
A Teacher from Delhi University
In the days before I am to start bleeding, I start worrying about what colour 
clothing to wear. I do not want to waste any energy or time in obsessing about a 
possible stain since I have to use those resources elsewhere; teaching, thinking 
about a PhD, social requirements, etc. Neither do I want to waste any time in 
cleaning/changing my bed sheet when I need to rush to work. The same thing 
applies to the need of putting on a pad and changing it so many times in a day. 
It’s added work and eats up into my already measured time. In the last few 
days, and in the days preceding the bleeding, the dry pad gives me rashes; a 
rash also needs to be attended to.

A Research Student from Ambedkar University
Periods for me have never been easy, from cramps to a bloated stomach to 
visiting the loo too frequently... the list goes on. The first day, especially, is 
difficult because my body feels very weak and incapable of doing anything; the 
cramps only make it worse. On such a day the idea of getting out of the house 
early and going for classes is horrifying not only because of the discomfort 
that my body is under but because of the journey I need to undertake. I have 
never lived near any school or college I have studied in – it’s always been a 
one hour journey at the minimum (one way). And using public transport on 
such days is highly exhausting both mentally and physically. Also, it took me a 
while to realize how the discomfort we face during periods was rather a social 
reality, not just personal. And until the idea of writing this piece had come up, 
I was quite oblivious to how the university space like most other spaces does 
not acknowledge the fact that women menstruate and thereby face certain 
difficulties. I remember this one time when the dates of mid-term exams and 
my periods were clashing and I was feeling unusually weak and dizzy, so much 
so that I couldn’t prepare for the next day’s exam (I know you need to prepare 
for exams way in advance) and had a really hard time writing it. I left early but 
I didn’t dare tell anyone about it either - scared that I would be told it was my 
personal problem.        

A Student from Ambedkar University 
It feels normal to whisper to a friend when I need a pad, rather than just saying 
it out loud, just as it feels normal to stuff a pad up my sleeve or pocket when 
I’m running out of class to the toilet. And in my college, if we needed a pad, 
and weren’t carrying one, we had no option but to ask friends till we got one. 
Getting our period also means getting late for class, with no explanation to 
give, because we are not supposed to tell teachers, particularly male teachers 
this reason for being late. For me, periods also mean an emotionally bad 
time, from a couple of days before they start, and into the first day. A normal 
college day is tense enough; but when one is on one’s period the pressure of 
presentations, exams and assignments makes it too stressful, particularly with 
no deadline concessions. 

A Student from IP College, DU
Largely I remember my years in the women’s college being a much freer time 
in this regard than school (which was a co-ed). I also found that I eventually 
became more open about it outside college as well, even with male friends, who 
would tell me that women in their colleges are not as open about it. The point 
is that there seems to be a significant distance in experiencing menstruation 
in a co-ed versus a women’s college, a distance that needs to be collapsed. That 
said my college was far from perfect in these matters. The students’ toilets were 
situated at one end of the college. For those like me, who had their classes at 
the opposite end, it took at least 5 minutes of a brisk walk to reach the loo. It 
rarely had water and was rarely clean. But worst of all they would be locked 
by 5pm. For many of us in the dramatics society, the dance societies, etc. who 
would stay on campus practicing till late in the night, this was a major pain. 
The options left to us were either a very small, very dark, very smelly shed of 
a toilet (meant for the guards, I think), or if we were lucky to be allowed entry 
into the hostel, the hostel loos. This was rare and you had to be escorted in by a 
hostel resident. During your periods, changing the sanitary pad became a long, 
complicated exercise. So, in a very stressful month of practices in preparation 
for performances, this led to a vaginal yeast infection that stayed with me for 
many months.
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We, here, wish to speak about the university and how it influences the various 
ways in which we, its women student-workers, experience our periods. You may 
think, how can a university do that? It does so by making rules and structures 
for the ‘normal student’, forgetting that students are differentiated, one such 
difference being that of gender. We are supposed to see periods as personal, 
and as disconnected from our university life. Like most spaces, even here we 
are expected to pretend that periods don’t exist, or that they are a secret; this 
invariably shapes our experiences as student-workers and as women. There is 
no doubt that for some, periods may not induce much discomfort. However, 
periods are an unpleasant experience for many and there is nothing ‘natural’ 
about it; they are unpleasant in our current historical moment.
At no point do we wish to suggest that those of us who menstruate are less equal 
or disadvantaged than our male companions. Let us not confuse equality with 
sameness; not admitting that periods make women’s experiences different is 
only turning a blind eye to the problem.
Here are four experiences from the university:

Periodic Problems: Menstruation and Work

Shyam (name changed), a foreign language BA student from Delhi 
University, pays for his own education by working as a security guard in one 
of the PG hostels for men in the same university. His father irons clothes to 
sustain his family and his mother does housework. As a security guard, Shyam 
gets minimum wage of 245 per day, coming to a total of around Rs. 6000 a 
month. His shifts are usually 8 hours, but at times he has to stay for 16- or 
32-hour shifts also. Due to the demanding nature of his work, from time to 
time he finds it hard to attend his classes regularly. As a result he failed one 
year. The general response of the teachers was apathetic to his situation, with 
one of them even pointing out that it’s against the law to be working full time 
along with studying in a full time course. He wishes to finish the course so 
he can get a better paying job at a foreign language call center. However, he 
cannot leave his current job, as it’s the only way to pay for his studies. 

Shyam tells us that the general attitude of resident students at his work place 
is to treat workers in the hostel (security guards, mess workers etc.) as their 
servants and inferiors. Shaym narrates one incident where a resident student 
slapped a mess worker for refusing to serve him extra food (fixed quantity of 
which is already assigned per student), which led to a huge quarrel between 
the resident students and the hostel workers. When one of the residents called 
the workers inferior to them, Shyam stood up to him and told him that though 
he might be a security guard here, he is also a student in the same university, 
and that soon after their education ends, the resident students are also going 
to be workers under somebody else.

A total of 125 workers are employed for the whole University Campus. 
They work in two shifts of 8 hours. The first shift starts from 6 a.m. till 2 p.m., 
and the second from 2pm till 10pm. They take care of all 80 flats on campus, 
the grounds, the staircases and corridors. Apart from the cleaning work, they 
are also made to help around with students’ luggage, loading and unloading 
furniture across campus, running personal errands for the managers etc. They 
work at least 6 days a week; and at times also on Sundays. They are supposed 
to get Rs. 5300 per month, but after deducting the PF, medical fund money 
etc., some get 4000, some even less. Most of them come from various nearby 
villages and ride their bicycles to work. They are let into the university through 
a separate entrance, in order to keep them away from students and various 
others who work here. They have to go through a complete security check 
before they enter the campus. 

Whenever they try to ask for better wages and better working conditions 
they are verbally abused and threatened by their supervisors and managers at 
Sodexo (the contractor company). They say the work they are supposed to do 
requires a lot more workers; the workload is way too much. One day, without 
prior plans or warnings to the administration, they decided to strike, and work 
was completely stopped in the first shift. Their demands were increased wages, 
better uniforms and better treatment from their supervisors. 

Foreign Language Student Doubles as Security Guard 

When that time of the month means we are down and want to be out, 
submissions and tests don’t humour us!

Housekeeping Workers in OP Jindal University
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Bhumika
She is enrolled in the MA History programme, 
IInd year and gets a fee waiver of Rs. 6000 from 
the Student’s Welfare Fund. She teaches tuitions 
everyday from five in the evening and reaches 
home only at ten at night. Tired and exhausted, 
she has dinner, watches TV for a while, checks her 
facebook page, checks her mail and then sleeps. 
Obviously, she isn’t able to prepare adequately for 
lectures or assignments and has had a hard time to 
keep up with class-work. She has a stable earning 
of Rs. 10,000 a month, most of which she gives 
to her parents and survives on extra income and 
whatever remains. She likes to shop for herself 
and likes to give gifts to her sister. When asked 
why she wants to earn money, she insisted that it 
is not just the situation at home but also a desire 
for independence that drives her to work for more 
than four hours a day in addition to work in the 
university. 

Pragya
Another MA History student. She wants to shop. 
She wants to party. She wants to learn to dance. 
She wants to learn yoga. She wants to buy gifts for 
her parents and her sister. She doesn’t like to ask 
her parents to pay for all this, “Kyunki unka budget 
hill jata hai” (Because their budget will crumble) 
and because she wants independence. To do all 
these she does choreography for major events and 

teaches dance and at times asks for help from her 
sister. She wants to do a job which will give her 
some money, some independence to do all the 
things she wants to do. When asked as to whether 
the high fee at AUD impinges on her freedom 
she replied, “Itni aukat toh nahi hai is university 
ki” (This university thinks too much of itself), 
“Tum hi batao, kya padhai hoti hai yahaan pe?” 
(Do you think there is any actual study happening 
here?) “Bakwas hai sab” (It’s all bullshit). The paid 
work outside the university is irregular and so is 
the income, but she gets around Rs. 5000-7000 a 
month. When she does get work she has to bunk 
class and has difficulty in finishing assignments. 
She ends up, at times, asking her boyfriend, who 
is studying business, to do her assignments. She 
wants to quit her MA, “kyunki isse kuch nahi hone 
walla hai” (It will not help at all), “papa ne kaha 
hai isliye kar rahi hun” (I am doing it only because 
dad told me to).
Both Bhumika and Pragya complained of the 
awkwardness of the moment when they have to 
ask their parents to give a cheque worth Rs. 16,500 
each semester. 

Sunil
An MA student from AUD, he works for at 
least 4-6 hours a week to earn about Rs. 1500-2000 
a month. He writes articles for which he is paid 
according to the number of words he writes. He 

does this work because he enjoys the experience of 
work and likes to have some money for which he 
was worked and spends it buying books to read. 
His work outside does not interfere with classes 
and assignments because he doesn’t attend class 
and does few assignments. He doesn’t like asking 
his parents to pay the fee because he feels that 
they have taken care of him for long enough now. 
He said, “They are rich but have done enough 
already.” He is 23 and should be able to stand on 
his own two feet. But he knows that he cannot do 
well in his MA and manage to earn enough to pay 
his fee and other expenses. His dependence on his 
parents is due to the high fee. This is a dependence 
he regrets as it means less control over his own life 
and stability.

Anil
He gives tuitions for school level history for two 
hours every alternate day to earn Rs. 2500 a month 
because he wants to be financially independent. 
He wants to be financially independent because 
his parents can’t afford to pay the daily eating and 
travelling expenses in addition to the fee. With 
Rs. 2500 he manages to cover his expenses for the 
month. He complains of the difficulty in preparing 
for class and writing assignments because much 
time is spent on travelling and taking classes. He 
regrets asking his parents to pay the fee every 
semester. 

Ambedkar University Delhi Fee Hike: 
Students Speak

The following are reports from Ambedkar University, Delhi, collected in response to the ever-increasing fee structure of the university. The 
present fee structure for this year is Rs. 20,500 and is projected to go up by 5% each year. These reports show how students cope (or don’t) in 
the university system. The names of the students have been changed.

J is from a well-off family in Bombay. After 
finishing her English Literature BA at KC College 
in Bombay, she went to the University of Leeds to 
do her MA in the same.

K is from a well-educated middle-class family 
in Bangalore. She went to Leeds for a BA in Eng Lit 
and stayed to do an MA in the same batch as J.

Both remember their school days for getting in 
trouble for expressing themselves and giving their 
opinions. Later in life, they both faced the same attitude 
among friends and family: “Why do English lit? 
Why not something with a job at the end of it?” And 
in both cities, those who did arts and humanities at 
junior college ‘ended up there’ rather than choosing 
it. J said 90% of those who went for a BA in Eng 
Lit were women; of those, most either knew they 
would get married after graduation, or had a career 
in mind - usually journalism/psychology.

At KC College doing a humanities BA just 
meant ‘vomiting it out on the exam paper’. The 
teacher would read the text aloud then explain it 
to you - except one scene which the teacher refused 
to read because it involved a romantic kiss. If the 
teacher asked a question, you had to give ‘the right 
answer’. No space for discussion or giving opinions.

When applying to do English Lit, K was aware 
of this problem and decided she had two options: 
DU or abroad. She knew she wouldn’t make DU’s 
pass rate of 86% (now 90-95% according to J), and 
her mother was against using her SC status to get 
in because she considered her daughter to have 
a privileged educational background; SC quotas 
were for those without. Instead, it was that very 
education that got her a scholarship at Leeds.

Both felt they ‘got a lot out of ’ the UK university 
system. There was time to read (the MA was based 
on seminars, not lectures, and only two or three per 
week) with emphasis on discussion and forming 
your own perception. J mentioned the double 
edge of this ‘pure education’ model, in that it hasn’t 
furthered her career. But she feels all the ‘critical 
thinking and theoretical application’ has made 
discussing politics come naturally to her.

Both had problems with the department. K 
once turned in an essay (which she hadn’t spent 
much time on) and received the poor mark she 
expected. But the teacher suggested the problem 
was that English wasn’t her first language. A senior 
lecturer listened to her dissertation proposal (about 
Kannada cinema) for several minutes before 
correcting her, assuming she wanted to study 
Canadian cinema but was mispronouncing it.

J wanted to write a dissertation on Bollywood. 
It was the attraction of two particular teachers in 
the prospectus that had justified the £13,000 (Rs. 10 
lakh) tuition fees. But when it came to it, she was told 
that one of them, a senior lecturer, would be taking 
leave in the 2nd semester, and the other, a visiting 
academic, wasn’t allowed to be a supervisor. In the 
end the department saw fit to appoint a Taiwanese 
academic from another department (Linguistics) 
to supervise the dissertation. According to J, this 
was down to the school’s wish to please that senior 
lecturer, to keep him in the school. She felt that 
as a student, faced with individuals in powerful 
positions in the school, she could not get anything 
out of them. When she met the head of school to 
discuss the situation, his attitude was “Why the 
fuck are you bothering me?” - it was clear that her 
choice of supervisor was not important.

K said J’s story is a typical example of how 
students become pawns in the system. “Our fees 
are valuable but we are disposable. We don’t have 
much power in the structure.” After her MA she 
started a PhD in the US. There she felt completely 
overwhelmed by her work as a research assistant. 
She was paid well - enough for a decent ‘standard 
of living’ - but was working 10-12 hours a day and 
this was still not enough to stay on top of things. 
Complaints to the department were useless. As if 
the problem was never the system, but always that 
‘you could not fit into the system’, and that you 
should feel lucky to be where you are. She knew 
teachers who were working 13-14 hours to afford 
food and medical insurance.

Back in Leeds, she’d needed a job while doing her 

BA. Getting work was much harder than her ‘study 
abroad councillor’ in Bangalore had suggested. 
It took 8 months of job-hunting while on a tight 
budget, mentally converting everything into Rs. 
She didn’t see how badly she was eating - fresh fruit 
and veg is very expensive there and canteen food, 
even more. The only option left was frozen or fatty 
junk food. But even after finding work, doing two 
jobs to be able to afford basic things, she had no 
time to cook, and ended up eating badly anyway.

J was supported by her parents while studying in 
England. When she graduated, she was one of the 
last foreign students in the UK to get a ‘post-study 
work visa’ (which is no longer offered - now you 
have to get a £20,000+ job within four months or 
leave the country). Work was hard to find (she even 
applied to McDonald’s). Eventually she took a low-
paid internship with a film production company.

When that ended she went to a New York 
film school for a course in film production. She 
was in school 9 hours a day and had to complete 
projects at weekends. The students were treated 
like customers, to the extent that the school was 
generally more afraid of complaints from them - 
and the consumer reputation it might get - than it 
was of the teachers who worked there, who are all 
temporary and on hourly wages. Students could get 
a teacher fired if they wanted. But really, J said both 
teachers and students were victims of the school 
administration. One teacher, whose job was under 
threat, got students to join him in defending his 
job, but to no end. He was called a ‘faggot’ by the 
head of school and forced to accept a 40% pay cut. 
Efforts to form a student union failed. Term ended 
and the batch graduated, as happens every year.

K and J are both back in India. K quit her PhD 
after 3 semesters. Thinking now about her time in 
England and US, she says, “We were isolated there, 
more than in India.” With only 2-3 seminars a week 
(no lectures) there was less sense of community. 
Students had grievances but they always appeared 
‘in pockets’. “We always found the fault with 
ourselves,” says J. “We did not connect the dots.”

Studying Abroad: Two stories
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1) The University Worker has argued that the 
student is a worker.  Even while paying to be part 
of the university, the student works: to produce 
him/herself as a labourer for capital, and to 
produce knowledge for capital. The students are 
to acquire skills and learn discipline; classroom 
decorum and continual evaluation establish 
the ethics of good studenthood. Here, students 
work to produce themselves as specific kinds 
of workers; in producing knowledge (through 
presentations, assignments, research papers, etc.) 
students provide free intellectual labour over 
which they have no control. This labour is integral 
to the research production chain which the 
university constitutes – and is ranked and funded 
for. (However, these processes are invisiblized by 
the rhetoric of the University as the provider of 
education, i.e. a commodity.) 

2)  Even though students are workers they 
are not all the same. They are divided by varied 
experiences: socio-economic background, schooling 
(government, private etc.), gender, caste etc. 
Structured by such segmentations the students are 
not a ‘community’; rather they compete against 
each other. In fact, posing a homogenous student 
identity – the ‘average’ student – is a way of hiding 
these segmentations even as they are strengthened 
and reproduced. Abstract ‘average’ students are to 
absorb all lessons in the same way and write exams 
in the same way. But actually existing students 
are either less or more privileged; for a female 
student with menstrual cramps, travelling for an 
exam is not the same as for the ‘average’ student; 
but the university does not take this into account. 
Similarly, a student who has to work as a security 
guard to make ends meet cannot attend classes 

regularly, something that the university, or even 
teachers, do not care to understand.

3)  Social positions and identities that segment 
students interact with the university’s pedagogical 
practice. Students are expected to passively receive 
lessons. Dissent is legitimate so long as it remains 
mere academic disagreement, and a fundamental 
questioning of the teacher-taught distinction 
is precluded. Teaching practices within the 
classroom, of what we are taught and how each 
student receives it, are an integral part in the (re)
production of segmentations. The university’s 
pedagogical environment ensures an unequal 
apportionment of skills among the already 
unequal segments.

4) We will try to ground these ideas in the 
events of the last two months (September-October 
2014).

a. Jadavpur University, Kolkata saw a series 
of protests when a girl was dragged into a boys’ 
hostel and molested. Students of JU protested 
against a delay in investigating the case. Protesting 
students were violently repressed and this led to 
further demonstrations with students gheraoing 
the university and sentiments of control over the 
university being voiced. A movement that began 
with the gendered (segmented) experience of the 
university student ended up raising questions of 
control over the work space of the university.

b.  Another set of protests in the Department 
of English, DU. Students protested what they 
thought to be sexism and racism in the classroom, 
and against bad teaching and absenteeism. They 
asked for a general body meeting and seemed to 
want some control over decisions that affected 

them. The language their demonstrations used, 
it has been argued, was often implicitly casteist, 
and admittedly some of them deployed the 
ideologically compromised discourse of merit. 
Many still possibly do not realize the problems 
of this discourse in a space segmented along 
many lines, caste at this moment being the most 
important form of segmentation. The question of 
control over work space, ran into the problem of 
segmentation.

c. Himachal Pradesh University students face 
a fee-hike of up to 3000%. Strong protests were 
followed by heavy police repression. The students 
continued to boycott classes and launched an 
indefinite chain hunger strike. For students who 
are already struggling to make ends meet, the fee-
hike pushes them even further. It becomes even 
harder to be a ‘good student’. In this way, it affects 
different segments of the student population 
differently, and actually deepens these internal 
divides.

5) The authorities defend the segmentations 
and power relations that students struggle against. 
All protests were met with an unwillingness of the 
authorities to act; in fact, students were repressed 
with great willingness. The departure points for 
students struggling in JU, DU or HPU might seem 
unrelated but their tendential convergences are 
beyond doubt. These struggles seem to suggest 
that the attempt to seize control over the work 
space cannot succeed without questioning internal 
segmentation (DU), and that the struggle against 
segmentation will invariably pose the question 
of control and fundamental restructuring of the 
work space (JU).

- Chaalis Chor

Anupama, Student in Delhi University
A female student from Indraprastha College 

studying B.Com(H). She is from Jharkhand. 
She does not come from an economically rich 
background, and it would be difficult for her to 
afford an MBA after her Bachelors. There is a lot 
of pressure on her to get a job after she finishes her 
B.Com degree. 

She gets about 10-12 thousand rupees a 
month out of which she has to pay 5000 for rent, 
2500 on food, 1500 for other bills and 500 for 
transportation. She is not happy with the B.Com 
course, since it is very theoretical and does not 
give her a lot of space to exercise her creativity. In 
her free time, she writes poems and articles. She is 
also active in the eco-club in her college.

Pratima, Student in Delhi University
A girl from Kerala who pursued BA Sociology 

from LSR. Sociology, a social science course, was 
taught very mechanically in her college and seemed 
out of touch with reality. Out of all the people in 
her class, only four or five continued to pursue a 
Master’s in sociology. She also said that there are 
very few institutions for a Master’s program in 
sociology. Also, in LSR, there is a compulsory 120 
hours of social work in any one of the three years. 
She could not complete the requisite number of 
hours in the first two years and finally managed to 
do it in her third year. It cost Rs. 3000 per month 
to stay in the LSR hostel and she received another 
Rs. 2000-3000 as pocketmoney. 

She decided to quit DU for a Women’s Studies 
course in TISS, Bombay, partly because of her 
family’s apprehensions of her staying far away 
from them. The course in TISS was a professional 
course that focused more on getting a job in NGOs. 
Her course work was interesting and it helped her 

gain some perspective regarding the larger gender 
dynamics at work in society. Furthermore, she also 
had to go to NGOs to study gender dynamics in 
the workplace, which according to her was a good 
experience, both in terms of getting a job and 
understanding gender. She had to pay Rs. 5000 for 
flat rent and Rs. 5000 for food and other expenses.

She is currently doing a research job, which 
she got through TISS. She says that about 20 
percent of her MA coursework has been helpful 
for her current job. Since it is a field research job, 
it requires writing skills and also skills for dealing 
with people.

Neha, Student in Delhi University
A female student from a reputed college in 

North Campus, Delhi University. She comes from 
an economically modest background. She stayed 
in Gurgaon and it took her five hours to travel 
from home to college and back. Keeping up with 
other students in the competitive BA Economics 
(H) course turned out to be difficult for her. 
She missed her 8:40 classes regularly and in the 
evenings, she would reach home by 8pm. Hence, 
she could spend only about an hour every day 
studying, after which she would have to prepare 
for the next day. Moreover, as a result of the long 
hours of travel she used to miss classes in the latter 
days of the week (since it got very tiring). While 
travelling back from DU, she used to take a staff 
bus. There were lots of instances of strange staring 
by male passengers. One of her friends once filed 
an FIR against a passenger for indecent conduct. 

She did opt for a PG around campus, but could 
not afford it for long. She used to get Rs. 120 a day, 
out of which about Rs. 90 was spent on travelling. 
Most of her friends were of the upper income 
group. With time, she stopped hanging around 

with them because she could not afford to go to 
expensive places like them. 

She was initially interested in economics as 
a subject. But over time, she could not keep up 
with the coursework - in addition to the hectic 
travelling - and eventually lost interest in it. She 
also started to notice a big difference between her 
and her classmates, as others managed to have 
an upper hand in dealing with coursework. They 
seemed to have more time to do the same amount 
of coursework. 

She was active in the Hindi street play scene 
in her college. She feels what she gained out of 
this was much more helpful than most of the 
coursework that she had to do over the three years 
of BA. 

After completion of her BA, she decided to 
change her subject, and pursued an MA in Social 
Work. She says that the coursework was quite 
repetitive and not something she liked. However, 
she says that her experience with fieldwork (which 
was part of her course) was quite helpful since 
she gained a lot of practical skill in dealing with 
people, and also conducting surveys.

Now she is doing a job, where she gets paid 
Rs. 18,000 per month. She says that she could 
have definitely gotten a higher paying job, but she 
wanted to do a job where there would be space 
for exercising her creativity. Also, she is sensitive 
towards social issues, and she feels that with her 
current job she can reflect that side of herself. 

She says that most of the coursework which she 
did during five years of BA and MA is irrelevant 
for her current job. However, her experience 
performing Hindi street plays and doing fieldwork 
in her social work, has contributed to her being 
able to do her job better.
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Beyond The UniversiTy

Ever had the feeling that your job might be made up? 
That the world would keep on turning if you weren’t 
doing that thing you do 9-5? 

In the year 1930, John Maynard Keynes predicted 
that, by century’s end, technology would have 
advanced sufficiently that countries like Great 
Britain or the United States would have achieved a 
15-hour workweek. There’s every reason to believe 
he was right. In technological terms, we are quite 
capable of this. And yet it didn’t happen. 
Instead, technology has been marshaled, if 
anything, to figure out ways to make us all 
work more. In order to achieve this, jobs have 
had to be created that are, effectively, pointless. 
Huge swathes of people, in Europe and North 
America in particular, spend their entire 
working lives performing tasks they secretly 
believe do not really need to be performed. 
We have witnessed the creation of an endless 
variety of new jobs and industries since the 
’20s, but very few have anything to do with the 
production and distribution of sushi, iPhones, 
or fancy sneakers.

So what are these new jobs, precisely? Over 
the course of the last century, ‘professional, 
managerial, clerical, sales, and service workers’ 
tripled, growing ‘from one-quarter to three-
quarters of total employment.’ In other words, 
productive jobs have, just as predicted, been 
largely automated away (even if you count 
industrial workers globally, including the 
toiling masses in India and China, such workers 
are still not nearly so large a percentage of the 
world population as they used to be).

But rather than allowing a massive reduction 
of working hours to free the world’s population 
to pursue their own projects, pleasures, 
visions, and ideas, we have seen the ballooning 
not even so much of the ‘service’ sector as of 
the administrative sector, up to and including 
the creation of whole new industries like 
financial services or telemarketing, or the 
unprecedented expansion of sectors like corporate 
law, academic and health administration, human 
resources, and public relations. And these numbers 
do not even reflect on all those people whose job 
is to provide administrative, technical, or security 
support for these industries, or for that matter the 
whole host of ancillary industries (dog-washers, 
all-night pizza deliverymen) that only exist because 
everyone else is spending so much of their time 
working in all the other ones.

These are what I propose to call ‘bullshit jobs’.

It’s as if someone were out there making up pointless 
jobs just for the sake of keeping us all working. 
And here, precisely, lies the mystery. In capitalism, 
this is precisely what is not supposed to happen…
According to economic theory, at least, the last 
thing a profit-seeking firm is going to do is shell out 
money to workers they don’t really need to employ. 
Still, somehow, it happens.

While corporations may engage in ruthless 
downsizing, the layoffs and speed-ups invariably 
fall on that class of people who are actually making, 
moving, fixing and maintaining things; through 
some strange alchemy no one can quite explain, 
the number of salaried paper-pushers ultimately 
seems to expand, and more and more employees 
find themselves working 40 or even 50 hour weeks 
on paper, but effectively working 15 hours just as 
Keynes predicted, since the rest of their time is spent 
organising or attending motivational seminars, 
updating their facebook profiles or downloading TV 
box-sets…

Now, I realise any such argument is going to run into 
immediate objections: “Who are you to say what 
jobs are really ‘necessary’? What’s necessary anyway? 
You’re an anthropology professor, what’s the ‘need’ 
for that?” (And indeed a lot of tabloid readers would 
take the existence of my job as the very definition of 
wasteful social expenditure.) And on one level, this 
is obviously true. There can be no objective measure 
of social value.

I would not presume to tell someone who is convinced 
they are making a meaningful contribution to the 
world that, really, they are not. But what about those 
people who are themselves convinced their jobs are 
meaningless? Not long ago I got back in touch with 
a school friend who I hadn’t seen since I was 12. I 
was amazed to discover that in the interim, he had 
become first a poet, then the front man in an indie 
rock band. I’d heard some of his songs on the radio 
having no idea the singer was someone I actually 
knew. He was obviously brilliant, innovative, and his 
work had unquestionably brightened and improved 
the lives of people all over the world. Yet, after a 
couple of unsuccessful albums, he’d lost his contract, 
and plagued with debts and a newborn daughter, 
ended up, as he put it, “taking the default choice of 
so many directionless folk: law school.” Now he’s a 
corporate lawyer working in a prominent New York 
firm. He was the first to admit that his job was utterly 
meaningless, contributed nothing to the world, and, 
in his own estimation, should not really exist.

What does it say about our society that it seems to 
generate an extremely limited demand for talented 
poet-musicians, but an apparently infinite demand 
for specialists in corporate law? (Answer: if 1% of the 
population controls most of the disposable wealth, 
what we call ‘the market’ reflects what they think 
is useful or important, not anybody else.) But even 
more, it shows that most people in these jobs are 
ultimately aware of it. In fact, I’m not sure I’ve ever 
met a corporate lawyer who didn’t think their job 
was bullshit. The same goes for almost all the new 
industries outlined above. There is a whole class of 

salaried professionals that, should you meet them at 
parties and admit that you do something that might 
be considered interesting (an anthropologist, for 
example), will want to avoid even discussing their 
line of work entirely. Give them a few drinks, and 
they will launch into tirades about how pointless and 
stupid their job really is.

This is a profound psychological violence here. How 
can one even begin to speak of dignity in labour 

when one secretly feels one’s job should not 
exist? How can it not create a sense of deep 
rage and resentment … in our society, there 
seems a general rule that, the more obviously 
one’s work benefits other people, the less one 
is likely to be paid for it.  Again, an objective 
measure is hard to find, but one easy way to 
get a sense is to ask: what would happen were 
this entire class of people to simply disappear? 
Say what you like about nurses, garbage 
collectors, or mechanics, it’s obvious that were 
they to vanish in a puff of smoke, the results 
would be immediate and catastrophic. A world 
without teachers or dock-workers would soon 
be in trouble, and even one without science 
fiction writers or ska musicians would clearly 
be a lesser place. It’s not entirely clear how 
humanity would suffer were all private equity 
CEOs, lobbyists, PR researchers, actuaries, 
telemarketers, bailiffs or legal consultants 
to similarly vanish. (Many suspect it might 
markedly improve.) Yet apart from a handful 
of well-touted exceptions (doctors), the rule 
holds surprisingly well.

Even more perverse, there seems to be a broad 
sense that this is the way things should be. This 
is one of the secret strengths of right-wing 
populism. You can see it when tabloids whip up 
resentment against tube workers for paralyzing 
London during contract disputes: the very fact 
that tube workers can paralyze London shows 
that their work is actually necessary, but this 
seems to be precisely what annoys people. It’s 
even clearer in the US, where Republicans 

have had remarkable success mobilizing resentment 
against schoolteachers, or auto workers (and not, 
significantly, against the school administrators or 
auto industry managers who actually cause the 
problems) for their supposedly bloated wages and 
benefits. It’s as if they are being told, “But you get to 
teach children! Or make cars! You get to have real 
jobs! And on top of that you have the nerve to also 
expect middle-class pensions and healthcare?”

If someone had designed a work regime perfectly 
suited to maintaining the power of finance capital, 
it’s hard to see how they could have done a better job. 
Real, productive workers are relentlessly squeezed 
and exploited. The remainder are divided between 
a terrorized stratum of the universally reviled 
unemployed and a larger stratum who are basically 
paid to do nothing, in positions designed to make 
them identify with the perspectives and sensibilities 
of the ruling class (managers, administrators, etc) – 
and particularly its financial avatars… Clearly, the 
system was never consciously designed. It emerged 
from almost a century of trial and error. But it is the 
only explanation for why, despite our technological 
capacities, we are not all working 3-4 hour days.
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