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Book Report on David Graeber’s Bullshit Jobs

“The Great Resignation” refers to the millions of American workers who quit their jobs

during the pandemic and haven’t gone back to work since. This resignation rate has been the

highest in front-line and low-wage work, implying that this resignation is primarily due to the

poor working conditions and wages these workers experience. And if our stagnating minimum

wage and the lightning-fast rate COVID spread in the US is anything to go off of, this seems

correct. However, many right-wing pundits and certain economists contend that this “Great

Resignation” is primarily due to the COVID stimulus checks issued by the Biden administration.

That workers, acting as the ideal profit-maximizing and work-minimizing individual, have

chosen to subsist off of government benefits instead of working. This opinion is often parroted

by small-business owners on national TV. However, who we don’t often hear from is the portion

of workers, who despite working little and earning a large income, hate their jobs, see little to no

social value in them, and want to quit. This seemingly contradicts the “lazy stimulus-check

recipient” theory. Graeber explores this phenomenon he calls “bullshit jobs” in his book Bullshit

Jobs.

Graeber began his exploration into “bullshit jobs” with an online essay he wrote for a

radical magazine, Strike!. He wrote this essay on a hunch that many professional-managerial

positions were completely useless to society. This essay went viral, prompting tens of thousands



of people to write to Graeber with their own experiences with feeling their job, or parts of their

job, were useless. Graeber uses these responses, as well as a UK poll stating that, “37% of

British workers think their jobs are meaningless,” to prove his main propositions that a large

portion (20-50%) of the workforce is employed doing bullshit jobs, that bullshit jobs have been

increasing rapidly over time, that bullshit jobs are harmful to the worker’s mental health, and that

bullshit jobs are much more prevalent in white-collar work than blue-collar work. Here we can

see the first mistake that Graeber makes. In basing many of his propositions on responses to his

essay, he introduces selection bias. Those who read the Graeber essay on a radical magazine are

likely already oppositional to wage labor, and so are more likely to report that their jobs are

“bullshit”. We can see this clearly in how many of the testimonials Graeber includes in his book

mention themselves as being activists, anti-capitalists, anarchists, or just generally on the left.

Graeber begins his book by creating a definition of a “bullshit job”, taking into account

the private and public sector, as well as criminal organizations:

a form of paid employment that is so completely pointless, unnecessary, or pernicious

that even the employee cannot justify its existence even though, as part of the conditions

of employment, the employee feels obliged to pretend that this is not the case.

This definition is purposely subjective. Graeber contends that there is no such thing as social

value (distinguished from market value). But still uses the adjectives “pointless, unnecessary, or

pernicious” which ultimately depend on each individual’s perspective on social value and their

own experience. Graeber assumes the worker is correct in their judgment of their job’s

usefulness (or lack thereof) because the worker has the most first-hand experience in their job.

Graeber uses the example of a worker who spends 80% of their time at work designing cat



memes. The worker will have no illusion about how what they are doing is unrelated to their job

description, but their supervisors, and the rest of the public for that matter, are often left in the

dark.

This phenomenon raises a vital question, “Why are these workers being paid if they

aren’t doing anything socially useful?” Graeber initially responds to this question by categorizing

bullshit jobs into 6 different types. One, “flunky” jobs that exist only or primarily to make

someone look or feel important (e.g. doormen, yes-men). Two, “goon” jobs that exist only

because others employ them (e.g. PR specialists, telemarketers). Three, “duct-taper” jobs that

exist only because of a glitch or fault in the organization. Four, “box-ticker” jobs that exist to

allow an organization to claim it is doing something that it is not doing. Five, “taskmaster” jobs,

where a worker acts as an unnecessary superior, either primarily assigning others bullshit jobs or

managing work that underlings would be perfectly capable of carrying on by themselves. And

six, second-order bullshit jobs, jobs created to support other bullshit jobs.

Each of these jobs has its own particular reasons for existing, concerning the needs of a complex

bureaucracy, but their need also arises from Western culture and politics. Graeber, utilizing his

background in anthropology, outlines a short history of work, concluding that the West sees work

as a virtue in itself. Politically, Graeber sees work as a pacifier for the general population.

Quoting Orwell, “The mob (the thought runs) are such low animals that they would be dangerous

if they had leisure, it is safer to keep them too busy to think.” Because of this combination of

political and cultural pressures, politicians continue to support a system where the easiest means

of survival is working a full-time job. This is substantiated by a quote from Obama, where he

acknowledges that a switch to single-payer health care would save Americans millions in

insurance, but would eliminate millions of health insurance jobs. Because of the cultural value of



work, the political necessity to pacify the public, and the economic requirement for having as

many people employed as possible so they can have a base standard of living despite the

usefulness of their job, the unemployment potentially created by a switch to single-payer

healthcare made it a non-viable option for Obama.

Graeber concludes that due to the high percentage of bullshit jobs in the economy, Keynes’ 1930

prediction of a 15-year workweek by the year 2000 is completely possible if bullshit jobs were

eliminated and the remaining jobs were distributed equally. This prediction was based upon a

projection of future technology, allowing many of the tasks humans once did by hand to be

automated. Graeber acknowledges that one reason we still have a 40-hour workweek is because

of the growth of consumerism, occupying human time in making consumer goods that could

never have been conceived in the 1930s. Although, Graeber argues that this was no voluntary

decision by the workers, but rather the result of limited leisure time due to the 40-hour

workweek, requiring fast ways of escape and entertainment in the worker’s few hours after work.

In response to Graeber’s Bullshit Jobs, an article was published in 2021 in the Journal on Work,

Employment, and Society called “Alienation Is Not ‘Bullshit’: An Empirical Critique of

Graeber’s Theory of BS Jobs''. This article used data from the EWSC, a cross-sectional

representative study of the working population. This data contradicted many of Graeber's

theories that bullshit jobs, by his definition, exist primarily in white-collar jobs. The article

showed that low-wage, blue-collar workers are more likely to consider their jobs useless, which

puts into question many of Graeber's categories and reasoning for the existence of such jobs. For

example, Graeber often targets corporate lawyers, administrators, wall-street traders, and

executives for being bullshit jobs (not surprising given his history in the Occupy Wall Street

movement). In actuality, less than 1% of the respondents in these fields thought their jobs were



useless. Making them primarily not bullshit jobs by Graeber's definition. On the flip side,

blue-collar workers in industries such as refuse, agriculture, mining, forestry, construction,

manufacturing, fishery, and transport report up to 15% of respondents feeling their jobs are

useless. This not only shows that bullshit jobs are much less prevalent than Graeber suggests but

also shows that they exist in sectors he did not anticipate.

So, are the real bullshit jobs found in agriculture, resource extraction, and trash management

rather than administration and finance? Based on Graeber’s definition, yes. However, I don’t feel

this definition is helpful for a true analysis of the phenomenon of bullshit jobs. The EWSC also

surveyed participants on the quality of their jobs, they posed statements such as: “Your

immediate boss respects you as a person”, “You are able to apply your own ideas in your work”,

and “Your manager helps and supports you”. All these statements were strongly and positively

correlated with thinking your job is useful, and can be observed in cushy white-collar jobs, but

not so much in low-wage blue-collar jobs. Thus, the results of the EWSC reflect more the quality

of the work environment rather than the social value of the work, which are two factors that

unfortunately cannot be differentiated using Graeber’s definition.

In the process of reading Bullshit Jobs and writing this essay, I attempted to craft my own

definition of a bullshit job. I wanted to take into account the concepts of artificial demand and

scarcity, ultimately arguing that jobs that existed because of an artificially created demand, or to

artificially generate demand, are bullshit. However, this definition seemed limited to the

advertising and consumer goods industries, and still relied on an often subjective concept of

“artificial”. So far, I have not come across an alternative definition of a bullshit job that does not

take into account some subjectivity. The only consistent, objective definitions lie in the extremes.

One extreme is that all jobs are bullshit. If the production was obviously and directly useful to



society, a wage would not be required, and it would no longer be considered a job. On the other

extreme, no jobs are bullshit. Any job that is demanded under capitalism has a purpose simply

because someone is willing to pay for it. Both of these definitions have an ideological stance, so

while they may be the most consistent, they aren’t very helpful outside of radical milieus. It may

be most helpful to reject the categorization of jobs by their social usefulness, and instead tackle

the issues behind why people think their jobs are useless in the first place.

Definitions aside, Graeber shines a light on a previously overlooked aspect of the labor

force, sparking conversations on the very nature of work under capitalism. He does a good job in

categorizing bullshit jobs, explaining the history of work, outlining why bullshit jobs proliferate,

and generally has an entertaining writing style. However, Bullshit Jobs falls flat in its very

definition of bullshit jobs, introducing a large amount of subjectivity. He bases his argument on

little evidence and heavily relies on testimonies from those who mostly share his ideological

positions. Furthermore, his assumptions that bullshit jobs are prevalent and a mainly white-collar

phenomenon has been disproved by the EWSC. While I question the very usefulness of

categorizing jobs into bullshit or not-bullshit boxes, I respect his willingness to criticize one of

the most fundamental tenets of modern society, work, and I hope to see more empirical works on

the subject.




