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The Death of the Social
Contract and the
Enshittification of Jobs

by Pavlina R. Tcherneva

his paper employs the concept of “enshittification”—the systematic

degradation of a service or product in the pursuit of profit—as a

powerful metaphor to analyze the decay of the US labor market in the

postwar era. Situating this process within Hyman Minsky’s theory of
capitalist development, it argues that the current phase of money manager
capitalism has accelerated a pervasive “bait-and-switch” dynamic that has
emerged since the 1970s. The “bait” was the postwar social contract, which
promised but never guaranteed economic security through tight full employment
and access to good jobs for all. The “switch” was the neoliberal policy shift that
dismantled labor protections, weaponized unemployment (via the NAIRU
doctrine), and fostered financialization, leading to stagnant wages, precarity, and
household indebtedness. The “trap” is the worker’s inescapable dependency for
survival on a job within a system that uses the threat of unemployment as a policy
tool. The paper identifies the erosion of four key forces—competition, regulation,
interoperability, and worker power, all of which held the tenuous postwar
contract together—as the drivers of this enshittification. It concludes by
articulating how the federal job guarantee proposal can act as a systemic circuit
breaker capable of reverse reengineering the labor market. The job guarantee is
not only an alternative to precarious employment and the NAIRU policy
framework, but also a comprehensive de facto regulator that introduces much
needed competition for labor by firms in the economy. The paper evaluates how
the program can introduce countervailing forces to arrest the degradation of the
labor market and establish a new standard for good jobs, thereby laying the

foundation for a renewed social contract.

level n

RBait and Switch

Research Topics
*¥* Job Guarantee

*}» The Trump Economy

Associated Programs

** Employment Policy and Labor Markets

f Jin]X

Related publications

STRATEGIC ANALYSIS October 14, 2025

The US Economy amid Rising Global Uncertainty

Dimitri B. Papadimitriou, Giuliano Toshiro Yajima, and Gennaro Zezza

\bstract

WORKING PAPER No. 1095 October 06, 2025

A Short History of MGNREGA: Twenty Years in Ten Charts
Jean Dreze and Rahul R.


https://www.levyinstitute.org/people/pavlina-r-tcherneva/
https://www.levyinstitute.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/11/wp_1100.pdf
https://facebook.com/sharer/sharer.php?u=https://www.levyinstitute.org/publications/the-death-of-the-social-contract-and-the-enshittification-of-jobs
https://www.linkedin.com/shareArticle?mini=true&url=https://www.levyinstitute.org/publications/the-death-of-the-social-contract-and-the-enshittification-of-jobs&title=The%20Death%20of%20the%20Social%20Contract%20and%20the%20Enshittification%20of%20Jobs&source=https://www.levyinstitute.org/publications/the-death-of-the-social-contract-and-the-enshittification-of-jobs
https://twitter.com/intent/tweet/?text=The%20Death%20of%20the%20Social%20Contract%20and%20the%20Enshittification%20of%20Jobs&url=https://www.levyinstitute.org/publications/the-death-of-the-social-contract-and-the-enshittification-of-jobs
https://www.levyinstitute.org/
https://www.levyinstitute.org/research/publications?_sft_primary_topic=job-guarantee
https://www.levyinstitute.org/research/publications?_sft_primary_topic=trumps-economy
https://www.levyinstitute.org/research_programs/programs/employment-policy-and-labor-markets
https://www.levyinstitute.org/publications/the-us-economy-amid-rising-global-uncertainty/
https://www.levyinstitute.org/publications/the-us-economy-amid-rising-global-uncertainty/
https://www.levyinstitute.org/publications/the-us-economy-amid-rising-global-uncertainty/
https://www.levyinstitute.org/publications/a-short-history-of-mgnrega-twenty-years-in-ten-charts/
https://www.levyinstitute.org/publications/a-short-history-of-mgnrega-twenty-years-in-ten-charts/
https://www.levyinstitute.org/publications/a-short-history-of-mgnrega-twenty-years-in-ten-charts/

POLICY NOTE No. 2025/7 September 19, 2025

No, the Fed Is NOT Independent—It Is a Creature of Congress
Yeva Nersisyan and L. Randall Wray

\bstract

Newsletter Sign-up

Sign-up to receive our newsletter and keep up to date with our latest research and

publications.

Newsletter

SUBSCRIBE

Stay Connected

Blithewood

Bard College

Annandale-on-Hudson, NY 12504-5000

845-758-7700

The Levy Economics Institute of Bard College, founded in 1986 through the generous support of
Bard College trustee Leon Levy, is a nonprofit, nonpartisan, public policy research organization.
The Levy Institute is independent of any political or other affiliation, and encourages diversity of
opinion in the examination of economic policy issues while striving to transform ideological
arguments into informed debate.

Links

About Us / Publications / Visit Us /

© 2025 Levy Economics Institute of Bard College | Site design and development by Dan Seddon & The Levy

Economics Institute


https://www.levyinstitute.org/newsletter-sign-up/
https://www.levyinstitute.org/newsletter-sign-up/
https://www.facebook.com/LevyInstitute
https://www.linkedin.com/company/3695168/
https://x.com/LevyEcon
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCmvJCmiT1N4-5Zl2tnBTEYA
https://bsky.app/profile/levyecon.bsky.social
https://www.instagram.com/levyecon/
https://www.levyinstitute.org/about-us/
https://www.levyinstitute.org/research/publications/
https://www.levyinstitute.org/about-us/visit-us/
http://www.franklynjones.com/
https://www.levyinstitute.org/publications/fed-a-creature-of-congress/
https://www.levyinstitute.org/publications/fed-a-creature-of-congress/
https://www.levyinstitute.org/publications/fed-a-creature-of-congress/

