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Öz  
Bu makale, David Graeber’in ekonomik antropoloji teorilerine yaptığı dönüştürücü katkıları ve bunların 
çağdaş ekonomik felsefe üzerindeki etkilerini incelemektedir. Graeber’in çalışmaları, borç, değer ve 
emek üzerine olan geleneksel anlatılara yönelik kapsamlı eleştirileri aracılığıyla neoklasik iktisat 
çerçevelerine köklü bir meydan okuma teşkil etmektedir. Etnografik araştırmalarından ve kuramsal 
içgörülerinden yola çıkan bu analiz, Graeber’in “insani olanaklar antropolojisi”nin ekonomik 
faaliyetleri, izole edilmiş rasyonel işlemlerden ziyade karmaşık toplumsal ilişkiler ve kültürel bağlamlar 
içinde gömülü olarak yeniden çerçevelediğini göstermektedir. “Borç: İlk 5000 Yıl”, “Değere Doğru: Bir 
Antropolojik Teoriye Doğru” ve “Saçma İşler” gibi temel eserleri inceleyerek, Graeber’in akademik 
çalışmalarının, insan deneyimi ve toplumsal örgütlenmenin çeşitliliğini daha iyi yansıtan ekonomik 
sistemleri yeniden tasavvur etmek için önemli metodolojik ve kuramsal araçlar sunduğu ileri 
sürülmektedir. Makale, Graeber’in ekonomik antropoloji teorisinin, ekonomik davranışları anlamakta 
daha ayrıntılı ve toplumsal bağlamlarla bütünleşmiş yaklaşımların geliştirilmesine olanak sağladığını ileri 
sürmektedir. Aynı zamanda bu teori, insan ihtiyaçlarını, değerlerini ve yetkinliklerini daha gerçekçi 
biçimde yansıtan ekonomik düzenlemelerin tasavvur edilmesi konusunda bir davet niteliği taşımaktadır. 
Anahtar Kelimeler: David Graeber, Ekonomi, Ekonomik Antropoloji, Ekonomik Teoriler, İşgücü 
 
Abstract 
This paper explores David Graeber’s transformative contributions to economic anthropology theories 
and their implications for contemporary economic philosophy. Graeber's work represents a 
fundamental challenge to neoclassical economic frameworks through his comprehensive critique of 
conventional narratives about debt, value, and work. Drawing on his ethnographic research and 
theoretical insights, this analysis demonstrates how Graeber’s “anthropology of human possibilities” 
reframes economic activities as embedded within complex social relationships and cultural contexts, 
rather than isolated rational transactions. By examining Graeber’s key works, including “Debt: The 
First 5,000 Years”, “Toward an Anthropological Theory of Value”, and “Bullshit Jobs”, this paper 
argues that his scholarship offers crucial methodological and theoretical tools for reimagining economic 
systems that better reflect the diversity of human experience and social organization. The paper 
concludes that Graeber's theory of economic anthropology provides a foundation for developing more 
nuanced, socially embedded approaches to understanding economic behavior, challenging us to 
envision economic arrangements that better reflect human needs, values, and capacities.  
Keywords: David Graeber, Economy, Economic Anthropology, Economic Theories, Labour 
 

Introduction 
Economic anthropology stands at a critical intersection of disciplines, 

challenging conventional economic thought by emphasizing the cultural contexts 
and social relationships that shape economic behavior across diverse societies. 
Within this field, David Graeber’s scholarship represents a revolutionary approach 
that fundamentally reimagines how we understand economic systems and their 
relationship to human societies. This paper examines Graeber's contributions to 
economic anthropology theories and their implications for contemporary economic 
philosophy, arguing that his work offers essential insights for developing more 
holistic and culturally sensitive approaches to economic analysis. 

An initial analysis shall delineate the fundamental biographical parameters 
of David Graeber’s intellectual and personal development. David Rolfe Graeber 
(1961-2020) was a highly influential anthropologist and public intellectual. Born and 
raised in New York City, he came from a working-class family; his father was a plate 
stripper who had fought in the Spanish Civil War, and his mother was a garment 
worker involved in her union (Graeber, n.d.). This background likely informed his 
later political commitments. Graeber developed an early interest in Maya 
hieroglyphics, which even led to an encounter with Maya archaeologists. He pursued 
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his academic career with a BA in Anthropology from SUNY Purchase (1984) and a 
PhD in Anthropology from the University of Chicago (1996), where his fieldwork 
focused on highland Madagascar. His dissertation was later published as Lost People: 
Magic and the Legacy of Slavery in Madagascar (2007). Graeber held academic positions 
at Yale University, where his contract was not renewed in 2004 in what he and others 
perceived as a politically motivated decision due to his activism in the Global Justice 
Movement. After a period of unemployment, he found a position at Goldsmiths, 
University of London (2007-2013), and later became a full professor at the London 
School of Economics (LSE) (Graeber, n.d.). 

Graeber’s extensive bibliography covers a range of topics, reflecting his 
intertwined academic and activist interests. Key works mentioned in the sources 
include: Toward an Anthropological Theory of Value: The False Coin of Our Own Dreams 
(2001), Fragments of an Anarchist Anthropology (2004), Debt: The First Five Thousand Years 
(2011), The Utopia of Rules: On Technology, Stupidity, and the Secret Joys of Bureaucracy (2015) 
and Bullshit Jobs: A theory (2018). His works were published by a variety of academic 
and more publicly oriented presses, including Prickly Paradigm, AK Press, Melville 
House, Spiegel and Grau, and Macmillan. Debt: The First Five Thousand Years 
achieved significant popular and critical acclaim, becoming a bestseller and 
introducing anthropological and radical political ideas to a wider audience. The 
subsequent section delineates the foundational historiography of economic 
anthropology. Economic anthropology has evolved significantly since its early 20th-
century foundations, moving through several transformative phases that have 
redefined how researchers approach the study of economic activities. From 
Bronisław Malinowski’s establishment of ethnographic fieldwork as a primary 
methodological approach to Karl Polanyi’s substantivist perspective that 
emphasized economic activities as embedded within broader social systems, the field 
has consistently challenged the notion that economic behavior can be understood in 
isolation from cultural contexts (Carrier, 2021). The formalist-substantivist debate 
of the 1960s marked a pivotal moment in this evolution, with most economic 
anthropologists ultimately embracing the substantivist view those economic 
activities must be understood within their cultural frameworks rather than through 
abstract models of rational choice (Carrier, 2021) 

By the late 20th century, economic anthropology had shifted its focus to 
examine the connections between local communities and global economic systems, 
influenced by world-system theory and underdevelopment theory (Carrier, 2021). 
This approach became particularly relevant in the context of increasing globalization 
and events like the 2008 financial crisis, which highlighted the interconnectedness 
of everyday economic practices with broader global structures. During this period, 
the field also underwent a “cultural turn”, emphasizing how cultural contexts shape 
economic behaviors and values, facilitating deeper exploration of concepts such as 
exchange, ownership, and value beyond conventional market transactions 
(Heffernan, 2022). 

Within this intellectual landscape, Graeber’s work represents a fundamental 
challenge to conventional economics. His scholarship demonstrates that economic 
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actions are inherently embedded within complex social relationships and cultural 
practices rather than occurring in isolation. By examining how diverse societies 
produce, circulate, and consume goods, Graeber highlights the remarkable diversity 
of economic systems across cultures, revealing alternatives to dominant market-
centric models. Several scholars have praised this comparative breadth while 
questioning whether Graeber’s historical generalizations rest on adequate empirical 
grounding (Hann, 2012; Mellor, 2014). Central to his intellectual project is the 
development of an “anthropology of human possibilities” that suggests economic 
systems should reflect a broader range of human experiences, including vulnerability 
and social responsibility (Çubukçu, 2024).  

Graeber’s impact on anthropology, including its economic aspects, is 
described as significant. He challenged conventional understandings of history and 
social organization, particularly in The Dawn of Everything, which critiqued 
evolutionary theories and highlighted the vast range of human possibilities 
throughout history. His work emphasized the importance of freedom, mutual aid, 
and alternative ethics in shaping societies, drawing on anthropological insights to 
inform radical social theory. Dimitris Dalakoglou (Dalakoglou, 2021:18) notes that 
“David’s work to thank for much of its current popularity among younger 
generations who grew up in the post-2008 crisis world and the state of exception 
that has become a permanent form of governance”, as he addressed their 
disillusionment with capitalism and fear of mixing politics with anthropology, 
effectively innovating the discipline. Graeber’s approach to anthropology was deeply 
intertwined with seeking to make social theory useful for radical movements and 
vice versa. He saw anthropology as possessing a “vast archive of human experience” 
(Çubukçu, 2024: 125) that could inspire alternative ways of organizing social and 
political life. His focus on concepts like “baseline communism” and his exploration 
of historical alternatives to current economic and political systems directly 
contributed to discussions within and beyond economic anthropology. Overall, 
Graeber encouraged a more politically engaged and imaginative anthropology that 
recognizes the inherent human capacity for self-creation and freedom. 

This paper examines three key aspects of Graeber’s reimagined theories of 
economic anthropology: his rethinking of the history of debt and money, his 
anthropological theory of value, and his critique of bureaucracy and “bullshit jobs.” 
Through these interconnected areas, Graeber challenges fundamental assumptions 
of neoclassical economics and offers alternative frameworks for understanding 
economic behavior. His work not only provides a powerful critique of existing 
economic models but also opens possibilities for envisioning economic 
arrangements that better reflect human needs, values, and capacities. 

This article adopts a narrative literature review approach. Academic books, 
peer-reviewed journal articles, and review essays published between 2001-2024 were 
systematically searched using Google Scholar, JSTOR, Taylor & Francis Online, and 
Scopus. Key search terms included “economic anthropology,” “Graeber,” “debt,” “bullshit 
jobs,” “anthropology of value,” and “bureaucracy.” A total of 68 sources were consulted; 
26 peer-reviewed items were retained based on relevance to Graeber’s theoretical 
contributions. The review synthesizes existing scholarship rather than generating 
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empirical data. This method is appropriate because the purpose of the article is to 
evaluate, compare, and analytically interpret Graeber’s theoretical impact on 
economic anthropology. By situating Graeber’s scholarship within the broader 
evolution of economic anthropology, this paper demonstrates how his approaches 
transcend traditional disciplinary boundaries, offering valuable perspective for 
anthropologists, economists, philosophers, and policymakers alike. In an era of 
increasing economic inequality, environmental crisis, and social fragmentation, 
Graeber’s economic anthropology provides essential tools for reimagining economic 
systems that prioritize human well-being and social relationships over abstract 
market principles. 

 
1. Perspective of Economic Anthropology: A Literature Review 
Economic anthropology has evolved significantly from its early 20th-

century foundations to become a discipline that challenges conventional economic 
thought through its emphasis on cultural contexts and social relationships. This field 
has undergone several transformative phases that have redefined how researchers 
approach the study of economic activities across diverse societies. 

 
1.1. The Evolution of Economic Anthropology 
Economic anthropology emerged in the early 20th century as scholars began 

integrating economic activities into broader social studies (Carrier, 2021). The field’s 
development was marked by Bronisław Malinowski’s “taken to have established 
anthropology in its modern form, and also is seen by many to have established 
economic anthropology” (Carrier, 2021: 8). This period laid the groundwork for 
understanding economic practices as embedded within social life rather than as 
isolated phenomena. Recent scholarship has reiterated that economic anthropology 
emerged as a counter-tradition to neoclassical economics rather than a subfield of it. 
Hann and Hart (2011) argue that the discipline developed not only through 
ethnography but also through a critical stance toward the assumption of “universal 
rational markets.” Their historical overview shows that anthropologists consistently 
challenged the idea that markets exist independently from social relations, revealing 
that economic activity is always socially embedded. Gudeman (2008) further 
demonstrates that market behavior cannot be separated from cultural values, arguing 
that community-based notions of obligation and reciprocity frequently override 
rational utility maximization. Together, these works highlight that economic 
anthropology is not merely a descriptive account of alternative economies but a 

theoretical critique of the rational‐market paradigm that dominates mainstream 
economic science. A significant intellectual milestone occurred during the formalist-
substantivist debate of the 1960s, which contrasted two fundamental views of 
economic activity as defined by Karl Polanyi. While the formalist position aligned 
with microeconomics and emphasized individual decision-making in resource 
allocation, the substantivist perspective focused on the “means of material want 
satisfaction” within societies, encompassing production, circulation, and 
consumption systems. Most economic anthropologists ultimately embraced the 
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substantivist view, which proved more conducive to understanding economic 
activities within their cultural contexts studies (Carrier, 2021). 

The 1960s and 1970s witnessed a reorientation of economic anthropology 
in response to significant social changes in Western Europe and North America. 
This period saw the influence of world-system theory (Immanuel Wallerstein) and 
underdevelopment theory (Andre Gunder Frank), which encouraged 
anthropologists to examine how their field sites were shaped by larger capitalist and 
colonial systems studies (Carrier, 2021). Economic anthropologists increasingly 
directed their attention to the connections between local communities and global 
economic centers, expanding their research to include Western societies and 
incorporating historical perspectives. 

By the 1980s, the field had largely abandoned formalist approaches, and by 
1990, economic anthropologists were focusing on relating local observations to 
broader systems and historical changes. This shift was partially a response to 
increasing globalization and was reinforced by events like the 2008 financial crisis, 
which highlighted the interconnectedness of everyday life with global financial 
systems. studies (Carrier, 2021). 

 
1.2. The Cultural Turn and Response to Global Events 
The cultural turn marked a pivotal shift in economic anthropology, 

emphasizing how cultural contexts shape economic behaviors and values 
(Heffernan,2022: 458). This perspective facilitated deeper exploration of concepts 
such as exchange, ownership, and value, moving beyond conventional market 
transactions (Carrier, 2021).  The global financial crisis prompted further 
reevaluation within the field, with increased focus on how economic crises affect 
cultural understandings of credit and debt. Case studies, such as the Icelandic 
banking collapse, demonstrated economic anthropology’s relevance in analyzing 
contemporary economic phenomena (Heffernan,2022) 

Some scholars have expressed concern that economic anthropology risks 
becoming overly focused on specific cultural contexts, potentially neglecting broader 
economic structures and global influences. This tension highlights the ongoing 
debate about balancing local practices with global economic systems (Grünbühel, 
2023). 

1.3. Anthropological Perspectives on Globalization and Economic 
Development 
Anthropological perspectives have significantly enriched our understanding 

of globalization and economic development by offering insights that transcend 
purely economic models. These perspectives emphasize the embeddedness of 
economic activities within social relations and cultural values, providing a more 
nuanced understanding of how global processes affect local communities. 

Economic anthropology challenges the concept of a universal “economic 
man” driven solely by rational self-interest, demonstrating instead that economic 
behaviors are profoundly shaped by cultural norms, social obligations, and historical 
contexts. This critique reveals the limitations of applying standardized development 
models across diverse cultural settings (Carrier, 2021). Through fieldwork and 



Rasyonel Piyasaların Ötesinde: David Graeber’in 
Ekonomik Antropolojiyi Yeniden Tasavvuru 

LT Van-Ha 

 

  

Sobbiad  •  Cilt | Volume 26 • Sayı | Issue 57 147 

 

   

ethnography, anthropologists provide detailed accounts of how globalization and 
development projects affect specific communities. This bottom-up perspective 
reveals unintended consequences, differential impacts, and local adaptations often 
overlooked by macro-level analyses, while highlighting the agency of local actors in 
resisting, adapting to, and shaping these processes (Carrier, 2021) 

Anthropologists examine how globalization intersects with cultural values, 
beliefs, and practices, including how new technologies, market systems, and 
consumption patterns integrate into existing social structures. The study of 
consumption patterns reveals how global commodities acquire local meanings, 
demonstrating that consumption extends beyond utility to encompass social and 
cultural practices that reflect and shape identities and relationships. Approaches like 
world-system theory and underdevelopment theory highlight historical and ongoing 
power imbalances between regions, emphasizing how globalization can perpetuate 
inequalities and dependencies. These perspectives challenge simplistic narratives of 
progress and mutual benefit in economic development (Carrier, 2021). 
Anthropological studies of gift exchange and commodity flows reveal the social and 
cultural significance of distribution systems. Understanding these systems provides 
insights into social cohesion, identity formation, and potential disruptions caused by 
imposed economic changes. The concept of the “disembedding of the economy 
from social life” examines the cultural and social consequences of increasing 
dominance of impersonal market relations (Carrier, 2021: 134). 

Recent anthropological work on financialization explores how the 
increasing dominance of financial markets impacts societies and cultures. Friedman’s 
cyclical model of financialization and ethnographic studies of financial centers 
illustrate “how cultural beliefs and practices within the financial sector drive 
economic processes and have broader social and political consequences” 
(Heffernan, 2022: 462). 

Therefore, anthropological perspectives provide a crucial counterpoint to 
purely economistic understandings of globalization and economic development by 
emphasizing the complex interplay of economy and culture, the importance of local 
contexts, and the social dimensions of economic change. They move beyond 
quantitative measures to offer qualitative insights into the lived experiences and 
cultural consequences of global economic processes. 

 
2. David Graeber’s Revolutionary Contributions to Economic 
Anthropology 
Graeber’s scholarship presents a fundamental challenge to conventional 

economics through its comprehensive critique of traditional economic frameworks 
that emphasize rational individuals and market transactions. His work demonstrates 
that economic actions are inherently embedded within complex social relationships 
and cultural practices rather than occurring in isolation. By examining how diverse 
societies produce, circulate, and consume goods, Graeber highlights the remarkable 
diversity of economic systems across cultures, revealing alternatives to dominant 
market-centric models (Maurer, 2013). 
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Central to Graeber’s intellectual project is the development of an 
anthropology of human possibilities. This approach suggests that economic systems 
should reflect a broader range of human experiences, including vulnerability and 
social responsibility. Through this perspective, Graeber encourages productive 
dialogue between economics and anthropology, enriching both fields by 
acknowledging the complexities of human behavior and societal values (Çubukçu, 
2024). 

In contrast to Graeber’s nuanced approach, traditional economic theories 
frequently overlook the intricate social dynamics that shape economic behavior, 
focusing instead on abstract models and individual decision-making. This limitation 
often leads to a fundamental misunderstanding of economic crises and human 
motivations, as evidenced by the failures of neoclassical models during significant 
economic downturns. 

Graeber’s seminal contribution to economic anthropology theories 
challenges orthodox narratives of economic development. In “Debt: The First 5,000 
Years,” he presents compelling evidence that debt systems, rather than barter 
exchanges, constituted the foundation of early economies. Earlier anthropological 
research already questioned the barter-origin narrative long before Graeber. 
Bohannan’s (1959) classic ethnography in West Africa showed that communities 
used separate “spheres of exchange” and did not treat money as a universal medium, 
demonstrating that substituting objects across spheres violated social norms. 
Similarly, Hart (2007) observed that money historically operates as a personal and 
relational practice rather than a neutral transactional mechanism. Peebles (2010) 
synthesizes these findings and argues that debt and credit are fundamentally social 
relations, not economic inventions designed to improve market efficiency. These 
studies laid the groundwork for Graeber’s argument by demonstrating that monetary 
systems historically emerged from credit and obligation, not barter. His analysis 
reveals that monetary systems emerged from sophisticated credit arrangements 
rather than from direct barter transactions, contrary to established economic 
doctrine. Furthermore, Graeber elucidates how debt has historically functioned as 
an instrument of power, deployed systematically as a mechanism of social control 
across diverse civilizations from ancient Mesopotamia to contemporary capitalism. 
His examination of periodic debt forgiveness practices, exemplified by 
Mesopotamian jubilees, demonstrates that historical societies recognized and 
addressed the socially destabilizing effects of unchecked debt accumulation. 

A particularly significant aspect of Graeber’s scholarship is his systematic 
refutation of the barter origin theory. The conventional economic paradigm, 
following Adam Smith’s influential framework, has persistently maintained that 
monetary systems evolved as a pragmatic solution to the inefficiencies inherent in 
barter exchange. However, Graeber presents substantial anthropological evidence 
demonstrating that no documented society has relied exclusively on barter as its 
primary economic mechanism (Graeber, 2011). Rather, pre-modern economies 
operated through sophisticated credit systems, wherein communities-maintained 
records of obligations without necessitating immediate exchange of commodities. 
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Graeber establishes that credit arrangements predated the introduction of 
coinage by significant historical periods. In Mesopotamian civilizations, temple and 
palace administrative complexes administered extensive credit-based economic 
systems in which goods and services were quantified using silver or grain units, while 
transactions were predominantly executed through documented credit agreements 
rather than physical currency: “This marked the beginning of yet another phase of 
virtual money, one which has only just begun, and whose ultimate contours are, 
necessarily, invisible” (Graeber, 2011: 214). This evidence substantively challenges 
the assumption that money developed primarily to facilitate commercial exchange; 
instead, it suggests that monetary systems evolved as institutional mechanisms for 
documenting and administering debt relationships. 

A central theoretical construct in Graeber’s analysis is the relationship 
between monetary systems, debt structures, and coercive authority. He posits that 
bullion-based economies typically emerge during periods of warfare and territorial 
expansion, when societal trust mechanisms deteriorate and populations require 
portable, universally recognized value repositories: “A debt is, by definition, a record, 
as well as a relation of trust” (Graeber, 2011: 213). Conversely, periods characterized 
by relative stability tend to foster credit-based economic arrangements. This 
correlation between conflict and precious metal currency underscores the function 
of money not merely as an exchange medium but as an instrument of social and 
political control. Dienst (2012) interprets this link between money and coercion as 
part of a wider shift toward the “financialisation of everyday life,” showing how 
Graeber’s argument resonates beyond anthropology. 

As noted by La Vie des Idées (2012), debates around Debt often highlight 
that Graeber foregrounds the coercive dimension of debt relations while giving less 
attention to debt’s productive or investment aspects. Graeber further critiques the 
contemporary moralization of debt obligations. Historically, diverse societies 
implemented mechanisms for periodic debt cancellation, such as the jubilee practices 
in ancient Mesopotamia, which prevented the permanent economic subjugation of 
debtors: “not just because it would relieve so much genuine human suffering, but 
also because it would be our way of reminding ourselves that money is not ineffable” 
(Graeber, 2011:399). In contrast, modern capitalist structures have transformed debt 
into a persistent socioeconomic burden, reinforcing structural inequalities rather 
than functioning as temporary financial arrangements. 

Graeber’s reconceptualization of debt and monetary systems challenges 
foundational economic assumptions and provides a more comprehensive historical 
perspective on financial institutions. His scholarship encourages researchers and 
policy architects to reconsider the structural role of credit systems, the ethical 
implications of debt relationships, and the viability of alternative economic 
configurations. By redirecting analytical focus from barter exchange to credit 
arrangements, Graeber fundamentally reconfigures our understanding of historical 
economic systems and their potential future trajectories. 

David Graeber’s seminal work Toward an Anthropological Theory of Value 
(2001) constitutes a profound epistemological intervention in economic discourse 
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through its systematic integration of anthropological perspectives. Transcending 
conventional economic paradigms that conceptualize value primarily through 
market mechanisms or labor quantification, Graeber proposes a multidimensional 
theoretical framework that encompasses social relations, symbolic systems, and 
cultural contexts. His scholarly contribution synthesizes theoretical insights from 
Karl Marx, Marcel Mauss, and Pierre Bourdieu to establish an analytical framework 
that reconceptualizes value beyond mere economic transactions. This analysis 
examines Graeber’s anthropological reconceptualization of economic value, with 
particular emphasis on its implications for understanding labor, exchange modalities, 
and meaning construction. 

Within mainstream economic discourse, value is predominantly 
operationalized as price, utility, or market exchange equivalence. Graeber (2001) 
interrogates this reductionist epistemology by demonstrating that value constitutes 
a fundamentally social phenomenon, mediated by cultural-historical contexts. His 
critique problematizes the methodological individualism inherent in economic 
theories that prioritize quantifiable metrics while marginalizing qualitative and 
symbolic dimensions of value. Through extensive ethnographic evidence, Graeber 
illuminates how diverse societies conceptualize value through ontological 
frameworks that fundamentally diverge from capitalist rationality. In his review, 
Hann (2013) observes that this argument effectively revives the moral economy 
tradition, bridging Marxian and Maussian perspectives within value theory. While 
acknowledging the theoretical contributions of Marx’s labor theory of value, 
Graeber extends this analytical framework by reconceptualizing labor not merely as 
an economic activity but as a creative and intrinsically social process. He elucidates 
how human labor transcends commodity production to constitute and reproduce 
social relationships and systems of meaning. He address: “The most obvious 
example is human labor: in modern economics we talk of “goods and services” as if 
human activity itself were something analogous to an object, which can be bought 
or sold in the same way as cheese, or tire-irons” (Graeber, 2001:36). This theoretical 
intervention challenges capitalist economic orthodoxy that reduces labor to an 
abstract production input rather than recognizing it as a fundamental dimension of 
human sociality. Existing research on markets shows that exchange is not only 
economic but deeply moral. Fourcade and Healy (2007) demonstrate that moral 
evaluations of markets shape how societies regulate, accept, or reject certain forms 
of economic exchange. Their analysis shows that markets are never neutral spaces 
of rational calculation; instead, they reflect cultural judgments about what ought or 
ought not be commodified. Incorporating moral dimensions into value theory 
directly parallels Graeber’s attempt to reconceptualize value as a product of social 
meaning, symbolic action, and ethical commitments, rather than an outcome 
determined solely by price. 

A significant theoretical contribution in Graeber’s analysis is his 
conceptualization of value as emergent through praxis rather than as a static 
measurement. Incorporating Bourdieu’s theoretical construct of habitus, Graeber 
articulates how social actors generate value through embodied practices and lived 
experiences (Graeber, 2001). Consequently, value creation transcends formal 
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economic transactions to encompass social engagements, ritualistic practices, and 
symbolic exchanges. Graeber further draws upon Mauss’s theoretical framework of 
gift economies, wherein exchanges are embedded within complex matrices of social 
obligation rather than governed exclusively by market rationality. He wrote: “What 
Mauss is arguing, however, is that the first agree- ments that could be described as 
economic contracts were agreements not to act in accord with one’s economic self-
interest, since if one is simply speaking of material gain, then obviously it is in the 
interest of the giver to de- mand an immediate return, and even more obviously, in 
the interest of the recipient to simply take the goods and keep them, rather than 
waiting for a discrete interval and making a dramatic counter-gift” (Graeber, 2001: 
154). This theoretical perspective contests the capitalist presupposition that 
economic activity is predominantly motivated by utility maximization and profit 
accumulation. Instead, Graeber foregrounds the centrality of reciprocity, moral 
obligations, and non-market exchange modalities in determining how societies 
attribute value to objects and actions. 

Graeber’s anthropological theory of value presents profound implications 
for the reconceptualization of economic models. By establishing value as socially 
constructed, his work suggests that economists and policy architects can transcend 
market-centric approaches to incorporate ethical dimensions, cultural specificity, 
and communal considerations (Graeber, 2001). His analysis indicates that economic 
systems require examination in relation to their social functionality rather than 
through decontextualized mathematical abstractions alone. Moreover, his theoretical 
insights provide a critical framework for analyzing contemporary capitalism, wherein 
financial speculation and commodification processes frequently distort social values. 
By reexamining the anthropological foundations of value, Graeber establishes a 
theoretical basis for alternative economic configurations that prioritize collective 
well-being over profit-oriented imperatives. 

David Graeber’s Toward an Anthropological Theory of Value (2001) represents a 
paradigmatic shift in value conceptualization within economic discourse. Through 
the systematic integration of anthropological perspectives with economic theory, he 
challenges the hegemony of market-centric frameworks and emphasizes the 
constitutive role of social relationships, cultural signification, and ethical 
considerations in value formation. His theoretical contribution provides an essential 
framework for reimagining economic systems. 

In contemporary sociological and anthropological discourse, David 
Graeber’s critical examination of bureaucratic structures and labor organization 
offers a nuanced deconstruction of late capitalist economic mechanisms. Through 
his seminal works, particularly The Utopia of Rules (2015) and Bullshit Jobs (2018), 
Graeber provides a sophisticated critique that interrogates the fundamental 
epistemological assumptions underlying modern workplace paradigms. 

Graeber (2015) contends that bureaucracy has become deeply embedded in 
modern society, extending beyond the public sector into private enterprises. He 
observes that despite a decline in public discourse on bureaucracy since the 1970s, 
bureaucratic labor has likely expanded (Graeber, 2015). At the core of Graeber’s 
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analysis lies the concept of the “iron law of liberalism,” which asserts that market-
oriented reforms intended to minimize bureaucratic inefficiencies paradoxically 
generate more regulations, documentation, and administrative expansion (Graeber, 
2015, p. 12). Gatenby (2015) further observes that, although Graeber’s critique is 
compelling, his articulation of the “iron law of liberalism” risks oversimplifying the 
multifaceted nature of bureaucratic rationalities by framing them within a singular 
ideological construct. This interpretation implies that efforts to streamline 
administrative systems often produce the opposite effect—intensifying bureaucratic 
processes. Moreover, Graeber emphasizes the convergence of public and private 
power under conditions of “total bureaucratization,” wherein ostensibly private 
institutions operate within regulatory structures oriented toward the maximization 
of private profit (Graeber, 2015: 18-19). Such an argument challenges conventional 
perspectives that conceptualize bureaucracy as a phenomenon solely driven by the 
state. Furthermore, Graeber critiques the rationality of bureaucracy, arguing that its 
purported impartiality often masks arbitrary exercises of power and control 
(Graeber, 2015). Critics such as Piliavsky (2016) note that although The Utopia of Rules 
brilliantly exposes the paradoxes of bureaucratic power, Graeber’s treatment of 
bureaucracy sometimes conflates state and corporate mechanisms, leaving the 
analytic boundaries between them ambiguous. Despite claims of meritocratic 
principles, bureaucratic systems frequently engender cultures of compliance and 
selectively enforce rules. Another significant dimension of his critique is the 
association between bureaucracy and violence, where impersonal regulations 
ultimately depend on the implicit or explicit threat of force for enforcement 
(Graeber, 2015). This bureaucratic expansion extends coercive structures into 
various aspects of social life. 

Contemporary scholarship on work reinforces Graeber’s critique regarding 
the meaninglessness of modern labor. Strangleman (2017) argues that work in late 
capitalism is increasingly disconnected from social contribution and meaning, even 
for highly educated workers. Fleming (2019) similarly contends that neoliberal labor 
structures maintain overwork and “performative busyness” as a means of social 
control, framing productivity as a moral obligation rather than an economic 
necessity. These studies converge with Graeber’s theory by demonstrating that a 
growing proportion of jobs serve political or organizational legitimacy rather than 
genuine economic output, revealing a profound misalignment between social value 
and wage value in contemporary labor systems. Furthermore, Graeber (2018) 
introduces the concept of “bullshit jobs”, referring to forms of employment that lack 
any meaningful purpose-positions so devoid of utility that even those performing 
them struggle to justify their existence: “there are few things less pleasant than being 
forced against your better nature to try to convince others to do things that defy 
their common sense” (p. 40). Although Graeber’s argument has been highly 
influential in contemporary debates on the meaning of work, several scholars have 
questioned its empirical validity. For example, Proust et al. (2021) contend that while 
Graeber’s theorization of meaningless labor is conceptually provocative, it remains 
insufficiently supported by quantitative evidence and neglects the complex, 
multidimensional roots of alienation in modern employment systems. Despite 
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widespread expectations that technological progress would result in shorter working 
hours, Graeber argues that the prevalence of such jobs has in fact expanded. He 
further suggests that the ruling class has a vested interest in maintaining a perpetually 
occupied workforce, as a society characterized by widespread leisure and satisfaction 
would threaten the very foundations of existing power structures: “One should 
never underestimate the power of institutions to try to pre serve themselves” 
(Graeber, 2018, p. 308). 

He further identifies an inverse relationship between the social value of 
work and compensation, wherein occupations that contribute the most to society 
tend to receive the least financial remuneration (Graeber, 2018). The modern work 
ethic, particularly the notion that employees must constantly appear busy to justify 
their employment, fosters resentment and compels individuals to engage in 
performative labor even when their tasks lack substantive value (Graeber, 2018: 92-
93). Moreover, Graeber connects the proliferation of bullshit jobs to financialization 
and “managerial feudalism”, arguing that corporate hierarchies expand not out of 
productive necessity but for political and economic appropriation (Graeber, 2018: 
175). 

Graeber’s critique underscores that late capitalism is not solely governed by 
efficiency or market forces but is characterized by bureaucratic excess and the 
proliferation of economically irrational yet politically functional jobs. The 
persistence of bureaucratic structures, even in market-oriented reforms, alongside 
the expansion of meaningless employment roles, illustrates a system in which 
control, hierarchy, and the extraction of surplus value through non-productive 
means are fundamental features (Graeber, 2018) Additionally, Graeber identifies a 
distortion in value systems, where financial accumulation and the perpetuation of 
work-irrespective of its utility-are prioritized over genuine societal benefits (Graeber, 
2018). The trend of quantifying inherently unquantifiable aspects of human activity, 
such as care and creativity, exacerbates bureaucratic expansion and reflects a broader 
conflict between capitalist logic and the complexities of human value and social 
contribution. Ultimately, Graeber argues that late capitalism is sustained not merely 
through economic imperatives but via a network of moral assumptions, political 
interests, and cultural resentments that entrench a system wherein pointless work 
has become a defining characteristic (Graeber, 2018; Graeber, 2015). 

 
3. Implications for Contemporary Economic Anthropology 
Graeber’s revolutionary approach to economic anthropology has profound 

implications for how scholars understand and analyze economic systems. His work 
challenges fundamental assumptions that have long dominated economic thought 
and offers new frameworks for examining economic behavior across diverse cultural 
contexts. These implications extend beyond theoretical considerations to impact 
methodological approaches, policy development, and the conceptualization of 
economic alternatives. 

Graeber’s reexamination of debt and money fundamentally challenges 
conventional economic narratives that have shaped both academic discourse and 
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public understanding. By demonstrating that credit systems preceded barter 
economies, Graeber disrupts the standard progression from barter to money to 
credit that appears in most economics textbooks. This historical revision has 
significant implications for how we understand the development of economic 
institutions and the relationship between economic systems and social structures. 

This reimagining of economic history demands a methodological shift in 
economic anthropology. Researchers must now consider the complex social and 
power dynamics that shape economic relationships rather than focusing exclusively 
on material exchanges. As Graeber argues, “The very idea that human life can be 
reduced to a series of market exchanges is not an indigenous one” (Graeber, 2001: 
154). This perspective encourages economic anthropologists to examine the cultural 
and social contexts that give rise to particular economic arrangements, rather than 
assuming the universality of market principles. 

Moreover, Graeber’s historical analysis reveals how economic narratives 
themselves function as tools of power. By tracing how debt has been used as a 
mechanism of control throughout history, from ancient Mesopotamia to modern 
capitalism, Graeber demonstrates that economic systems are inherently political and 
reflect particular distributions of power. This insight challenges economic 
anthropologists to examine more critically how economic theories and policies may 
reinforce existing power structures and social hierarchies. 

Graeber’s theory of “bullshit jobs” represents a profound challenge to 
conventional understandings of labor in capitalist economies. By demonstrating that 
many modern jobs serve no genuine purpose beyond maintaining corporate 
structures, Graeber contradicts the assumption that market economies efficiently 
allocate labor resources (Graeber, 2018). This analysis has significant implications 
for how economic anthropologists approach the study of work and its relationship 
to social value. 

Traditional economic approaches often assume that labor markets 
efficiently match workers with productive activities. Graeber's research suggests that 
this assumption fails to account for the complex social and political functions of 
work in contemporary societies. As he argues, “The ultimate, hidden truth of the 
world is that it is something that we make, and could just as easily make differently” 
(Graeber, 2015: 83). This perspective encourages economic anthropologists to 
examine how work is socially constructed and how labor systems reflect broader 
cultural values and power dynamics. 

Furthermore, ’s analysis of bureaucracy as a form of structural violence 
provides a framework for understanding how organizational systems perpetuate 
inequality. By demonstrating how bureaucratic structures rely on the threat of force 
and operate through linguistic impositions, Graeber reveals the power dynamics 
embedded in seemingly neutral administrative systems. This approach encourages 
economic anthropologists to examine how organizational structures themselves 
shape economic behavior and reproduce social hierarchies. 

Perhaps most significantly, ’s work offers a framework for imagining 
alternative economic arrangements that better reflect human needs and values. His 
anarchist anthropology suggests that viable alternatives to hierarchical capitalist 
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economies exist and have existed throughout human history. Hyatt (2023) similarly 
notes that in Pirate Enlightenment, Graeber extends his anarchist anthropology to 
historical contexts, demonstrating how early pirate societies embodied egalitarian 
principles that challenged state hierarchies. This perspective challenges the 
assumption that market capitalism represents the only viable economic system and 
encourages economic anthropologists to explore diverse economic arrangements 
across cultures. 

Graeber’s examination of gift economies, mutual aid networks, and 
communal property systems demonstrates that economic behavior is not universally 
driven by self-interest and utility maximization. Instead, many societies organize 
economic activities around principles of reciprocity, communal well-being, and 
social relationships. This analysis provides valuable insights for economic 
anthropologists seeking to understand the diversity of economic systems and their 
relationship to cultural values. 

Moreover, “anthropology of human possibilities”1 suggests that economic 
systems should be evaluated based on their ability to support human flourishing 
rather than abstract metrics of efficiency or growth. This perspective encourages 
economic anthropologists to consider how economic arrangements might be 
redesigned to better serve human needs and promote social well-being. As Graeber 
suggests, “The ultimate, hidden truth of the world is that it is something that we 
make, and could just as easily make differently” (Graeber, 2015: 89) 

Graeber’s work also has significant methodological implications for 
economic anthropology. His integration of ethnographic fieldwork with historical 
analysis, linguistic examination, and philosophical inquiry demonstrates the value of 
interdisciplinary approaches to understanding economic phenomena. This 
methodological pluralism enables economic anthropologists to develop more 
nuanced and comprehensive understandings of economic systems and their cultural 
contexts. 

Furthermore, Graeber’s emphasis on the lived experiences of economic 
actors challenges approaches that rely exclusively on abstract models or quantitative 
data. By examining how people actually experience and navigate economic systems, 
Graeber provides insights into the social and emotional dimensions of economic 
behavior that are often overlooked in conventional economic analyses This 
approach encourages economic anthropologists to prioritize ethnographic methods 
that capture the complexity of economic life as it is lived. 

 
Conclusion 
David Graeber’s reimagining of economic anthropology provides a 

sustained challenge to conventional economic thought by reframing economic life 
as fundamentally embedded in social relations and cultural logics. His work 
encourages scholars to move beyond narrowly economistic models of rational utility 

 
1 This term is used by Graeber, D. (2001: xii) 
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maximisation, thereby foregrounding the multiplicity of ways in which different 
societies organise production, circulation, and consumption. 

These interventions have implications that extend well beyond theoretical 
critique. By revisiting the historical foundations of money and debt, Graeber 
illuminates the political and moral dimensions through which economic institutions 
take shape. His analyses of bureaucracy and “bullshit jobs” similarly draw attention 
to labour structures that often diverge from ideals of efficiency or social value, 
suggesting that contemporary capitalist systems may reproduce forms of 
organisational and structural violence. In parallel, his engagement with anarchist 
anthropology demonstrates that alternative economic formations have not only 
existed historically but continue to offer conceptual resources for thinking beyond 
hierarchical models of organisation. 

Taken together, these insights provide useful analytical tools for economic 
anthropologists seeking to situate economic processes within their cultural and 
historical contexts. Graeber’s integration of ethnography with historical, linguistic, 
and philosophical analysis also underscores the value of interdisciplinary approaches 
for capturing the complexity of economic life as lived and experienced. 

Furthermore, the notion of an “anthropology of human possibilities” invites 
a reconsideration of how economic systems might be organised to better reflect 
social needs and values. In a period marked by widening inequality, environmental 
strain, and fragmented social relations, this perspective highlights the importance of 
examining economic arrangements not as natural or inevitable, but as contingent 
human constructions open to revision. 

In sum, Graeber’s contributions offer a productive framework for 
reassessing the assumptions that underpin dominant economic narratives. By 
combining historical critique with ethnographic insight, his work equips scholars, 
policymakers, and practitioners with conceptual tools for analyzing and potentially 
reimagining -economic systems in ways that more accurately reflect the diversity of 
human experience and the social foundations of economic life. 
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