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Does capitalism in fact produce 
bullshit jobs? This essay examines 
David Graeber’s influential 
argument that it does and 
suggests it is flawed in important 
respects. Graeber correctly notes 
that many occupations today 
seem to comprise a great deal of 
wasteful activity — but this is more 
appropriately viewed as an aspect of 
tasks within the job rather than the 
jobs themselves. More to the point, 
Graeber’s framework weakens the 
link between economic analysis 
and political strategy. We o!er an 
alternative framework that attends 
to both these weaknesses.

ABSTRACT

I.

For a few years during the mid-2010s, a friend of mine worked as 
an o!ice temp. Her agency would send her to work short shifts 
for di!erent companies around London, normally as temporary 
cover or during a particularly busy period. Except that it was never 
clear how much work really needed to be done. At a loss for how 
to spend her days, she would film herself engaged in a variety of 
o!ice tasks: spinning on her desk chair, shredding blank pieces 
of paper by hand, neatening stacks of desks in the storage room, 
pretending to answer a phone that never rang, creating elaborate 
artwork out of the piles of mints at reception. After twelve months 
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of this hard graft, her agency named her the o!icial “Temp of  
the Year.”

There is a dark humor to be found in this pointless corporate 
existence, in stories of people desperately trying to look busy 
while struggling to find out what they’re meant to be busy doing; 
of people being paid to fill space, look smart, check boxes; of jobs 
being done deliberately badly so that someone else has to come 
in and clean up the mess.

These studies in time-wasting provide the basis for an enor-
mously influential theory of contemporary capitalism and the 
pointless work it produces: that presented in David Graeber’s 
Bullshit Jobs.1 Graeber’s focus was on the spiritual and psychic 
damage caused by those jobs, but what made the book a sensation 
was the idea that “a large proportion of our workforce” — Graeber 
estimated somewhere between 20 and 50 percent — “find them-
selves labouring at tasks that they themselves consider pointless.”2

Graeber’s pessimism about the state of our working lives 
was turned into a theory with the help of two specific empirical 
claims: first, that the number of bullshit jobs is increasing rap-
idly; and second, that those jobs are particularly abundant in the 
neoliberal corporate sector. However, as I show below, neither of 
these claims seems to be true. Instead, statistical evidence from 
a range of advanced economies reveals that what Graeber calls 
“bullshit jobs” are actually concentrated in low-paid, insecure, 
manual employment, and that they seem to have become less 
common over the past few decades.

But rather than celebrate the fact that so many of us seem to 
love our jobs, I think we can salvage Graeber’s central insight that 
there is a profound disconnect between the jobs many of us do and 

1  David Graeber, Bullshit Jobs: A Theory (New York: Simon & Schuster, 2018).
2  Graeber, Bullshit Jobs, 26.

the common good. Doing justice to that idea means abandoning 
Graeber’s subjective definition of “bullshit jobs.” Instead, I start 
with a properly materialist analysis of the way our jobs have been 
transformed by contemporary capitalism. Our working lives are 
full of bullshit. They are consumed by bureaucracy, by our bosses’ 
obsession with control, and directed to ends that no one would 
freely choose to pursue. Understanding how this came about 
means moving far beyond Graeber’s theory. But it also allows us 
to realize the full potential of his animating question: Why do we 
spend so much energy working jobs that do not contribute to the 
wider social good?

II.

Graeber’s claim that 20 to 50 percent of jobs are bullshit was based 
on YouGov polling that asked whether people thought their work 
“is making a meaningful contribution to the world.” Over the last 
seven years, YouGov has asked this question twice in the United 
States and once in the United Kingdom, and each time, the results 

Figure 1. Evidence for “Bullshit Jobs” in the UK and US
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were stark: between 20 and 40 percent of workers said their work 
was not making a meaningful contribution, while another 10 to 
20 percent were uncertain.

It’s easy to see why some people would describe their jobs in 
those terms, and Graeber’s book is full of stories of pointless toil. 
Betsy spends her days interviewing nursing home residents and 
filling out forms that list their preferred recreational activities. The 
forms are then logged and “promptly forgotten about forever.”3 
Ben has ten people who work for him, “but from what I can tell,” 
he says, “they can all do the work without my oversight. My only 
function is to hand them work, which I suppose the people that 
actually generate the work could do themselves.”4 

But while no one denies that these jobs exist, many people 
have been skeptical about how widespread they are. And, over 
the last few years, a small cottage industry of social scientists has 
emerged, all trying to prove that Graeber’s “nonacademic thesis” 
(as they insist on calling it) doesn’t stand up to scrutiny.5

These critiques are based on two statistical sources. The first 
is the International Social Survey Programme (ISSP), which has, 
since 1989, asked workers around the world how much they agree 
or disagree with the claim “My job is useful to society.” The most 
recent data we have is from 2015, and the findings are firmly at 
the low end of Graeber’s estimate: in the United Kingdom, only 
30 percent disagreed or were unsure whether their job was useful 

3  Graeber, Bullshit Jobs, 45.
4  Graeber, Bullshit Jobs, 51.
5  The two leading critiques are Robert Dur and Max van Lent, “Socially Useless 
Jobs,” Industrial Relations 58, no. 1 (January 2019) and Magdalena So!ia, Alex J. 
Wood, and Brendan Burchell, “Alienation Is Not ‘Bullshit’: An Empirical Critique 
of Graeber’s Theory of BS Jobs,” Work, Employment and Society 36, no. 5 (2021). 
Both articles have been cited extensively and received positive coverage from the 
business press.

to society. In the United States, that figure was even lower, at just 
over 20 percent.

More troublingly for Graeber, the second data set used by his 
critics — the European Working Conditions Survey (EWCS) — 
gives even lower figures. There the number of European workers 
who say they sometimes or rarely “have the feeling of doing useful 
work” is less than 20 percent. If we focus on the original fifteen 
countries that made up the European Union, that number falls to 
just 14 percent.

It is always possible to quibble with the results of these kinds 
of surveys. In particular, it is worth noting that the EWCS says 
nothing about who the work is useful for, while the YouGov and 
ISSP questions make some reference to a wider social good. That 
is a higher bar, probably close to the spirit of Graeber’s critique, 
and might explain why the proportion of bullshit jobs is lower in 
that particular survey. But however you cut the data, it seems 
clear that the proportion of people who “find themselves laboring 
at tasks that they themselves consider pointless” is right at the 
bottom of Graeber’s estimate. That doesn’t mean that bullshit jobs 
are not a phenomenon worthy of study. But it does cast doubt on 
the claim that they capture something novel and essential about 
work under contemporary capitalism.

Yet Graeber’s theory doesn’t just rest on his estimate of the 
number of people who feel their own job to be pointless. One 
important element is his claim about the kinds of jobs people think 
are bullshit. Graeber gives many examples: lobbyists, political con-
sultants, and PR specialists; doormen, receptionists, and baili!s; 
sales, marketing, and advertising specialists; HR professionals 
and administrators; management consultants and corporate law-
yers. He also singles out “information workers” — administrators, 



TIRATELLI135134 CATALYST    VOL 6    NO 3

consultants, clerical and accounting sta!, IT professionals, and the 
like — as being “precisely the zone where bullshit jobs proliferate.”6

These examples fit neatly within Graeber’s taxonomy of dif-
ferent flavors of bullshit, but, unfortunately, the statistical evidence 
is much messier. There is some suggestion from the ISSP that 
information workers find it slightly harder to justify the utility of 
their work than everyone else.7 But this obscures a much stronger 
pattern: the workers most likely to doubt whether their jobs are 
useful to society are overwhelmingly found in “unskilled,” routine, 
and manual occupations.

This correlation between what Graeber calls “shit jobs” and a 
feeling of pointlessness is even more pronounced in the data from 
the EWCS. There the people who are most likely to describe their 
jobs as bullshit are cleaners, farmers, laborers, machine operators, 
trash collectors, sales workers, and clerks. The EWCS also shows 
that, in countries like the United Kingdom, information workers are 
less likely to feel their job is pointless than the rest of us. Finally, 
more granular statistical analysis suggests that some of the best 
predictors of doubting the value of your job are poor management, 
toxic culture, lack of autonomy, and low pay.8

On one level, there should be nothing surprising about this. 
If your job pays you badly and treats you worse, then you’re more 
likely to complain about it to a stranger with a clipboard. But 
reading back through Graeber’s list of bullshit occupations with 
this evidence in mind, it starts to feel less like a well-developed 

6  Graeber, Bullshit Jobs, 149.
7  Following Graeber as closely as possible, I categorize “information workers” 
as those whose occupation falls under the International Standard Classification 
of Occupations (ISCO) codes 12 (administrative and commercial managers), 24 
(business and administration professionals), and 33 (business and administration 
associate professionals). Dur and Van Lent reach similar conclusions; see “Socially 
Useless Jobs.”
8  See So!ia, Wood, and Burchell, “Alienation Is Not ‘Bullshit.’”

Table 1: The Top Ten “Bullshit Jobs” 

European Working Conditions  
Survey 2015

International Social Survey  
Programme 2015

Assemblers Information &  
communications technicians

Laborers in mining,  
construction, manufacturing  
& transport

Information &  
communications technology 
professionals

Subsistence farmers Handicraft & printing  
workers

Refuse workers Numerical & material 
recording clerks

Stationary plant & machine 
operators

Food preparation assistants

Street and related sales & 
service workers

Laborers in mining,  
construction,  
manufacturing & transport

Sales workers Stationary plant and machine 
operators

Agricultural, forestry & 
fishery laborers

Business & administration 
professionals

Customer services clerks General & keyboard clerks

theory and more like a list of jobs that Graeber doesn’t particu-
larly care for.

Arguably, the most important element of Graeber’s theory is his 
claim that “the overall percentage of jobs considered bullshit by 
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those who hold them has been increasing rapidly in recent years.”9 
Graeber dedicates a whole chapter to explaining this historical 
trend, focusing in particular on neoliberalism. In his account, 
the move away from manufacturing and toward extractive and 
financialized industries has led to the growth of a whole series 
of bullshit corporate services (such as advertising, consultancy, 
and corporate law) and of pointless o!ice jobs that consist mostly 
of moving piles of paper from one place to another. It has also 
defanged the organizations that might otherwise have redirected 
our economies toward more socially useful pursuits, crushing trade 
unions and left parties around the world.

Unfortunately, there is no statistical evidence to support this 
supposed historical trend. The ISSP data goes back to 1989 and 
suggests that, if anything, the proportion of people who think their 
own job is bullshit has fallen over the last twenty-five years. We 
get the same result from the EWCS, which shows the number of 
bullshit jobs falling between 2005 and 2015.

Graeber’s theory is premised on a long-run increase in the 
amount of bullshit in the economy, with a growing corporate 
sector awash with dejected workers. This has been a hugely influ-
ential characterization of contemporary capitalism — but on the  
basis of the evidence surveyed above, it stands in need of funda-
mental revision.

III.

The lack of data supporting some of Graeber’s central arguments 
reflects a much deeper problem for his theory: his explicitly sub-
jective definition of a “bullshit job.” Graeber begins with people 
who consider their own work to be pointless. This is a useful 
starting point for him because it aligns with the basic anarchist 

9  Graeber, Bullshit Jobs, 145–6.

assumption that workers understand their own workplaces and 
the value of their own labor, while also allowing him to focus on 
the psychological impact of being forced to do work you think is 
meaningless. This might be an interesting line of research in its 
own right. But as a starting point for a theory of contemporary 
capitalism, the assumption that there is a connection between the 
feeling of uselessness and the real functionality of a job creates 
serious problems.

Notes: Data from the International Social Survey Programme. All percentages  
are weighted.

Figure 2. Bullshit Jobs in Developed Economies
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Figure 3. Bullshit Jobs in Western Europe

Proportion who rarely or sometimes have the feeling of doing 
useful work:

The first issue is epistemological; namely, the question of 
whether people know the true value of their work. This is the argu-
ment that the business press jumped on in their critique of Graeber. 
The complexity of the modern economy makes it impossible for 
anyone to see how their small, specialized role fits in. But from 
the high mountain of the Economist, the beauty of the system is 
clear to see.10 Graeber doesn’t have a direct response to those who 
would privilege this kind of top-down assessment of the value of a 
job. Instead, his argument relies on the wager (backed up by a few 
choice anecdotes) that people working the kinds of jobs Graeber 
thinks are pointless actually agree with him. He assumes, to put 
it bluntly, “that lobbyists and financial consultants are, in fact, 
largely aware of their uselessness.”11 But this argument becomes 
very hard to sustain once you acknowledge that the jobs people 
tend to describe as pointless do not match up with Graeber’s list 
of parasitic, neoliberal professions.

The second problem with Graeber’s subjective definition is 
more ideological. Because the pointlessness of a job lies entirely in 
the mind of the worker, Graeber is unable to di!erentiate between 
the two di!erent forms of bullshit that emerge from his examples: 
the job of the o!ice temp with nothing to do, and jobs the worker 
thinks have no social value. Take Jack. Jack was hired by a stock-
broker to call senior traders o!ering 

“free research material on a promising company that is about 
to go public,” emphasizing that I was calling on behalf of a 
broker.... The reasoning behind this was that the brokers them-
selves would seem, to the potential client, to be more capable 
and professional if they were so damn busy making money that 
they needed an assistant to make this call for them. There was 

10  R. A., “On ‘Bullshit Jobs,’” Economist, August 21, 2013.
11  Graeber, Bullshit Jobs, 12.
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literally no other purpose to this job than to make my neighbor 
the broker appear to be more successful than he actually was.12 

Jack is busy at work. He understands what the point of his 
job is. And if the broker’s scheme works, then it’s a rational move 
within the profit-seeking logic of the financial sector. The problem 
is that Jack doesn’t value it.

But this question of social value is one that Graeber is curiously 
reluctant to touch. In just over ten pages, he dismisses the very 
possibility of developing an absolute measure of the common good, 
arguing that all “utility” is basically subjective, that most “needs 
are just other people’s expectations,” that “values” are not the kind 
of things that can be quantified and compared, and that they are 
“murky,” the subject of “constant political argument,” and “more 
likely to be based on some kind of gut instinct than anything [we] 
can articulate precisely.” He then o!ers a brief summary of the 
di!erent folk theories of value revealed in his conversations with 
disgruntled workers, which culminates in a rough-and-ready “I’ll 
know it when I see it.”13

This position leaves Graeber fatally exposed to the old reac-
tionary trope that if you don’t like what you do, you should change 
how you feel about it. Ultimately, without an objective theory of 
value, we cannot respond to Graeber’s critics in the business press, 
nor can we realize the agitational potential of his provocation: How 
did we end up with an economy that generates so little social good?

IV.

Graeber is not the first to criticize capitalism for producing socially 
useless jobs. In fact, this argument, in a more materialist and 
objective form, plays a central role in Paul Baran and Paul Sweezy’s 

12  Graeber, Bullshit Jobs, 31–2.
13  Graeber, Bullshit Jobs, 197, 197, 204, 200, 203, 201.

landmark Monopoly Capital: An Essay on the American Economic 
and Social Order.14 Their analytic framework is made up of three 
interrelated trends. The first is the tendency for the economic sur-
plus — which they define as the di!erence between what society 
produces and what that production costs — to rise. This occurs 
because, on the one hand, capitalism encourages innovation and 
competition between firms, which drives down prices; while on 
the other, firms’ monopoly power keeps prices high. The second 
tendency, drawing on John Maynard Keynes, is toward “undercon-
sumption.” Because capitalists are few in number and workers are 
paid less than the value of what they produce, there is not enough 
consumer demand to absorb that growing surplus. Of course, 
that surplus could be directed toward savings and investment. 
But, Baran and Sweezy argue, because monopolistic firms tend 
to throttle production in order to keep prices high, they already 
have lots of extra capacity and therefore little need for large-
scale investment.15 The challenge of what to do with this growing 
surplus then produces the third tendency: increasing economic 
“waste” in the form of pointless and unproductive work. Some 
of that is what Baran calls “leaf-raking,” pointless public sector 
jobs that keep people employed without risking pushback from 
business interests. Another category is military spending, which 
Baran and Sweezy see principally as a tool to defend American 
corporate interests abroad. And the final group encompasses the 
socially unnecessary costs of monopolistic competition: “adver-
tising expenses + PR + legal departments + fins and chrome + 

14  Paul A. Baran and Paul M. Sweezy, Monopoly Capital: An Essay on the Ameri-
can Economic and Social Order (New York: Monthly Review Press, 1966).
15  A more general theory of underinvestment suggests that capitalists invest 
below the socially optimum rate (i) because they can’t guarantee they will reap the 
full benefits of future returns on their investments, and (ii) because workers lack 
the power to force them to do so. See Kelvin Lancaster, “The Dynamic Ine!iciency 
of Capitalism,” Journal of Political Economy 81, no. 5 (September–October 1973).
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faux frais [incidental operating expenditures] of product variation 
and model changes.”16

I will return to the objective theory of value underpinning Baran 
and Sweezy’s analysis in a moment. But it is worth first explic-
itly addressing the shortcomings of their empirical predictions. 
Because if Graeber was wrong that neoliberalism is producing 
more and more pointless jobs, then, in their own way, so were Baran 
and Sweezy. Taking first those jobs that exist only to encourage us 
to spend more — advertising, marketing, brand management, and 
PR — there is no evidence to suggest that they have grown over 
time. Data going back to 1919 for the United States suggest that 
advertising spending has fluctuated between 1 and 3 percent of 
GDP, but with no clear trend. More recent global data compiled 
by the economists Alvin Silk and Ernst Berndt also show no evi-
dence of a structural increase. Instead, since the 1960s, advertising 
expenditure seems to have followed the ups and downs of the 
business cycle.17 Baran and Sweezy’s second measurable cate-
gory, military spending, has also fallen. When Monopoly Capital 
was published, the United States was spending 8 or 9 percent 
of GDP on the military. Today, the figure is just 4 percent, with 
similar declines across the Global North.18

So, if neoliberalism hasn’t led to a wave of bullshit jobs, what 
kinds of employment has it produced? In the advanced economies 

16  Paul Baran to Paul Sweezy, May 2, 1960, in “Two Letters on Monopoly Capital 
Theory,” Monthly Review, December 1, 2010.
17  Alvin Silk and Ernst R. Berndt, “Aggregate Advertising Expenditure in the U.S. 
Economy: What’s Up? Is It Real?,” National Bureau of Economic Research Work-
ing Paper 28161 (December 2020). US data for annual advertising spending since 
1919 (the McCann Erickson series) can be found at galbithink.org/ad-spending.
htm.
18  Data from the Stockholm International Peace Research Institute Yearbook: 
Armaments, Disarmament and International Security (2022). Across the OECD, 
average military spending has fallen from 7 percent of GDP in 1960 to less than 3 
percent today.

that Graeber, Baran, and Sweezy all focused on, the answer is 
a surprising one. Contemporary capitalism has produced huge 
numbers of new jobs in education and health care.

The growth of education and health care as an employer of last 
resort is intimately bound up with the decline of manufacturing. As 
Gabriel Winant has argued, the social power that industrial workers 
once had allowed them to win substantial concessions from the 
state and from capital, concessions that often took the form of 
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expanded welfare provision.19 While those manufacturing jobs have 
been automated and o!shored, the welfare states they created 
have lingered on, often under attack but generally accounting 
for a growing share of GDP and of working-class employment. 
This growth is particularly noticeable in the care sector, where 
demographic shifts have been exacerbated by a feedback loop in 
which brutal industrial working conditions created demand for 
care, leading to newly exploitative conditions for care workers, 
and to further demand for care in turn.20

19  Gabriel Winant, The Next Shift: The Fall of Industry and the Rise of Health Care 
in Rust Belt America (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2021).
20  The contradictions in this process have important implications for socialist 
practice. Jane McAlevey has probably done the most to explore this potential, de-
scribing the new spaces for working-class resistance that have been opened by 
the boom in care and education work. See McAlevey, “The West Virginia Strike 
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In many ways, education and care are exactly the kind of pro-
fessions that socialists should value. The problem is not that these 
jobs have been created in large numbers but rather that they have 
become what Graeber would call “shit jobs.” They are increas-
ingly underfunded when compared with the demands placed on 
them. They are poorly paid, insecure, and casualized. Professional 
autonomy has been decimated. And the prestige attached to these 
vital roles has been systematically eroded. 

This decline in working conditions is part of a general remolding 
of labor under contemporary capitalism. First, work itself continues 
to be the central organizing feature of most of our waking lives, 
with labor force participation in the OECD flatlining at around 
60 percent over the past forty years.21 (This continuity obscures 
two opposing trajectories: in Europe, it has risen steadily, while in 
the United States, it has collapsed since the late 1990s.) Second, 
despite the ongoing centrality of labor, annual working hours have 
fallen steeply.22 This is fine if you can a!ord to live, but it’s disas-
trous if you’re near the breadline. Third, there has been a marked 
trend toward “job polarization,” by which economists mean that 
there are fewer medium-skill jobs on o!er and many more high-skill 
jobs.23 Fourth, the middle class has been squeezed both numeri-
cally (the share of people in middle-income households across the 
OECD fell from 64 to 61 percent between the mid-1980s and the 
mid-2010s) and in terms of its economic power (the total income 

Points a Path Forward for the Labor Movement,” In These Times, March 7, 2018.
21  Figures from the International Labour Organization (ILO) suggest that, since 
1980, labor force participation has gone up in the UK (from 59 percent to 63 per-
cent) and in the euro area (from 52 percent to 57 percent). In the United States, it 
climbed steadily from 1960 to the late 1990s (from 58 percent to 69 percent) but 
has since fallen to 53 percent.
22  OECD, “Hours Worked” (indicator), 2022, doi.org/10.1787/47be1c78-en.
23  ILO figures for “Employment by sex and occupation (Annual).”
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of all middle-income households was four times the income of 
upper-income households in the 1980s, while today, the ratio is 
less than three; this is largely because incomes for people in the 
middle of the distribution have stagnated in absolute and relative 
terms over the last forty years).24

This collapse in the quality of jobs is something that even main-
stream economists have at last begun to discuss. Most recently, 
Harvard professors Dani Rodrik and Stefanie Stantcheva described 
the creation of good jobs as an “existential” challenge for con-
temporary capitalism, placing it on par with climate change.25 
But nowhere in this resurgence of interest in pay and working 
conditions do they seek to clarify Graeber’s central question: Are 
our jobs contributing to the social good, or are they just bullshit?

V.

If Graeber’s empirical predictions have turned out to be inaccurate 
and his theory vulnerable to conservative counterattacks, much of 
the problem lies with his explicitly subjective starting point. But 
perversely, that subjective starting point is also the most natural 
one for a central goal of socialist theory: informing the practice 
of agitation.

Although our feelings about our work must be at the heart of 
any attempt to organize at the point of production, this opportunity 
to link theory and practice is lost in Graeber’s focus on jobs that 
are experienced as “entirely or overwhelmingly bullshit.”26 In those 
situations, the obvious response from the worker is to quit the job 
entirely. And, indeed, this is what many of the people Graeber 

24  Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development, “Under Pressure: 
The Squeezed Middle Class,” OECD Publishing, 2019.
25  Dani Rodrik and Stefanie Stantcheva, “Fixing Capitalism’s Good Jobs Prob-
lem,” Oxford Review of Economic Policy 37, no. 4 (2021).
26  Graeber, Bullshit Jobs, 25.

spoke to had done. But almost all of us have had the feeling that 
particular tasks within our job are bullshit.27 Often, it is this tension 
between the value of the job and the bullshit tasks we are asked 
to perform that creates the space for agitation and resistance.

As the industrial relations scholars Jacques Bélanger and Chris-
tian Thuderoz have argued, many workers who are “very proud 
of their craftsmanship  . . . [feel] a deep frustration  . . . [about the] 
inability of management to organise operations e!iciently.”28 This 
is probably especially true in education and health care, which the 
labor organizer Jane McAlevey calls “mission-driven” sectors in 
reference to workers’ clear and preexisting moral authority and 
sense of purpose.29 The feeling that these workers could organize 
themselves better than their bosses do is a vital socialist impulse 
and a potent starting point for agitation. But it’s also something we 
lose sight of by focusing on bullshit jobs rather than bullshit tasks.

Shifting the level of analysis from jobs to tasks allows us to 
link theory more closely to socialist practice. But the next step is to 
provide an objective foundation for our claims that some particular 
task is bullshit. Graeber himself flirted with the idea of quantifying 
the level of bullshit tasks in an earlier book on bureaucracy, The 
Utopia of Rules.30 In the opening pages, he provides an imaginary 
graph tracking the ever-increasing number of hours we spend on 
“paperwork.” This is obviously just speculation, and, unfortunately, 

27  Wendy Bottero, “Grudging Acts,” Sociology (2022). See also Catherine Bailey 
et al., “The Five Paradoxes of Meaningful Work: Introduction to the special Issue 
‘Meaningful Work: Prospects for the 21st Century,’” Journal of Management of 
Studies 56, no. 3 (May 2019).
28  Jacques Bélanger and Christian Thuderoz, “The Repertoire of Employee Op-
position,” in Paul Thompson and Chris Smith, eds., Working Life: Renewing Labour 
Process Analysis (Houndmills: Palgrave Macmillan, 2010), 145. 
29  McAlevey, “The West Virginia Strike.” 
30  David Graeber, The Utopia of Rules: On Technology, Stupidity, and the Secret 
Joys of Bureaucracy (New York: Melville House, 2015).
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the only people employing time-use surveys and task monitoring 
to calculate how much time we spend doing what at work are our 
bosses. With no reliable data to quantify the levels, trends, and 
distribution of bullshit tasks, I will instead sketch a conceptual 
framework for understanding where they come from. But the 
suggestion that tasks of this kind are proliferating must remain a 
speculative hypothesis in need of firmer evidence.

The first distinction to make is between the primary task 
around which our job is organized (say, providing care to elders) 
and the secondary tasks that are arranged around it. Some of those 
secondary tasks are immediately necessary (for example, ordering 
drugs and supplies in the correct quantities), while others may 
indirectly improve the e!iciency of that primary operation (such 
as taking part in trainings or keeping medical records). But often, 
these secondary activities slide into pointlessness.

The classical sociology of bureaucracy, drawn from the writ-
ings of Max Weber and his student Robert Michels, provides a 
basic framework for understanding how those secondary tasks 
can shift from functional to dysfunctional.31 For Weber, bureau-
cracy — a system of rule-based decision-making and information 
processing — emerges inevitably out of the coordination chal-
lenges faced by large and complex institutions. These rational 
management and organizational systems allow institutions to 
function e!ectively, giving them a competitive advantage, which 
then encourages their rivals to follow them down the road of ratio-
nalization and bureaucratization. But these systems also produce 
extra tasks for workers. Most important, workers are required 

31  Max Weber, Economy and Society (New York: Bedminster Press, 1968); Max 
Weber, “Speech to Verein für Sozialpolitik (1909)” in J. P. Mayer, Max Weber and 
German Politics: A Study in Political Sociology (London: Faber & Faber, 1944); Rob-
ert Michels, Political Parties: A Sociological Study of the Oligarchical Tendencies of 
Modern Democracy (San Francisco: Hearst’s International Library Company, 1915).

to keep the records and provide the data the bureaucrats use to 
make decisions. 

For as long as those systems enable large, complex institutions 
to function in a coordinated and rational way, they might have some 
legitimacy. But there is always a risk that bureaucracies become 
dysfunctional, obstructing the primary tasks they were meant to 
facilitate. The central danger identified by Weber, Michels, and 
others is that bureaucracy becomes an end in itself. The collec-
tion of data, the codification of rules, and the maintenance of 
the bureaucratic superstructure become the primary tasks of 
the institution. Weber explains this tendency toward expansion 
as inherent to the logic of rationalization, which always seeks to 
capture within its “iron cage” any irregular, uncodified, and unreg-
ulated exceptions. For Michels, this tendency has a more human 
form: bureaucrats have access to information, which gives them 
power and privileges within the institution, and they then develop 
a material interest in preserving that institution and the bureau-
cracy that sustains their power over it. (A similar argument is 
made by Ernest Mandel and Rosa Luxemburg in their critiques of 
the reformist bureaucrats who all too often dominate trade unions 
and social democratic parties.)32 Crucially for our purposes, both 
mechanisms turn functional procedures into hopelessly dysfunc-
tional bureaucracies and, in so doing, create a mountain of bullshit 
tasks for workers to complete.

It is important here to note that Weber’s account of bureaucracy 
has a certain cyclical quality. As rational bureaucratic processes 
turn pathological, they are left vulnerable to “charismatic” 

32  Ernest Mandel, “What Is the Bureaucracy?,” in Marxist Economic Theory, Vol-
ume II (New York: Monthly Review Press, 1962); Rosa Luxemburg, The Mass Strike, 
the Political Party and the Trade Unions (Detroit: Marxist Educational Society of 
Detroit, 1925).
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revolution.33 This alternative source of authority is fundamentally 
indi!erent to the rules that govern bureaucratic thinking. Instead, 
under the influence of charisma, people pursue their interests by 
breaking rules, smashing and disrupting the bureaucratic systems 
in which they were trapped. Whether we reach that stage anytime 
soon remains to be seen.

VI.

The second category of bullshit secondary tasks is related but more 
pernicious: those activities that only exist to give bosses and man-
agers control over our work.34 To explain the origin of these tasks, 
we need to go back to Karl Marx’s famous manuscript Results of 
the Immediate Process of Production, in which he draws a distinc-
tion between the “putting-out” system (where workers were paid 
a wage to, for example, weave cloth in their own homes) and the 
factory system (where that work was brought indoors and under 
the bosses’ direct supervision).35 This transition from “formal” to 
“real” subsumption is made necessary because of the strange 
nature of labor as a commodity. When bosses hire workers, what 
they want is their labor power, that productive energy that adds 
value to whatever assets they are working with. But what they get 
is a human being with its own volition and idiosyncrasies.36 This 

33  See Joel Andreas, “The Structure of Charismatic Mobilization: A Case Study 
of Rebellion During the Chinese Cultural Revolution,” American Sociological Re-
view 72, no. 3 (June 2007).
34  Stephen Marglin, “What Do Bosses Do? The Origins and Functions of Hierar-
chy in Capitalist Production, Part I,” Review of Radical Political Economics 6, no. 2 
(July 1974).
35  Karl Marx, “Results of the Immediate Process of Production,” in Capital, Vol-
ume I (London: Penguin, 1976).
36  Paul Thompson, “Crawling From the Wreckage: The Labour Process and the 
Politics of Production,” in David Knights and Hugh Willmott, eds., Labour Process 
Theory (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 1990).

“indeterminacy” of labor has two principal sources. On the one 
hand, workers have an irreducible power to choose how much 
e!ort to expend in their work. On the other, they can also choose 
whether or not to stay at that firm for the long haul.37 (This second 
source of indeterminacy is obviously historically contingent. Marx 
assumed that “free labor” di!erentiated capitalism from other 
systems of production. But in fact, capitalism has always com-
bined workers in various states of freedom and unfreedom — from 
Atlantic slavery and England’s “master-servant” laws to migrant 
worker statuses and the bewildering variety of employment law 
around the world today.38)

Capitalists have always struggled against these two sources 
of indeterminacy. But the tools they use have varied over time. 
Marx described the transition from the direct violence of feu-
dalism to the “silent compulsion of economic relations” under 
nineteenth-century capitalism.39 Harry Braverman then chronicled 
the twentieth-century shift to a reliance on “Taylorism” and the 
various techniques of scientific management. But none of these 
modes of control generated additional secondary tasks for workers.

This has changed over the last forty years due to two shifts 
in the way bosses seek to control the process of production. The 
first is a refinement of Taylorism. Scientific management was 
traditionally achieved by outside experts, the “time-and-motion 

37  Chris Smith, “The Double Indeterminacy of Labour Power: Labour E!ort and 
Labour Mobility,” Work, Employment and Society 20, no. 2 (2006).
38  See examples of the various kinds of freedoms workers have fought for under 
di!erent conditions in: Marc Steinberg, “Capitalist Development, the Labor Pro-
cess, and the Law,” American Journal of Sociology 109, no. 2 (September 2003); 
Marc Steinberg, “Marx, Formal Subsumption, and the Law,” Theory and Society 39, 
no. 2 (March 2010); John Berger and Jean Mohr, A Seventh Man (London: Penguin, 
1975); Chris Smith, “Rediscovery of the Labour Process,” in Stephen Edgell, Heidi 
Gottfried, and Edward Granter, eds., Sage Handbook of the Sociology of Work and 
Employment (London: Sage, 2015).
39  Marx, Capital, Volume I, 899.
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men” who came in to study the workflow and impose more e!i-
cient procedures. Control of contemporary white-collar work, on 
the other hand, requires us to observe ourselves, to become our 
own time-and-motion men. Often, this self-surveillance takes the 
form of an expanding bureaucratic superstructure, complete with 
endless forms to be completed and records to be maintained. But 
it has a single and more limited purpose: control.

Today, some of these tasks are at risk of being made obso-
lete by technological advances. The automation of supervision 
in what is known as “algorithmic management” has so far been 
concentrated in low-paid, easily standardized jobs — Amazon 
logistics workers, Uber drivers, and Deliveroo couriers.40 But wider 
automation of these processes for collecting data and controlling 
labor could reduce the burden of secondary tasks that workers 
have to complete, if at a cost to autonomy, privacy, and organi-
zational capacity. However, as with much of the discourse on 
automation, it is worth remembering that these trends are very 
much in their infancy and that too often our analysis is colored by 
the self-aggrandizing claims of their loudest advocates.41 A more 
sober analysis of whether this kind of bullshit secondary task is 
growing or shrinking is simply not possible until we have far more 
rigorous data on what workers actually spend their time doing.

The second key shift is the move toward normative and cultural 
modes of control.42 The intuition behind these new techniques 
is that “managers could more e!ectively regulate workers by 

40  Jamie Woodcock, “The Limits of Algorithmic Management: On Platforms, 
Data, and Workers’ Struggle,” South Atlantic Quarterly 120, no. 4 (2021); Alex J. 
Wood, “Algorithmic Management: Consequences for Work Organisation and 
Working Conditions,” JRC Working Papers Series on Labour, Education and Tech-
nology (June 2021): JRC124874.
41  Aaron Benanav, “Automation and the Future of Work, Part I,” New Left Review 
no. 119 (September–October 2019).
42  Smith, “Rediscovery of the Labour Process.”

attending not only to their behavior but to their thoughts and 
emotions. By winning the hearts and minds of the workforce, 
managers could achieve the most subtle of all forms of control: 
moral authority.”43 For workers, this means taking part in a new 
range of secondary tasks, all designed to inculcate certain values, 
identities, and cultures. These tasks are often absurd — laughably 
bad compulsory training videos, online tests of a corporation’s “key 
values,” singing the company anthem — but they seem to fill our 
working lives like never before.

As more orthodox Marxists pointed out in the critical engage-
ments with labor process theory, this desire for control does not 
arise because our bosses are vindictive or out of some purely 
political will to power. Instead, it is rooted in economic necessity.44 
Capitalists are engaged in a competitive struggle for survival 
and so are compelled to try to extract the maximum e!ort and 
commitment from their workers. But unlike a bureaucracy, which 
might be genuinely necessary for the coordination and organiza-
tion of a large, complex institution, the secondary tasks produced 
by our bosses’ desire for control serve no broader purpose. The 
control imperative only arises because we have to work at jobs 
over which we have no control or autonomy, because we are, in 
Marx’s terms, alienated by capitalist relations of production. With 
greater freedom to choose and direct our own productive labor, 
the indeterminacy problem would cease to exist, and so would 
the need for control.

One important point of nuance related to this second cate-
gory of bullshit tasks is the way they play out in the public sector. 

43  Stephen R. Barley and Gideon Kunda, “Design and Devotion: Surges of Ratio-
nal and Normative Ideologies of Control in Managerial Discourse,” Administrative 
Science Quarterly 37, no. 3 (September 1992): 364.
44  Sheila Cohen, “A Labour Process to Nowhere?,” New Left Review no. 165 (Sep-
tember–October 1987).
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Here there is no economic compulsion to extract as much labor as 
possible from workers. But, perhaps surprisingly, similar modes 
of control have arisen, most famously in Margaret Thatcher’s 
new public management theory and Tony Blair’s obsession with 
“targets.” This is a deliberate mirroring of the private sector and 
reflects the way a specifically capitalist mentality has spread into 
other areas of social life. Thatcher and Blair shared the aim of 
making the public sector feel more like a private enterprise, and 
they were explicit about that ambition. In this way, the cultural 
forms produced by capitalism took on a life of their own, generating 
bullshit tasks in workplaces far removed from the biting edge of 
free-market competition.

VII.

With the question of which primary tasks should be considered 
pointless, we risk stumbling over the vexed and intractable prob-
lems of moral philosophy. But, without pretending to resolve those 
debates, I think we can clarify some of the concepts needed to 
understand this third category of bullshit tasks and point toward 
a practical resolution of that theoretical impasse.

The starting point for thinking about which jobs make a mean-
ingful contribution to the world is the distinction between use 
value and exchange value. Every object can be seen from these 
two perspectives: on the one hand, its manifold, qualitatively 
distinct uses; and, on the other, the homogeneous, quantitative 
price at which we sell it. This is a fundamental contradiction of 
capital, and it helps to explain why a capitalist economic system 
always has the potential to produce jobs that do not contribute 
to the common good.45 Because capital is guided at all times by 

45  David Harvey, Seventeen Contradictions and the End of Capitalism (London: 
Profile Books, 2014): 15–24.

exchange value, it is devoted solely to the search for profits and 
the ceaseless drive to increase its value. To put it another way, 
our economy is structured by an insatiable quest for exchange 
value that is not limited, directed, or controlled by what people 
actually need.46

Mainstream economics has its own language for describing 
this disconnect between where investment is directed (and hence 
what kinds of jobs are created) and the common good. This is 
the language of positive and negative externalities, those spill-
over e!ects of economic activity that may be beneficial to wider 
society (everyone benefits from having healthier friends, family, 
and neighbors) or harmful (pollution from a factory may a!ect 
people living hundreds of miles away). Because these e!ects 
spread far beyond the people directly involved in making the rel-
evant economic decisions, they tend to be ignored. The result is 
a misallocation of resources. We end up with too many polluting 
factories and not enough hospitals.

The problem with this language of positive and negative exter-
nalities is that it frames the problem as one of misallocation rather 
than contradiction. It therefore preserves modern economics’ basic 
assumption that there is a single, quantifiable measure of human 
utility that is translated into prices by supply and demand. Exter-
nalities appear as nothing more than creases in this otherwise 
smooth process — creases that can, with appropriate institutional 
frameworks, be ironed out. Marx’s qualitative distinction between 
the uses of a good or service and the price it fetches in the market 
allows us to do away with this assumption, revealing how deeply 
embedded in modern capitalism it really is.

The contradiction between use value and exchange value 

46  G. A. Cohen, Karl Marx’s Theory of History: A Defence (London: Oxford Univer-
sity Press, 1978): 297–322.
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explains the potential for capitalism to produce jobs that don’t con-
tribute to the common good. But it doesn’t demonstrate that they 
do in fact exist. Faced with this challenge, there is a tendency to fall 
back on jobs that are universally agreed to have social value. There 
is, for example, a long tradition of research in development eco-
nomics demonstrating that state socialist regimes tend to invest 
more in health care than capitalist ones.47 A common example is 
Cuba — an underdeveloped, isolated Caribbean island of eleven 
million inhabitants — that has greater life expectancy, lower infant 
mortality, and cheaper health care than the richest country in the 
world, the United States.48

Health care is obviously not the only category of jobs that con-
tributes to the social good. But we are often drawn to it because it 
responds directly to an indisputable human need for survival. At a 
purely formal level, this then provides an answer to the question of 
which primary tasks contribute to the social good, namely those 
that fulfill a true human need.

But this formal answer has little content. In particular, it doesn’t 
explain how we are to identify those true human needs. Survival 
is clearly inadequate as an organizing concept. Although needs 
of this kind do have an important place in Marxist theory — pro-
viding an explanation “in the last instance” of why workers take on 
exploitative wage labor and why they also resist those relationships 

47  Amartya Sen, “Public Action and the Quality of Life in Developing Countries,” 
Oxford Bulletin of Economics and Statistics 43, no. 4 (November 1981); Shirley 
Cereseto and Howard Waitzkin, “Economic Development, Political-Economic Sys-
tem, and the Physical Quality of Life,” American Journal of Public Health 76, no. 6 
(June 1986); Vicente Navarro, “Has Socialism Failed? An Analysis of Health Indi-
cators Under Capitalism and Socialism,” Science & Society 57, no. 1 (1993); Hugh 
F. Lena and Bruce London, “The Political and Economic Determinants of Health 
Outcomes: A Cross-National Analysis,” International Journal of Health Services 23, 
no. 3 (July 1993).
48  See James Hamblin, “How Cubans Live as Long as Americans at a Tenth of the 
Cost,” Atlantic, November 29, 2016.

when capitalism endangers their basic survival — but any credible 
account of bullshit tasks has to push beyond it.49 Moreover, survival 
does not do justice to the nature or range of human desire. As 
psychoanalysts have long argued, we often choose to take risks, 
play dangerous sports, get high, or eat too much, all in spite of 
our physiological drive for self-preservation.50 Indeed, physiology 
is only the first rung of Abraham Maslow’s famous eight-tiered 
“hierarchy of needs,” which includes equally human desires for 
safety, love, esteem, and self-actualization.51

The other problem in filling out the content of true human 
needs is that our needs are not fixed. Contemporary capitalism is 
engaged in a continual war of propaganda, convincing us to buy 
more and more commodities, constantly reshaping our desires and 
our sense of self. For many nineteenth-century writers (including 
Marx), it was possible to have an ambivalent attitude toward this, 
seeing in our expanding needs a certain refinement, an “educa-
tion of the senses” that ultimately elevates humans above a mere 

49  Vivek Chibber, “Capitalism, Class and Universalism: Escaping the Cul-de-Sac 
of Postcolonial Theory,” Socialist Register 50 (2014). In Capital, Volume I, Marx 
seems to be somewhat ambiguous about whether social relations can produce 
this conflictual interdependence without a deeper physiological premise, e.g., “The 
advance of capitalist production develops a working class which by education, tra-
dition, and habit looks upon the conditions of that mode of production as self-evi-
dent laws of nature. The organization of the capitalist process of production, once 
fully developed, breaks down all resistance. The constant generation of a relative 
surplus-population keeps the law of supply and demand of labour, and therefore 
keeps wages, in a rut that corresponds with the wants of capital. The silent com-
pulsion of economic relations completes the subjection of the laborer to the cap-
italist. Direct force outside economic conditions is of course still used, but only 
exceptionally. In the ordinary run of things, the labourer can be left to the ‘natural 
laws of production,’ i.e., to his dependence on capital, a dependence springing 
from, and guaranteed in perpetuity by, the conditions of production themselves.” 
(899, emphasis added).
50  Richard Seymour, “All I Am Saying, Is Give Death a Chance,” Lenin’s Tomb, 
June 8, 2015.
51  Abraham Maslow, “A Theory of Human Motivation,” Psychological Review 50, 
no. 4 (1943).
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animal existence.52 But in today’s hyperconsumerist societies, that 
argument feels less plausible. In the first place, contemporary cap-
italism seems to produce an absurd excess of needs. Taking two 
authors I’ve already cited as examples, Baran draws a distinction 
between “sensible” commodities and those that only exist “due to 
the sales e!ort,” while Cohen emphasizes the Sisyphean insatia-
bility of commodity production, which always and only wants to 
produce more.53 Second, advertising creates the illusion that our 
needs are vested in commodities themselves and so obscures their 
deeply social nature. We drink beer to look manly and impress our 
friends, thinking that the commodity will magically do the work of 
building relationships of love and respect.54 Third, by entangling 
our needs within capitalist relations of production, we become 
estranged from them. Because capitalism releases us from imme-
diate necessity, it should be possible to realize our deep desire for 
collaboration and altruism. But because it simultaneously medi-
ates those needs through private property, we remain trapped in 
relationships of instrumentalization and alienation.55

The question of how we can judge whether a job is involved 
in valuable self-actualization or frivolous consumerism can be 
more usefully framed in terms of practice: How do we come to 
know where the limits of true human needs lie? Through what 
processes can an answer be determined? The classical neoliberal 
response comes out of Friedrich Hayek’s and Ludwig von Mises’s 

52  Andrew Chitty, “The Early Marx on Needs,” Radical Philosophy 64 (1993); Ag-
nes Heller, The Theory of Need in Marx (London: Allison & Busby, 1976): 23–39.
53  Paul Baran to Paul Sweezy, May 2, 1960; Cohen, Karl Marx’s Theory of History, 
302 f3.
54  Raymond Williams, “The Magic System,” New Left Review no. 4 (July–August 
1960).
55  Chitty, “The Early Marx on Needs.”

contributions to the economic calculation debates.56 For them, the 
market was an unsurpassable device for processing information, 
synthesizing all the knowledge and subjective preferences of its 
participants, and shaping our behavior in response to that wealth 
of data. Indeed, the “superior, if opaque, wisdom of the market” 
was something to be defended against meddling technocrats 
and prying economists.57 So when it comes to bullshit jobs, their 
response is simple: if someone is paying you to do it, then it must 
be valuable and answer a true human need. No mere mortal should 
question the outcomes of the market machine.

This is more a declaration of faith than a persuasive argument. 
But Hayek and Mises can point socialists toward an answer of our 
own. A socialist baseline is not the unfettered market but a society 
in which decisions about where to allocate resources and what jobs 
need to be done are made through open democratic debate. This 
rationally and democratically designed economy was the implicit 
“other” against which Baran and Sweezy compared the “waste” 
of monopoly capitalism. But it has sometimes been sidelined on 
the contemporary left in favor of neo-Keynesian interventions like 
the Green New Deal or anti-austerity politics.

Holding out a democratic economy as the yardstick against 
which we judge whether or not a job is pointless requires two final 
theoretical clarifications. First, just as advertising molds our desires 
and identities, so too would deliberative democratic debate change 
the character of our needs. In that sense, the processes through 
which we determine value themselves shape our value judgments. 

56  See Ludwig von Mises, Economic Calculation in the Socialist Commonwealth 
(Auburn, AL: Mises Institute, 1990 [1920]); Friedrich Hayek, “The Use of Knowl-
edge in Society,” American Economic Review 35, no. 4 (September 1945).
57  Quinn Slobodian, Globalists: The End of Empire and the Birth of Neoliberalism 
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2018): 282. See, in particular, chapter 2 
(“A World of Numbers”) and chapter 7 (“A World of Signals”).



TIRATELLI161160 CATALYST    VOL 6    NO 3

But unlike the distortions and contradictions described above, 
socialists assume that democracy will help to undo the spiritual 
and psychic damage caused by consumer capitalism, allowing us 
to flourish individually and collectively. The second clarification 
concerns the here and now. We can obviously only approach this 
kind of democratic planning in small steps, and today, there are 
very few places where such institutions exist. The challenge is 
therefore to build them. But in the meantime, we must also con-
duct proto-democratic debates in what’s left of the public sphere. 
We must struggle through civil society in search of “defensible 
positions” from which we can vocally challenge the current allo-
cation of resources and put forward a di!erent vision, grounded 
in a di!erent set of needs. This is the task that Graeber tried to 
dodge with his purely subjective definition of bullshit jobs. But it 
can no longer be ignored.

VIII.

David Graeber’s Bullshit Jobs asked a vital question about con-
temporary capitalism. But its theoretical starting point led it down 
a blind alley. The central problem with work today is not that a 
growing proportion of people feel their own job to be pointless. It 
is that the economy as a whole is not oriented around satisfying 
true human needs. Instead, we find our working lives consumed 
by dysfunctional bureaucracies that constrain our capacity for 
play and creativity. We waste time trapped in processes that exist 
only to give our bosses more control over us. And we’re directed to 
jobs that wouldn’t exist if people had the power to choose where 
to invest our increasingly scarce resources. That is where the real 
bullshit lies.


