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Abstract: The novel coronavirus pandemic introduced global conversations about essential and inessential labor, 
creating new interest and evidence around how types of work are valued and devalued, or, to use the late David 
Graeber’s terms, whether they are believed to be “paradigmatic” or “bullshit jobs.” Like other elements of 
Graeber’s value theory, this is partly a development of Diane Elson’s value theory of labor, wherein labor in 
capitalism is not an abstract source for price, but an object of political and cultural concern that can help foster 
social critique.

Waste workers occupy a curious place in the value theory of labor, since scholars in discard studies have long 
noted that they are both essential and yet denigrated, stigmatized, hidden from sight. On a transnational scale, 
moreover, such ethical inattention is closely associated with the ruination of imperial formations and racial 
capitalism as well as critiques thereof. Based on a decade of fieldwork with two distinct groups of American 
waste workers, landfill workers and processors of military junk, I combine theories of value, care and virtue 
ethics in order to make sense of such ethical inattention in the contemporary United States and its political 
consequences and possibilities. Examining waste work along other kinds of paradigmatic American labor—from 
military service and disability care-work to comic book collecting and fandom—I consider the formation of value 
theories of labor in tandem with imperial and racial projects, such that both caring and not caring about others 
can either impede or inspire social justice movements.

Dr. Joshua Reno is a Professor of Anthropology at Binghamton University in New York State. He completed his 
PhD research as a landfill laborer at a transnational dump in Michigan, in 2008, focusing on the socio-economic 
conditions that makes North America so reliant on landfilling, as well as the cultural reality and political conflicts 
this leads to. He has published two books—Waste Away (2016) and Military Waste (2019)—and written many 
other articles and book chapters on the subject of waste, whether municipal, militaristic, or mammalian. More 
recently, he has been writing about wider array of subjects, from disability to white supremacy and feminist 
anthropology.
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