GHOST
WORK

How to Stop Silicon Valley
from Building a New
Global Underclass

Mary L. Gray and Siddharth Suri

Houghton Mifflin Harcourt



INVENTING THE WEEKEND: WHEN FULL-TIME WORK IS
PRIORITIZED, CONTRACT WORK PAYS THE PRICE

The National Labor Relations Act of 1935 cleared a route for workers to
legally challenge employers. It was a first step in stopping the mounting
standoffs between factory and mine owners who hired private, armed
militias to threaten and beat workers and those workers who walked off
shifts because of dangerous working conditions and came back ready for
afight. The act also created the National Labor Relations Board, to serve
as a neutral third party to ensure that employers didn’t interfere with
employees’ right to unionize or to bargain with management.
Importantly, the Wagner Act did not cover workers in several sectors,
including agriculture and domestic service. It also did not apply to em-
ployees considered “supervisors” or those workers employed by federal,

state, or local governments. And it excluded laborers considered inde-
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pendent contractors, such as domestic help, farm hands, and the rela-
tives of small-business owners. The timing of the Wagner Act is key. It
targeted the rapidly expanding, increasingly dangerous worlds of manu-
facturing and mining. By 1930, accidents at industry work sites had killed
scores of workers across the country. The Wagner Act also became law
at the height of the Great Depression, triggered by the 1929 stock market
crash, when more than 15 million people, or just over 20 percent of the
U.S. adult working population at the time, were unemployed and had no
security beyond what their families could provide. The average citizen

could see the cost of unfair work conditions on every street corner.

The momentum of the Wagner Act opened the doors to further re-

forms. It is fair to say that labor organizers advocating passage of the Fair
Labor Standards Act (FLSA) in 1938 invented “the weekend,” mandating,
for the first time in a nation’s history, a 40-hour workweek and guaran-
teeing a minimum wage — 25 cents an hour, or around $4.50 an hour in
today’s dollars. It also required employers to pay overtime to employees,
at “time and a half” for hours worked beyond 40 hours a week. Minors,
with exceptions for those working on farms or in the family store, could
no longer be recruited to perform dangerous tasks. Prior to this legis-
lation, children’s small bodies made them the top recruits for some of
the most unsafe work conditions. But a key element of the Fair Labor
Standards Act also explains why so much contingent labor would not fall
under this act, which would pave the way for expanding reliance on con-
tract work.

The FLSA applied to “any individual employed by an employer”
This certainly made sense, as the vast majority of economic expansion
involved dangerous wage work generated by manufacturing assembly
lines and extracting raw materials from the ground. Piecework, unfor-
tunately, fell between the cracks of federal regulation. At the time of
the FLSA’s passage, organized labor had no interest in protecting piece-
work as independent contract work. Any work off-site or away from a
shop floor could be used to pick away at work-site-based union mem-
bership or take work away from the majority of workers. If organized
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labor couldn’t convince large numbers of women to leave home-based
piecework behind and move to cities for union jobs, it would focus on
the men who did.

Unions established their base in mining and manufacturing, after the
passage of the National Labor Relations Act of 1935 and the Fair Labor
Standards Act, three years later. At the time, close to 25 million U.S. work-
ers belonged to a union. But efforts to expand to other industries stalled
for the next decade in the face of World War IL. The war effort diverted
young men away from factories to the front lines of Europe. Unions felt
that they had lost their core membership. Several unions brokered deals
with employers and agreed to delay strikes and collective bargaining ef-
forts until after the war. The famed image of Rosie the Riveter could eas-
ily stand in for the temp worker keeping the metal, transportation, and
chemical industries alive during the war. She was expected to go back
home once her brother or sweetheart came back from the war. As such,
unions did not see a need to argue for expanding workers’ rights until
men returned to their roles as the primary breadwinners working full-
time on the line.”
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TEMPORARY COMPUTERS SENT US TO THE MOON

The erosion of labor protections for workers seen as “unskilled” but
working outside of unionized manual jobs moved like water through
cracks, exploiting and capitalizing on society’s assumptions about whose
work needed protection and who was worth protecting. Buried within
the exemptions of the FLSA and the Taft-Hartley Act are clues about
mid-20th-century assumptions about which workforces needed protec-
tion from unemployment and what — or who — seemed safe from auto-
mation. For example, the FLSA excluded volunteering, what we might
think of today as the ubiquitous unpaid college internship. Volunteering
was considered apprenticing, core to building one’s professional identity.
Since medieval times, divinity, medicine, and law, the so-called “learned
professions,” were seen as the exclusive paths of the educated classes.
These skilled vocations needed no workplace protections. Their ad-
vanced degrees insulated them from economic insecurity. That is how
a college education came to be seen as a gateway to the middle class for
anyone who wanted to leave behind the mines or factories.

Most doctors, lawyers, and clergy operated as small businesses, typ-
ically self-employed, non-unionized professionals pooling resources
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through private practice. The work conditions of the professions, at least
in the early days of modern industrial capitalism, did not seem relevant
to the debates over FLSA. And so, the Fair Labor Standards Act applied
to “any individual employed by an employer” but not to independent
contractors or volunteers training to enter the professional class. Both
types of workers were considered liminal characters. The contractor was
treated like a hammer or mechanical pencil, there only to do an immedi-
ate task. Interns, by contrast, were being groomed to step into the corner
office someday.

By the early 20th century, any occupation shaped by advanced train-
ing, certification, and professional codes of conduct was valued as a
skilled profession. The de-skilled worker in a factory setting became
synonymous with the unionized worker able to protect their position
and workplace through federal regulations. Anyone considered “non-ex-
empt” from the Fair Labor Standards Act could expect to receive over-
time for hours worked beyond the maximum workday.?® But tucked in
the regulations were exceptions. Salaried clerical and administrative
workers, though some of the lowest-paid employees, could be legally
required to work beyond 40 hours and were not eligible for overtime.
Professionals doing creative or non-routine work in the office were also
exempt.** These exemptions help explain how independent, contingent
workforces became a standing army of staffing and temp services, and its
own lucrative industry. Much of the exempt contracted, temporary labor
grew in the shadows, supporting professionals as they built out infor-
mation services industries like accounting, scientific research, law, en-
gineering, and finance at the close of World War I1.25 Educations in law
and medicine remained socially coveted and the only gateways to highly
skilled white-collar professions. But the expansion of administrative ser-
vices of all kinds meant that the “learned professions” were no longer the
only ways to find economic opportunity and social respectability.? They
came with a price tag: job security.

Take, for example, the human computer pools at Langley Memorial
Aeronautical Laboratory, in Langley, Virginia. Since the 1600s, the term
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“computer” has been used to describe a human doing hand calculations.?”
By 1946, thousands of young women had been recruited and trained to
work as “human computers” for the U.S. Civil Service Commission at re-
search centers like Langley Field all across the country.’® They were the
computational processors behind everything from deciphering coded
messages sent by Nazi Germany to calculating how much thrust test
rocket engines created and how to adjust their weights and heights to
make them go faster.? Langley’s first female computing pool opened in
1935. Under the FLSA, the federal government’s War Department was
granted latitude to employ independent contractors as civil servants.

By 1946, Langley Field’s campus had reorganized as the National Ad-
visory Committee for Aeronautics (NACA), NASA’s precursor, with only
a handful of women holding the professional title “mathematician 3
The majority remained designated as lower-paid “subprofessionals” for
several years after the war, including African American engineer Kather-
ine Johnson, featured in the 2016 hit movie Hidden Figures, who would
go on to calculate the launch windows for Apollo 13.* The lower wages
and ranking attached to computers reduced lab costs. Directors could
justify the entry-level, contract-based assignments because none of the
women hired would be considered “professional” with no more than
high school or vocational training. Johnson and fellow lead computer
Dorothy Vaughan, who ran Langley’s all-black “West Area Computers”
wing, were hired at Grade P-1. This level guaranteed the women $2,000
per year, more than twice what they could hope to earn at their jobs as
teachers in the segregated high schools of the South. But the terms of
employment made it clear that they were not seen as the valued workers
at Langley. They were hired “for such period of time as your service may
be required, but not to extend beyond the duration of the present war
and for six months thereafter.”2

For those first few years, time off for contract workers was not an op-
tion. Even holidays were considered workdays as long as the U.S. space
race against the Soviet Union was on.* Johnson and Vaughan eventually
went on to professional rankings and full-time employee status. But the

From Piecework to Outsourcing 33

majority of computers were fired, as at-will contractors, once the pre-
dominantly male career engineers at Langley Field felt comfortable with
the IBM 704. Still prone to overheating, the IBM 704 became the first
computer able to reliably run calculations that had taken hundreds of
women to confirm. It took nearly a decade after the arrival of the IBM
mainframes at Langley for engineers to start fully turning over their
work to the machines, keeping a pool of human computers on-site to
double-check the machines’ output. This made women like Johnson and
Vaughan paradoxically contingent yet indispensable. Langley was not
exceptional.

The human computers at NASA’s Jet Propulsion Lab (JPL), in Pasa-
dena, like the women at Langley Field, were recruited in the 1940s and
’50s as contractors or temporary workers. They made all the calculations
at JPL behind the country’s earliest missile launches and bomber flights
over the Pacific, as well as the United States’ first satellite and guided
lunar missions. They even gave the Mars rover, the planetary exploration
vehicle sent to Mars, its first launch plan.** The majority of women at
JPL had a similarly limited career path as the contract workers at Lang-
ley. Most started out as paid temps through the Works Progress Admin-
istration during World War IT. JPL posted ads for part-time help in the
mathematics and physics departments of surrounding colleges, calling
out, in all caps, “COMPUTERS URGENTLY NEEDED”% Below the
headline, the job description implied, clearly enough, that young women
were its target audience: “Computers do not need advanced experience
or degrees but should have an aptitude and interest in mathematics and
computing machines”* In those days, if an office job didn’t require an
advanced degree, that meant it was open to women. Typically, the expec-
tation was that women, as much as their white-collar employers, would
not want a job to last more than the intervening years between gradu-
ating from high school (or, more rarely, college) and getting married.
This was made even easier because of the lack of laws that prevented
discrimination based on marital status. It was perfectly legal for man-
agers at JPL, like those on the other side of the country at Langley, to
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fire women once they shared their plans to marry or became pregnant.
Workers hired on contract, like human computers paid through federal
government contracts, were not seen as valuable employees to cultivate.
They were considered interchangeable, adding little to no skill, expected

to leave when their projects ended.





