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Sean Cubitt
Seventeen years later, I took  down from the shelf Zygmunt Bauman's suddenly posthumous Liquid Modernity (2000), that I had first read the year we moved to New Zealand. Esther Leslie's recent book Liquid Crystals (2016) doesn't reference Bauman, but plays through a dialectical history of crystalline and fluid models of modernity that harmonises with the older book, while Sean Redmond's Liquid Space (2017) points towards the Baumanian theme of processes of total erasure, the loss of history and identity, as capabilities of an increasingly digital age. As I read, I heard Wendy Brown's (2015) elaborations of neo-liberalism in Bauman's analysis of the devolution of once collective responsibilities to the individual; and Jacques Rancière's critique of the Hatred of Democracy (2006) in his analysis of the gap between power and politics. 
In a bookmark left in its pages I found this note: “Flow – (1) of granular but sub-perceptual units (2) as (false) unity of the totality. Universal flow and liquid market”. Even less than Keith Tester in this issue, I cannot claim any authority in proposing (or having proposed, even in a forgotten note to myself) this as an interpretation of Bauman, only an annotation, evidence that he could and continues to stimulate new thinking.  Liquidity, in accountancy, refers to the speed and stability of exchange. Cash is its measure. Cash can be swiftly exchanged and tends to keep its value – liquid in the sense of flow and of finding its level. Citing Simmel to the effect that 'things are worth exactly what they cost' (Bauman 2000: 117),  the economy makes its appearance, as appearance, the coincidence, in fact, of being and appearance: thing and price. But it is just this simultaneity of being and appearance that has begun to slip in the liquid modernity he would trace through another five books (Bauman 2003, 2005, 2006a, 2006b, and 2016). 

The liquidity of the market is today the absolute and universal, describing and defining relations that are no longer social. Drawing on Elias and Beck, Bauman saw liquidity as the state of humans without a commons, freed from everything except responsibility for their individual affairs. Like Wendy Brown he saw individuals damned to “look after yourself” and to take the consequences if they don't. There is no 'we', as there was in the industrial era, only the atomised fluidity of disjointed molecules caught up in the one spate. The nuclear family falls apart: why stay with a partner who doesn't give me what I want? The nuclear family, invented for consumerism, and consolidated in the era of suburbanisation, collapsed under the strain of the impossible demands it was invented to fulfil. It ended by consuming itself: by turning its members into competing consumers of each other. 

Today the individual is undergoing a parallel breakdown. What we have now has changed since Bauman's observations at the millennium. The liquidation of the family is now being followed by the liquidation of the individual. From the crystallised family through liquid individuation to the free ions of behaviours. Identity, Stuart Hall once said, is 'the unfinished conversation”. Today identity is increasingly being abandoned, biography superseded by its performances. As individuals ceased to add up to societies, so the kind of behaviours logged on and tracked by social media no longer sum up as individuals. 

The beautiful and poignant dream of a timeless time in Denis Villeneuve's Arrival (2016) is scarcely science fiction. Everything that has happened returns on “My Memories On Facebook”  that opens things I posted a year ago spontaneously on my timeline. What I see is pretty much what I post today, a fact I'm encouraged to repost. A birthday is a birth date, a recurrent data point. 'The change in question', Bauman noted, 'is the new irrelevance of space, masquerading as the annihilation of time' (2000: 117). But perhaps it is less irrelevance and more concentration: space condensed down to a platform for behaviours; and time approximating to the eternal present of spreadsheets and databases. 
I have been thinking about the nature of photography in the age of social media; about the gradual diminution in significance of individual mages and about the agglomeration of more and more pictures on social media platforms to form a single, all-encompassing mass image. It would seem that we might be losing the value of images as unique objects of contemplation and curated (cared-for) sharing in favour of  assembling a total image of every life assembled from the aggregation of discrete behaviours. All my training says it is the task of the humanist to rescue, one by one, the interpretable, meaning-laden image from this fate. But that would only mark a return to a lost past, a form of historical regression, cultural nostalgia. 
And so I find it remarkable that Bauman again pre-empts a contemporary  struggle, with this sentence, italicised in the original: Any true liberation calls today for more, not less, of the 'public sphere' and 'public power' (2000: 51). What might a society of images look like? How could a politics arise at the level of behaviours, a politics that is more than an act of mourning or an attempt to restore an old hegemony? If it is not only individuals but images too that have been splintered, so that there is no longer 'an' image but rather a co-location, where the visible image occupies the place of being, and its associated data (date, GPS, meta-tags, shares) takes on the multiple roles of appearing, then it appears to something other than human. This too would be the case with any other behaviour we post online: its audience is only partly human, and for the rest is comprised of algorithms, the vast majority of them aligned with the supreme liquidity of market relations, such that our actions are always already logged as behaviours oriented towards a marketplace of data. The question is then no longer one of re-convening an imaginary history in which there was a public sphere of appearing and picturing. Instead it becomes a practice of engineering a social connection capable of including the non-human – the central platform of green politics, now extended to technologies – with the global scale and intimate reach of the market. What that might be and how we might build it I do not know. I merely offer it as evidence that the logic of liquid modernity instigated in Bauman's book is still capable of creating turbulence in the sub-perceptual grains whose flow constitutes our, later, modernity.
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