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Bauman, 'Wasted Lives' and the Eclipse of the Political

In recent history, the space reserved for political theory has undergone a colonisation by social theory and there has been a shift away from the political towards the social. This has had important implications for our understanding of the divide between public and private, and interestingly the rise of mass society has meant that once private concerns have become public issues. In the age of the social, the politically empty quasi-public realm is complemented by individualised private lives filled with a search for identity through consumption.

In this context, the work of sociologist Zygmunt Bauman is highly influential. This paper examines Bauman’s 2004 work 'Wasted Lives' and undertakes a comprehensive textual analysis. In light of Bauman’s other works and the field of sociology more generally, this paper explores the extent to which Bauman addresses concerns about the merging of political and social theory and argues that the social understanding

of a ‘wasted life’ is very different from a political understanding. While 'Wasted Lives' is situated in the contemporary phenomena of globalisation and consumerism, Bauman’s assertion that “the world is full” (p.5), while perhaps offering a social theory, ignores the political understanding of the potential of human life and its capacity for freedom and immortality. With this in mind, this paper assesses the implications of Bauman’s work for the future of political theory in contemporary times and advocates a shift away from the social in order to understand the full significance of a wasted political life.  

