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1. Biographical notes

Personal life is an intrinsic component of the philosophy of most thinkers – or an important foundation for gaining in-depth understanding of their views. With that in mind, it seems worth looking back at Zygmunt Bauman’s biography in order to develop a deeper knowledge of the tenets propounded by the philosophizing sociologist. Bauman was born in Poznań, in 1925, to Polish-Jewish merchant parents. In 1939, he and his parents escaped to the Soviet Union following the Nazi invasion of Poland. In the USSR, Bauman became involved in the activity of the Komsomol, and in 1944 he joined the Soviet-controlled Polish Army (4th Infantry Division) fighting the Nazi Germany. He was awarded the Military Cross of Valour. Between 1945 and 1953, Bauman was a political officer in the Internal Security Corps (ISC), a special-purpose military formation equivalent to the Soviet NKVD. He was a commander of a military unit fighting political opponents of Poland’s communist authorities of that time. He also headed the Propaganda and Agitation Department at the ISC’s Political Directorate.

In 1953, Bauman became a lecturer at the University of Warsaw’s Institute of Sociology. In 1960, he completed his habilitation thesis on the British socialist movement, and was soon appointed as professor. I met Zygmunt Bauman in 1965, during my philosophy studies at the University of Warsaw. He gave lectures and examinations to students of the Faculty of Philosophy and Sociology. I remember him as a competent, objective and demanding teacher. At the time, philosophy students preparing for their examination in sociology were required to study Bauman’s 576-page course book “An Outline of the Marxist Theory of Society”
. During the examination, Professor Bauman asked questions requiring comparative knowledge. For example, when asking about the status of political power in the writings of Karl Marx, he requested students to compare the ideas of Marx with those of Max Weber and Emil Durkheim.
In 1967, following his criticism of the Polish political authorities, Zygmunt Bauman along with many other intellectuals was dubbed a revisionist. Faced with increasing political pressure, in 1968 he left Poland. Between 1969 and 1971, he lectured at the universities in Tel Aviv and Haifa, before emigrating to the United Kingdom in 1971 and accepting the chair of sociology at the University of Leeds, where he worked until 1990. Following his retirement, until his death on 9 January 2017, he divided his time between Leeds and Warsaw, engaging intensively in publishing and popularization activities. Some of Bauman’s public speeches were interrupted by extremist right-wing organizations, whose members accused him of having “blood on his hands” and thus being in no position to lecture anyone on morality and ethics.

It appears that towards the end of the 1960s, Bauman departed from classical Marxism and turned towards postmodernism, which was at the peak of popularity at the time. However, following numerous polemics, particularly under the effect of critiques expressed by the German sociologist Ulrich Beck, Bauman abandoned the postmodernist approach and, in the 1980s, embarked on developing his own theory of transformations of the social world which, in 2000, he called the concept of “liquid modernity”. The present paper focuses on the late period of Bauman’s activity, without delving into the evolution of his views. The era of liquid modernity is equated by Bauman with the era of globalization. It had its beginning towards the end of the 1960s and has continued ever since. Modernity never ended, but its nature has evolved from a stable orderly structure to a liquid unstable form. Bauman also occasionally referred to the era as postmodernity. 

2. Morality in the era of liquid modernity

In his writings, Zygmunt Bauman makes a clear distinction between morality and ethics. Morality refers to the practising of ethics. The science of morality describes people’s moral judgements and actions, and their evaluation. It is thus a science concerned with facts, and ethos. In contrast, ethics is a normative discipline. It can be defined as the examination of how people should behave, and what norms and values should be adhered to. In practice, it is often difficult to separate or distinguish moral characteristics from strictly ethical deliberations. Nevertheless, an attempt is made below to consider them in separation. The starting point is the characterization of morality of contemporary people, i.e. individuals living in the era of liquid modernity (or globalization).

Liquid modernity is described in opposition to non-liquid modernity – traditional, rigid, stable, structured modernity which is controlled by political or economic authorities. Its distinguishing feature was the rule of order, fixed standards, absolute values and indisputable principles. Non-liquid modernity is roughly equated with the early modern period which appeared with the emergence of the Renaissance in Europe
.
Liquid modernity differs from its non-liquid type at the level of (a) institutions, (b) norms and values, and (c) justifications. 
(Re a) ) Liquid life exhibits no stability. It lacks a long-term direction or pattern, and tends to change at breakneck speed. As a consequence, it destroys modern institutions: families, marriages, communities, businesses, households. The marriage and family have turned into consumer goods. In addition, they are not relativized to any permanent human needs but to whims and temporary desires. The prosperity achieved in modernity – along with the sense of feeling secure about oneself, one’s place of living, job and rights – are increasingly thought to be jeopardized. People are concerned about being made redundant and unable to find a new job; they are uncertain about what tomorrow may bring
. 

(Re b) ) The values and norms of conduct are becoming 1) variable; 2) indefinite; 3) manifold, varied; 4) ambiguous. There are no fixed moral standards, permanent values and objectives of actions. The boundaries of moral conduct have become blurred. There is no clear distinction between moral good and evil. Everything can now be annulled or revoked – even obligations which were once considered binding for life, such as marriage or parenthood. What is deemed a necessity today becomes redundant tomorrow. A spouse, a partner, a child are indispensable now – but may overnight turn into hurdles preventing people from living life to the full. Modesty, moderation and restraint have ceased to have a positive moral value. Instead, they have come to be regarded as obstacles on the road towards increasing consumption and profit. Moral ideals have been sacrificed in the process, too. Making sacrifice for the Other – or moral self-improvement – have lost their moral value. In the era of modernity, the goals and values were stable and permanent. The only point of deliberation concerned the selection of the most effective standard-compliant measures to pursue and achieve one’s objectives. Today, the situation has changed. The starting point is now the means that people have at their disposal. In relation to the means available to them, people choose the ends which they will pursue. Such objectives may be manifold. For example, the command of foreign languages opens doors to numerous possibilities for earning one’s livelihood. Consequently, people need to keep making choices towards their goals in the context of emerging new opportunities. Every choice is thus provisional, temporary, unsatisfactory – not entirely good and not entirely bad. And the plethora of possibilities lying before us is endless and unfathomable
. 

(Re c) ) Another characteristic trait of liquid modernity is the fact that spiritual norms, values and identities are not anchored in any permanent and unquestionable foundations. In modernity, morality was believed to have an absolute basis, and was addressed through references to God, the immanent laws of nature or history, reason, authority – or a set of absolute values. They provided a stabilizing effect on the norms and values, and gave them a fairly uniform interpretation. The era of liquid modernity has washed away some of these foundations due to people abandoning their faith in God and in the laws of nature and history. Other fundamentals have become too diverse, dispersed and diluted in content. Many different types of authorities have emerged, along with various theories of values and assorted concepts of rationality. Faced with such developments, people have lost a steady compass for their actions, and have been left to make their individual autonomous – and accidental – choices. What is more, they can hardly count on any aid from the outside.
Postmodern morality has no rule books, no fixed standards and no long-term goals. For instance, the ethics of work which required solid commitment and significant effort at present to achieve a better life in the future is being replaced by the ethics of work which relies on the instant consumption of the products of labour. The rule can be summarized as: live for today because tomorrow is uncertain
. Also accepted is the principle of tolerance, i.e. limitation of individual strivings by the requirement to leave others, who are different from us, in peace. The “Other”, however, is usually treated with indifference.

It is important to stress that individualization entails the collapse of faith in the pursuit of a perfect society or even the decline of interest in social issues in general. Instead, individual problems assume a primary importance. Everyone is expected to care about his own problems. The main goal is not to create a just and fair society, but to ensure that individuals have their rights. Public life is becoming privatized: the public sphere, which was viewed not so long ago by J. Habermas as different from and more important than the private sphere
, is gradually declining. The private  domain (private interests, concerns, fears and beliefs) is now colonizing the public sphere. What it leads to is that the citizen is being replaced by the consumer or, in more precise terms, the citizen turns into the consumer. The process of privatization is so far-reaching because it is encumbered by tasks related to modernization. The state has ceased to address the realm of modernization. Instead, the role has been taken up by private corporations and enterprises. The state is getting weaker
, and no longer provides a sense of security.


Living such a life can be compared to floating on the surface of things. However, it is also a manifestation of the autonomy and freedom of individuals, for they need to make decisions about themselves, and shape their own way of life. Not only that. Crucially, aside from making choices, individuals must also create norms and values for themselves, as old bonds, standards, restrictions, institutions, patterns, canons and codes of conduct have lost their force and effect. Individuals now model their lives like artists. They engage in self-creation by developing for themselves – again and anew – a set of values and norms, and adhering to them (or violating them). The process involves relentless transgression of the status quo, and expansion of the established boundaries of freedom. The norms and values are not given. Instead, they are created. Such creations, though, are more flexible, vague, transitory, individual and private than old-time norms and values. In the process of self-creation, individuals can never be sure whether their designs are right. Such a life is risky, but it represents the only authentic alternative
. In fact, unencumbered by heavy norms, it becomes more productive than the previous way of life. It is more liberated than in the times of classical modernity. It liberates itself from the imposed traditions, superstitions and religions – and breaks free from all communities, states, nations, moral standards and tough labour, and from far-reaching goals. In such circumstances, it is easy for a human being to shun commitments and become elusive to moral norms and values. Loyalty, solidarity or fidelity no longer have any real moral meaning. They have been transformed into a temporary manifestation of interests – or a requirement to adjust to altered living conditions. Moral identities have assumed a fleeting ephemeral form. In view of ongoing modifications the requirement to maintain a consistency of beliefs or behaviours no longer holds. Obsolete norms and principles, seen as out of touch with life and impeding the fulfilment of hedonistic desires and wishes, are abandoned as out of synchronans with the changing circumstances. As citizens increasingly lose trust in one another, their confidence in state institutions and laws also becomes eroded and crumbles
. 

3. Ethics of liquid modernity

In addition to describing the state of morality in the era of liquid modernity, Zygmunt Bauman also developed an ethical framework suited to globalization. His design is underpinned by the concepts put forward by two prominent philosophers of morality: Emmanuel Levinas
 and Hans Jonas
. Bauman builds on these concepts, starting out from the assumption that morality is a phenomenon sui generis – i.e. unamenable to explanation in terms or categories derived from spheres other than morality and non-reducible to phenomena from other domains. Ethics is primary to ontology. Moral obligation comes before and takes precedence over being. It imposes itself upon being. It has no purpose or interest of any kind. It is not based upon any contracts, transactions or calculations. Contrary to what was claimed by the thinkers of modernity, it is something above or beyond the rational – something that does not fall within the sphere of reason, moral codes, universal norms and absolute values. It is autotelic, meaning that it cannot be reduced to being an instrument of anything (such as maximization of benefits). It has its basis in the moral self and its characterizing moral impulses. Every human being experiences such impulses, for example as stimuli to act or refrain from acting triggered by the conscience – or in the form of feelings of guilt and remorse. Impulses are more emotional than rational in nature, as reason is a dangerous thing due to tendencies to create universal laws and impose them on everyone. They can be conceived of as a kind of moral sensitivity. The individual impulses provide individuals with autonomy, for they come from within rather than being prescribed from the outside (by religions, communities, rule books, etc.), and do not enjoy the status of universally valid norms
. Personal morality is meant to provide a groundwork for all social relationships. In order to establish social relations, individuals may, via negotiations, agree on situational moral norms which are needed to ensure mutual tolerance and successful coexistence on a here-and-now basis. 

Individual moral impulses are concretized as two fundamental norms or principles: responsibility for the face of the Other and self-limitation. The former involves caring for other people without expecting reciprocity, i.e. prescribes the idea of selfless help. Crucially, however, this order applies to people as individuals. Realizing it is to be seen as moral awakening. No one from the outside has any mandate to order anyone to sacrifice themselves for another person. A person may assume responsibility for the Other only out of their own will as a free individual. The action takes place on the basis of individual responsibility rather than any universal obligation. Every individual sets themselves unique moral standards by assuming unconditional responsibility for a fellow human being – helping them and doing good deeds for them – after recognizing that they are weak and powerless
 . People realize their moral freedom through getting responsibly closer to the Other. A person’s primary form of moral being is being there for the Other. Such a relationship takes place without the agency of any institutions, general norms, laws ir authorities – and it gives rise to moral communities.
On the one hand, the moral impulses outlined above and the responsibility for a fellow human being are analyzed by Bauman as foundations for building moral relationships within communities as well. After all, caring for others and assisting them when they are in need are conducive to the formation of strong group bonds. On the other hand, however, Bauman is aware of the fact that non-reciprocal responsibility for other people is limited in its reach. Essentially, it applies only to direct relationships between individuals who are in physical contact. A model relationship here is the relation of love between “me” and “you”. This can be contrasted with other situations: when a great number of people are involved, when they are separated by large distances in space, when activities routinely thought to be local in scope ultimately produce far-reaching – and unpredictable – consequences both in space and time (a characteristic tendency in the globalization era), when people have access to great powers (weapons, chemical technologies) having potentially catastrophic effects for humanity. Therefore in social relations, where direct interactions are not of supreme importance but all actions carry consequences affecting a large number of people, the rule of being there for a fellow human being is replaced by the rule of self-limitation. Bauman, however, understands the rule more broadly than H. Jonas, and identifies it with social justice. 
From one perspective, the rule prescribes that morally sensitive and intelligent individuals should realize – and make others aware as well – that it is necessary to curb consumption contributing to the destruction of the natural environment, and reduce the production and use of weapons of mass destruction
. It comprises responsibility for the consequences of actions, remote both in time and space, meaning that knowledge of the effects of actions carries a moral value within its scope as well. People are morally responsible also for their ignorance. The ethics of self-limitation is concerned with the use of present-day possibilities for uncertain future goals. The uncertainty, however, must be confronted in order to evade immeasurable negative impacts. This type of ethics is expected to keep the worst at bay. It can be summarized as the ethics of “being on the safe side”. It is not concerned with any rational calculations of advantages and disadvantages, profits and losses. What is at stake is the preservation of the human race
. In the current reality, compliance with traditional rule books and codes of conduct is not enough to ensure morality. Such measures were effective at regulating direct relationships between people in the absence of global threats. Today, confronted by globalization, it is essential to stimulate moral sensitivity in people and take responsible actions in full awareness of the  immediate and more distant destructive consequences potentially arising from them. Globalization is an inevitable and unstoppable process, but there are ways which can – and should – be employed in order to endow the phenomenon with more social justice. This is a task which everyone ought to undertake.
From another viewpoint, the ethics of social justice promotes actions geared towards combating injustice and self-indulgence of global markets, hunger, poverty and exploitation
. This is the rule of responsibility for others. It comprises not only responsibility for the effects of actions which are catastrophic for the humanity as a whole, but also for specific social groups. One of its constituents is moral sensitivity for the wrongs suffered by individuals and groups  (both known to us and strangers) as well as injustice, poverty and debasement. It is concretized by various means in relation to social (political, economic) roles performed by different people. It cannot be substituted for the morality of institutions or market criteria
.

In the times of the previous modernity, love and morality were pushed into the private sphere and social relations were regulated on the basis of standards of rationality, justice, peace, order and truth. The state assumed responsibility for the condition of the society. Consequently, morality was reduced to the norm of obedience to the statutory law and political authority. In the age of globalization, the state has become weaker. As a result, it is now  only a provider of services to the driving forces of globalization processes: large corporations, companies, markets. The control of the state over emerging threats is becoming impaired, and the state is no longer able to ensure safety. Under the circumstances, an opportunity (or even a necessity) is arising for the revival of moral practices based on decisions made by individuals and communities.

4. Ambivalences in Bauman’s ethics

In his studies, Zygmunt Bauman repeatedly emphasizes the ambivalences that are present in modern ethics and morality. He attempts to expose them and subject to a critique. The main focus is on such notions as universality, rationality, permanence and excellence
. It seems, however, that Bauman’s concept of postmodern ethics is also marked by certain ambivalences which he fails to address adequately.

Above all, the status of Bauman’s ethics and its constituent principles is not entirely clear. The author of “Postmodern ethics” stresses again and again that his intention is not to create any new moral codes. Codes are something external to and imposed upon individuals. Therefore, they contradict morality, as moral actions rely on the freedom from outside pressures and control. A question thus arises about the status of the two vital constituent rules of Bauman’s ethics: responsibility for the face of the Other – and self-limitation. A number of Bauman’s statements suggest that they are an expression of a subjective attitude, which implies a psychological status: they are a manifestation of subjective moral beliefs of their author. Bauman’s references to Richard Rorty appear to substantiate this postmodernist interpretation. In this understanding, the rules do not express any normative demands towards others – and do not lay claim any to universal truth or validity. Their sole impact on the Other may be in the form of persuasion – as a guiding light, a role model or an attractive psychological attitude. Under this interpretative approach, Bauman’s ethics acquires the character of psychological persuasion. It may be either embraced or rejected, but no one may be convinced to accept it with the aid of rational arguments. The ethics has no normative power. It has no claim to validity or truth, and it does not demand acceptance on the basis of objective rationales and values
. 


The interpretation given above, though rooted in a number of Bauman’s assertions, does not fully reflect the sense of the sociologist’s proposed ethical account. It is important to note that many of his statements make a direct claim to being regarded as rightful and valid by other rational and morally sensitive entities. Their validity is not accidental. It does not arise from psychological or social premises alone, but from values and norms which are valid regardless of subjective beliefs or social factors (e.g. the fact that someone is of Polish, Jewish or Chinese nationality). For example, if Bauman postulates that people should conform to the rule of self-limitation in their conduct, he assumes the objective – or even absolute – value of humanity. Only on that premise is the rule endowed with any moral sense. Likewise, applying exclusively psychological or expressive criteria, it is problematic to account for Bauman’s critical evaluation, condemnation and indignation related to unemployment, hunger, poverty, exploitation, injustice and marginalization or exclusion of social groups or even entire nations
. He resents the fact that global markets have become overbearing, while states are losing their power and their status is being reduced to that of local players. The process is accompanied by a decline of the public sphere, with citizens being transformed into consumers. It is hard to resist the view that such statements lay a claim to being universally normatively valid – or, as a minimum, to being more valid than the opposite attitudes which either accept the state of affairs being criticized, or are indifferent towards it. 


Condemning the evil existing in the world and appealing to people to obliterate it, Bauman, based on his political experiences, warns about aspirations to fully realize utopian ideals. Such strivings may ultimately lead to totalitarianism and new injustice
. It is thus paradoxical that, despite the warnings, Bauman himself tries to formulate an ideal of solidarity-based society in which rules of responsibility for the Other are fully complied with, resting on democracy, tolerance and respect for human rights. However, Bauman treats the ideal more as a star which directs the ship on its voyage than as a state of affairs to be strived towards. At this point, it seems pertinent to quote briefly from Bauman’s reply to a journalist’s question about the philosopher’s vision of a good political system, during a 2014 interview. Bauman notes that “[…] it can be reduced to three words, namely liberty, equality, fraternity. That was my ideal of a good society. How was that ideal intended to be realized? Everyone would go to school. Everyone would have a place to live. No one would stay in dilapidated makeshift lodging. The standard of living would rise. People would like one another, and mutual animosities would crumble. What is there to say? Do not ask me to develop a socialist ideology anew. It was invented before my time and I liked it – and it still appeals to me. At this point I am absolute certain, and at my age one has every right to have an absolute certainty, that I will die a socialist. There is nothing essentially wrong in these slogans. The real question is why they led to such ugly things”
. 


Bauman’s critique of classical modern ethics seems somewhat exaggerated and one-sided, too. Bauman equates it with rational universal ethics. He asserts  that people are not guided by universal norms when they act ethically . In fact, when they behave in an ethical manner, they do not think about any general norms at all. This is why such conduct is marked by freedom and authentic morality. This view represents a grave oversimplification of the problem. In this context, it is relevant to invoke Kant‘s reply to a critic pointing out to the philosopher that his ethics lacked any innovative thought, as all people followed the ethical principles formulated by Kant in their daily lives anyway. Consequently, the critic pointed out, they did not need to read ethical writings to know how to act morally. Kant agreed with that statement, explaining that his purpose was not to invent a new morality or introduce a new principle of morality. His only intention was to propose a new formula of morality
. Every morally sensitive human being, after all, knows how to act after encountering a fellow human being who has been hit hard by fate (as in the parable of the Good Samaritan). The knowledge of what should be done is written in every person’s conscience or mind. It comprises both a universal constituent (pertaining to the obligation to help a fellow human) and a particular component (helping a person in a specific situation and based on available possibilities). 

Following the ideas put forth by T. Adorno and H. Horkheimer, Bauman attributes all evil associated with modernity to reason and rational ethics. The march of reason ends in moral nihilism, that is in the Holocaust. This interpretation of modern ethics seems somewhat one-sided, especially considering the fact that Bauman, in agreement with Hannah Arendt, also notes that evil has its source in routine (the “banalization of evil” in Nazi Germany). Totalitarian systems and their crimes seem to be better accounted for in terms of irrationality of their actions. Their vision of the world was, notably, a particular one. They never cared about any agreement – or a universal acceptance of arguments or norms of conduct by means of consensus or compromise, what is  a mark of rationality. What they wanted was to impose their particular beliefs by force upon others. In the totalitarian systems, force was transformed into an instrument of irrational rule and depressing the freedom . The ideologists of Nazism made direct references to F. Nietsche’s anti-rationalist philosophy, and to German Romanticism – not to Enlightenment. 

A word of caution is also warranted here. Leaving the sphere of moral problems to moral impulses carries the risk of arbitrary judgements and actions. Therefore, someone must define which impulses are right and which are wrong: both in general and in particular circumstances. The society requires a certain order and respect for specific values and norms. Problems of this kind must not be entrusted to subjective moral impulses or subjective interpretations of the self-limitation principle. What is needed is a system of binding values and norms – socially recognized and maintained regardless of subjective attitudes and beliefs. It appears that towards the end of his life Bauman made an attempt at a synthesis of objective values and norms with subjective moral impulses. He proposed a dialectic of two dimensions (individual and social) of human life. The sociologist agreed that the reason had to delineate boundaries for moral impulses within the society, and that justice, order, peace, freedom and other values and norms constituting social life had to be pursued. At the same time, he emphasized that the meaning of such objective norms and values was never final, and they were subject to ongoing revisions. Their dynamics, Bauman claimed, was an effect of moral impulses which demanded that they were fulfilled in a better and more comprehensive form. Continuing with this thread of thought, the thesis that the normative precedes the actual still retains its validity. In this understanding, the state is supposed to be an organ of justice, or an instrument of ethics. The ultimate driving forces behind moral changes are nevertheless individuals and their moral impulses
.
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