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Abstract: The article is about the research in the field of philosophy and sociology of labor. The main 
point of the research is the concept of anthropologist D. Graeber about the phenomenon 
of  “bullshit” jobs as the result of neoliberal capitalism development. There are the classifica-
tion of useless jobs and it is shown that this type of jobs paid more than useful, meaningful and 
socially significant work despite of its empty and economic disadvantage. Bullshit jobs are the 
different types of imitative employment which are ideological and political functioned because 
they make the economy wasteful. The key factor for the identification of bullshit job is subjective, 
it means that worker understand that his work useless but continue to do it. Graeber proposes 
the classification of bullshit jobs: flunkies, cutthroats, crutches, tick marks, supervisors. As well 
the author introduce the notion “managerial feudalism” which describes the modern structure 
of the labor market. Managerialism inherits the structure of hierarchical social relations of the 
feudalist times with their transfer to the field of labor/corporate relations where hierarchy for the 
sake of hierarchy becomes the basis of the organizational structure of enterprises, firms and com-
panies. The paradox of neoliberal capitalism consist of the situation when enterprises and firms 
have economic opportunities paid for the bullshit jobs this contradicts to the main economic 
order “minimax” (minimizing costs, maximizing profits). According to Graeber, the problem of 
contemporary society can be solved by the introduction of Universal Basic Income which can be 
the economic “safety cushion” for the people and let not to make choices in favor of the bullshit 
jobs for survival. It is shown in our article that economic and social life in USSR embody in prac-
tice the idea of Universal Basic Income. That’s why it is possible to say that bullshit jobs didn’t 
exist in socialist world model unlike contemporary neoliberal capitalism.
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Аннотация: Статья представляет собой исследование в области философии и социологии труда. 
За отправную точку исследования берется положение антрополога Д. Гребера о том, что 
неолиберальный капитализм породил такой феномен как «бредовая» работа. Представлена 
классификация бесполезных работ и показано, что при всей бессодержательности и эконо-
мической невыгодности, такой тип работ оплачивается выше, чем полезная, осмысленная 
и общественно-значимая работа. Бредовые работы — это различные имитативные формы 
занятости, которые выполняют идеологическую и политическую функцию, так как, по сути, 
делают экономику не экономной. Ключевой фактор, через который работа может быть отне-
сена в разряд бредовой, субъективный — работник сам понимает, что занимается бесполез-
ной работой, но несмотря на это продолжает ей заниматься. Гребер предлагает следующую 
классификацию бредовых работ: шестерки, головорезы, костыльщики, галочники, надсмот-
рщики. Также автор вводит в оборот понятие «менеджериальный феодализм», которое опи-
сывает современное устройство рынка труда. Менеджериализм наследует структуру иерар-
хических социальных отношений времен феодализма с переносом их в область трудовых/
корпоративных отношений, где иерархия ради иерархии становится основой организаци-
онной структуры предприятий, фирм и компаний. Парадокс неолиберального капитализма 
заключается в том, что предприятия и фирмы множат бесполезные рабочие места и имеют 
экономическую возможность оплачивать такого рода труд, что противоречит основному эко-
номическому закону «минимакс» (минимизация издержек, максимизация прибыли). Гребер 
формулирует из данной ситуации проблему современного общества, которая может быть 
решена за счет введения безусловного базового дохода, который послужит экономической 
«подушкой безопасности» для человека и позволит не совершать выбор в пользу бредо-
вой работы исключительно ради выживания. В нашей статье показано, что экономическое 
устройство и общественная жизнь в СССР, по сути, воплощала на практике идею безуслов-
ного базового дохода, в силу чего доказано, что в социалистической модели мира, не было 
места бредовым работам в отличии от современного неолиберального капитализма.
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The phenomenon of bullshit or useless work was discovered in 2013 by the fa-
mous American anthropologist David Graeber in his essay with the telling name 

“Bullshit jobs” which became viral [1]. His short text received a wide resonance in 
the world media and, as a result, hurt the feelings of the leaders and representatives 
of those industries that, according to Graeber, promote engaging in delusional work. 
Moreover, they are ready to pay a lot of money for this. The anthropologist attributed 
a number of bullshit jobs, for example, to HR consultants, communication coordina-
tors, PR department employees, financial strategists, corporate lawyers, etc. The text 
caused not only controversy and heated discussion, but also laid the foundation for 
scientific research in the direction of the sociology of labor. The results of these stud-
ies exceeded even the wildest expectations. A well-known agency YouGov conduct-
ed a survey of working Britons using the following question wording: “Does your 
work bring any benefit to the world?” 37% of respondents answered “no”, 30% of 
respondents found it difficult to answer, and only 50% answered “yes”. A similar 
survey in Holland showed a figure slightly above 40% — these respondents consider 
their work useless and doubt whether it should exist in principle [2, p. 27].

To begin with, let’s look at the definition of bullshit job that Graeber gives: de-
lusional work is a work mostly consisting of tasks that the worker himself considers 
meaningless, unnecessary or even harmful. This is a work the workers themselves 
think should not exist but they are forced to pretend that this is not the case  [2, 
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p.  41]. An important criterion in determining the degree of uselessness of work 
is the subjective factor. If the employee himself considers his work meaningless, 
it really is. This is Graeber’s principled position indicating that it is rather difficult 
to objectively assess the “nonsense” of the work.

 Not only a number of scientific studies have emerged from Graeber’s viral 
essay, but also a book on the topic of delusional work, the key idea of which is that 
despite the basic law of market development called “minimax” (minimizing costs, 
maximizing profits), the modern economy can afford to infinitely increase the num-
ber of employees and pay substantial salaries for nothing. Moreover, the researcher 
revealed the following pattern: the more delusional and useless the work is, the 
higher the employee’s salary gets. However, the more meaningful and the more 
socially useful the person’s work is, the lower is his salary. According to the re-
searcher, the sphere of delusional work is growing not only in the public sector. 
The senseless Kafkaesque bureaucracy, the structure of which is familiar to us all, 
makes itself felt in the private sector when it comes to firms, enterprises and cor-
porations. In addition to the growth of the pool of delusional works, the author 
emphasizes the tendency of “delusionizing” which we observe when delusional 
mechanisms are introduced into the necessary, useful and meaningful work. They 
are designed to make it more effective but in fact they only complicate the labor 
process and adversely affect the desired outcome.

 In his research, Graeber introduces such a concept as managerial feudalism 
which describes the modern structure of the labor market. Managerialism inherits 
the structure of hierarchical social relations of the feudalist times with their transfer 
to the field of labor/corporate relations where hierarchy for the sake of hierarchy be-
comes the basis of the organizational structure of enterprises, firms and companies. 
Within the framework of such a structural model of describing the labor market, 
Graeber identifies five types of bullshit jobs [2, p. 65–104]:

Flunkies — the such types of work exist to make the authorities feel impor-
tant. A wide pool of secretaries, personal assistants, consultants, so-called “feudal 
servants” who are given small, minor tasks to carry out, to create an effect of sig-
nificance, the importance of leadership or to maintain the “image” of the company 
in general.

Cutthroats are the types of work in which an element of aggression or decep-
tion is implied. These types of work are typically associated with lobbyists, tele-
phone sales agents, collectors, PR specialists, corporate lawyers, etc. In fact, these 
positions are necessary for the implementation of various kinds of “strategic com-
munications”, whatever this is supposed to mean. 
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Crutches are the types of employment in which work exists only due to a fail-
ure or error, they solve problems that should not arise if everything works properly. 
These can be IT specialists, proofreaders, editors and, in general, a wide pool of 
ordinary employees who get rid of failures or flaws in the work of others.

Tick marks are so-called “for show” jobs, these positions predominantly exist 
only because they let the organization claim that it does what it does. Registrars, ad-
ministrators, and most positions in the corporate compliance industry are typically 
responsible for this kind of work.

Supervisors are a pool of leadership positions that are purely fictitious, they are 
so-called “unnecessary bosses” whose work does not carry any functional meaning, 
for instance, these are CEOs, COOs, CFOs, Chief Marketing Officers, etc.

The key problem, according to Graeber, is that bullshit jobs turn out to be 
invisible to society. There are no movements that oppose delusional work. Overall, 
most people don’t see the spread of delusional work as a problem. Graeber, in his 
research, proposes a solution to this problem through the introduction of Uni-
versal Basic Income. Obviously, the idea of UBI is not new and Graeber wasn’t 
the one who invented it. UBI is not just a variant of the social security system, 
it is a political imperative aimed at creating a new system that distributes national 
wealth. The political background of UBI is ambiguous, it can be understood in 
both a “radically democratic” and libertarian perspective. In addition, UBI is natu-
rally associated with the socialist movement. UBI is often defined as a capitalist 
path to communism.

In his book Graeber states that bullshit jobs existed in the USSR in large num-
bers. He thinks the Soviet ideology was to blame for that — working people have 
few questions for the state and a lot of faith in the bright future of the country, and 
one hundred percent employment rate is a guarantee of the stability of power. How-
ever, let’s disagree with Graeber. To some extent, he expresses a typical European 
or American view of Russia, with existing distortions and misconceptions about our 
country. In fact, there is every reason to argue that the idea of universal basic in-
come, which Graeber develops in his book, had its practical implementation in the 
USSR. After all, free secondary and higher education, guaranteed employment after 
obtaining a profession, providing employees of enterprises with housing (expand-
ing the area of housing in case of replenishment in the family), free kindergartens, 
etc. How is that not universal basic income? It was the presence of these things 
that gave a person a feeling of stability and confidence in the future. A person did 
not have to think from a young age how to earn money for education, where to get 
money to pay for rented housing, where to work, when to get a profession — all 
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these issues create a feeling of anxiety and uncertainty among the current genera-
tion pushing them to work in delusional jobs.

The idea that jobs were literally “invented” in the USSR in order to occupy 
people also seems to be a certain distortion in Graeber’s reasoning. It is known that 
there were grandiose construction projects in the USSR, the rapid development of 
industry and there was so much work that they simply didn’t have enough work-
ers. Due to the fact that the development of automation was at a low level, working 
professions were simply necessary. At the same time, the Soviet labor market did 
not consist exclusively of working professions. In the USSR, the people involved 
in highly qualified intellectual work were widespread and appreciated — scientists, 
teachers, architects, designers, also workers of qualified labor — technologists, 
teachers, doctors, and creative intelligentsia [3]. A special role was played by engi-
neers [4, p.75]. An engineer was a person whose knowledge gave the opportunity to 
carry out scientific or technical activities. According to statistics, by the end of 1950 
among specialists with higher education, certified engineers accounted for 27,8%, 
in 1960 — 32%, 1973 — 37,6% [5, p. 75].

In the USSR industrial sociology recognized a special attitude of a person to 
his activities and viewed labor motivation or attitude to work as an urgent problem. 
According to Podmarkov, the attitude towards labor is primarily related to the con-
tent of labor [6]. Therefore, the content of labor is usually regarded as a factor de-
termining the attitude towards labor. In the book “Man and His Work” [7], the main 
stratifying factor determining the attitude to labor was the content of labor as the 
most significant component in the labor situation, its value was assessed higher 
than the value of wages by the workers. At the same time, the attitude to the content 
of work depends on various variables — gender, age, education, etc. The authors 
note that “the content of work, creative opportunities that work gives are those 
specific leading factors that determine the attitude of the worker to work mainly 
either as a need for the individual, or as a means of existence” [7, p. 28]. S. L. Ru-
binstein, one of the largest Soviet psychologists, in his research emphasized what 
kind of ideological content works as an incentive for a person. This can depend 
on upbringing, on the totality of all social conditions, on the state of one’s beliefs 
and worldview. All this closely refers to such incentives as motivation for labor 
activity [8, p. 265–266]. At the same time, high dependence of labor motivation 
on labor content was possible due to the relatively high general wages of work-
ers in the USSR. In 1960–1970’s the differentiation of workers in terms of salary 
recorded differences not so much within professions — engineering and techni-
cal, but within the level of qualification within each group. According to the State 
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Statistics Service, in 1970 the average salary of workers was 131 rubles, ITR — 
178, employees — 112 rubles despite the fact that managers were included in the 
ITR group and unskilled and low-skilled workers were included in the group of 
workers. According to the data based on a survey of Leningrad machine-building 
enterprises, qualified workers received 142 rubles, employees of performing intel-
lectual labor (performing part of the ITR) — 133 rubles, heads of production teams 
(leading part of the ITR) — 191 rubles [5, p. 75].

We see that in the socialist world, workers and professions of intellectual labor 
underwent the same payment procedure. There was no such colossal gap (contrast) 
between the worker of physical and intellectual labor which we witness today un-
der the conditions of neoliberal capitalism. Obviously, in modern capitalist reality 
working professions are not at all popular and often low-paid, while in the USSR 
being a worker and being a professor was equally prestigious. It is important that 
the content of labor played a key role in labor analytics: people understood very 
well what exactly they were doing and what the result of their work was. They 
were not in such total alienation from the process of labor and its results as people 
are under capitalism. The effectiveness of labor on production sites was positively 
influenced by the fashionable idea of that time — the idea of socialist competi-
tion (instead of tough capitalist competition) which made labor meaningful, ad-
versarial, and also provided with material motivation in the form of wages and 
prizes. Yes, labor was heroic, labor people were role models, everyone wanted to 
look up to them — so what’s wrong with that? This was not a pure manipulative 
game on the part of ideology towards people, every worker was really involved 
in the labor process, was focused on getting a tangible result of labor, and under-
stood its socially significant value. Sharashkas, research institutes, closed scientific 
towns — how are they not organizations of universal basic income which gave the 
opportunity to be creative, to do science — to innovate. Everyone, from the turner 
to the director at a research institute, were involved in the result of labor: in the first 
flight into space, in the creation of a prototype of a personal computer (computer 
“LITMO-1”), in laying the foundations of mobile communications (research insti-
tute “Electronics,” 1959) and the Internet (coherent radiation, 1962), the atomic re-
actor and the atomic bomb. It is this kind of inalienable work that gives us a reason 
to say that there were no bullshit jobs in the USSR.

In addition to the example of the USSR, one can look at the Scandinavian 
model of socialism (Sweden, Norway, Finland, Denmark) which quite success-
fully combined socialist and capitalist aspects and until recently presented a rather 
successful example of a “social state” where people lived in peace and trust to 
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each other. Sweden, due to high taxes and their redistribution, Norway, due to the 
redistribution of income from oil sales, provided a kind of basic income for the 
population and established a system of equal labor incomes. Embodying the con-
cept of a “people’s house” with an average standard of living, the countries of the 
northern European social model proved their survivability and adaptability to the 
new conditions of economic development. In the 1980s when the whole world fore-
shadowed their collapse, these countries are still maintaining the tendency towards 
social orientation of their policies. However, recently there has been an increase in 
nationalist sentiments in these countries (although the Social Democrats came first 
in the elections in 2018 with a result of 28,3% but with the worst result in the his-
tory of their elections) [9, p. 71] due to the active migration policy imposed on these 
countries by the European Union, the so-called openness policy. The Right Turn [9, 
p. 73] (The Sweden Democrats party gained 17,5% in the 2018 election) is devas-
tating to the Scandinavian model of socialism from neoliberal capitalism. Thus, at 
the time of 2020–2021 the unemployment rate in Sweden increased to 9,1–9,6%, 
the highest level of unemployment is observed among young people (13,1%–25%). 
In this regard, labor market experts advise all potential unemployed to take the job 
proposals that are available. To some extent, this state of affairs pushes people onto 
the path of choosing a delusional job. After all, when a workplace is not created for 
a person, and people are forced to take any position available on the labor market, 
then where is the guarantee that their work will not turn out to be nonsensical?

Thus, we highlighted and posed as a problem the phenomenon of bullshit jobs 
in the framework of the development of modern neoliberal economies. This prob-
lem is relevant not only for the European and American world but also for the Rus-
sian world. The most popular professions nowadays are so-called professions of the 
future: PR specialists, art managers, IR specialists (invest relations), GR-managers 
(government relations), sales managers, copywriters, travel agents, system admin-
istrators, fashion producers, hostesses, trackers, recruiters, speechwriters, insurance 
agents, chatbot developers, game analysts, mobile app designers, lobbyists, politi-
cal consultants, financial project coordinators, currency traders, call center oper-
ators, mortgage brokers, property valuation experts, officials, etc. However, are 
these types of work socially useful activities, and do people need these jobs? It is 
one of the key questions of our time.
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