Sociology in Turbulent Times: Discomfort, Critical Literacies and Hope
It is a real pleasure to be here. And, more importantly, it is a privilege to deliver this annual welcome lecture.  Some of you are arriving directly from school or college. Some of you are returning to education after time away. And some of you are joining as postgraduate students, beginning a new stage in your intellectual journey.
For many of you, Leeds will be a new city. For others, it may already be very familiar. So let me begin with a very ordinary question:  how well do we know a place we think we know?
Think for a moment about somewhere you believe you know well. A city. A neighbourhood. A school. A workplace. Even this university.
What might somebody standing somewhere else be able to see that you cannot?
I live in Glasgow. I grew up there. I have lived there for most of my life. I am raising a family there. I know Glasgow. Except, of course, I don't.
From 2000 to 2010, I worked as a French interpreter with people seeking asylum who had been dispersed to Glasgow. 
That work took me into parts of the city I had rarely, if ever, entered before: high-rise flats and neighbourhoods far from my own, community centres, doctors' surgeries, primary schools.   Week by week, I found myself moving through a Glasgow that was entirely familiar and strangely unfamiliar at the same time. I was encountering places and perspectives that my own life had never required me to see.
I knew the city. But I was beginning to understand how partial that knowledge was.  Knowing your way around a place, I came to realise, is not the same as knowing it.
What we see depends partly on where we stand, how we move through the world, what brings us into particular spaces, and what remains beyond our field of vision.
Sociology has taught me to become curious about the idea that any of us simply knows a place. And that is one of sociology's first invitations: to become curious about the limits of what we think we know. Because the longer you look, the more complicated the story becomes.  
Sociology begins where certainty ends. It begins with curiosity. It begins with questions. It begins with the willingness to be surprised by the world.
And that may sound strange at a time when we are constantly encouraged to be certain. We live in a period often described as polarised. I think there is truth in that description. But it only captures part of what is happening. 
It is not simply that people disagree. Human societies have always disagreed. What feels distinctive is the increasing legitimacy of certainty: the confidence with which complex social problems are reduced to simple explanations, suspicion becomes common sense, fear circulates, and complex social worlds are organised through opposing camps: us and them, right and wrong, belonging and exclusion.
There is an expectation that every issue demands an immediate judgement. Nuance can feel like weakness.  Doubt can be mistaken for indecision. Reflection can appear less valuable than conviction.
And yet sociology asks us to do something profoundly unfashionable.
It asks us to slow down. To resist immediate conclusions. To question what appears obvious. To investigate what presents itself as common sense. To make the familiar strange.
Sociologists have long had different ways of describing this move. C. Wright Mills called it cultivating the sociological imagination: learning to connect apparently private experiences to wider histories and social structures.
And given that I am speaking here at Leeds, home to the Bauman Institute, it feels especially appropriate to recognise Zygmunt Bauman. Across an extraordinary range of work on modernity, power, ethics, inequality, identity and belonging, Bauman kept returning to sociology's capacity to unsettle what appears natural, ordinary or inevitable, to defamiliarize the familiar. 
Different scholars describe this work differently, but the invitation is remarkably similar: look again at a world you think you already know. And for Bauman Mills and others, that wasn't simply an intellectual exercise. Looking again at the world was bound up with the possibility of thinking critically about how we live together, and of refusing to treat the social arrangements we inherit as inevitable.  
Whether we think about anti-immigrant hostility, the growth of exclusionary politics, global conflicts, democratic back sliding, climate emergencies, deepening inequalities or the rapid transformations brought about by technology, we are constantly confronted by narratives that promise certainty. Simple explanations. Clear enemies. Easy answers.
Sociology begins when we stop taking those explanations for granted. And part of the slowing down is it asks us to sit with complexity. To understand before we judge. To examine how social worlds are made and remade. To investigate how power operates, and to ask what appears in our explanations and what disappears from them. And perhaps most importantly, to understand that things are not inevitable simply because they currently exist.
So today I want to offer you three ideas that might help us begin to do this work.
First, becoming comfortable with discomfort.
Second, building sociological literacies
And third, something I have called doing good harm.
That last idea is deliberately uncomfortable  and a little provocative! And I use it cautiously. I do not mean that harm itself is educationally desirable. I mean that if education is genuinely transformative, we need to distinguish carefully between being harmed and being unsettled, challenged or changed. I will come back to that.
Underlying all three ideas is a simple proposition:
The purpose of sociology is not to reassure us about the world as it is. It is to help us understand why the world is the way it is, how it became this way, and how it might be otherwise.
The ideas I'm sharing today come from intellectual conversations I’ve been having over many years with writers including bell hooks, Paulo Freire, Megan Boler, Ambalavaner Sivanandan, Stuart Hall, Sara Ahmed, Henry Giroux and many others. 
They have become companions in my thinking about sociology, migration, education and what it means to encounter the world critically. And every so often you encounter a writer who gives you language for something you had experienced or sensed, but could not previously name. That is one of the great pleasures of an intellectual life.
1. Becoming Comfortable with Discomfort
Many of us arrive at university carrying explanations about how the world works. Some come from our families and friends. Some from school and college, our place of work. Some from politics. Some from our communities. Some from news and social media. Most have become so familiar that we rarely pause to consider where they came from.
Then sociology does something wonderfully disruptive. It asks us to look again. And sometimes that can be uncomfortable. You read something that complicates an idea you assumed was settled. You encounter evidence that challenges an entrenched belief. You realise that something which appears personal may also be structural. That something which appears inevitable is deeply political. And something begins to shift.
But that experience of being unsettled is never distributed evenly, nor experienced in exactly the same way by everyone in the room. That matters. Not everyone enters difficult conversations from the same social location, carrying the same histories or enjoying the same degree of security
Looking around this room today, I am conscious that each of you has taken a different route to get here. You bring different educational experiences and histories, different ways of knowing, and different experiences of what it means to question, challenge and critique.
What feels like an invitation to critical discussion for one person may feel profoundly unfamiliar, or even risky, for another
bell hooks was an extraordinary thinker about education, precisely because she refused easy ideas about what liberatory education should feel like.
She asks us to think carefully about what we mean when we invoke risk and safety in educational spaces.
· Safe for whom? Safe from what? Whose comfort is being protected? Whose is being sidelined? Who is understood to be at risk, and who comes to be understood as risky?
Those are deeply sociological questions.
And Megan Boler's work on a pedagogy of discomfort encourages us to recognise that difficult feelings need not simply be obstacles to learning. Sometimes they tell us something important about our assumptions, our attachments and the ways we have learned to understand the world.
Sometimes discomfort is simply what learning feels like. An assumption begins to loosen. Certainty gives way to curiosity. We realise that our first explanation was inadequate, and something begins to open up.
That does not mean all discomfort is productive, or that discomfort and harm are the same thing. They are not. And I will come back to that.
But sociology doesn't only unsettle. It can bring real joy. The joy of seeing a connection you couldn't see before. Of finding language for something you had experienced but couldn't name. Of encountering an argument and thinking: Yes! That’s it!  Or  I had never thought about it like that before. There is joy in having the world become more complicated, because it also becomes more interesting.
And part of that joy, I think, is learning that we don't always have to resolve complexity into a single story. We can learn to hold apparently contradictory things together.
Ambalavaner Sivanandan has been a particularly important intellectual companion for me here. One thing I take from his work is that communities are never simply places where prejudice and inequality are reproduced. They are also places of struggle, resistance, care and solidarity. Moments of hostility can coexist with moments of extraordinary collective action.
I often think about this through the places we inhabit.
Glasgow frequently tells a story about itself as a city of welcome, solidarity and internationalism. And there is much truth in that story. Glasgow's growth itself was bound up with both industrialisation and enormous movements of people into the city. Its a city with rich traditions of activism, trade unionism and collective struggle. But, sociologically, we might immediately become curious about the "itself" in that sentence. Who gets to tell the story of a city? Which histories become part of its public identity? Which are remembered, and which are easier to forget?
Glasgow is also the "Second City of Empire", a description the city itself once proudly claimed. Its wealth, institutions and built environment are profoundly entangled with imperial and colonial histories. It is a city shaped by histories of sectarianism and violence. A city marked by profound inequalities that remain with us. And today, a city in which we continue to encounter violent anti-migrant mobilisation and racist flashpoints. 
And I want to be honest: this is not an account of Glasgow that I find easy to sit with. I am deeply attached to the city and to its traditions of solidarity. So holding these other histories and realities alongside that story makes me uneasy.
But that unease matters. Because the sociological task is not to resolve the contradiction by choosing the Glasgow I would prefer to believe in.
What interests me sociologically is that these are not simply two competing stories, one good and one bad. They are entangled. The Glasgow of solidarity did not somehow emerge separately from the Glasgow of empire, inequality and conflict. They belong to the same unfinished history of the city.
And this is where Stuart Hall is so useful. He teaches us to think about identity and belonging not as settled possessions, but as continually made and remade through multiple, unfinished histories.  We tell stories about places and about ourselves. Those stories illuminate certain histories while obscuring others.
So which story of Glasgow is true?
The sociological answer is that both can be. And more than that, neither can really be understood without the other.
Societies are rarely coherent. Places are often made through contradiction.
The task, then, is to understand how these realities coexist. To investigate their tensions. To ask why some narratives become dominant while others remain marginal. To ask what each story allows us to see, and what it prevents us from seeing.
And this is part of what it means to become comfortable with discomfort. To make the familiar strange.  To recognise that knowledge is not fixed. That understanding is always unfinished. And that the world is more complicated than our first explanations allow.
And this brings me to the second idea.
2. Building our sociological literacies
One of the most common questions we are asked today is: "What do you think?" What do you think about immigration? Climate change? Inequality? Artificial intelligence? Gender?
And of course opinions matter. But sociology begins with a different question. Not simply: What do you think? But: How has this become thinkable?
How has this become common sense? How has this come to appear obvious? How has this become a legitimate way of seeing the world? AND there is another, equally important question. Not only: How has this become thinkable? But: How has this become knowable?
How has this come to count as knowledge? Who has authorised it? Who has legitimised it? Who gets to decide what counts as evidence? And whose ways of knowing have been excluded, marginalised or rendered invisible?
This is where decolonial and feminist scholarship has been profoundly important to Sociology.  Linda Tuhiwai Smith, for example, asks us to confront the relationship between knowledge and colonial power. What does it mean to research other people? To classify them? To produce knowledge about them?
And Patricia Hill Collins asks us to take seriously knowledge produced from marginalised social locations, and how that knowledge can challenge what dominant institutions present as neutral or universal.
These thinkers invite us to ask: 
· Whose voices are listened to?
· Whose understandings become expertise?
· Whose experiences are reduced to data?
· And whose knowledge disappears altogether?
But sociology also asks us to turn those questions back on ourselves.
· Which ideas arrive already carrying the status of common sense?
· Which assumptions are embedded in the language we use?
· Which categories do we inherit without interrogating?
·  How do we reproduce particular forms of knowledge in our theories, our categories, our research and our classrooms?
So one challenge I want to leave with you is this: remain curious about the knowledge you encounter: who produces it, whose authority it carries, and to what end.
When a concept appears obvious, when a category appears natural, when an explanation seems self-evident, that is often precisely the moment when sociology begins. Because what presents itself as common sense or as a given always has a history, a politics and a set of assumptions sitting quietly beneath it.
These are intellectual questions. But they are also political and ethical questions. Because knowledge does not simply appear. Knowledge is produced. It is organised. Classified. Institutionalised. Validated. Some people become experts. Others become subjects of expertise. Some voices become recognised as authoritative. Others remain peripheral. Some experiences become universalised. Others become treated as particular.
Sociology asks us to notice these arrangements.
So how might we begin to do this work? I want to suggest that one answer lies in what I think of as sociological literacies.
Although I developed the idea through my work on migration, I don't think migration owns it. I increasingly think these literacies travel, that they have something to offer to the wider work of sociology.
And by literacies I don't mean simply a skill or competency. Not something we acquire, tick off and then possess. I mean something richer: ways of relating knowledge to history, and of noticing the relationships between power, language, institutions, emotions and experience.
So perhaps one way of thinking about what you are beginning here at Leeds is this: you are not simply acquiring sociological knowledge. You are developing sociological ways of knowing.
I increasingly think sociology cultivates at least five deeply interconnected literacies:
i. Historical.
ii. Structural.
iii. Discursive.
iv. Ethical.
v. Affective.
Let me briefly illustrate what I mean.
· A historical literacy asks: How did we get here? What histories shape the ways we understand this today?
· A structural literacy asks: What lies beyond the individual? What institutions, policies and wider social forces make particular outcomes possible or likely?
· A discursive literacy asks: What is language doing here? What becomes visible or invisible through particular categories and ways of talking?
· An ethical literacy asks: What questions of justice, responsibility and power are at stake? Who benefits and who bears the costs?
· And an affective literacy asks: What are emotions doing? How do fear, resentment, hope, anxiety and belonging shape what appears persuasive, possible or threatening? Sara Ahmed's work is particularly useful here because she encourages us to think not only about what individuals feel, but about how emotions circulate socially and become attached to bodies, groups, institutions and ideas.
These are not intended as an exhaustive account of sociological thinking. But they offer one way of naming what sociology teaches us to do: to encounter the same world differently.
Take borders.
At first sight, a border can appear quite straightforward: a line on a map, marking what is inside and what is outside. But bring these different sociological literacies to it, and that apparently simple object begins to look very different.
Historically, borders stop looking timeless or inevitable. We begin to ask how particular borders were made, how empire and colonialism shaped them, and how those histories continue to organise mobility in the present.
Structurally, our attention moves beyond individual decisions about who migrates and why. We begin to see states, laws, institutions and systems of governance, including the expanding industry and economy of bordering itself. And we begin to ask: where is the border, actually? It materialises in airports, workplaces, housing and healthcare; in documents, databases and everyday encounters. Movement is organised, enabled and constrained.
Discursively, we start noticing the categories and language through which he border becomes intelligible. Who becomes a border crosser, a migrant, a refugee, an expatriate, someone described as illegal? Who gets described as "skilled", "deserving", "genuine", a "burden" or a "threat"? These words don't simply describe people. They shape how people become knowable and thinkable, and how their presence and movement come to be governed and managed.
Ethically, different questions come into view. Who gets to move across the border? Who is prevented from moving? Whose mobility is treated as normal or desirable, and whose is illegalised? Who bears the consequences of those distinctions, and what makes them appear justifiable?
And affectively, we notice that bordering is not organised through law and policy alone. Fear, anxiety, resentment, compassion, belonging and hope matter too. We can ask: How do fear and anxiety come to circulate around particular forms of migration? How do ideas of security and nation become attached to some people and not others?
The border hasn't changed. But what we are able to see has.
And of course these literacies don't operate independently. Historical understandings shape ethical judgements. Discursive framings can sustain structural arrangements. Affective attachments shape what appears reasonable, legitimate or true. These aren't five separate lenses we pick up one at a time. They work together. What becomes thinkable, and what becomes knowable, is historical, structural, discursive, ethical and affective, all at once.
Learning sociology is not simply about increasing what we know. It is about expanding how we know. About becoming curious about how things become knowable in the first place. And  also about who gets to know.
The ways we speak about the world shape the ways we understand it. And the ways we understand it shape the possibilities we imagine for changing it.
That is one reason sociology can feel demanding. It asks us not merely to learn about society, but to question how facts acquire authority. How categories emerge. How truths become stabilised. How power shapes understanding.
These questions can be profoundly unsettling. But they can also bring the excitement of discovery: of seeing connections we couldn't see before, and finding that the world becomes more interesting the closer we look.
And that brings me to my final point.
3. Doing Good Harm
I want to return now to that deliberately provocative phrase I introduced earlier.
I use it cautiously. I do not mean that harm itself is educationally desirable. Nor do I mean that discomfort is inherently productive. I use the phrase because I want to ask a more difficult question:
If meaningful education has the capacity to transform us, how do we distinguish between experiences that harm us and experiences that unsettle the certainties through which we have previously understood ourselves and the world?
That question matters. 
Universities are very comfortable talking about ethics in relation to research. We complete ethics applications. We attend ethics committees. We discuss consent. Risk. Protection. Confidentiality. Vulnerability. And rightly so. Those conversations matter enormously.
But we talk much less often about the ethics and politics of teaching and learning. Yet classrooms are ethical and political spaces too.
Power circulates through them. Voices are amplified or silenced. Some forms of knowledge are privileged and others marginalised. Some assumptions are challenged while others are allowed to pass as common sense. Classrooms are never simply neutral containers in which knowledge is exchanged.
And this is one of the things critical pedagogy asks us to confront. Paulo Freire rejected what he called the banking model of education: the idea that teaching is simply a process through which teachers deposit knowledge into students. Education, in his account, can do something much more profound. It can create possibilities for people to read the world as well as the word.
In other words, education is not simply informational. It can be transformational.
And if we accept that, then we also have to take seriously the ethics and politics of our own pedagogical practice.
· What are we asking students to encounter?
· What are we asking them to question?
· Which forms of knowledge are we legitimising?
· Which certainties are we unsettling?
· Who is being challenged?
· Who is being heard?
· And under what conditions does that challenge become educationally transformative rather than harmful?
That is where I locate the idea of doing good harm.
Not in doing harm to students in the hope that something good will come from it. And not in making people uncomfortable for the sake of discomfort.
Doing good harm is about recognising that transformative education can unsettle us, and then taking ethical responsibility for how we create and hold the conditions in which that unsettlement takes place.
And this is where the three parts of my argument come together.
1. Discomfort tells us that something is being unsettled.
2. Sociological literacies help us ask what is being unsettled, why, and under what social and political conditions.
3. Doing good harm asks how we hold that process ethically, critically and with care, so that unsettlement can become a possibility for transformation rather than injury.
But there is an important tension here. Because there can be discomfort in challenge. But there can also be consequences in avoiding challenge. A classroom that never questions dominant assumptions, leaves existing inequalities uninterrogated, or privileges only certain forms of knowledge is not neutral.
And a classroom organised principally around preserving everybody's existing certainties in order to avoid discomfort would, I think, be a strange kind of university classroom.
This is why care cannot mean reassurance.
Reassurance says: nothing here need fundamentally disturb you.
Care says: we can encounter difficult things without abandoning one another in the process.
I think that distinction matters enormously.
Because critical pedagogy does not ask us to choose between challenge and care.  It asks us to think about how challenge can be held with care. 
And so doing good harm means creating the conditions in which transformation becomes possible, while refusing the idea that injury, humiliation or exclusion should ever be the price of that transformation.
It means holding discomfort carefully rather than eliminating it.  Creating spaces where assumptions can be challenged without humiliation.  Where difficult questions can remain open.  Where disagreement does not require dehumanisation. Where complexity is welcomed rather than feared.
And where students can encounter ideas that disturb what they previously thought they knew, while knowing that they do not have to navigate that disturbance alone.
But we also need to remember where we began. Discomfort is not distributed evenly.  And a sociological classroom cannot simply announce that everyone must become uncomfortable.  Because students do not enter the classroom from equivalent social positions, carrying equivalent histories or enjoying equivalent relations to power.
So we also have to ask:
· Who speaks easily?
· Who is expected to explain themselves?
· Who is treated as an individual, and who is made to stand for an entire group?
· And who is being asked to take the greatest risks in the name of everyone else's learning?
The sociology classroom itself has to remain available for sociological analysis. The practice of Sociology doesn't stop at the classroom door.
If sociology asks us to examine power, knowledge, voice and inequality in the world, then we must be willing to ask those same questions of our pedagogical practices.
Critical pedagogy requires us to turn the sociological gaze back on ourselves.
And that means asking not simply what we teach, but how we teach, whose knowledge our teaching privileges, what kinds of encounters we make possible, and what responsibilities we carry for the conditions in which learning takes place.
Because education changes us. Or at least, I think it should.  We  enter sociology classrooms with the possibility of becoming different thinkers from the people we were when we arrived.
We may leave with different questions.  Different certainties. Different ways of listening and seeing. Perhaps even different understandings of ourselves and our relationship to others. 
And transformation, however carefully held, is rarely entirely comfortable.
That is the provocation contained within doing good harm: an education which never risks unsettling anything may also never create the conditions in which anything can be transformed.
The ethical challenge for us, as educators and learners, is not to eliminate the possibility of unsettlement. It is to learn how to hold it well.
Sociology as a Practice of Hope
I want to finish with hope. Not optimism. Hope.  Because optimism and hope are not quite the same thing. Optimism assumes things will improve. Hope is what we practise when we do not know whether they will.
Hope is not the denial of difficulty. It is not believing that everything will somehow work itself out.
Hope is the decision to remain intellectually and ethically engaged despite difficulty.
Here I find myself returning to bell hooks, and also to Henry Giroux, because both, in different ways, ask us to think about hope as something we practise. And I like the fact that hooks returns here. Because intellectual companions do that. We encounter them in one part of an argument and discover them waiting for us somewhere else.
You are entering sociology at a moment of profound uncertainty.
But then again, perhaps every generation of sociologists has believed something similar.
The question isn't whether times are difficult.
The questions are:
· How do we think within difficulty?
· How do we remain curious when others demand certainty?
· How do we remain attentive to complexity when the world rewards simplification?
· How do we remain open to being changed by what we encounter?
· And how do we remain hopeful without becoming naïve?
For me, sociology's hope lies here:  Nothing social is inevitable.
The present carries its histories within it. Institutions have histories. Borders have histories. Categories have histories. Identities have histories. Inequalities have histories. Our ways of knowing have histories. And because they have histories, they also have futures.
They can change. They can be challenged. They can be remade.
The world as it currently exists is not the only world that could exist.
If the world we inhabit has been made, it can be made differently.
And this is one of sociology's great pleasures.
Once you begin to see sociologically, the world becomes both stranger and, in some ways, more comprehensible.
You start noticing things everywhere. In conversations. In streets and cities. In newspapers and social media. In the categories on a form. In the architecture of a building. In who is present in a room and who isn't. In the stories nations tell about themselves. In things you had previously walked past without noticing.
Perhaps that is what happened to me in Glasgow all those years ago. Not because I suddenly discovered the "real" Glasgow. I didn't. But I became more aware of how much any way of seeing allows us to notice, and how much it leaves outside the frame.
Sociology keeps asking us to widen that frame. And perhaps you might return, for a moment, to that place you thought about at the beginning. What might you learn to see there differently?
You will hopefully experience that wonderful moment when something from a seminar suddenly illuminates something completely ordinary. Or when a writer gives you a concept that makes something visible that had previously been difficult to see.
Or when someone sitting next to you sees something entirely differently, and suddenly you can see something you couldn't see before.
That is one of the greatest pleasures of sociology. The familiar never becomes quite so familiar again.
So, as you begin your time here at Leeds, whether as an undergraduate or postgraduate student, I hope you will carry a few things with you.
· Become comfortable with discomfort, while remaining attentive to whose discomfort we are talking about, and how it is held.
· Build your sociological literacies. Become curious not only about what you know, but about how things become knowable.
· And remain open to the unsettling work of learning, while asking how we hold that work ethically, critically and with care.
And perhaps one more.
Find your intellectual companions. I've introduced you to some of mine today. During your time here, I hope you will find yours.
 Find the writers who challenge you.  Find the thinkers who irritate you. Find the ideas you cannot stop thinking about. Find people here with whom you can disagree generously. And allow yourself the possibility that you might leave Leeds seeing some things differently from how you see them today.
Because sociology can become much more than something you study.
It can become a way of seeing, questioning, listening and noticing.
A way of understanding how knowledge and power are connected.
And, crucially, a way of recognising possibility.
And if sociology changes how we see the world, perhaps it can change us too.
In turbulent times, perhaps that is where hope begins.
Thank you.
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