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Opposing Realities and the Orientation towards Change

An Analytical Reaction to Zygmunt Baumann’s Liquid Modernity

One of the key characteristics of post-modernity according to Zygmunt Bauman is the lack of a predictable and all encompassing reality. In an era defined by progress, individual values and perceptions are consistently challenged as we are constantly being oriented towards a climate of change. As individuals we do the best we can to figure out our place in the world only to have our realities shift forcing us start all over again. Moreover, individual experiences come according to context, which highlights the notion that what is real for one is not real for all. In an attempt to understand the development and performance of individual value systems in the postmodern age, one can look to generational differences that contrast steadfast predictability and limited agency with the need to adapt to rapidly changing social ideals in the postmodern age. 


One of the most influential consequences of post-modernity is the increase in the availability of knowledge and agency. The expansion of information and communication allows for the sharing and evaluation of worldviews that in a more technologically defunct time, one simply would not have had access to. For example, my grandparents lived the majority of their lives on a farm 30 miles south of town. They had little access to education and alternative sources of information, so what they knew about morality was mostly taken on faith. My grandparents were told that they were Catholics and that what Catholics believed was right above all else. Certainly the power of indoctrination was much more powerful for them because they had little reason to think anything different. According to my grandparents there was a universal morality and as far as they knew most good people believed in the same things they did. 

In contrast, as a product of the postmodern age, I have had the opportunity to become acquainted with multiple views of morality that are at times significantly opposed to one another. As a result, I have been more inclined to question the reality of an all encompassing morality. I have been forced to filter a number of opposing views, which ultimately forces a reflexivity that is influenced by my individual perceptions. When considering the fact that individual perceptions will vary greatly according to one’s exposure to the postmodern condition, it is easy to understand Baumann’s assertion that there is no such thing as a universal morality. As the individual is ever changing and adapting to new knowledge our reality becomes devoid of objectivity. What is right for one is not always right for all because each individual is acting according to their own subjective experience of the world. 

The shift towards a more subjective reality is an interesting consequence of increased knowledge and communication. One might expect that the proliferation of information would result in answers. However, the result is most often simply more questions. Individuals are more likely to become confused by the coexistence of opposing attitudes, which leads to increased uncertainty and indecisiveness. As a result, Enlightenment ideals of truth seeking and positivist stances seem unrealistic and outdated. In the post modern age, individuals are constantly adapting their conscience to fit the reality that they are being presented with at the time. Consequently, as individuals begin to realize the contextual nature of morality their orientation towards leadership changes.  In past generations, a degree of reverence was afforded to leaders as they were the ones creating and enforcing value systems. The private lives of leaders mattered less than the ideas they were proposing. However, with the increase of technology our leaders have become increasingly scandalized as there is little room to hide from the peering eyes of the public. It is far easier to dismiss individual leaders when we are able to see all of their own inconsistencies and immoralities. The resulting reality is one in which leaders are still necessary to the maintenance of social control and stability; however, their influence has diminished greatly in terms of enforcing widespread and uniform morality. 

As the world continues on its path towards progress and development, the information age will continue to expand at rapid rates. At times, it seems that the expansion of knowledge is too much for individuals to handle as people are often forced to reconcile opposing viewpoints and value systems. In an era that produces more questions than answers, the individual is increasingly left to fend for oneself in the negotiation of opposing viewpoints and value systems. This leads to increased ambivalence, which requires the individual to be flexible in their understanding of the world around them. As individuals continue to be flexible in their values, the world will move further and further away from achieving an all encompassing reality and universal morality. 

