Ryan Day

Gig Economy Workers and their Freedom

Election night 2020 was obviously a big day for many people, and for obvious reasons.
The sheer amount of anxiety and tension on this night was likely unknown in any American
election up until that point. However, if there’s one thing that might be under emphasized about
the night, it would be the passage of Proposition 22 in California. The proposition passed by a
large 58-42% margin, equivalent to an almost 3 million vote lead in the state. This is hardly
surprising, as the “Vote Yes” campaign dropped around 200 million dollars on the initiative,
making it the most expensive ballot initiative in American history. What could warrant such
egregious spending? Not much, only the ability to rewrite labor laws for huge multinational
corporations.

The term “gig economy” was coined in 2009, which is an appropriate year, given the
circumstances. That year, America had finally gotten out of the economic recession caused by an
unprecedented crash, the size of which had not been seen since the 1920s. Since that crash, and
even beforehand, the types of jobs being created are primarily ones within the “gig economy,” or
in a more broad sense, non 9-5 jobs that employ people for the day, if not an even shorter period
of time. Because of the difference between this and traditional employment, many of the
companies that partake in this sort of employment call their workers “independent contractors”
instead of workers, which coincidentally gets them out of paying them certain employee benefits.
Here, of course, is the state of Proposition 22. The proposition came about after the California
state assembly passed a bill, which was first challenged in courts but upheld, allowing for

app-based drivers, apps like Uber, Lyth and Instacart, to be classified as employees, so that they



would be able to receive regular employee benefits that most jobs offer. Unable to win by the
legislature or courts, these companies went the route of making this matter a direct ballot
measure, and proceeded to spend 200 million dollars on advertising in order to make it pass.
With such reasonable campaign tactics as buying off the head of the California NAACP to
endorse the proposition, running ads calling a No vote racist and putting pop-up notifications on
all of their apps stating “Prop 22 is Progress” with the options being “Yes on Prop 22 and “Ok,”
it’s hardly a surprise the ballot measure passed as easily as it did, despite the fine print boiling
down to “Should certain companies be exempt from paying their employees benefits?” This is
not some weird exception from the state of California, but part of a national trend to turn workers
into “independent contractors,” a meaningless distinction that will effectively allow companies to
avoid labor laws that were won decades ago.

Instead of simply detailing this trend, showcasing exactly where people will no longer be
deemed worthy of anymore than crumbs from their bosses, I decided to actually talk to someone
who would fall under this new subsection of workers. Lisa Simonelli worked in an Amazon
fulfillment center for approximately a year, which while not using the exact method of
independent contractor classification for their employees, does employ many of the same
methods as a company that would. In between her answers I will have information connecting

her experience to the larger trend of people who work under this classification.

Q: For how long & under what position did you work in the fulfillment center?
Lisa: I worked 6-8 months, leaving around the beginning of COVID in March. I worked

usually in the packing and shipping sections of the center. Most people work in packing and



shipping, there are other departments but that was where the majority of the people were

working.

Q: What were your hours, breaktimes & general working conditions like?

Lisa: Either a ten or a twelve hour shift, whether it was full or part time. The working
conditions were pretty, demanding. You were on your feet for the whole time. You had two 15
minute breaks and one half an hour break, for lunch. The issue with that was you had to walk
through the size of the facility, which was the size of one or two football fields, to get there. So by
the time you got to the lunch area you barely had time to eat before getting back. There was
always a problem- it’s always like they were just trying to squeeze the most out of everybody that
was there, during any meetings with co-workers and management... The full time would consist
of 40 hours plus a week, there was another shift that was 36, that was three 12 hour shifts, full
time was four to five days. You were required to work overtime during peak times. On the part
time side, couldn’t go over 30 hours but you got a differential pay of three dollars. So they didn’t
start you at minimum, they started you at 17, so the part time people made 20 and up, and the

full time people just received more benefits, like better time off and more days off.

This sort of dividing and categorizing of the workers at Amazon, based upon certain
quantities of hours worked or times when you work and then by the wages and benefits you’d
subsequently receive, falls into the broader trend of gig economy workers having more
“freedom.” I use quotations because this sort of freedom is only one definition of freedom, one
of choice. Independent contractor work is often marketed as allowing the contractor to choose

when one wants to work, and for what wages, emphasizing the value of flexibility. However, this



tends to obfuscate the more essential fact about working these jobs, which is they’re extremely
physically taxing and demanding, where it is obvious your health as an employee is not at all
considered. Like freedom of safety, the freedom of on the job breaks is also ignored, as the time
allotted does not ever account for the sheer size of these fulfillment center facilities and the space
you must travel between workstation and break area. Finally, these different categories of
workers demonstrate a way in which the independent contractor field of work seeks to divvy up
the labor force through different statuses that may earn them different pay and benefits. If you’re
being paid slightly more, or named under a different status, it can be harder to find the common
ground of both being workers to the same employer, and thus harder to make demands from this

employer. I inquired further with this sort of dynamic.

Q: What was upper management's relation to you and your co-workers?

Lisa: They were brainwashers because they were brainwashed. They had to do exactly
what was said, from their bosses, it was a chain of command basically. So they had to go ahead
and, crack the whip on the slaves in the pit, that’s exactly what they did. Working there, you felt
like a 19th century factory worker, like a medieval peasant. They covered themselves, they were
very full disclosure, what they said was going to be done, how they needed you to color in the
lines, but they also didn’t care, they needed to keep pushing and pushing and pushing you. So

even though they were human too, they were still getting stepped on by their bosses.

Like in the previous quote, it cannot be stressed enough how taxing the workplace is, so
much so the relationship between boss and worker is seen more as a relationship of slavery.

Additionally, the inclusion of multiple layers of management, phrased as tiers, stacks the



confusion over whose interests you share and who you would even consider your boss. This can
be found throughout the gig economy, primarily because many of the workers are employed
through apps, they rarely have face to face interactions with a real life person, boss or
co-workers. Those working feel less like employees giving their time and getting a share of the
businesses profit and more like a subhuman underclass from some pre-modern era, when labor
rights didn’t exist. Given these conditions, physical and mental, it’s hard to see why many people
took these jobs at all.

Q: When employees ever quit, or got fired, why?

Lisa: It would have to be, because you didn’t go and follow their guidelines, like, for
instance, the Chris Smalls guy. He got fired because they claimed that he didn’t quarantine,
though he was, he tried to expose them over some bad things, bad conditions, during COVID.
But really, in order to get fired, you have to be, you know, doing something really bad, because
they gave you multiple opportunities to not get fired. And they gave you warnings, total and
complete outline of what you could and could not do. Really, I saw more people leave on their
own because of how demanding the work was. Management often stress that you will experience
significant back or neck pain, doing things like lifting and carrying boxes around the facility.
And the rate you had to perform, it wasn’t just that you were lifting boxes, packing boxes, you
had to do a certain amount of boxes per hour. So, you did “smalls” (boxes) you had to do two to
three hundred packages, mediums you had to do 120 to 160. With all of it, you, your work, was
calculated. They worked you for your money, no distractions. They didn’t allow you to have
phones, not on you.

We will get back to Chris Smalls, however it’s interesting to note the up front nature of

upper management towards their workers. Outright telling your gig workers they will likely get



severe back or neck pain by working at your facility seems like an outrageous thing to just admit.
There are similar ways these sorts of companies decide to toy with and drain from their workers,
famously uber having their drivers pay for their own car gas, or all of the driver apps that have
different app workers competing for roles in delivering food or giving people rides. The question
I’d ask myself is, why would people even want these jobs? The answer, I believe, reveals itself in
the demographics described by Lisa,

Lisa: They really needed the extra couple of dollars that they were making, and they
knew that everyone was in the same, pretty much the same position. People were coming, two
and three hours away. People came all the way from Brooklyn and Queens, even New Jersey.
Most of the people there were black or latino, I was an exception.

Here I find this matches with findings from an earlier paper of mine, one on the decline of the
manufacturing sector throughout the United States. The African-American populations of places
like the North Shore of Staten Island, Brooklyn, Queens and Newark, New Jersey are largely
working class. Thus, they were extremely vulnerable to the decline in those manufacturing jobs
and, in tandem with cuts to public sector jobs, left without much in the form of secure and
permanent employment to slowly fall into poverty. Such a population is perfect for gig economy
employment that functions best when the workers are precarious and easily replaceable, which
explains why you find these centers most often in these sorts of communities, or who exactly it is
that’s delivering your groceries.

If it was not clear enough, this trend in how we view our workers is not one that actually
frees and helps them, but instead, as Lisa says, makes you feel like peasantry. So what is to be
done? For starters, it should be made clear this is not a trend that could possibly be reversed by

either existing political party. On its face, thinking the Republican party will stand here for



worker’s rights is laughable, but at this point the democrats will not either. Both the outgoing and
incoming administrations are chock full of lobbyists from the new gig economy conglomerates.
“We did this. You did this. I’'m so proud of us,” were the words tweeted by Meena Harris the day Joe
Biden officially declared victory in the 2020 election. She is, simeotaneously, the niece of Vice
President-elect Kamala Harris and the Head of Strategy and Leadership at Uber, so the tweet itself is
actually quite vague in terms of if she’s celebrating the Presidential win or the recategorizing of
Uber’s employees as, essentially, sub-human.

No, the solution to this state of affairs must come from below, and here I return to Chris
Smalls, the man Lisa mentioned as one of the only instances where someone was actually fired from
her fulfillment center on Staten Island. Why? The official excuse was that he did not follow proper
COVID-19 safety protocols, but that’s widely disputed and, at least in my opinion, the excuse the
company used to smear him, along with attempting to denote the man as “not smart or articulate,”
keep in mind Christian Smalls is African American. No, the likely reason he was fired was because
he tried to stage a walkout over the facilities lack of covid safety conditions, organizing his
co-workers and leaving the facility in protest of their complete lack of equipment. This sort of ability
to organize collectively, gathering your co-workers around a common cause and against
management, is likely why he was actually fired. While his claims resulted in a lawsuit over their
working conditions, that was eventually thrown out by a New York judge, which just further proves
the futility of achieving any progress from above. No, the best glimmer of hope over this bleak future
of workers rights comes from the most unlikely of places: Birmingham, Alabama. See, this
fulfillment center’s workers have just petitioned to unionize, despite the modest anti-union efforts in
the company, like hiring people to spy on your workers and prevent organizing. If successful, this
will be the first unionized fulfillment center, and the methods it’s workers used can be employed

nationwide, to secure actual benefits and power, and not be at the behest of an increasingly



labor-hostile political class. After all, they have nothing to lose but their independent contractor

status.
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