Overdesigned and underwritten apocalyptic sociology is everything that In the above discussion we saw that contrary to apocalyptics, for the 
Bauman's sociology is not and it can be seen as a triumph of form over integrated, the small screen is not the place for learned discussions. We 
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retreating from its ability to metamorphose or slowing down. The third 
book he has published this year,'2 Europe: An UnJinishedAdventure, which 
is a brilliant critique of the Hobbesian world Europe seems to have been 
immersing itself into ad injnitum coupled with a political and ethical 
challenge to its leaders - has just landed on my doorstep. It remains to be 
seen what Bauman has in store for us as he approaches his ninth decade. 
Europe confirms that this mesmerizing sociologist retains all his powers 
of witness, of warning and of wonder and we can be sure that whatever it 
is it will continue to extend the possibilities ofthe sociological imagination 
and confirm the truth of one of Bauman's own aphorisms: that 'there is 
more to what you see and hear than meets the eye, that the most important 

inter-human connections below the visible tip of the iceberg. An insight 
that triggers imagination that, if worked on properly, sediments 

It had initially been my intention to provide the reader with an annotated 
bibliography of all Bauman's major book-length studies, but by the end 
of the project I decided against this because the primary target of this 
book is those coming to Bauman for the first time or who need step-by- 

With these readers in mind, the best place to start is with the interviews, 
and the pre-eminent and most extensive among these is Z. Bauman and 
K. Tester, Conversations with Zygmunt Bauman, Cambridge: Polity Press 
(200 l), which as well as providing some good background information 
on the development of Bauman's thought from the early career in Poland 
right through to the intellectual shift from 'postmodernity' to 'liquid 
modernity', deals with topics as wide-ranging as ethics and human values, 
the significance of ambivalence to Bauman's sociology, individualization 
and consumerism, and politics and justice. For the reader wanting to get 
a handle on the orientation of Bauman's thinking on liquid modernity, 
the best interview to consult is Zygmunt Bauman, 'Liquid Sociality', in 
N. Gane The Future ofsocial Theory, London: Continuum (2004). There 
are a number of other important interviews which not only provide further 
insights into Bauman's thought but also enable the introductory reader 
to better situate him in relation to other thinkers, and in this regard I 


