
P r e f a c e : 

On the Phenomenon of Bullshit Jobs 

In the spring of 2013,1 unwitt ingly set off a very minor international sen­

sation. 

It all began when I was asked to write an essay for a new radical mag­

azine called Strike! The editor asked if I had anything provocative that no 

one else would be likely to publish. I usually have one or two essay ideas 

like that stewing around, so I drafted one up and presented h i m with a 

brief piece entitled " O n the Phenomenon of Bullshit Jobs." 

The essay was based on a hunch . Everyone is familiar with those sort 

of jobs that don't seem, to the outsider, to really do much of anything: 

H R consultants, communicat ions coordinators, PR researchers, financial 

strategists, corporate lawyers, or the sort of people (very familiar in ac­

ademic contexts) who spend their time staffing committees that discuss 

the problem of unnecessary committees. The list was seemingly endless. 

What, I wondered, if these jobs really are useless, and those who hold them 

are aware of it? Certainly you meet people now and then who seem to feel 

their jobs are pointless and unnecessary. C o u l d there be anything more 

demoralizing than having to wake up i n the m o r n i n g five out of seven 

days of ones adult life to per form a task that one secretly believed did 

not need to be performed—that was s imply a waste of time or resources, 

or that even made the wor ld worse? W o u l d this not be a terrible psychic 
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w o u n d r u n n i n g across o u r society? Yet i f so, it was one that n o one ever 

seemed to talk about. There were plenty of surveys over whether people 

were happy at w o r k . There were none, as tar as I k n e w , about whether or 

not they felt their jobs had any g o o d reason to exist. 

This poss ib i l i ty that o u r society is r i d d l e d w i t h useless jobs that no one 

wants to talk about d i d not seem inherent ly i m p l a u s i b l e . The subject of 

w o r k is r i d d l e d w i t h taboos. Even the tact that most people don't l ike their 

jobs and w o u l d rel ish an excuse not to go to w o r k is c o n s i d e r e d s o m e t h i n g 

that can't reallv be a d m i t t e d on T V — c e r t a i n l y not on the T V news, even i f 

it might occas ional ly be a l luded to i n d o c u m e n t a r i e s a n d s t a n d - u p c o m -

edv. 1 had exper ienced these taboos myself : 1 had once acted as the m e d i a 

l ia i son for an activist group that, r u m o r had it, was p l a n n i n g a c i v i l d is ­

obedience c a m p a i g n to shut d o w n the W a s h i n g t o n , D C , t ransport system 

as part of a protest against a g lobal e c o n o m i c s u m m i t . In the days l ead ing 

up to it, y o u c o u l d h a r d l y go anywhere l o o k i n g l ike an anarchist w i t h o u t 

some cheerful c i v i l servant w a l k i n g up to y o u and ask ing whether it was 

really true he or she wouldn ' t have to go to w o r k o n M o n d a y . Yet at the 

same l i m e , T V crews m a n a g e d d u t i f u l l y to i n t e r v i e w city e m p l o y e e s — a n d 

1 wouldn' t be s u r p r i s e d i f some of t h e m were the same c i ty e m p l o y e e s -

c o m m e n t i n g o n h o w terr ib ly tragic it w o u l d be i f they w o u l d n ' t be able to 

get to w o r k , since they k n e w that's what it w o u l d take to get t h e m o n T V . 

N o one seems to feel free to say what they really feel about such mat te rs— 

at least i n publ i c . 

It was plausible , but I didn' t really k n o w . In a way, I wrote the piece as a 

k i n d of exper iment . 1 was interested to see what sort o f response it w o u l d 

elicit . 

This is what I wrote for the A u g u s t 2013 issue: 

O n the P h e n o m e n o n o f B u l l s h i t Jobs 

In the year 1930, John M a y n a r d Keynes predic ted that, by century's 

end, technology w o u l d have advanced suff ic iently that countr ies l ike 

Great Br i ta in or the U n i t e d States w o u l d have achieved a f i f teen-hour 

w o r k week. There's every reason to believe he was r ight . In t e c h n o l o g -
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ical terms, we are quite capable o f this . A n d yet it didn' t h a p p e n . In ­

stead, technology has been marsha led , i f a n y t h i n g , to figure out ways 

to make us al l w o r k more . In order to achieve this, jobs have had to 

be created that are, effectively, point less . H u g e swathes o f people , i n 

E u r o p e and N o r t h A m e r i c a i n par t icular , s p e n d their entire w o r k i n g 

lives p e r f o r m i n g tasks they secretly believe do not really need to be 

p e r f o r m e d . The m o r a l a n d spir i tual damage that comes f r o m this sit­

uat ion is p r o f o u n d . It is a scar across o u r col lect ive soul . Yet v i r t u a l l y 

no one talks about it. 

W h y d i d Keynes's p r o m i s e d U t o p i a — s t i l l be ing eagerly awaited 

in the s ix t ies—never material ize? The s tandard l ine today is that he 

didn't f igure i n the massive increase i n c o n s u m e r i s m . G i v e n the choice 

between less h o u r s a n d m o r e toys and pleasures, we've co l lec t ive ly 

chosen the latter. T h i s presents a nice m o r a l i t y tale, but even a m o ­

ment's re f lec t ion shows it can't really be true. Yes, we have witnessed 

the creat ion of an endless variety o f n e w jobs and industr ies s ince the 

twenties, but very few have a n y t h i n g to d o w i t h the p r o d u c t i o n a n d 

d i s t r i b u t i o n o f sushi , iPhones , or fancy sneakers. 

So what are these n e w jobs, precisely? A recent report c o m p a r i n g 

e m p l o y m e n t i n the U S between 1910 a n d 2000 gives us a clear p i c -

lure (and I note, one pretty m u c h exactly echoed i n the U K ) . O v e r the 

course of the last century, the n u m b e r o f w o r k e r s e m p l o y e d as d o m e s ­

tic servants, i n indust ry , and in the f a r m sector has col lapsed d r a m a t ­

ically. At the same t ime , "profess ional , manager ia l , c ler i ca l , sales, a n d 

service w o r k e r s " t r i p l e d , g r o w i n g " f r o m one-quar ter to three-quarters 

of total e m p l o y m e n t . " In other w o r d s , p r o d u c t i v e jobs have, just as 

predic ted , been largely automated away. (Even i f y o u count i n d u s t r i a l 

workers global ly, i n c l u d i n g the t o i l i n g masses i n I n d i a a n d C h i n a , 

such workers are st i l l not near ly so large a percentage of the w o r l d 

p o p u l a t i o n as they used to be.) 

But rather than a l l o w i n g a massive r e d u c t i o n of w o r k i n g h o u r s to 

tree the world's p o p u l a t i o n to pursue their o w n projects, pleasures, 

v is ions , and ideas, we have seen the b a l l o o n i n g not even so m u c h of 

the "service" sector as of the a d m i n i s t r a t i v e sector, up to and i n e l u d -
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ing the creation of whole new industries l ike f inanc ia l services or tele­

market ing , or the unprecedented expans ion of sectors l ike corporate 

law, academic and health a d m i n i s t r a t i o n , h u m a n resources, a n d pub­

lic relations. A n d these numbers do not even reflect al l those people 

whose job is to provide adminis trat ive , technical , or securi ty suppor t 

for these industr ies , or, for that matter, the whole host o f anc i l lary i n ­

dustries (dog washers, a l l -night p i z z a de l iverymen) that on ly exist be­

cause everyone else is spending so m u c h of their t ime w o r k i n g i n all 

the other ones. 

These are what I propose to cal l "bul l sh i t jobs." 

It's as i f someone were out there m a k i n g up pointless jobs just for 

the sake of keeping us al l w o r k i n g . A n d here, precisely, lies the m y s ­

tery. In capi ta l i sm, this is precisely what is not supposed to happen. 

Sure, i n the o l d inefficient Socialist states l ike the Soviet U n i o n , where 

e m p l o y m e n t was cons idered both a right and a sacred duty, the sys­

tem made up as many jobs as it had to. (This is w h y i n Soviet depart­

ment stores it took three clerks to sell a piece of meat.) But , o f course, 

this is the very sort o f p r o b l e m market c o m p e t i t i o n is supposed to fix. 

A c c o r d i n g to economic theory, at least, the last t h i n g a prof i t -seeking 

f i r m is g o i n g to do is shell out m o n e y to workers they d o n t really need 

to employ. S t i l l , somehow, it happens. 

W h i l e corporat ions may engage i n ruthless d o w n s i z i n g , the lay­

offs and speed-ups invar iably fall o n that class of people w h o are ac­

tually m a k i n g , m o v i n g , fixing, a n d m a i n t a i n i n g things. T h r o u g h some 

strange a lchemy no one can quite expla in , the n u m b e r of salaried paper 

pushers ult imately seems to expand, and more and m o r e employees 

find themselves—not u n l i k e Soviet workers , a c t u a l l y — w o r k i n g forty -

or even fifty-hour weeks o n paper but effectively w o r k i n g fifteen hours 

just as Keynes predic ted, since the rest of their t ime is spent o r g a n i z i n g 

or attending mot iva t iona l seminars , u p d a t i n g their Facebook profiles, 

or d o w n l o a d i n g T V box sets. 

The answer clearly isn't e conomic : it's m o r a l and pol i t i ca l . The r u l ­

ing class has figured out that a happy and product ive p o p u l a t i o n w i t h 

free t ime o n their hands is a m o r t a l danger. (Th ink of what started to 
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happen when this even began to be approximated i n the sixties.) A n d , 

o n the other hand, the feeling that w o r k is a m o r a l value in itself, and 

that anyone not w i l l i n g to submit themselves to some k i n d o f intense 

w o r k d isc ip l ine for most of their w a k i n g hours deserves n o t h i n g , is 

ex t raordinar i ly convenient for t h e m . 

O n c e , w h e n contempla t ing the apparently endless g r o w t h of ad­

minis trat ive responsibi l i t ies i n Br i t i sh academic departments , I came 

up w i t h one possible v i s ion o f he l l . H e l l is a co l lec t ion of i n d i v i d u a l s 

w h o are s p e n d i n g the bulk of their t ime w o r k i n g o n a task they don't 

l ike and are not especially g o o d at. Say they were h i r e d because they 

were excellent cabinetmakers , a n d then discover they are expected 

to spend a great deal of their t ime f r y i n g fish. N o r does the task re­

ally need to be done—at least, there's on ly a very l i m i t e d n u m b e r of 

fish that need to be f r ied. Yet s o m e h o w they all become so obsessed 

w i t h resentment at the thought that some of their coworkers m i g h t be 

s p e n d i n g more t ime m a k i n g cabinets a n d not d o i n g their fair share o f 

the fish-frying responsibi l i t ies that before l o n g , there's endless piles o f 

useless, badly c o o k e d fish p i l i n g up a l l over the w o r k s h o p , and it's al l 

that anyone really does. 

I t h i n k this is actually a pretty accurate descr ip t ion o f the m o r a l 

d y n a m i c s of o u r o w n economy. 

N o w , I realize any such argument is go ing to r u n into i m m e d i ­

ate objections: " W h o are y o u to say what jobs are really 'necessary'? 

What's 'necessary,' anyway? You're an anthropology professor—what's 

the 'need' for that?" ( A n d , indeed , a lot of tablo id readers w o u l d take 

the existence of m y job as the very de f in i t ion of wasteful socia l ex­

penditure.) A n d o n one level , this is obvious ly true. There can be n o 

objective measure of social value. 

I w o u l d not presume to tell someone w h o is c o n v i n c e d they are 

m a k i n g a m e a n i n g f u l c o n t r i b u t i o n to the w o r l d that, really, they are 

not. But what about those people w h o are themselves c o n v i n c e d their 

jobs are meaningless? N o t long ago, I got back in touch w i t h a school 

t r iend w h o m 1 hadn't seen since I was fifteen. I was amazed to discover 

that i n the i n t e r i m , he had become first a poet, then the front m a n i n 
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aa i n d i e rock b a n d . I l l heard some of his songs on the radio , h a v i n g 

n o idea the singer was someone I actual ly knew. H e was o b v i o u s l y 

b r i l l i a n t , innovat ive , and his w o r k had unquest ionably br ightened and 

i m p r o v e d the lives of people all over the w o r l d . Yet, after a couple of 

unsuccessful a l b u m s , he'd lost his contract , a n d , p lagued w i t h debts 

and a n e w b o r n daughter, e n d e d up, as he put it, " t a k i n g the default 

choice of so m a n y direct ionless folk : law school. 1 ' N o w he's a corporate 

lawyer w o r k i n g i n a p r o m i n e n t N e w York firm. H e was the first to 

admit that his job was utterly meaningless , c o nt r ibute d n o t h i n g to the 

w o r l d , and, in his o w n es t imat ion , s h o u l d not really exist. 

There's a lot o f questions one c o u l d ask here, s tart ing w i t h , W h a t 

does it say about o u r society that it seems to generate an extremely 

l i m i t e d d e m a n d for talented poet -mus ic ians but an apparently inf in i te 

d e m a n d for specialists in corporate law? ( A n s w e r : If 1 percent of the 

p o p u l a t i o n controls most of the disposable weal th , what we call "the 

market" reflects what they t h i n k is useful or i m p o r t a n t , not a n y b o d y 

else.) But even more , it shows that most people in pointless jobs are u l ­

timately aware o f it. In fact, I 'm not sure I've ever met a corporate law­

yer w h o didn' t t h i n k their job was bul l sh i t . The same goes for almost 

all the new industr ies o u t l i n e d above. There is a w h o l e class of salaried 

professionals that, s h o u l d y o u meet them at parties a n d a d m i t that y o u 

do s o m e t h i n g that might be cons idered interest ing (an anthropologis t , 

for example) , w i l l want to a v o i d even d iscuss ing their l ine of w o r k e n ­

tirely. G i v e t h e m a few d r i n k s , and they w i l l l a u n c h in to t irades about 

h o w pointless a n d s tupid their job really is. 

This is a p r o f o u n d psychologica l v io lence here. H o w can one even 

begin to speak of d i g n i t y in labor w h e n one secretly feels one's job 

s h o u l d not exist? H o w can it not create a sense of deep rage a n d re­

sentment? Yet it is the pecul iar genius of o u r society that its rulers have 

f igured out a way, as in the case o f the fish fryers, to ensure that rage is 

directed precisely against those w h o actually d o get to do m e a n i n g i u l 

w o r k . For instance: i n o u r society, there seems to be a general rule that, 

the more obvious ly one's w o r k benefits other people, the less one is 

l ike ly to be p a i d for it. A g a i n , an objective measure is hard to f i n d , but 
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one easy way to get a sense is to ask: W h a t w o u l d happen were this e n ­

tire class o f people to s i m p l y disappear? Say what y o u l ike about nurses, 

garbage col lectors , o r mechanics , it's obvious that were they to vanish 

in a puf f of smoke, the results w o u l d be i m m e d i a t e and catastrophic. 

A w o r l d wi thout teachers or d o e k w o r k e r s w o u l d s o o n be in trouble, 

and even one w i t h o u t sc ience- f i c t ion writers or ska music ians w o u l d 

clearly be a lesser place. It's not entirely clear h o w h u m a n i t y w o u l d suf­

fer were al l private e q u i t y C E O s , lobbyists , P R researchers, actuaries, 

telemarketers, bail i f fs , o r legal consultants to s i m i l a r l y v a n i s h . 1 ( M a n y 

suspect it might i m p r o v e markedly. ) Yet apart f r o m a h a n d f u l o f w e l l -

louted exceptions (doctors) , the rule h o l d s s u r p r i s i n g l y w e l l . 

Even more perverse, there seems to be a broad sense that this is the 

way things s h o u l d be. This is one o f the secret strengths of r i g h t - w i n g 

p o p u l i s m . You can see it w h e n tabloids w h i p up resentment against 

tube workers for p a r a l y z i n g L o n d o n d u r i n g contract disputes: the very 

tact that tube w o r k e r s can paralyze L o n d o n shows that their w o r k is 

actually necessary, but this seems to be precisely what annoys people . 

Its even clearer i n the U n i t e d States, w h e r e Republ i cans have had re­

markable success m o b i l i z i n g resentment against schoolteachers a n d 

i iuloworkers (and not, s ignif icantly, against the school adminis t ra tors 

or auto i n d u s t r y executives w h o actually cause the problems) for their 

supposedly bloated wages and benefits. It's as i f they are b e i n g told 

"But y o u get to teach c h i l d r e n ! O r make cars! Y o u get to have real jobs! 

A n d o n top of that, y o u have the nerve to also expect middle -c lass 

pensions and heal th care?" 

If someone h a d designed a w o r k regime perfectly suited to m a i n ­

ta in ing the p o w e r o f finance capi ta l , it's hard to see h o w he o r she 

c o u l d have done a better job. Real , p r o d u c t i v e workers are relent­

lessly squeezed and exploi ted . The r e m a i n d e r are d i v i d e d between a 

terror ized s tratum of the universa l ly rev i led u n e m p l o y e d and a larger 

stratum w h o are basically p a i d to d o n o t h i n g , in pos i t ions designed 

to make them ident i fy w i t h the perspectives a n d sensibil i t ies o f the 

r u l i n g class (managers, adminis t ra tors , e tc . )—and p a r t i c u l a r l y its f i ­

nancial avatars—but, at the same t ime, foster a s i m m e r i n g resentment 
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against anyone whose w o r k has clear and undeniable socia l value. 

Clearly , the system was never consc ious ly designed. It emerged f r o m 

almost a century of t r ia l and error. But it is the on ly explanat ion for 

why, despite our technologica l capacities, we are not all w o r k i n g three-

to f o u r - h o u r days. 

If ever an essay's hypothesis was c o n f i r m e d by its recept ion, this was it. 

" O n the P h e n o m e n o n of Bul l sh i t Jobs" p r o d u c e d an explos ion . 

The i r o n y was that the two weeks after the piece came out were the 

same two weeks that m y partner and I h a d dec ided to s p e n d w i t h a basket 

of books , and each other, i n a cabin i n r u r a l Quebec . We'd made a p o i n t of 

f i n d i n g a loca t ion w i t h no wireless. This left me in the a w k w a r d p o s i t i o n 

o f h a v i n g to observe the results o n l y o n m y m o b i l e phone . The essay went 

v ira l almost immediate ly . W i t h i n weeks, it had been translated into at 

least a d o z e n languages, i n c l u d i n g G e r m a n , N o r w e g i a n , Swedish, F r e n c h , 

C z e c h , R o m a n i a n , Russ ian , T u r k i s h , La tv ian , P o l i s h , Greek, Es ton ian , 

C a t a l a n , and K o r e a n , and was repr inted i n newspapers f r o m Swi tzer land 

to A u s t r a l i a . The o r i g i n a l Strike! page received m o r e than a m i l l i o n hits 

and crashed repeatedly f r o m too m u c h traffic. Blogs sprouted. C o m m e n t s 

sections f i l led up w i t h confessions f r o m whi te -co l lar professionals; people 

wrote me asking for guidance or to tell me I h a d i n s p i r e d them to qui t 

their jobs to f i n d s o m e t h i n g m o r e m e a n i n g f u l . Here is one enthusiastic 

response (I've col lected hundreds) f r o m the comments sect ion of A u s t r a ­

lia's Canberra Times: 

W o w ! N a i l o n the h e a d ! I am a corporate lawyer (tax l i t igator, to be 

specific) . I contr ibute n o t h i n g to this w o r l d and am utterly miserable 

all of the t ime. I don't l ike it w h e n people have the nerve to say " W h y 

do it, then?" because it is so clearly not that s imple . It so happens to be 

the on ly way r ight n o w for me to contr ibute to the I percent i n such a 

s ignif icant way so as to r e w a r d m e w i t h a house i n Sydney to raise m y 

tuture k i d s . . . Thanks to technology, we are probably as product ive i n 

two days as we previously were i n five. But thanks to greed and some 

busy-bee s y n d r o m e of product iv i ty , we are s t i l l asked to slave away 
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for the profit o f others ahead of o u r o w n nonremunera ted ambit ions . 

W h e t h e r y o u believe i n intell igent design or evo lut ion , h u m a n s were 

not made to w o r k — s o to me, this is all just greed p r o p p e d up by i n ­

flated prices of necessities. ' 

At one po int , I got a message f r o m one a n o n y m o u s fan w h o said that he 

was part of an i m p r o m p t u group c i r c u l a t i n g the piece w i t h i n the f i n a n ­

cial services c o m m u n i t y ; he'd received five emails c o n t a i n i n g the essay 

just that day (certainly one s ign that m a n y i n f inanc ia l services don't have 

m u c h to do) . N o n e o f this answered the quest ion o f h o w m a n y people 

really felt that way about their jobs—as o p p o s e d to, say, passing on the 

piece as a way to d r o p subtle hints to others—but before l o n g , statistical 

evidence d i d indeed surface. 

O n January 5, 2015, a little more than a year after the article came out, 

on the first M o n d a y of the new year—that is, the day most L o n d o n e r s 

were r e t u r n i n g to w o r k f rom their winter h o l i d a y s — s o m e o n e took several 

h u n d r e d ads i n L o n d o n U n d e r g r o u n d cars and replaced t h e m w i t h a se­

ries of guerr i l la posters cons is t ing of quotes f r o m the o r i g i n a l essay. These 

were the ones they chose: 

• Huge swathes of people spend their days p e r f o r m i n g tasks they se­

cretly believe do not really need to be p e r f o r m e d . 

• Its as if someone were out there m a k i n g up pointless jobs for the 

sake o f k e e p i n g us a l l w o r k i n g . 

• The m o r a l and spir i tual damage that comes f r o m this s i tuat ion is 

p r o f o u n d . It is a scar across o u r col lect ive soul . Yet v i r tua l ly no one 

talks about it. 

• H o w can one even begin to speak o f d i g n i t y i n labor w h e n one se­

cretly feels one's job s h o u l d not exist? 

The response to the poster c a m p a i g n was another spate o f d iscuss ion 

in the m e d i a (I appeared briefly o n Russia Today), as a result o f w h i c h the 

p o l l i n g agency Y o u G o v took it u p o n itself to test the hypothesis and c o n ­

ducted a p o l l o f Br i tons us ing language taken direct ly f r o m the essay, for 
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example , D o e s y o u r job " m a k e a m e a n i n g f u l c o n t r i b u t i o n to the w o r l d " ? 

A s t o n i s h i n g l y , m o r e than a t h i r d — 3 7 p e r c e n t - s a i d they bel ieved that it 

d i d not (whereas 50 percent said it d i d , a n d 13 percent were uncer ta in ) . 

This was almost twice what I h a d ant ic ipated—I 'd i m a g i n e d the per­

centage o f bul l sh i t jobs was probably a r o u n d 20 percent. W h a t ' s more , a 

later p o l l in H o l l a n d came up w i t h almost exact ly the same results: i n fact, 

a l i t t le h igher , as 40 percent of D u t c h workers reported that their jobs had 

no g o o d reason to exist. 

So not o n l y has the hypothes is been c o n f i r m e d by p u b l i c reac t ion , it 

has n o w been o v e r w h e l m i n g l y c o n f i r m e d by statistical research. 

Clear ly , then, we have an impor tant soc ia l p h e n o m e n o n that has received 

a lmost no systematic a t tent ion . ' S i m p l y o p e n i n g up a way to talk about it 

became, for many, cathart ic . It was o b v i o u s that a larger e x p l o r a t i o n was 

i n order. 

W h a t I want to d o here is a bit m o r e systematic t h a n the o r i g i n a l essay. 

The 2013 piece was for a magaz ine about r e v o l u t i o n a r y po l i t i c s , a n d it 

e m p h a s i z e d the p o l i t i c a l i m p l i c a t i o n s o f the p r o b l e m . In fact, the essay 

was just one of a series of arguments I was d e v e l o p i n g at the t i m e that the 

neol ibera l ("free market" ) i d e o l o g y that h a d d o m i n a t e d the w o r l d s ince 

the days o f Thatcher and Reagan was real ly the opposi te o f what it c l a i m e d 

to be; it was really a p o l i t i c a l project dressed up as an e c o n o m i c one. 

I h a d c o m e to this c o n c l u s i o n because it seemed to be the o n l y way to 

e x p l a i n h o w those in p o w e r actual ly behaved. W h i l e neo l ibera l rhetor ic 

was always a l l about u n l e a s h i n g the magic o f the marketplace and p l a c i n g 

e c o n o m i c eff ic iency over al l other values, the overa l l effect of free market 

pol ic ies has been that rates of e c o n o m i c g r o w t h have s l o w e d pretty m u c h 

everywhere except I n d i a and C h i n a ; scientif ic and t e c h n o l o g i c a l advance 

has stagnated; a n d in most wealthy countr ies , the y o u n g e r generat ions 

can , for the first t i m e in centuries , expect to lead less prosperous lives 

than their parents d i d . Yet o n o b s e r v i n g these effects, proponents o f mar ­

ket i d e o l o g y always reply w i t h calls lor even stronger doses of the same 
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m e d i c i n e , and pol i t i c ians d u l y enact t h e m . T h i s s t ruck me as o d d . If a 

pi ivate c o m p a n y h i r e d a consul tant to c o m e up w i t h a business p l a n , and 

it resulted i n a sharp dec l ine i n profi ts , that consul tant w o u l d be fired. A t 

the very least, he'd be asked to c o m e up w i t h a different p l a n . W i t h free 

market re forms, this never seemed to h a p p e n . The m o r e they fa i led, the 

m o r e they were enacted. The o n l y log ica l c o n c l u s i o n was that e c o n o m i c 

imperat ives weren't real ly d r i v i n g the project , 

WTiat was? It seemed to me the answer h a d to lie i n the m i n d - s e t 

of the p o l i t i c a l class. A l m o s t a l l o f those m a k i n g the key dec i s ions h a d 

attended college in the 1960s, w h e n campuses were at the very epicenter 

of p o l i t i c a l ferment , a n d they felt s t rongly that such things m u s t never 

happen again . A s a result, w h i l e they m i g h t have been c o n c e r n e d w i t h 

d e c l i n i n g e c o n o m i c i n d i c a t o r s , they were also quite d e l i g h t e d to note that 

the c o m b i n a t i o n o f g l o b a l i z a t i o n , g u t t i n g the p o w e r of u n i o n s , a n d cre­

ating an insecure and o v e r w o r k e d w o r k f o r c e — a l o n g w i t h aggressively 

pay ing l ip service to sixties calls to h e d o n i s t i c p e r s o n a l l i b e r a t i o n (what 

came to be k n o w n as " l i festyle l i b e r a l i s m , f iscal c o n s e r v a t i v i s m " ) — h a d 

the etlect o f s i m u l t a n e o u s l y s h i f t i n g m o r e a n d m o r e w e a l t h a n d p o w e r 

to the wealthy a n d almost c o m p l e t e l y d e s t r o y i n g the basis for o r g a n i z e d 

challenges to the i r power . It m i g h t not have w o r k e d very wel l e c o n o m i -

c i l l v hut p o l i t i c a l l y it w o r k e d l ike a d r e a m . If n o t h i n g else, they h a d l itt le 

incentive to a b a n d o n such pol ic ies . A l l I d i d i n the essay was to p u r s u e 

this insight : w h e n e v e r y o u find s o m e o n e d o i n g s o m e t h i n g i n the n a m e o f 

economic ef f ic iency that seems c o m p l e t e l y e c o n o m i c a l l y i r r a t i o n a l ( l ike, 

say, pa\ ing people g o o d m o n e y to do n o t h i n g all day) , one h a d best start 

hv asking , as the ancient R o m a n s d i d , "Cut bono?"— " W h o b e n e f i t s ? " — 

and how. 

I his is less a c o n s p i r a c y theory ap p r o ac h t h a n it is an «nf iconspiracy 

dicoiA . I was ask ing w h y a c t i o n wasn't taken. E c o n o m i c trends h a p p e n for 
a 1 ' so i l s o| reasons, but if they cause p r o b l e m s for the r i c h a n d p o w e r f u l , 

those n c h and p o w e r f u l people w i l l pressure inst i tut ions to step i n and 
U(> s o m e t h i n g about the matter. T h i s is w h y after the f inanc ia l cr is is o f 

-00s 09, large investment banks were ba i led out but o r d i n a r y mortgage 

holders weren't. The p r o l i f e r a t i o n o f bul l sh i t jobs, as we' l l see, h a p p e n e d 
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for a var ie ty o f reasons. The real quest ion I was ask ing is w h y n o one inter­

vened ("conspired," i f y o u l ike) to d o s o m e t h i n g about the matter. 

In this b o o k I want to do cons iderably m o r e than that. 

I believe that the p h e n o m e n o n o f bul lshi t e m p l o y m e n t can p r o v i d e us 

w i t h a w i n d o w o n m u c h deeper socia l p r o b l e m s . W e need to ask ourselves, 

not just h o w d i d such a large p r o p o r t i o n o f o u r w o r k f o r c e find themselves 

l a b o r i n g at tasks that they themselves cons ider point less , but also w h y d o 

so m a n y people believe this state of affairs to be n o r m a l , inev i tab le—even 

desirable? M o r e o d d l y s t i l l , why, despite the fact that they h o l d these o p i n ­

ions i n the abstract, and even believe that it is entirely appropriate that 

those w h o labor at point less jobs s h o u l d be p a i d m o r e and receive m o r e 

h o n o r and r e c o g n i t i o n than those w h o d o s o m e t h i n g they c o n s i d e r to be 

useful , do they nonetheless find themselves depressed a n d miserable i f 

they themselves e n d up i n pos i t ions w h e r e they are b e i n g p a i d to d o n o t h ­

i n g , or n o t h i n g that they feel benefits others i n any way? There is c lear ly a 

j u m b l e of c o n t r a d i c t o r y ideas and impulses at play here. O n e t h i n g I want 

to d o i n this b o o k is beg in to sort t h e m out. T h i s w i l l m e a n ask ing prac­

t ical quest ions such as: H o w d o bul l sh i t jobs actual ly happen? It w i l l also 

m e a n ask ing deep h i s t o r i c a l questions, l ike , W h e n and h o w d i d we c o m e 

to believe that creat ivi ty was supposed to be p a i n f u l , or, h o w d i d we ever 

c o m e up w i t h the n o t i o n that it w o u l d be possible to sell one's t ime? A n d 

finally, it w i l l m e a n ask ing f u n d a m e n t a l quest ions about h u m a n nature. 

W r i t i n g this b o o k also serves a p o l i t i c a l p u r p o s e . 

I w o u l d l ike this b o o k to be an arrow a i m e d at the heart of o u r c i v i l i ­

za t ion . There is s o m e t h i n g very w r o n g w i t h what we have m a d e ourselves. 

W e have b e c o m e a c i v i l i z a t i o n based o n w o r k — n o t even " p r o d u c t i v e 

w o r k " but w o r k as an end and m e a n i n g i n itself. W e have c o m e to believe 

that m e n and w o m e n w h o do not w o r k harder than they w i s h at jobs they 

d o not p a r t i c u l a r l y enjoy are bad people u n w o r t h y of love, care, o r assis­

tance f r o m their c o m m u n i t i e s . It is as i f we have col lec t ive ly acquiesced to 

o u r o w n enslavement. The m a i n p o l i t i c a l react ion to o u r awareness that 

Preface 

hal f the t ime we are engaged i n utterly meaningless or even c o u n t e r p r o ­

duct ive a c t i v i t i e s — u s u a l l y u n d e r the orders o f a p e r s o n we d i s l i k e — i s to 

rankle w i t h resentment over the fact there m i g h t be others out there w h o 

are not i n the same trap. A s a result, hatred, resentment, a n d s u s p i c i o n 

have become the glue that h o l d s society together. This is a disastrous state 

of affairs. 1 w i s h it to e n d . 

If this b o o k can i n any way contr ibute to that end , it w i l l have been 

w o r t h w r i t i n g . 
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