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Preface

During high school, my friends and I would leave school in our small city and head to low- level service jobs at fast- food restaurants and retail stores. Our phones— which at that point were much less “smart” than they are now— 

were our lifelines to break up the boredom, complain about customers, and calculate our paychecks. Once we could drive, they gave us a sense of security as we drove along ice- crusted roads and helped us spread the word about after- work parties in the fields along poorly marked country roads. 

After our shifts, phones were shoved in glove compartments, abandoned in back seats, and stashed in bags. A few friends, anticipating cal s from har-ried managers or coworkers asking them to come in for early shifts, or their parents’ annoyed inquiries about when they planned to come home, turned their phones off. Network coverage was spotty out around the city limits, and a bad connection would send callers straight to voicemail with minimal ringing; conveniently, so did turning the phone off. “I swear I didn’t even see it! No service!” was an excuse that saved my friendships with coworkers on more than one occasion. 

As I attended college, at an elite school far from my hometown, a new set of friends secured coveted internships at investment banks and politicians’ 

offices in big cities, and I noticed them developing a much different relationship to these same devices. Pings and buzzes pulled my friends away from social events, woke them from sleep, and disciplined them to a new way of working. Their jobs were stepping stones to the next opportunity, which con-fusingly only required them to work even harder and longer than the step before. As we graduated amid the wreckage of the Great Recession, we were told job markets were tight and that we should defensively curate every wrinkle of our online presence. Suddenly, the sites that hosted our memories were also the very things that could stand between us and our already precarious futures; opportunities were thin, so we obediently complied. 

Back home, manufacturing plants and hospitals closed, and full- time work evaporated. Juggling part- time school and certification programs, my friends struggled to scrape together part- time work. While picking up a prescription at a chain pharmacy in town, I noticed the bulky hiring kiosk, 
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where job seekers filled out online applications, was plastered with an “Out of Order” sign that directed prospective workers to visit a website to fill out the application instead. Having never subscribed to the slow and unreliable broadband service available in our area, most of the people I knew were relying on their phones for Internet. Waiting around for my prescription to be filled, I grabbed my phone and found the site, which was nearly unusable with my phone. After zooming, swiping, and scrolling for about five minutes, I managed to highlight the first field to begin typing my name. 

In this same period, in anticipation of the 2012 presidential race, political rhetoric about the “poor choices” of people still struggling to navigate postre-cession labor markets had ramped up, and cell phones suddenly took center stage as the newest example of “wasteful spending” by the undeserving poor. 

Four years later, GOP hopefuls praised “gig” economy companies, like Uber, for creating employment opportunities for anyone with a phone. 

In the past decade, the world’s attention has been drawn to the ways that digital technologies have become central to “on- demand” forms of low- wage work. But I knew that, far beyond the rise of digital labor platforms, digital technologies had become infrastructural to new realities of precarious work across class divides. I knew that both white- col ar professionals and low-wage service workers were relying on their digital devices to find work. But I had yet to figure out how they were both a part of the same story. 

For three years, I interviewed both high-  and low- wage precarious workers across the United States, as they patched together economic livelihoods. 

These workers used digital technologies in surprisingly similar ways: to find work, to maintain relationships, and to find dignity in often undignified conditions. In doing so, they used tech to solve the contradictions at the heart of capitalism. However, these practices were done in very different contexts, marginalizing some and privileging others, exacerbating an already polarized labor market. This book describes these practices and analyzes the hidden relationship between workers at both ends of our digital economy. 
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Precarious Inclusion in the Digital Economy



When I spotted her outside the Dunkin’ Donuts in Washington, DC, where we agreed to meet for our interview, Jazmyne was glaring at her phone with a furrowed brow. When she noticed me, her face softened. “Sorry,” she said. 

“They just changed my hours for tomorrow, and now I have to figure out who’s going to watch my son.” She made a quick call to her sister, and they compared their shifting schedules to figure out how to hand off her son. After a quick post online to check on the possibility of switching shifts, Jazmyne turned back to me and explained that she recently found a part- time seasonal job through Craigslist to supplement her hours stocking shelves at a big- box retailer. While she was excited for the extra cash, coordinating care for her son and an hour- long commute on unreliable public transportation were proving to be complicated. 

She worked in one of the most expensive cities in the United States for slightly more than minimum wage and couldn’t afford an apartment with enough room for her family, so, instead, Jazmyne took two trains and a bus to get from her jobs in the city to the apartment she shared with her sister in Maryland. She monitored accidents and delays in the city public transportation system from her phone throughout the day. If everything ran on time, she and her sister would get twenty minutes to debrief about her son’s day before her sister would have to leave for her shift. As we took off our jackets and settled into high stools for our interview, Jazmyne set her phone face down on the counter in front of us, saying with a sigh, “I don’t know what I would do without this thing. I even carry my charger around with me everywhere because it dies on me all the time and I’m so dependent on it! It’s sad, but when my son’s not with me, I’m checking it every five seconds. It’s my crack. 

I’m total y addicted.” 

Jazmyne doesn’t drive for Uber or work through an app, but for her, and many other low- wage workers in precarious work, smartphones and mobile access to the Internet have become essential infrastructure for their Left to Our Own Devices.  Julia Ticona, Oxford University Press. © Oxford University Press 2022. 
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livelihoods. Jazmyne’s smartphone was a baton with which she conducted a chaotic symphony of daily insecurities, transforming them into a somewhat harmonious life for her and her family. Jazmyne enrolled her phone in strategies that allowed her to make do amid a shifting work schedule and complex negotiations of care. 

Despite the increasingly important role digital technologies play in the lives of low- wage workers, the three major frameworks used to examine their role in the labor market have led to troubling gaps in our understanding. 

First, digital technologies are frequently misrecognized as relevant mostly to white- col ar knowledge workers. The capacity to work from anywhere and blur the boundaries between the workplace and the rest of life are now no less important for precarious workers like Jazmyne than they are for highly paid knowledge workers. Second, when the technology use of low- wage workers is acknowledged, we often focus on “gig” workers who rely on apps and online platforms to find work. However, as this book explains, far beyond Uber or Amazon Mechanical Turk, digital technologies have become essential infrastructure for workers navigating precarious work across many different labor markets. Last, outside of the world of work, tech users like Jazmyne are often seen as being on the wrong side of the “digital divide,” excluded from digital technology because of high costs or lacking the skil s to use them. This framework misses that these workers are far from excluded. In fact, their digital inclusion has been weaponized by right- wing pundits and politicians who paint low- wage worker “choices” to invest in smartphones and data plans as wasteful spending. Each of these frameworks obscures the importance of digital technologies to workers like Jazmyne. These omissions have both analytical and political consequences as we continue to misapprehend the issues at the heart of our new digital ways of working. 

Before the dramatic entrance of platforms into low- wage service labor, digital technologies like smartphones and laptops were largely considered the exclusive domain of white- col ar knowledge work. These workers and their relationships with their technologies were seen as indicators of a new economic order.1 From laptops that allowed them to work from virtual y anywhere to the increasing expectation that they would work from everywhere, white- col ar workers were at the center of the promise and perils of increasingly digital workplaces.2 However, as work feels increasingly precarious for us al , the “always on” conveniences offered by mobile, Internet connected digital technologies are relevant for workers far beyond white- col ar office work. 
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More recently, digital technologies have been at the center of debates about the rise of the so- called gig economy in the United States. Apps offering on-demand services like Uber, TaskRabbit, and Amazon Mechanical Turk have focused the public’s attention on the ways some low- wage workers rely on digital technologies and Internet access for work. However, the workers who are heavily dependent on these apps to find work are a small proportion of American workers overal .3 By contrast, workers like Jazmyne, who are precariously stitching together income from patchworks of jobs, are a much larger group of American workers. 

There are substantial debates about what defines precarious workers; in this book, I define them as workers who don’t have a single full- time job but, instead, regularly rely on income from multiple jobs, including part- time, contract, and informal work. These workers don’t work consistent hours, their schedules often change at the last minute, and they have few benefits or guarantees of continued employment.4 They work for low wages in retail or fast food, often combining formal and informal employment. Precarious workers can also be found in higher wage white- col ar and professional jobs. 

Instead of being beholden to management or a single employer, their livelihood and professional identity depend on the maintenance of relationships that traverse the traditional boundaries of workplace and home.5 Due to the conditions of insecure work, these workers are virtual y required to maintain their connectivity simply to find and keep their jobs but are mostly absent from public debate about technology and the “future of work.” As scholars and policymakers debate important issues surrounding the employment classification of platform- based workers, we’re missing the fact that low-wage labor platforms are only the most visible tip of the iceberg of a much wider and less visible shift that has occurred in our expectations of universal connectivity for the purposes of work. Despite stagnating and insecure incomes, marginalized workers are purchasing and maintaining expensive smartphones and connections to the Internet because they’re essential to re-shuffle their schedules, find childcare, or even just avoid boredom at tedious jobs, making it clear that the digital transformation of insecure work goes far beyond platforms. 

We usual y understand the technology practices of people like Jazmyne by looking at the ways they get excluded from accessing and using digital technologies. However, this focus on exclusion has hidden the unequal ways that economical y marginalized people have included themselves, albeit within deeply unequal conditions. Pundits and politicians have used this inclusion 
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to paint poor people’s use of technologies like smartphones into morality tales about their individual responsibility for their own poverty. In response to a question about the high cost of health care for low- income Americans, former Republican Congressman Jason Chaffetz infamously suggested that people should simply make better “choices” about their spending, saying 

“rather than getting that new iPhone that they just love and want to go spend hundreds of dol ars on that, maybe they should invest in their own health care.”6 Just as big- screen televisions and cable subscriptions were once used as examples of irresponsible consumption, smartphones have become a symbol of wasteful spending, individualizing the social problem of poverty. 

In focusing on exclusion, we’ve missed the ways social inequalities shape the digital inclusion of different groups, producing patterns that marginalize some and privilege others. 

To understand digital technology’s role in insecure work, I took a comparative approach, interviewing one hundred high-  and low- wage contingent and independent workers in four different cities across the United States. I hung out in the big- box stores, neighborhood sub shops, and luxury retailers where people buy their phones and talked with them about how they used all kinds of digital technologies to navigate their work and the rest of their lives. Based on these interviews, I argue that Internet- connected devices have become infrastructural to insecure ways of working, meaning that they have sunk into the bedrock of taken- for- granted tools for daily life.7 Faced with unpredictable jobs and an unraveling social safety net, independent and contingent workers from across the income spectrum depend on their digital technologies for economic survival and to construct identity across workplaces, clients, and gigs. However, despite these similarities across social class, I find that the terms on which these groups are included into digital y saturated labor markets reproduce, rather than reduce, inequalities between classes. 

In our haste to chase the “future of work” with new technologies, we have neglected to ful y understand its present. Ignoring the important role of these technologies in our economy has political consequences. As Lisa Parks observes, “When technologies remain hidden or obscure, they remain beyond public concern.”8 Allowing this infrastructure to remain invisible isn’t only a problem for scholars; it’s also a problem for policymakers and others who’d like to work toward more equitable connectivity because it forecloses many paths toward intervention and reform. 
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Invisible Infrastructures of Insecure Work

For about a decade now, the digital technologies that facilitate insecure and nonstandard work have become closely associated with the idea of the gig economy and a handful of apps and platforms that seem to be at the center of it. As the story goes, through their technologies, companies like Uber, Lyft, TaskRabbit, and Amazon Mechanical Turk have spawned a new kind of relationship between workers and their employers. These apps and platforms have been at the center of public debates about the “future of work,” both celebrated as ushering in the dawn of a new liberating era of capitalism and excoriated as exploitative mechanisms of neoliberal control. This debate has raised important questions about technology’s role in the administration and culture of capitalism. However, these headlines have hidden a quieter but more profound shift in the relationship between insecure work and digital technologies. Digital devices like smartphones and laptops have become deeply embedded into the infrastructure of insecure work far beyond the handful of apps we read about on the front pages. Although they no longer grab headlines, these technologies have been quietly facilitating the work of both high- and low- wage contingent workers in many different types of jobs across the economy. 

The gig economy entered the American lexicon in the aftermath of the 2009 recession. As a severely contracted labor market saw massive layoffs and few new jobs, websites and services often referred to as the “sharing economy” promised to help Americans share resources or make money by renting their idle cars, tools, and rooms. Amid a glut of unemployed and un-deremployed college graduates and many other highly qualified workers, platforms such as Uber and TaskRabbit offered ways for people to earn cash doing short- lived tasks for others.9 Workers use these apps to find work as independent contractors, and the companies that hire them have very few obligations toward them. 

While on- demand apps have sparked a broader public discussion about the issues faced by these workers, on- demand apps didn’t invent this kind of work. Since the mid- 1970s, workers in both high-  and low- wage work have dealt with the “fissuring” of work, or the dismantling of traditional forms of employment and the rise of contingent, temporary, and precarious or risky forms of work.10 This huge shift in the obligations employers have toward their employees has brought increased flexibility in day- to- day scheduling, 
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casualization in job tenure, and the individualization of risk and responsibility for job success.11 These changes have shifted many of the risks of employment onto workers, as health insurance and pensions become workers’ 

problems instead of employers’ problems.12

If we look at gig work from this broader perspective, as insecure work rather than only those jobs found through a platform, it’s clear that most gig work doesn’t actual y take place on platforms. Estimates put the number of Americans earning income from platforms at about 1 percent, while estimates of workers in precarious or contingent work range between 10 and 40 percent.13 This range makes it clear that definitions of this type of work vary widely and that it’s proven difficult to measure the ways Americans are stringing together multiple jobs at once and over time. However, despite some disagreement over their precise numbers, the online platforms that account for a much smaller proportion of workers have taken center stage in our public conversations about digital technologies and work, while the technologies that scaffold the experiences of a much larger population of workers have received much less attention. This has led to vigorous debates about the legal employment status of platform workers, and importantly, it has left little room to debate the now central role of digital technologies in scaffolding precarious work much more broadly. 

On and off the job, our lives are increasingly facilitated by our ability to connect to the Internet and one another through digital technologies. 

However, the rate at which households have subscribed to home broadband service and use laptops and desktops to go online has slowed in recent years.14 

Meanwhile, both cell phone and smartphone ownership have increased tre-mendously. For more than one in six Americans, smartphones are their only access to the Internet.15 In fact, mobile phones aren’t only people’s way of accessing the Internet; they’re increasingly their only phone. More than half of US households have a cell phone but no landline.16 Recognizing the changing role of these technologies in our lives, in 2018 the Supreme Court ruled that cell phone location information should be afforded a higher standard for privacy because, in large part, cell phones are increasingly mandatory for everything from public safety to accessing medical information, social services, or even looking for a job.17

Despite their ubiquity, social inequalities pattern Americans’ use of digital technologies to access the Internet. Households where cell phones are the primary Internet access and telephone aren’t equal y represented across society; they’re concentrated among young, low- income, and Black and 
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Hispanic communities.18 People who are poor and working class, as well as members of Black and Hispanic communities, also rely more heavily on their phones to accomplish more complex tasks, like looking for jobs, filling out online job applications, and creating resumes.19 These same populations are also more likely to find themselves in precarious jobs, creating a perfect storm of smartphone dependence and economic insecurity. 

How is it possible that these technologies are both ubiquitous in our daily experiences and also largely absent from our public conversations about technology, work, and inequality? This book looks at these apps and websites alongside other hardware and software that are less visible, but more ubiquitous, technologies of work— including cell phones, laptops, social media sites, calendar apps, and text messaging platforms. These technologies aren’t at the bleeding edge of new media or technological disruption anymore, but their ubiquity is what makes them even more important to understand.20 

Talking with workers across the economy made clear that these technologies, once the center of breathlessly anticipated announcements, are more important than ever precisely because they’ve faded into the background or infrastructure of our taken- for- granted, everyday habits of working. 



 Inclusion and Inequality

Stories like Jazmyne’s are usual y told in the context of the “digital divide,” 

a term that refers to a gap in access to technologies, skil s, and habits cultivated by wealthy and poor users. The digital divide helps us conceptualize the ways well- resourced workers have access to the newest and fastest technologies as well as robust and nearly ubiquitous Internet access and possess relatively sophisticated abilities to use these technologies, while workers like Jazmyne struggle to put together the funds to purchase and maintain pricey devices and ensure continuous Internet access.21 But, as this book will explain, low- wage workers aren’t being excluded from using digital technologies or the Internet; quite the opposite, their work increasingly requires it. 

Jazmyne is neither disconnected nor unskilled, but our current frameworks make it hard to see how social inequalities shape her experiences. As this book argues, it’s not only exclusion from digital technologies that structures inequalities in opportunities but inclusion as wel . 

Digital inequalities are primarily considered a problem of exclusion from the benefits of digital technologies, but it’s important to also understand the 
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unequal terms on which people are included in the digital economy. This shift to inclusion allows us to ask questions about the ways different groups use digital technologies in the context of already existing sets of social relations characterized by different amounts of power and privilege. Thinking about the terms of inclusion allows us to examine how the technology use of different social groups is received or understood by outsiders. 22 As I’ll explain, the digital inclusion of working- class people has been weaponized by right- wing politics. Thinking about inclusion also opens us up to questions about the role of privilege in technology use. Digital technologies are becoming important players in processes of social stratification, and these processes reproduce both marginalization and privilege. By focusing exclusively on those who’ve been marginalized by our current digital arrangements, we’ve neglected to examine the people who’ve benefited from them. Studying the terms of inclusion shifts our attention away from the things that low-wage workers supposedly lack and toward the social relations that condition their use in ways that reinforce, rather than alleviate, social inequalities. 

The “digital divide” model began its life as a policy framework animated by the assumption that exclusion is the root of digital inequality. This model contributed to a narrative about the supposed democratizing power of digital technologies to ensure labor market opportunities. In the 1990s, globalization and deindustrialization saw the decline of US manufacturing and the chipping away of organized labor, causing structural disruptions to working- class communities, particularly Black enclaves in urban centers like Chicago.23 Ensuing political debates about how to address the complex sources of poverty produced a discourse about the success of the burgeoning industry of information and communication technologies. This “access doctrine” provided the common sense that individual y acquired digital skil s, not structural intervention, would be the answer for workers displaced by these structural shifts in the US economy. Digital technologies became the center of many US efforts to ensure labor market opportunities.24

The digital divide model has been persistent in our politics and has also shaped social science research.25 In studying these issues, scholars first focused on the ways that social inequalities shape who gets excluded from the access to computers and the Internet.26 They then turned to examining the ways some groups are excluded from developing necessary digital skil s or from using technology to develop their human capital. Researchers also examined the ways social groups differed in their orientations toward technology and the Internet, leading some to be excluded from the benefits of 
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digital technologies and the Internet. These exclusions aren’t random but are social y patterned in ways that reinforce existing forms of social stratification.27 As Castel s explains, “exclusion from these [Internet] networks is one of the most damaging forms of exclusion in our economy and in our culture.”28 Whether looking at access, skil s, or motivations, we’ve mostly understood digital inequality as a problem of exclusion. 

As scholars focused on the exclusion of marginalized groups, right- wing politicians were busy weaponizing the digital inclusion of poor and working-class people. From Jason Chaffetz’s dismissive comments about low- income people needing to choose between their iPhone and health insurance to efforts to limit the Lifeline program, which provides modest subsides for Internet subscriptions and mobile phones, marginalized people face skep-ticism from the public about the “necessity” of sophisticated smartphones to their everyday lives. From the beginning, it was clear that class has been shaping the moral discourse about digital technologies. In 2001, Federal Communications Commission (FCC) Commissioner Michael Powell 

commented on the “so- called digital divide,” saying that “I think there is a Mercedes divide. . . . I’d like to have one; I can’t afford one.”29

In 2005, George W. Bush’s FCC expanded the Lifeline program (original y established by President Ronald Reagan at the request of a bipartisan group of legislators and which connects rural and low- income Americans to telephone services) to include subsidies for mobile phones. In 2016, President Barack Obama expanded the program again to include broadband subscriptions.30 However, as programs like Lifeline and the falling cost of smartphones and mobile Web access have begun to close stubborn divides in ownership between rich and poor, and between Whites and Blacks and Latinos, a growing cultural backlash has pulled digital technologies into a vocabulary that demonizes marginalized groups for their wasteful spending choices. 

Lifeline’s mobile phone program, derisively and inaccurately called 

“Obamaphones,” became a flashpoint in conservative circles in the run- up to the 2012 presidential election between Barack Obama and Mitt Romney. 

In 2011, Tim Griffin, a Republican congressman from Arkansas, sponsored the Stop Taxpayer Funded Cell Phones Act that would’ve prevented mobile carriers from receiving payments from the fund that reimburses them for subsidized Lifeline subscriptions, effectively shuttering the program’s efforts to provide mobile services. In 2012, a few months after Romney’s infamous and false comments about the “47 percent” of Americans who are dependent 
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on government handouts, Lifeline phones went viral in a YouTube video depicting a woman who became known as the “Obamaphone lady.” This interview with an “Obama voter” featured a Black woman attending a pro-test outside a Romney ral y in Cleveland, Ohio, saying she was voting for President Obama because he gave her a free phone. This video was snapped up by conservative media pundits, discussed several times on Rush Limbaugh’s radio show, featured at the top of the Drudge Report, and widely discussed on the White nationalist site Stormfront.31 The “Obamaphone lady” video was traded among conservative pundits as the “welfare queen” trope of the digital era, gleeful y described in coded language that reinforced racist and gendered stereotypes of those receiving public assistance.32

These stereotypes showed up in some of my higher wage interviewees’ 

language for talking about the technology use of the lower income people they came into contact with throughout the course of their workdays. Lucy, a nurse in a practice that served a low- income community in rural Mainville, admitted:

I may be a little jaded because of the work that I do; there’s a certain population that you see just seem to not care about any of that stuff, about their privacy. 

Julia: What do you mean? 

Hmmm. Wel , let’s see. It’s people that abuse the health care system because they don’t want to take responsibility for their own actions. They feel crappy, but they’re 100 pounds overweight, and they smoke, and they drink, and they eat a terrible diet, and it’s always, “My husband left me, and I can’t get the disability that I think I deserve” and “Will Medicaid cover this?” . . . It’s the population that I work with . . . but I find it a little discouraging. And those are the people, every one of them has a smartphone. It rings, and they answer it, even in the middle of an exam! It’s like, how can you afford that? 

My bill is always so high! 

Smartphones have become a symbol in right- wing political culture, crys-tallizing feelings of resentment from working- class White people and their wealthier sympathizers against Black and brown people they see as the undeserving poor. While social scientists have argued that inclusion is essential to solving inequalities of opportunity, from this perspective, digital technologies are irrelevant to the lives of marginalized populations or, even worse, emblematic of greed, entitlement, and poor self- discipline. Such a 
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perspective erases generations of structural inequalities and institutional discrimination.33 These politics acknowledge the digital inclusion of lower income people but have turned it into an argument to support gutting the meager supports that have enabled that inclusion in the first place. 

The ways we, as individuals, use digital technologies are enmeshed in existing relationships of power between groups. The digital inclusion of poor people has been enrolled in projects that marginalize their use and also uphold the practices of middle- class professionals as correct and upstanding. 

Examining the ways inclusion leads to inequality also attunes us to the role of digital technologies in social processes that benefit some social groups over others. Digital technologies first became ubiquitous in the world of white-col ar work and were largely studied within these contexts, where workers enjoyed livable and largely stable incomes, predictable schedules, and the autonomy afforded to professional workers. For these privileged workers, stable labor market conditions were layered on top of unproblematic and nearly universal Internet access at home and at work, updated and sophisticated software and hardware, and organizational acknowledgment (and sometimes even financial support) for the necessity of connectivity for work. As a result, the early and remarkably well- supported digital inclusion of white-col ar workers has become the unmarked standard by which we measure marginalization. 

As this book will describe, digital technologies, especial y smartphones, are increasingly ubiquitous up and down the income ladder. Workers are using their devices to navigate informal, black, and gray labor markets, in workplaces that share very little with white- col ar contexts. As work feels increasingly precarious for many workers, it is necessary to recognize how the conditions we often consider “normal” are actual y contingent on workers’ 

privileged position within existing social relations. This is an especial y important shift to make when fewer and fewer people fit into that mold and are finding themselves in new kinds of employment relationships. 



The Meaning of Inclusion

Digital inequalities aren’t only visible in the kinds of devices people have or how they use them but also in how technologies fit into the stories we tell about ourselves, from our values to the ways we see ourselves as workers. 

These inequalities are evident in Jazmyne’s feelings of helpless dependence. 

12  Left to Our Own Devices

Digital technologies are often seen as alienating workers from meaningful work. We’re told that we’re addicted, dependent, or even tricked by design to seek out constant connectivity at the expense of authentic and meaningful interactions with colleagues or focused productivity. However, as this book will argue, how insecure workers feel about their digital work practices actual y shows the important role they play in the construction of identity and dignity in these types of work. 

Economic precarity isn’t only an economic phenomenon but also an affective one. Precariousness describes a particular set of economic circumstances and is also marked by a sense of anxiety and insecurity. Our expectations and experiences of economic insecurity carve deep grooves into our feelings and identities.34 From partnership and romantic relationships to our expectations of our careers, structural economic shifts don’t only affect our economic prospects but also the stories we tell about ourselves. 

Structural changes, like the shifting of risks toward workers and the de-mise of the “standard employment relationship,” have engendered shifts in relationships with employers as well as cultural shifts in workplaces and workers’ experiences. Higher wage workers have been both pushed into independent work by these longer- term shifts and pulled by new kinds of ideologies about work, valuing entrepreneurialism, risk- taking, and individual reputation over things like loyalty, seniority, and stability.35 As formal organizations and institutions that govern work distance themselves from workers, or fade from the foreground of workers’ daily experiences, these ideologies and narratives become central to building identity.36

These ideologies are powerful, allowing workers to transform precarity into a meaningful and positive identity around work. Studying workers in the midst of the heady dot- com bubble, Gina Neff observed the powerful pull of this ideology as it encouraged even salaried workers to think and act like entrepreneurs, performing “venture labor” or embracing risks on behalf of their companies, even without any real ownership stake. These new ideas about work suggested that risky work wasn’t just what was happening to your job; it was also desirable and cool.37 In an economic environment that provides fewer paths to security and less control over labor market outcomes, risk- taking provides workers a feeling of choice, a seductive, but likely hollow, offer to take control into their own hands. 

Long before apps and smartphones, digital technologies became associated with more precarious and short- term employment work relationships and linked with ideas about the freedom of individual entrepreneurship. 
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As computers evolved from room- sized hulks to desktop machines and the Internet emerged onto the public stage, cyberutopians linked their ideas about the promises of these developments with emerging forms of work organization.38 By the mid- 1990s, thinkers like Nicholas Negroponte explicitly linked digital technologies to flatter organizations, more democratic employee governance, and more freedom for workers as they moved across a flexible economy.39

Later on, digital technologies took on a less utopian cast. As digital technologies settled into mundane tools in white- col ar workplaces, scholars observed the synergistic ways they seemed to amplify the effects of economic insecurity. Increasingly, mobile digital technologies allowed workers to use them in ways that accelerated workloads and disembedded workers from the formerly separated spaces and times of work. In her study of Australian workers on the margins of white- col ar professional work, Melissa Gregg found that the practices of remote work, facilitated by laptops, mobile phones, and home Internet access, heightened workers’ fear and sense of threat.40 Over the past several decades, concerns about rising expectations of constant connectivity and overwork, or the health risks of sedentary work in front of bright computer screens, have galvanized support for reforms surrounding “work- life balance”— such as France’s decree against after- work emails and a cottage industry of self- help books and software designed to impose boundaries between work and home life. As white- col ar workers settled into precarious working conditions as their new normal, the ways digital technologies were changing white- col ar work practices were seen as amplifying risk shifts and emptying work of meaning. 

Accelerated by the dot- com boom, the desirability of risky work is a trend we general y associate with white- col ar knowledge workers, but boosters of gig economy platforms like Uber and Handy stitched associations between digital technologies and freedom into the world of low- wage service work. 

As explained earlier, low- wage workers have been coping with precarity on a much longer timeline than higher wage white- col ar workers. However, in the early years of the twenty- first millennium, the leaders and other boosters of labor platforms such as Uber, Lyft, and Handy built a narrative about the power of digital technologies to put low- wage workers in charge. Oisin Hanrahan, the CEO of Handy, a housecleaning and home services platform, explained that his app was “real y changing what was a very regimented and structured way of working, where the company . . . essential y had all the control . . . to one where you real y are flipping the entire thing on its head 
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and saying . . . you can decide wherever you want to work. . . . There’s a huge opportunity here to use technology to actual y empower workers.”41 These leaders transposed early utopian ideas about computers and white- col ar freedom into the practices of low- wage service work, reinvigorating the symbolic associations between digital technologies, freedom, and work. 

While the promises of putting control back in the hands of low- wage workers were far from reality, these associations between digital technologies and more autonomous and dignified work remained. As tools are central to the execution of our work today, our practices with digital technologies still play a constructive role in building and maintaining meaningful work identities. From taking pride in promptly answering the pings and pul s of emails or texts from colleagues to deftly soliciting a glowing online review, my interviewees’ skilled and practiced use of the digital technologies of their work played a large role in the ways precarious workers constructed their identities and proved to themselves and others that they have what it takes to make it in cutthroat labor markets. 

Scholars of craftwork point to the importance of work practices in identity creation. Craftworkers, from woodworkers to potters, develop their skil s through continuous practice with the tools of their trades. Over time, they develop “virtuoso” skil s with those tools and materials, which include mas-tering many different techniques and doing things with speed and agility.42 

These work practices bind craftworkers into moral orders of worthiness and are essential ingredients in understanding the pride and dignity workers take in their work.43 Indeed, the skilled use of tools in the pursuit of “good work” 

may be the craftworker’s “primordial mark of identity.”44

The study of digital technologies like smartphones and laptops may not seem like a natural fit with ideas about craftwork. Indeed, scholars have linked the increasing use of technology in the workplace with the erosion of craft practices by capitalism and globalization.45 However, I found that workers’ practices with their digital technologies were a source of pride, leading me to interpret them as a new kind of craft labor for insecure work. 

Working as they do between different organizations, clients, and types of work, precarious workers are often without the traditional indicators of a job well done— things like performance reviews, raises, or other kinds of 

“gold stars” that indicate good work. As a result, independent and contingent workers construct their own proof of their worthiness and look for signs of validation that they’re good at their jobs. 
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Over the past decade, many have attributed new kinds of emotional experiences and feelings to the use of an ever- expanding ecology of digital technologies, apps, sites, and social media platforms. Whether tricked by addictive features designed to manipulate our brains, seduced by empty promises of intimacy and social connection, or pressured by toxic organizations, we find our digital devices to be a source of both consolation and frustration. But it would be a mistake to try to understand how our feelings are entwined with our digital devices and our work without understanding their connection to an insecure and polarized labor market. The embedding of digital technologies into precarious work allows us to see how our digital technology practices can also be tightly linked with our identities, dignity, and sense of self- worth in uncertain economic times. 



The Study

Despite the spread of precarious and contingent work across social classes, we don’t have many studies that compare the experiences of high-  and low- wage workers doing this work, especial y around the issue of digital technology. 

The labor market prospects of high-  and low- wage workers have sharply diverged since the 1980s. Since this time, the United States has witnessed an uninterrupted growth in economic inequality, hollowing out the middle class and driving a larger wedge between those at the top and those at the bottom of the income ladder.46 Studies about the role of digital technologies at work have mostly followed suit, focusing either on white- col ar freelancers or low- wage precarious workers. 

Studies that have examined the role of digital technology at work for high-and low- wage workers separately have focused on the role of different types of technologies for these two different groups. For high- wage white- col ar workers, the tools of digital knowledge work, like laptops, the Internet, and smartphones, have enabled more freedom in the time and place of work but have also fostered burnout as work creeps into other parts of life. For low-wage precarious workers, on- demand platforms— such as Uber, Lyft, and TaskRabbit that allow them to offer in- person services— and automated application or scheduling platforms exert a cruel and exploitative algorithmic control over workers without the oversight of human managers. Together, these studies paint a picture of digital technology use that is very different for 
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workers of different social classes. But, with the spread of contingent working conditions across classes, the question remains: How do the conditions of contingent and precarious work shape workers’ relationships with the digital technologies that are increasingly required for their work? 

To avoid sampling on the dependent variable, instead of choosing interviewees by the type of technology they were using, I recruited them based on the types of work they were doing. This book is based on ethnographic interviews with one hundred high-  and low- wage precarious workers in four different cities across the United States. I first met the people who would become interviewees for this study in the places they shopped for and purchased their digital technologies: consumer retail stores. In each city, I used publicly available demographic information and the advice of local guides to choose neighborhoods where high-  and low- wage workers might live and scouted those neighborhoods for the retail stores that sold digital information and communication technologies to consumers. Traditional y, qualitative studies of work focus on workplaces or other physical locations where the workers scholars want to study gather together. However, the contingent and independent workers I was interested in talking to often don’t have a single workplace but are instead constantly moving among clients, employers, and even types of gigs, sometimes all in the same day. For these reasons, I chose to focus on recruiting in retail locations where these workers purchase and service their digital technologies.47

Each interviewee picked the place where we conducted the interview. 

I interviewed people at their dinner tables and in coffee shops, parks, and libraries across the country. During interviews, I asked workers to tell me stories about how they use digital technologies throughout their daily work and to navigate their lives in nonstandard work. I was interested in their answers and in the tradition of ethnographic interviewing. I also paid attention to how they told their stories and interacted in the settings they had invited me into. To better understand the contexts of digital technology use for high-  and low- wage workers, I also spent time in the fast- food joints and subway stations where many of my interviewees accessed free Wi- Fi and talked to some of the “brokers” of their access, such as cell phone salespeople, gas station cashiers, and store managers. 

Throughout my fieldwork, I came to realize that consumer electronics retail is highly segregated by class. I found that, even in my rural fieldsite, high- wage workers were unaware that a local sub shop and gas station sold phones while low- wage workers may have browsed but had never purchased 
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anything from the Apple store at a nearby mall where many of the high- wage workers regularly bought their technologies. Major mobile phone carriers oftentimes even segment their brands that cater to low- wage consumers to avoid association with their main brand identity, which is usual y aimed at higher income customers.48

In this book, I pay the most attention to the ways social class, as it’s constituted by high-  and low- wage work, structures workers’ everyday experiences with digital technologies and the Internet. In studying work and workers, social class is often taken as the social classification most consequential for understanding inequality. This analysis follows in this tradition. However, class is only one axis in the matrix of classifications— including race, gender, and sexuality, and many others that pattern workers’ experiences of and ability to exercise power.49 These categories are social y constructed forms of classification that have real power to shape social realities; they are also cultural frames that shape how the technology use of different workers is perceived and interpreted by others.50 However, all of these categories are not equal y salient all the time.51 To this end, throughout the chapters, I also consider the important roles gender, race, and sexuality play in workers’ use of their devices. More detailed information on the research design, sampling, and recruitment of interviewees can be found in the methodological appendix. 



The Argument

Based on this data,  Left to Our Own Devices tel s a story about surprising similarities in work practices across classes but also of the vast differences in the contexts where workers set them up and put them to use, leading to a deepening inequality between high- and low- wage workers. Despite differences between these groups, I find that digital technologies are essential tools for both high-  and low- wage contingent workers. Both sets of workers constructed a similar set of strategies I call the “digital hustle” to get, maintain, and carry out their precarious work. The broad use of the digital hustle across classes il uminates how these technologies have become infrastructural to facilitating current regimes of independent and precarious work in the United States. These strategies are widespread because they’re “biograph-ical solutions to systemic contradictions,” meaning they allow individuals to cope with and adapt to structural economic changes, like the deregulation of 
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markets, the pressures of global competition, and technological changes in employment, over which they have little agency.52

These strategies help both high-  and low- wage workers piece together patchworks of paid gigs across many different labor markets. But they aren’t only oriented toward the market; they are also oriented toward the self. The digital hustle is tightly linked with workers’ identities and their sense of dignity in insecure circumstances. In work that takes place outside of and across different organizations and teams, practices of promptly answering emails or texts from clients weren’t only economical y important, they were also indicators to workers that they were good at their jobs. These practices are often seen as signs of a pathological relationship between workers and their work, but I point out how they’re also strategic performances of moral worthiness for an audience of one, as workers execute these strategies to gain a sense of autonomy in contexts that are often hostile to it. These technologies, and the strategies workers construct with them, allow workers to accommodate themselves and their identities to insecure work, to bend so they do not break. 

I call these sets of work practices “strategies” because they draw on the tools and resources workers have “ready at hand.”53 Instead of understanding such activities as rational y planned or preselected, theorists who emphasize the importance of “practice” point out that the ideas or actions people take in the moment are cobbled together from the resources available in the environment. I understand these resources as consisting of the digital technologies, Internet access, and cultural resources like authority and autonomy afforded in their workplaces.54

Although these workers had similar strategies, the digital hustle ultimately reproduces inequality between high-  and low- wage workers in insecure labor markets. As I explain in Chapters 2 and 3, high-  and low- wage workers are included in the digital economy on terms marked by stark differences in power and privilege. First, the political economy of consumer markets for digital technologies privileges the already advantaged and exploits groups who’ve faced institutional discrimination from banks and other financial institutions. 

Second, workplaces, managers, and clients recognize the savvy and skilled use of digital technologies as essential for high- wage workers but don’t recognize, and sometimes even actively penalize, these same uses for low- wage workers. I argue that the sharply different conditions under which these types of workers are included into the digital economy mean that the digital hustle reproduces rather than equalizes inequalities in insecure labor markets. 
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Overal , these findings show how digital technologies have become the infrastructure for workers’ ways of coping with insecure work across high-and low- wage labor markets. These strategies are a coping mechanism for economic survival, and they’re also central to the construction of identity for workers who labor at the margins. Despite widespread assumptions about the role of digital technologies in equalizing entrepreneurship and economic opportunity, I show how the intertwining of precarious and contingent work with digital technologies reproduces and exacerbates existing social inequalities between high-  and low- wage workers. This book il uminates that digital inclusion is not enough to secure equality and may in fact deepen the divides between us. Despite the widespread use of digital technologies across social classes,  Left to Our Own Devices shows how the unequal and exploitative conditions under which workers are included in the digital economy can exacerbate existing inequalities. 



Organization of the Book

This book is organized to reflect the “doings” and “feelings” of high-  and low-wage precarious workers. In Chapter 1, I describe the digital hustle, a shared set of coping strategies that both high-  and low- wage workers used to find and coordinate work. While offering handyman services on Craigslist and maintaining a LinkedIn page may not appear similar at first, I il ustrate the hidden convergences behind these disparate practices. The digital hustle empowers workers to piece together patchworks of paid work in the margins of high- and low- wage labor markets, but because the digital hustle is unpaid, it may exacerbate inequalities between workers. The digital hustle isn’t only used to meet economic needs; it also plays an important role in the constitution of identity and provides a source of dignity within often humbling labor market conditions. 

While the digital hustle is a shared set of strategies, high-  and low- wage workers don’t do it under the same conditions. In Chapter 2, I explain how the terms on which low- wage workers are included in the digital economy reinforce and amplify the disadvantages they already face in the labor market and elsewhere. From buying phones at Walmart and buying airtime at gas stations, low- wage workers face an exploitative marketplace to purchase phones and Internet connections. In addition, these workers often utilize technical infrastructure— from public or commercial Wi- Fi networks to phones with poorer privacy protections— that makes them vulnerable 
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to increased amounts and invasive forms of data collection. Market actors make connectivity appear affordable, but predictable instability in their connections requires workers to do “invisible labor” to overcome being disconnected. I also describe the crosscutting ways that racism and the threat of policing and violence shape workers’ ability to use Wi- Fi in public places. 

In Chapter 3, I turn my attention toward the high- wage workers. While low- wage workers are often understood as scrambling over hurdles that in-terfere with their ability to use digital technologies in the same ways as high-wage workers, in this chapter, I flip the script to understand how high- wage workers are the beneficiaries of “digital privilege” that facilitates their technology use for work. I il ustrate how ubiquitous connectivity is naturalized, expected, assumed, and rewarded, and how it is also facilitated by their capital and workplace contexts. 

Chapter 4 compares how both high-  and low- wage workers both use and refuse to use their digital technologies in strategies to resist work. While both groups of workers talked about digital technologies in their efforts to resist work and carve out spaces of autonomy for themselves, they did so in very different ways depending on the forms of managerial control they faced. Low- wage workers resisted direct control over their bodies and attention by diving into their phones to create a kind of absent presence. By contrast, high- wage workers refused to use their digital technologies to limit their affective commitment to jobs that demanded their devotion. However, I also explore how these strategies aren’t available to all workers in the same ways. This chapter explains how race, sexuality, and gender constrain workers’ strategies to use their digital technologies to resist work. 

In the Conclusion, I reflect on the political consequences of leaving workers to their own devices as well as on the consequences of thinking about inclusion as an important facet of digital inequality. I explain the implications of the book’s findings for researchers concerned with digital inequalities as well as for people working to solve some of these pressing issues. The consequences of our deepening dependence and expanding ecology of digital technologies in the world of work shouldn’t only be a concern for Uber drivers and factory workers whose jobs are under threat from automation; it should be a concern for all of us. As we stare down the “future of work” for US 

workers on either side of a polarized labor market, the mistaken belief that digital technologies democratize access to the American dream of economic mobility through work affects us all and has serious consequences for our ability to understand our new ways of working. 

 

1

The Digital Hustle



When we met in the middle of a rare snowstorm in Washington, DC, in January, Charlie was bundled up against the cold in his Carhartt jacket, thick socks, and sturdy work boots, with a knit cap pulled down over his ears. As he peeled off his many layers in our booth at a Dunkin’ Donuts, he apologized for smelling like cigarette smoke, saying that bad winter weather always makes him think a little harder about quitting for good. Charlie explained that smoking was a small comfort in what he felt were uncertain times. “It’s like, every day you just you walk out your door and you’re already stressed. 

Because we never know, even these days, you never know what the next day is going to be like. You have no idea. I’m just trying to keep my guys busy.” 

Charlie’s “guys” were a small crew of two or three manual workers he tried to keep in regular work through a patchwork of contracting, demolition gigs, and moving jobs. Looking older than his forty- seven years, Charlie told me about how he came to start his own home contracting and moving business after he left his union construction job when his boss was replaced by someone much younger than he was. He enjoyed the freedom and independence that came with “being his own boss”:

Being my own boss, I don’t have to deal with nobody. And for me, because I’m forty- seven, I can’t deal with a twenty-  or thirty- year- old, some young kid like you being my boss. 

Julia: [laughs] Why not? 

Just can’t. It just gets under my skin, I mean right? You’re young, maybe you’ll see someday. 

While he liked the freedom of owning his own business, Charlie spent much of his time and energy working to secure future gigs. This work involved constantly posting and monitoring Craigslist and other platforms that facilitate gig or short- term contract work from his smartphone and laptop. 

As he explained, this required a lot of time and energy spent on his phone: Left to Our Own Devices.  Julia Ticona, Oxford University Press. © Oxford University Press 2022. 

DOI:  10.1093/ oso/ 9780190691288.003.0002

22  Left to Our Own Devices

And I always answer my phone, even when I don’t recognize the number because people are calling you through Craigslist or they got my number somehow and want me to work. . . . Just like when I was coming over here, I actual y was on Craigslist posting my ads on it. . . . I post my ads but I have to keep an eye on them because they disappear after other people post new ones, so I have to make sure people continuously see me. A couple of weeks ago I went San Diego [for a vacation]. I brought my laptop and my cell phone . . . it was as if I was over here [at home] . . . just keeping an eye on my work that’s going on. . . . Calling [my workers] on their cell phones, doing work off Craigslist. 

Charlie gets many of his gigs from ads he posts on Craigslist, which requires him to stay vigilant about answering his phone, posting his ads, and coordinating his workers. Being visible in online spaces and attentive to messages and emails was vital to Charlie’s business, ensuring that he can 

“keep his guys busy” with a steady stream of work. 

While Charlie’s practices were motivated by the need to sustain new business, money wasn’t the only thing that drove his daily routines. The frenetic and constant use of his digital devices was central to how he constructed his identity as a worker in his field. To find moving gigs, Charlie used an online marketplace that connects businesses with shippers with extra space in a truck or who run their own small trucking or moving operations to save on traditional shipping companies. This marketplace, as well as many other 

“sharing” or “on- demand” economy platforms, relies on customers to rate shippers through a five- star rating system. Shippers bid on jobs through an online auction, and customers use shippers’ profiles, which display detailed ratings and comments from previous customers, to assess and choose a provider. While for most of our interview Charlie narrated his work with resigned pragmatism about the state of the economy and the future of his business, when he talked about working as a mover through this online marketplace, a small measure of pride crept into his voice as he told me: It doesn’t even pay as good as construction, but I’ve been a mover for more than twenty years, and I’m a real y good one. [smiles]

Julia: How do you know you’re a good mover? 

I’m always checking my stars and asking people to rate me. I got a pretty good rating on there, too. I’m a damn good mover [smiles], and people need to see that, there’s a lot of bad people out there trying to scam people in 

The Digital Hustle  23

moving. . . . I grew up in the ’80s, so that’s a hard- working generation. I try and teach the young one who works for me about all this stuff . . . making sure you answer people right away, make sure you’re always giving them fair prices, that’s what gets you good ratings and brings in more business. 

He’s grown up a lot. You have to learn from your elders, because there’s nobody else going to teach you anything, I expect no less from him than I do from my own self. He knows that. 

Charlie’s ability to maintain his online reputation in this marketplace was important to securing future business. Five- star rating systems have become ubiquitous in many parts of the service economy, as customers are prompted to quantify their satisfaction with their experiences everywhere from hotels to doctor’s offices.1 These rankings are a form of discipline for workers, as they serve to classify, standardize, and hold them accountable to oftentimes impossibly high standards and capricious tastes of customers.2 

Workers and customers, in turn, react to ratings systems in ways that often redefine the values they purport to measure, adjusting expectations and performances to fit the measurement.3 However, for Charlie, those five stars indicated more to him than just his likelihood of gaining more customers; they were constitutive of the way he understood himself as being good at his job. Charlie links his “pretty good rating” to being honest, forthright, and fair to his customers as well as to the importance of socializing one of his young workers to these same “hard- working” values. While Charlie’s rating is oriented toward the market in that it’s important to maintaining his client base, it’s clear in Charlie’s comments that it’s also oriented toward the self, reinforcing his identity as someone who upholds certain values in his search for independent work. 

A fifteen- minute bus ride away from the Dunkin’ Donuts where I met Charlie, I rode the elevator to a stylish open- concept office space to meet Jaime, a college student working as a summer intern for a technology start-up and a more familiar figure in narratives about digital technologies and work. When it was time for our interview, I watched as Jaime removed his noise- cancelling headphones from underneath the hood of his sweatshirt. He peeled himself away from his computer and spun around in his ergonomic chair as he looked for me across the open office that, despite being crowded with people, was eerily quiet. As he approached me, he stretched his arms and legs and explained that he was a little stiff after sitting in the same position for several hours, completely absorbed in his work building a website for 
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one of the start- ups that shared this large coworking space in Washington, DC. Jaime was soft- spoken and contemplative, but his quiet demeanor belied a forceful sense of ambition and drive for status that motivated his goals as an “entrepreneur” and much of our talk about his digital technologies. When I asked him to think about the things he liked the most about these technologies, he wrote “ability to self- promote and build my brand” first on his list. 

He explained:

I want to get out there, I want to have my name known . . . and one of the ways that helps is to know people and for people to know you. . . . So this ability to promote myself on Twitter, on LinkedIn, Facebook, my personal website, it’s all for me a plus. It’s also cool that you general y can feel a connection so . . . I know for a fact that . . . I’m two steps away from being personal y connected to the president . . . and when I look on LinkedIn, I can see my second, third, levels of connections. That helps me feel closer to these people and it also motivated me because I feel like I can climb that ladder easier, it’s open space. 

Julia: Can you tell me more about how it makes you feel closer to them? 

It’s not so much like a personal feeling, it’s more of a “Wow, I’m actual y not as far away as I thought!” kind of feeling. We have this tendency of thinking, of seeing big- shot CEOs as superhuman, sort of another level, but in a way this humanizes them for me. It brings them down to this level where they’re just another person that I can connect with, and I might even know someone that can help me do that. So it brings them down a little, and elevates myself as wel . It makes me feel as if I can get up to that level. 

Jaime explained that the visibility he can achieve through social networks and his personal website is essential to building his reputation as an entrepreneur and to his status within the technology business elite. As he was an educated, highly skilled worker entering a fiercely competitive field, it was exciting for Jaime to be able to visualize the “open space” between his existing social and professional connections and the steps in the “ladder” to becoming a successful tech entrepreneur. Through the social capital of his 

“connections” and, by being highly visible in these networks himself, Jaime hoped to “elevate” himself to the level of the “big- shot CEOs” he admired and achieve his goals. By being able to see how his social networks connected with others through sites like LinkedIn, and the publicity he could achieve for his own personal “brand,” Jaime relied on different kinds of visibility to 

The Digital Hustle  25

navigate the fast- paced and cutthroat world of technology start- ups and achieve his professional goals. 

We had decamped to a nearby coffee shop for the interview, but on our way back to his office, Jaime and I ran into his boss, the founder of the small start- up, who had come out of the elevator and stopped to chat with us in the lobby before running off to an off- site meeting. He jokingly asked me what Jaime had said about him in the interview, and Jaime volunteered that we had talked more about his social media than the company. “Oh! You mean my free marketing?” he said to me, smiling. “I always tell them, ‘Whatever it takes to get it done!’ They have to be able to code, but if they’re Facebooking and Instagramming and whatever, then it’s good for all of us, right?” On the way up the elevator, Jaime explained that he frequently posted positively on his own social media about what he was doing at work, saying that “When my product takes off, even if I’m not here anymore, I can point back at these posts and say, ‘I was there, I did that!’ ” 

Jaime valued the way his devices allowed him to engage in a form of visibility called “self- branding,” or “the strategic creation of an identity to be promoted and sold to others.”4 This kind of visibility is a strategy the elite Silicon Valley technology workers that Alice Marwick studied used to gain social status in an uncertain economic climate that places a high value on individual responsibility and meritocratic achievement. Just like Jaime, these elite workers used social media and personal websites to “build their brand” 

and exert a measure of control over their professional lives amid the flexibility and riskiness of their jobs and companies. Although their start- up may go bel y- up tomorrow, or their short stint as an intern or other temporary col aboration ends, strategies of visibility that publicize their reputations allow them to accumulate a portable form of professional social capital that helped them hedge against that uncertainty and create a longer- lasting professional identity. 

As Jaime’s and Charlie’s stories reveal, digital technologies were essential for both high-  and low- wage workers to find and secure paid work and to construct a meaningful sense of identity while coping with the risks that run through their respective labor markets. However, despite the similarities in the ways these two men use their devices, we often think about knowledge workers like Jaime as highly skilled and savvy users and don’t notice, or actively discount, the equal y sharp skil s of so- called low- skilled workers like Charlie.5 As digital technologies become increasingly necessary to workers across the labor market, economic conditions of insecurity and widespread 
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perceptions of economic instability have created similarities in unexpected places as dissimilar types of workers use their digital technologies toward similar ends. 



The Digital Hustle



In many ways, we might predict that workers like Jaime in the entrepreneurial technology sector would embrace the personal risks that accompany the potential for immense financial opportunities. His excitement about using visibility to craft his brand and measure his proximity to power and prestige through his social network connections might translate into his own wealth, and his strategies are bolstered by an ideology about risk-taking in Silicon Valley that glorifies individual responsibilities for success and failure.6 However, far away from the wealth of Silicon Valley, I found that similar strategies were also essential to some of the most vulnerable workers I interviewed. For the snow shovelers, landscapers, and other low- wage gig service workers in this study, digital technologies were also essential to their ability to find, secure, and coordinate work in formal and informal labor markets. I call this ensemble of strategies a “digital hustle” to evoke the sense of constant movement, vigilance, and savvy resourcefulness that both high-and low- wage workers communicated throughout our interviews. I use this term as a way of understanding these strategies not simply as a group of work practices oriented toward the market, designed to find work, but as a form of labor in themselves as well as a set of creative and meaningful practices oriented toward the self and others. These strategies are a response to insecure job markets, and while they sometimes provide a meaningful sense of pride and identity, they also make new demands on workers to labor with and through their technologies. 

The digital hustle is a complex project that individuals mount to creatively navigate insecure labor markets. This project is undertaken in the hopes of securing paid work and managing existing gigs, but the work of the digital hustle itself is unpaid. Unpaid labor done to prepare for paid work is nothing new, such as the “aesthetic labor” of high- end retail workers and bartenders.7 

Digital media companies like Facebook and Google have long relied on the free digital labor of people clicking on ads or posting about their lives. In the feminist tradition of drawing attention to unpaid work that is unrecognized but essential to economic life, digital labor scholars have pointed out 
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the essential labor of volunteer chatroom and online discussion moderators, bloggers, and those who provide free personal content to online sites like Facebook and LinkedIn.8 But little attention has been paid to the unpaid digital labor that scaffolds paid work. The unpaid labor of the digital hustle exacerbates inequality by requiring the most insecure among us, those juggling many gigs, to do more unpaid work than those whose income comes from a single employer. 

The term “hustle” has a complicated political history. From Motown through disco and hip- hop music to its appropriation by entrepreneurs in Silicon Valley, the word’s wide resonance appeals to those currently navigating flexible and insecure labor markets.9 However, as Lester Spence points out, the meaning of the term has changed over the twentieth century: “Whereas in the late sixties and early seventies the hustler was someone who consistently sought to get over, the person who tried to do as little work as possible in order to make ends meet . . . the hustler is now someone who consistently works.”10

Once associated with sex workers, pool sharks, and others engaged in 

“gray” market or criminalized work, it was formerly understood as a part of informal or “under- the- table” work in racialized labor markets.11 Loïc Wacquant argues that the hustle “stands in structural opposition to that of wage labor in which, at least in theory, everything is legal, recognized, regular and regulated, recorded and approved by the law, as attested by employment forms and wage slips.”12 However, for the residents of the poor and Black neighborhoods in Chicago that Wacquant studied, hustling to make a living was “known and tacitly tolerated by all because [it was] both banal and necessary.”13 From this perspective, the hustle is both irregular, from the perspective of the formal labor market, and unremarkable, in the experiences of impoverished and marginalized people. In these socioeconomic contexts, formal and informal temporary, seasonal, and independent gigs are a regular, if not stable, feature of paid work.14 While some kinds of hustles are racialized, criminalized, and stigmatized, the hustle is actual y the normal result of a social logic that excludes people of color from formal labor markets. 

The digital hustle isn’t exclusive to informal markets. Indeed, the casualization of formal labor markets, especial y but not exclusively for low-wage workers, has seen the spread of contingent and independent work arrangements into formal labor markets.15 Hustling has its roots in the United States’ history of racialized economic exclusion, pushing many workers of color “off the books” and into informal labor markets. However, practices 
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like flexible and “zero- hour” contracts and temporary and independent contracting arrangements have blurred the lines between experiences of formal and informal work, making strategies like the digital hustle useful for both highly paid and low- wage workers. 

Hustling isn’t only a strategy for economic survival; it’s also an ideology. 

As Tressie McMil an Cottom explains, hustling “is an ode to a type of capitalism that cannot secure the futures of anyone but the wealthiest.”16 The hustle celebrates a ceaseless, sleepless, restless dedication to earning money at any cost and has been at the center of rap and hip- hop music for decades. 

As the Great Recession in 2008– 2009 wreaked havoc across many income brackets, the word began its slow creep onto coffee mugs, sweatshirts, and office artwork.17 The beginning of the twenty- first century saw shifts in the precariousness of work for people who thought they were owed a more stable livelihood, whose educations and jobs were supposed to protect them from insecurity but didn’t, and many of these workers found solace in the music written by people who have been coping with structural exclusion and discrimination in formal labor markets for centuries. A less generous interpretation is that White, relatively privileged workers who thought they were safe from precarious work appropriated the ideology of the hustle from Black culture as soon as they realized they might be in a similarly leaky, although certainly not the same, boat. 

Hustling ideology has become synonymous with the tech industry and entrepreneurial start- up culture, where stories of young White men like Mark Zuckerberg and Steve Jobs are narrated as heroes’ journeys from college dorms and garages to executive suites at their own multi- billion- dol ar companies. However, while hustlers like former Uber CEO Travis Kalanick are celebrated and rewarded, at least for a time, for disregarding rules and regulations and single- mindedly pursuing profit, hustlers like Eric Garner, who was murdered by a police officer after allegedly selling loose cigarettes, are violently punished. As Michael Eric Dyson explains, the United States 

“praises white hustle but despises such agency in their darker kin.”18 From this perspective, it isn’t enough to understand the practices that make up the digital hustle; it’s essential to examine the reception of these practices. But racism doesn’t only shape the reception of workers’ digital hustles; the hustle itself is a product of the United States’ long history of racist violence, exclusion, and discrimination against people of color in formal labor markets. 

For both the high- and low- wage workers I interviewed, their digital technologies were essential to cobbling together patchworks of paid work, 
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juggling multiple work schedules, and coordinating care in ways that facilitated their paid work. Like a hard- working knee or elbow joins together the movements of bones on either side, the digital hustle is a kind of “articulation work” that fits together time, place, people, and tasks in the face of unanticipated contingencies.19 These time- consuming tasks are unheralded and often invisible within organizations and become even more so when they’re undertaken outside the context of traditional employment.20 However, the digital hustle also articulates on a deeper level than these daily tasks. For many workers, the digital hustle articulates a sense of dignity and self- worth out of the fractious flow of nontraditional work. 

The digital hustle is made up of at least three kinds of labor: coordination, maintenance, and compliance. These practices are adaptations to insecurity but, like most adaptive strategies, the digital hustle challenges some inequalities and reproduces others.21 In practice, these three types of labor are more like moments in a stream of constant activity, overlapping and inseparable from one another; however, for the purposes of this chapter, I’ll describe them separately and point out the places where one kind of labor may slide into another. 



Coordination

Both high- and low- wage workers used their digital technologies, especial y their smartphones, to manage their clients’ schedules and their own. This was no simple task and often involved aligning multiple types of schedules, including schedules for their gigs, for hourly or salaried work, and for the rhythms of family and social life. 

Like many of the workers interviewed for this book, Lisa earned money by cultivating a diverse set of gigs, which, while providing some stability in income, multiplies the time she spends scheduling and coordinating clients and their demands. Lisa is a college grad living in the Bronx— while she was looking for a “more stable” job in writing or editing, she was hitting the digital pavement to look for child and elder care, home organization, and other low- skilled errand work on TaskRabbit, Care.com, and Craigslist. At times during our interview, it was difficult for me to keep track of all of her different streams of income. 

At the time of writing, TaskRabbit requires “taskers” to log in to indicate blocks of time when they’re available (8 a.m.– 12 p.m., 12 p.m.– 4 p.m., and 
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4 p.m.– 8 p.m.), which they cannot alter. Taskers can choose whether or not to be hired for “same- day” gigs and whether they want to work “off hours,” 

meaning after 8 p.m. This presents a challenge to Lisa as she will often be coordinating her work running errands sourced through TaskRabbit with her work as a professional organizer and babysitter. At times, she may be free all morning but have an appointment with a long- time client at 12 p.m., which means she has to mark herself as unavailable for the entire first block. She told me that, at first, she tried to take a risk and mark herself as available just in case she may get booked for a morning gig that would wrap up in time for her afternoon appointment. However, she quickly found out that if she should get booked at 11:30 a.m. and have to turn down the gig, the metrics displayed on her TaskRabbit profile— which are linked to pay rates and how highly she appears in ranked searches and also assure potential clients that she’s trustworthy and will do a good job— suffered and it was difficult to recover her reputation so she could continue getting booked. Now, she uses the blocks of time TaskRabbit requires her to use to schedule the rest of her gigs and tends to think about her work days within the four- hour increments set by the platform. 

Lisa credited her ability to manage her complex schedule to her love of organizing: “I think it’d be very difficult if you weren’t OCD [obsessive- compulsive disorder] like I am, I just love organizing.” She explained her elabo-rate system for creating her schedule:

I have alerts from TaskRabbit popping up all the time and I check them right away, as soon as I can, but I only check my personal email twice a day, so in the morning and then whenever I’m done with my day. And then when it comes to the gigs that come in through my email, I try to do things very quickly. So if I get a lead, I put them in my contacts immediately. . . . I probably have like a few thousand [contacts]. And then I use my Google Calendar for the things I’m actual y going to do. So, when I’m on the phone confirming with someone, I’ll put it straight into my calendar while they’re talking. Then, with the babysitting stuff, that’s more regular with two families so they just text me and right when I get that text it goes into my calendar first, then I write them back to say “yes,” otherwise I’ll forget to put it in the calendar. I also confirm with all clients the day before, because if I don’t confirm, and then the person doesn’t let you in or people cancel, I don’t have time for that with all the moving parts I have going on. 
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Lisa coordinates a nearly constant stream of appointments received through an app, emails, phone cal s, and text messages with her calendar app to transform an ever- shifting jumble of one- off and regular gigs into an orderly schedule of paid work. Lisa used the clinical term “OCD” colloquial y to describe her over- the- top organizational style, but, as Harry Braverman points out, “that which is neurotic in the individual is, in capitalism, normal and social y desirable for the functioning of society.”22 The complex coordination labor Lisa has to perform to keep her gigs running smoothly is a requirement, not a personality flaw, to earn a living in contingent work. 

For high- wage workers, coordination labor more often involved multiple clients rather than multiple streams of income. Travis was a self- employed communications consultant living just outside San Francisco. He had a gentle and soft- spoken manner, and, after spending thirty years working in education nonprofits, which “ate up my time and spit me out the other side,” 

he decided to try striking out on his own before retiring. For Travis, coordination labor often involved learning the preferences of his clients and anticipating their quixotic desires. He explained:

I don’t have control over my schedule, that’s a huge misconception people have with freelancing. . . . I always yield if a client wants to meet at 2 p.m. on Thursday, but I had scheduled that block in my calendar to get some work done, it doesn’t matter, I’m there! I schedule my life around my clients, basical y, but I’ve gotten better at . . . kind of passive aggressively  suggesting times that I know will let me fit everyone in. 

Travis recalled a situation in his first year of freelancing when he was working with a very demanding client and devoting so much time to them that he lost another client because he wasn’t able to meet when they needed him. 

“That’s when I realized I had to be more active in coordinating people, like I couldn’t just let one client walk all over me.” He developed a routine that involved strict rules about immediately entering meetings into his digital calendar, which synced across his phone and laptop, as well as never sharing, or allowing digital access to, his calendars with his clients. Even though entering in meetings individual y was time- consuming, Travis admitted to being a 

“control freak” and worrying that someone might “mess up the system” by trying to alter or add meetings. Like Lisa, Travis described his tight grip on his schedule pejoratively, attributing it to a fluke of his personality rather than a necessity of his work. 
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For some, schedules of paid work were only one piece of an even more complicated dance of children’s activities and the work schedules of spouses and others involved in the care of children, which also required deft organization facilitated by digital devices. Independent and contingent workers often operate outside standard 9– 5 “working time,” which can be helpful for coordinating childcare and accommodating mid- day appointments and errands but also raises the level of complexity and unpredictability of household scheduling. As I’ll explore in more depth in Chapter 4, this kind of labor is gendered, often falling to women. 

The labor of coordination lives in the software and practices workers use to create a smooth flow of work from the staccato rhythm of gigs, but it also lives in the work of carving out or holding space for the unexpected. Coordination labor, perhaps more than the other parts of the digital hustle, has been intensified under postindustrial forms of “flexible capitalism.” As Benjamin Snyder explains, while twentieth- century industrial capitalism conceived of working time within the rhythms of regular, uniform, and predictable 9– 5 office and shift work, postindustrial flexible capitalism is ruled by the “just- in- time- ness” of quixotic consumer desires, fluid and rapidly changing financial markets, and complex global flows of goods and services.23 This shift entails a different conception of working time that’s characterized more by the jazz musician’s sense of perfect timing and adaptability than the punch clock’s mechanical count-down to quitting time. 

Lisa contrasted her experiences working many gigs with her friends who work more traditional schedules:

I talk to my friends who are nurses and teachers and it’s just so different, their life is so structured, they have normy jobs . . . you know, like more normal. They know how much they’re going to make and their salary increase, and it’s nice, but it’s so different from my experience . . . it would be nice to know I had a nice check coming in every month, but at the same time it’s kind of satisfying knowing I can make all these gigs work for me, like when I have a full day of gigs and someone cancels and I figure out how to make it all work, or when it all goes smooth, like someone goes from emailing me from Craigslist to a text, to a phone call, to a gig, to a Venmo payment it makes me feel good, you know? It’s weird but, I get a boost from that, like I’m still beat at the end of the day, but it feels good. 
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After college, Lisa transitioned from holding more “normy” jobs like her friends to doing freelance work because she wanted more time to write and pursue creative work. As she described earlier, the insecurity of her paycheck is frustrating, but when coordination labor goes right, turning a stream of complex scheduling into income, it makes her feel good. When coordination labor goes right, it can be energizing and exciting, but something as simple as a cell phone left in a car instead of a pocket shows just how tenuous this labor is and how contingent it is on the affordances of digital technologies. 



Maintenance and Cultivation

While the work of the digital hustle often takes on a frenetic, energetic pace and is narrated in stories of clients heroical y won or projects delivered just in the nick of time, there’s another register that operates in the background of these more eventful moments: the two- steps- forward- and- another- one-back work of maintenance and cultivation. Once the personal websites have been made or the Craigslist ads have been posted, maintenance labor is the slow work that sustains online and offline reputation and keeps technology working smoothly, while cultivation labor is the more forward- looking check- ins with past clients and attendance at networking events. Charlie’s description of reposting his Craigslist ads before our interview so that “people continuously see me” is an act of maintenance labor in his digital hustle. 

Similarly, his reminders to each of his clients to rate him through Uship.com are an example of the gradual and cumulative logic of this type of labor. 

Maintenance labor isn’t only necessary for reputations created from five-star ratings systems but also to sustain one’s reputation as it moves across online and offline contexts. Constantine, who ran his own nonprofit for Black youth in Washington, DC, and worked as a diversity and nonprofit consultant, told me that it was time- consuming to attend networking events that had uncertain payoffs for his work:

Do I go to the hundredth Black Entrepreneurs or nonprofit meetup I get invited to? Or do I put that three or four hours into the work that needs to get done right now? These events are all over social media now so it’s not just who you meet at the event but the publicity that comes after, too. 

You don’t want to be the one who missed that great event that people are tweeting pictures, inspirational quotes from the speakers, or whatever 
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big- shot donor or investor they got to meet, but if nobody shows up, I’m sitting there like, “I could be solving five problems instead of sitting here.” You don’t want the scene to forget you, but you have to do the work, too! 

The trade- off between doing the maintenance labor or being visible through photos and tweets to make sure his networks don’t “forget” him and spending time “solving problems” for his organization or clients is a deli-cate balance for Constantine. While many scholars have examined the phenomenon of self- branding, few have observed the work that comprises the background of this slow and cumulative process.24 This work— less brazen self- promotion and more of a “responsibility for being pleasing, reaching out, connecting with others”— is what Nancy Baym cal s “relational labor.”25 

The creation of a personal brand or online reputation depends, in large part, on the persistent, mundane, and slow accumulation of ratings, reviews, and other traces of interactions that are eventual y made visible through websites and labor platforms. These nearly invisible and intensely personal practices may feel insignificant on their own, but when gathered together, these “discounted labor practices” are an important type of labor in contemporary modes of connected work.26

These practices of maintenance labor are premised on access to the Internet and working digital technologies; however, they also secure these background conditions. Working in a rural part of New York State prone to ice storms and other bad winter weather, Mary, a virtual executive assistant, pointed out:

There have been times when my Internet has gone out and I’m completely helpless. I can’t produce the reports and have access to the files that my bosses need. When they’re headed into a meeting with the president of the company, that’s a problem! Sometimes it’s bad weather and . . . what’re you going to do? I’ve had to take my computer and literal y go work at Dunkin’ 

Donuts, or I’ll go to my neighbor’s house or something. 

Mary’s ability to do her job depends on broadband Internet access in her home, and, when it’s not available there, she has to work to find access elsewhere. As Amy Gonzales points out, “access to digital technology is not a permanent or categorical state but rather an ongoing experience of labor, negotiation, and coping.”27 The work of maintaining an Internet connection doesn’t always require such quick thinking but also persists for Mary in 
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the monthly ritual of paying her bil s for home Internet and cable, occasional y haggling for better rates or shopping around for more reliable services. 

This kind of technical maintenance labor depends on a relatively sophisticated level of technological knowledge and also on the often hard- earned understanding of how sites like Craigslist and Uship.com work. As Charlie described:

It took me a while to learn how often you can post ads on Craigslist before you get flagged. I don’t know the exact formula or whatever, but I was real y pushy about it when I first started and would post every hour or so, and I got a bunch of posts taken down because of flags. And then, someone told me about Uship and I wasn’t sure how to use it at first, but eventual y after a couple of times, I figured out you real y have to have some kind of ratings on there to get the higher paying jobs. If you don’t have some reviews on there, the bigger fish aren’t going to take a chance on you. I don’t even think everyone can see your profile on there until you have reviews. 

Charlie developed theories about the inner workings of Craigslist and other labor platforms through trial and error, slowly making enough mistakes that he was able to understand the logic of success in these socio- technical markets. The maintenance labor of slowly cultivating an online reputation depends on these provisional understandings about the proprietary technologies that facilitate Charlie’s relationships with clients. 



Compliance

If maintenance labor follows a slow and accumulative logic, compliance labor often feels wrenching and effortful. Compliance labor isn’t aimed at learning the rules of the game but at the everyday work of constructing a self that reflects those rules. As Salena, a communications consultant at an education nonprofit, described her job, she slickly pitched the value she added to the organization as a “brand strategist” who was an expert in “social media engagement.” Offhandedly, she said, “Except, I don’t apply it to myself at al . . . . I real y don’t care enough to do that, it’s too much work for me, and I real y don’t care that much.” As Salena would go onto describe, the work of creating a personal brand goes far beyond creating a website to advertise her services:
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I’d have to comb through all of my tweets and Instagram pictures and not only make sure they’re appropriate, like for work, which of course they already are, but also that they’re “on- brand,” which means making sure they build a kind of organic or seemingly natural story about who I am and that I’m supposed to be an expert in whatever thing. It’s real y time- consuming, going through everything and thinking, is this something that adds to my brand? Or is this just a random cool thing I want to post because I read about it? And how much random stuff should I post? If it’s all “on- brand” 

then it’s too curated, too one- track mind and that’s boring, it doesn’t look natural. 

Ironical y, the creation of a “natural” personal brand is, in fact, in compliance with a set of style rules Selena has internalized and is also, although engineered to look effortless, quite effortful. Marwick cal s this kind of labor 

“brand monitoring,” or self- surveil ance that internalizes the perspective of one’s audience to continuously edit and construct a “safe for work self.”28 

Compliance labor however, goes beyond the monitoring of one’s social media content and includes the work it takes to follow the rules of digital engagement as set out by clients or the labor market, whether explicitly articulated, assumed, or imagined. 

Unlike Salena’s imagined audience for her “authentic” personal brand, Lakisha’s compliance labor was done for an audience of one, her shift supervisor. For her seasonal job serving appetizers and drinks in the hospitality boxes of a large football stadium, Lakisha was explicitly forbidden to have her phone anywhere on her body and was required to keep her phone in a locker located in an employee locker room in the basement of the stadium. 

This rule was spelled out in the manual she received in an email (which she was expected to read before her first day) and at orientation on her first day, and it was repeated by her shift supervisor at pregame meetings each day she worked. When I asked her why this particular rule was so important, she explained that there were often celebrities in the boxes, and her employer wanted to keep the workers from disturbing their privacy by taking photos of them. Lakisha was less concerned with the celebrity sightings and more concerned with being able to receive updates about her infant son, usual y in the care of a rotating cast of aunts and cousins, whoever had some free time to look after him when a shift opened up. She worked in the uppermost levels of the stadium and, if she jogged, it took nearly ten minutes to wind her way down into the employee locker room in the basement to check her phone, 
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making mid- shift check- ins difficult, though not impossible. While these communication blackouts are something mothers dealt with long before cell phones, their widespread use has engendered expectations of constant availability, especial y from mothers, even if some workplaces don’t allow the ful-fillment of these expectations.29

One night, when her son was teething, Lakisha was getting a steady stream of texts with questions and concerns from a teenage cousin who couldn’t remember if the baby’s teething ring should be hot or cold, what dosage of Tylenol she should give, and whether all that drooling was normal. Lakisha knew everything would be fine but didn’t want her cousin anxiously making a mistake; she ended up relying on her coworkers to cover for her so she could dash down to her locker multiple times to check in and answer questions. “I dropped five pounds that night!” she recounted with a laugh, “but I never tried to sneak my phone, can’t afford to make a mistake at this job.” But, inevitably, there are times when she can’t make the dash through the stadium to check in and has to “just take deep breaths and tell myself, ‘The baby’s gonna be fine, they’ll figure it out’ and keep myself busy so I’m not worrying about it.” Lekisha’s compliance labor was physical y taxing but also required work on her emotions. If coordination and maintenance labor are carried out on schedules, websites, and ratings systems, compliance labor is disciplinary— 

not in the sense that it’s violent or punishing but in the sense that it’s carried out on the self and rewards those who can conform their subjectivities to the demands of precarious work.30 This type of labor highlights how conformity may appear to be the path of least resistance, but compliance can require a great deal of effort. 

Inequalities run through these three types of labor. The power that workers have to resist compliance or to adjust client demands to fit a childcare schedule has everything to do with their social status and power. Similarly, both high-  and low- wage workers had maintenance issues at some point, but class ultimately shaped the parameters within which workers dealt with the inevitable breakdown of their digital hustles and marshal resources to their aid. These issues are central to the following two chapters. 



Between the Hustle and the Heart: Crafting an Identity

The digital hustle isn’t solely oriented toward the marketplace. Economic motivations were central but don’t ful y explain Charlie’s pride, Jaime’s 
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excitement, or Mary’s frustration. In his study of the economic life of a Chicago public housing project, Venkatesh observed that residents understood “the hustle” as both a set of survival strategies and a means of crafting an identity. For residents, hustling was “simultaneously about adapting to material constraints and attempting to reproduce a self- efficacious, meaningful existence.”31 In this sense, what’s notable about the hustle isn’t only how it’s done but also  what it does for the people doing it. The digital hustle is foundational to gig workers’ ability to create and sustain a sense of dignity and self- worth across different streams of income and clients and without traditional employers. Instead of finding self- worth in raises, promotions, or good evaluations from mangers and bosses, they’re finding dignity in successful digital hustles. 

Tori and I met at a Verizon store in a suburban strip mall in Rancho Rio, California. I noticed her Brooklyn accent as she joked and gently chided her friend about the privacy settings on her social media accounts while they waited for a screen repair on her phone. Over pizza later that day, she and I talked about what she was proud of about her career as a babysitter, nanny, and household manager:32

People [her clients] who already know me . . . they tell all their friends, and referrals typical y come through text message. So, I’m always on my phone, checking messages. It’s my business, it’s how I survive. But, I’m my own person, I’ve never had to reach out to any of those [agencies]. They’re always like “Wel , we pay $13 an hour.” [Scoffs] Even when I was just starting I made $15 an hour. I know what I’m worth, I know my rate, and if my clients want to pay it, they pay it. I get better rates than the agencies offer, and I do it all on my own. I run my own business and I don’t need them, but if I fail it’s on me. It makes me feel good, you know? Like, I pay my own health insurance because I’m good at this, not just with kids, but with the clients, these people hand me their credit cards, their keys, and their kids. . . . I think it’s because I’m good with the referrals, I always text right back, I’m always prompt and professional, you know? And they trust me, and I make money sure, but I’m also helping them, helping their families, right? 

Tori’s digital hustle, including her “prompt and professional” practice of texting clients and referrals back quickly and building trust with her clients, is necessary to her “survival” in the carework industry. However, the labor of her hustle is not only necessary, it’s also good. Tori’s pride at her independence 
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from nanny agencies— who often act as matchmakers between careworkers and families— her ability to ask for the rate she feels she’s “worth,” and her ability to afford health insurance are all a result of her hustle and constitutive of her dignity as a professional in this field. 

The digital hustle is a craft practice of the gig economy. Often associated with skilled and masculine trades like carpentry, masonry, or butchery, the idea of craft is not often applied to digital y mediated work.33 Digital technologies are often associated with the exact opposite of craft, namely deskilling, automation, and the loss of autonomy over manual work. However, as Randy Hodson points out, “a defining characteristic of craft workers is intense pride in their work. Long experience with substantial technical training produce[s]  a level of expertise that workers experience as a source of great pride. The personal identities of craft workers thus tend to be firmly grounded in their occupational skil s and activities.”34 While the technical training of craftworkers is usual y assumed to include formal and organized courses or apprenticeships in manual trades, the long process of learning the ins and outs of different platforms and websites, or the habits of mind and hand required to vigilantly and professional y attend to texts and emails from clients and bosses, constitute a significant investment in technical training by practitioners of the digital hustle, although they’re seldom acknowledged as such, and a source of “intense pride” and personal identity. 

Tori is acutely aware of the downsides of her hard- won independence, noting that she’s also the only one to blame for her failures. This insight isn’t a theoretical one for Tori. She told me about an experience where she accepted a highly paid job from a notoriously difficult client, who interviewed Tori to be her nanny after three others quit after less than a year working for her. Tori had spoken to her former nannies, who told her that this client was distrustful, using cameras in every room in her house to surveil their every move, often asking about their decisions in specific situations throughout the day when she got home in the evening. But, never being one to shy away from a challenge, Tori accepted the job, figuring that the challenge of creating a trusting relationship would be worth the eventual payoff in lucrative referrals and networking in her clients’ social circle of highly paid professional moms. 

Tori was confident in her ability to work with the unique demands of what she called “high- demand, high- profile” clients, reasoning that her communication skil s and experience would allow her to overcome the obstacles the other nannies had faced to establish trust with this difficult client. However, after just three months of late nights, constant personal surveil ance, 
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and a steady stream of text messages and phone cal s throughout the day questioning her judgment, she put in her notice. 

After this calculated risk didn’t work out, Tori could have felt despondent and defeated or anxious about having lost her main steady source of income. 

But when I asked her how she thought about the aftermath of her decision to quit, she explained:

I mean, it happens . . . but, there’s real y never any time or day where I can’t get work. I might go ahead and text Mary and say [moving thumbs across an imaginary phone keyboard], “Hey, Mary, I’m open tonight. You need any help?” And Mary will be like “Come on over,” and I’ll be like “Making a U turn, on my way.” If I see that for some reason I don’t have any clients on that particular day. . . . I will reach out to particular clients that I like and say I’m available and nine times out of ten it works. Clients usual y say they can’t use me same day but are like “Can you come Thursday?” And then I’m like “Hel , yeah.” I’ll do that for two or three clients for every one that cancels and then I end up being booked for two days instead of one. That’s how the money gets in my bank. . . . I mean, did it suck to lose the money from that gig? Yes. But when I can just jump on text and get people to book me right away, it’s like, I’m clearly better off without it. 

Tori’s confident and pragmatic assessment of her earning power paints a picture of her ability to navigate a jungle gym of economic opportunities; when she briefly loses her grip on one, she reaches out with her digital hustle to find two or three other handholds to grab onto as she zigzags across her career. Tori’s ability to instantly send texts to tell her clients she’s available allows her to nimbly change her plans to take advantage of other opportunities. She’s “better off” without the security and predictability of a bad job when she’s able to quickly use her phone to create her own opportunities elsewhere. Autonomy is widely understood as a cornerstone of dignity for highly skilled professions.35 The romance of risky work, the excitement of uncertainty, the creative problem solving required to keep things afloat in rough waters, the autonomy to try new things and potential y fail— these are qualities of work that many scholars point out attract high- wage knowledge workers to work for start- ups or other uncertain ventures.36 But these same pleasures are not often recognized in low- wage work. Instead, the long- held assumption is that while highly skilled and educated workers are allowed the privilege of opting for insecurity (albeit perhaps against their own financial 
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best interests), lower wage workers don’t choose but are forced into similar conditions of precarity and insecurity and would prefer stable and predictable work. While these assumptions may hold true for some, presuming their universality has occluded a deeper understanding of the reasons workers choose independent and contingent work. Tori’s case il ustrates that low-wage workers are not passive victims of labor market polarization but actively shape their experiences of work and create security in environments that are often hostile to their autonomy. 

For Tori, her digital hustle helped to produce a sense of autonomy in a tough situation. Her ability to get work, earn the trust of her regular clients, and rebound from failure wasn’t merely the instrumental payoff of her savvy use of her digital technologies but a performance of security in an economic environment where her next job was uncertain, her earnings were somewhat unpredictable, and the measure of her success was elusive. Tori can’t rely on regular reviews of her work from a manager or track the development of her skil s in terms of regular pay increases or promotions. Independent and contingent workers don’t have access to the “badges of ability” that characterized previous eras of labor and use their digital hustles as indicators of their worth and dignity. Richard Sennett and Jonathan Cobb write that societies award “badges of ability” that recognize the qualities and abilities that make someone worthy of dignity and respect and mark individuals apart from the crowd and “bestow the right to stand out as an individual.”37 For Tori, and for many of the interviewees in this book, who were stitching their livelihoods together outside the bounds of single organizations and employers, the successful execution of the varied labors of the digital hustle— maintaining a full schedule of constant activity, savvy management of schedules and opportunities, effectively leveraging social networks to one’s advantage— were the markers that broadcast to themselves and others that they weren’t just surviving but instead thriving in insecure circumstances. In these ways, workers like Tori don’t just rely on their digital hustles to find work; their hustles also work on them. 

Work is one of several major social institutions that shape collective symbolic boundaries between good and bad and worthwhile and worthless that order our social worlds.38 However, when workers’ experiences aren’t defined by a single employer or company, then the work practices and sense of productivity that follow them become important sites of identity and judgments of moral worth.39 Tori’s, Charlie’s, and Jaime’s digital hustles came to mean more than a means to an economic end. Charlie’s pride in his high rating, 
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Jaime’s thrill at being one step away from the president through social media, and Tori’s confidence in her ability to rebound from risks are signals that the work of the digital hustle is foundational to their identities as workers between the boundaries of single employers and organizations.40



Conclusion: United by Hustle

The workers I interviewed clearly relied on their digital hustles to negotiate a sense of worth from the flow of multiple jobs and gigs and creatively empower themselves from within difficult labor market conditions. But what kind of a solution is it? The digital hustle is a private and individual solution to dilemmas that were created by public and collective choices over the past several decades. These strategies are a response to the polarization of the American labor market, the shifting of risks for career advancement and success onto the backs of individual workers, and the disinvestment in public safety nets. From this perspective, the digital hustle could be seen as a “technology of the self,” not because it makes use of digital technologies but because, as Foucault theorized them, these activities are “micropolitical rituals and practices that configure particular forms of subjectivity . . . [and] serve important political and ideological functions, chiefly by aligning forms of subjectivity with the needs of the neoliberal economy.”41 Through the daily, routine activities of the digital hustle, workers’ sense of self is disciplined to conform to what’s best for the market, not necessarily for their own ends. 

So, while the digital hustle is central to how independent and contingent workers define themselves, it also produces a self that keeps workers trapped in the logic of entrepreneurial capitalism. 

Aspects of the digital hustle are disciplinary and condition workers who share very little else in terms of their social class or occupation. However, this perspective might lead to the incorrect assumption that the labor of the digital hustle conditions all workers who use it in the same ways, evoking similar reactions, emotions, and conflicts. In reality, these strategies construct the field of contingent work in vastly different ways for high- and low- wage workers. While I found that both high-  and low- wage workers used their digital hustles to find work and advance their careers, as I show in Chapters 2 and 3, these practices ultimately reproduce inequalities embedded into conditions of their work. 
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In highlighting the similarities in the labors of contingent and independent workers across classes, the digital hustle il ustrates that the personal address of entrepreneurial capitalism isn’t confined to the elite and demonstrates a “community of practice” where it may not be readily apparent and even obscured by current labor politics.42 Bringing together the labors of two very different groups of people shows that the labors of the digital hustle unite a divided labor market. In the midst of a widening gulf between high- and low- wage workers, shared experiences of the digital hustle suggest hidden similarities between independent and contingent workers. In this unique moment in US labor history, social conditions beyond the traditional trium-virate of inequality— race, class, and gender— are fostering similarities between otherwise dissimilar groups. In this case, the destabilization of paid work has created conditions wherein digital technologies enable high-  and low- status workers to piece together patchworks of paid work and help them construct an identity as worthy workers in insecure circumstances. 

However, while these work practices confer a degree of legitimacy and reassurance to contingent workers across the labor market, high-  and low-wage workers hustle under very different circumstances. The “badges of ability” of the digital hustle call into question the kind of legitimacy these strategies confer. How durable is the reassurance? What differences lie behind the similarities in these workers’ hustles? What do different kinds of workers have to do to secure these badges? The next two chapters will examine these questions from inside the experiences of low-  and high- wage workers, respectively. 

 

2

After Access

The Costs of Inclusion for Low- Wage Workers



On the day we were scheduled to meet, Mike was fifteen minutes late for our interview and not answering my texts or phone cal s. I was just about ready to leave when he burst through the door of the Dunkin’ Donuts in Washington, DC, where we had agreed to meet, full of apologies. He sat down, and, as he put his phone on the table, it came to life with sound and vibration. Mike said that after spending over $100— the equivalent of ten hours’ pay— on a new phone that had ended up in a snowbank after a friendly tussle with a friend, he had to scrape together more money to purchase yet another phone. 

Because of the unanticipated cost, however, he wasn’t able to keep up with payments to his mobile phone carrier. 

Mike had two part- time jobs, one in a medical supplies warehouse and another as a day laborer for a home repairs business, both of which required him to commute for over an hour from where he lived in Maryland. For both jobs, his bosses would call to check his availability, often only a few hours in advance. With his lack of consistent phone service, this posed a logistical challenge and had led to his habit of spending days off hanging out at local restaurants with free Wi- Fi. He used MagicApp, a free app downloaded onto his phone, which allowed him to make and receive phone cal s using the free wireless Internet he can access at fast- food joints around the city. 

He told me how, on a day he hadn’t yet been scheduled to work, he’d head to the McDonald’s down the street from his house to call his bosses and check Craigslist to find other gigs.1 For others, this might be a problem, as McDonald’s and other fast- food chains that offer free Wi- Fi have started enforcing rules around loitering designed to keep space open for paying customers and to keep people like Mike from free- riding on the free Internet (see Fig. 2.1). However, Mike knows some of the employees and they let him hang out and use the Internet without hassling him to buy fries and drinks every thirty minutes, allowing him to stay past the time limit. 
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Fig. 2.1.   Photo of sign posted in McDonald’s (Washington, DC). Author’s photo, 2016. 

On the day of our interview, his train was running late, and although the train stations are supposed to have Wi- Fi, today, like many other days, the Wi- Fi wasn’t working, and Mike couldn’t text to tell me there was a delay. 

Mike takes the same risk every day when he coordinates his work schedule; spending a few hours at the McDonald’s or the library coordinating hours at his two gigs and piecing together other paid work by picking up gigs on Craigslist and through friends on Facebook, and then heading off into the city for the day. Mike’s digital hustle, a set of strategies described in the last chapter as common to both high-  and low- wage gig workers, required that he have consistent connectivity, which he didn’t, creating a host of challenges that required creative solutions. 

Among low- skilled men of color like Mike, strategies of “foraging” for work from multiple sources is increasingly common, but Mike also relied on foraged connections to the Internet throughout his daily commutes around the city— a train station, a city park hotspot, a Starbucks next to the upscale condo he was helping remodel, and the Wi- Fi password of a 
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friends’ neighbor.2 While Mike was looking for oases of connectivity, he was surrounded on all sides by people apparently awash in ubiquitous Internet access— the teenagers on the bus next to him scrolled through social media and streamed TV shows without a second thought, his bosses called from the hardware store with last- minute requests or inquiries about his arrival, and friends texted adjustments to their evening plans. 

Mike has developed tricks for padding his schedule to account for DC’s unreliable transportation system; he also knows all of the fast- food joints with free Wi- Fi outside the train stations on his regular routes. If he needs to, he can jump out of the station and make a quick phone call to adjust his schedule before jumping back on the train. He has to do this because for low-skilled, low- wage manual workers like him who have short- term, informal relationships with employers, being fifteen minutes late to work might mean you don’t get to work that day and could mean you never get called back to work another job. Mike said he felt he was “always runnin’ behind” 

the messages and updates, but his race to keep up il uminates an often invisible assumption of universal connectivity among employers, coworkers, and friends. Mike’s digital hustle depended on consistent connection, which he went to great lengths to secure. 

While the role of digital technologies in the rise of insecure or precarious work in the United States has attracted much scholarly attention in the past several years, scholars of non- Western economies have long been writing about the “taken- for- grantedness” of digital technologies for low-wage workers in these types of work arrangements.3 In China, low- wage gig or odd jobs workers rely on digital hustles just like Mike’s to find and secure work.4 In Ghana, young people who frequent Internet cafes full of secondhand computers digital y hustle to scam Westerners out of their money.5 

These strategies, once studied exclusively by scholars interested in emerging economies outside the United States, are now common for people navigating the constraints of poverty and the necessity of connectivity in the United States. This chapter il ustrates how connectivity to phone and Internet services is essential to low- wage contingent workers’ ability to find and coordinate paid work

Some might say that the widespread expectation that low- wage workers like Mike will have ubiquitous connectivity il ustrates the successful closure of the “digital divide,” but this frame hides the exploitative terms on which these workers have been included in the digital economy. In the previous chapter, I described how the digital divide framework not only shaped how 
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we see the problem of digital inequality but also the solution. Access to digital technologies and the skil s to use them were increasingly framed as essential ingredients of economic empowerment, presuming that low- wage workers whose jobs were under threat of moving overseas could “reskil ” to better compete in a globalizing economy. 6 This framing, in turn, has focused the conversation on what low- income people “lack,” or the hurdles that stand between them and the realization of their promise in the digital economy. 

Mike’s experiences of getting through his day with the expectations on the part of his bosses, clients, and friends that he be consistently connected makes it obvious that the problem is  not that low- wage workers are being excluded from the promise of digital technologies. The driving force of inequality for low- wage gig workers is the terms on which they’re included in the digital economy, not their exclusion from it. Expectations of constant connectivity make low- wage gig workers a target for exploitative inclusion in the digital economy. 

Drawing on ethnographic work in electronic stores geared toward low-wage consumers and interviews with low- wage gig workers, this chapter will explain how the terms on which low- wage workers maintain their connectivity reinforce and amplify disadvantages they already face. First, the managers, bosses, and clients of these workers increasingly expect and rely on their phone and Internet access but don’t support it in the workplace. In turn, cell phone carriers, digital advertisers, and data brokers profit from this connectivity mandate. These market actors make connectivity appear affordable but real y offer poorer quality phones and more expensive plans or profit by harvesting and selling workers’ data when they use “free” Wi- Fi and other online services. As this access is unsubsidized by employers and inadequately supported by federal subsidy programs, maintaining connectivity in this market levies a new tax on stagnating incomes. 

Second, although low- priced plans appear to allow low- wage workers to maintain access, in fact, this access is supported by workers’ “invisible labor,” 

performed to compensate for routine disruptions to their connectivity. This work to maintain connection during disruption is invisible because it’s “often overlooked, ignored or devalued” by employers and is unsupported by the many institutions that depend on it, such as workplaces, schools, and health-care systems.7 This labor involves a wide variety of interpersonal and technical skil s and significant investments of time to work around cheap and broken phones, turned- off service, and a lack of Internet access. While some workers are entreated to take “breaks” from these technologies to preserve 
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their mental health and productivity, for low- wage workers, disconnection isn’t a source of solace and relief from their demanding jobs but a persistent condition that they must overcome to access work in the first place. 

While being unable to afford to extend their monthly plans sent many workers on a hunt for alternative ways to get connected, a lack of income was not the only factor that kept them disconnected. I also explain how, in their quests to remain connected, low- wage workers, particularly Black men, found themselves harassed or prevented from using the Internet in public or semipublic spaces through racism and the threat of police violence. I argue that, to see the ways digital technologies amplify inequalities in gig labor markets, it’s important to look beyond exclusion to all the ways access is conditioned by the political economy of connectivity for low- wage workers and the invisible work that goes into maintaining those connections. 



Holding Open the “Digital Divide” 

I mostly met the low- wage workers who would become the interviewees for this study by hanging out in the phone and electronics stores in their neighborhoods that catered to low- income consumers. Spending time in these stores, in both urban and rural areas, revealed the exploitative terms on which low- wage workers are included in the digital economy. For many low- income Americans, this inclusion begins with buying a smartphone. However, at every step of the way— from buying a phone, picking a plan, and using it to access the Internet— data and telecommunications companies exploit the mandate low- wage workers face to maintain their connectivity. 

In the store of an “authorized dealer” of a national low- cost wireless brand where I recruited interviewees in Washington, DC, the management had hired a drummer and a free- style rapper to perform as pedestrians rushed by the store on their way home. The music was loud and audible inside the small store, where plastic replicas of popular smartphones, cell phones, and a couple of smart watches were glued to stands anchored to a counter around the perimeter of the store.8 There was one replica of an iPhone; the rest were Samsung, ZTE, and HTC phones. The store’s two employees were busy attending to the groups of customers clustered around different devices, often loping back and forth between customers and the cash register or a door leading to the back office and supply closet. People wandered in, often 
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browsing around for a few moments before exiting back into the stream of pedestrians rushing past the performers on the sidewalk. 

I introduced myself to Damon as he waited to find out the price of a new phone from one of the store’s busy employees. Damon worked as a “floater,” 

doing many different jobs from laundry to cleaning to maintenance at a hotel in downtown Washington, DC, as well as working at an upscale burger bar. 

He explained how his main phone, a budget smartphone he inherited from a friend last year, was “constantly cutting on and off, on and off.” This was a problem because his unreliable smartphones were how he coordinated his work schedules for his various gigs:

My phone kept messing up. Other than it just cutting off . . . like, it’ll just turn off in the middle of me doing something and then turn back on . . . and if I charge it up 100 percent, within an hour it’s already dead. . . . I’m waiting for my next check so I can get another phone. I get paid two Fridays from now. 

Julia: How long have you had that phone? 

Almost a year. 

Julia: Not even a full year? 

Nope. Every year I have to get a new phone because I just have bad luck with phones. They get a virus or something, I guess. They just start cutting out. 

Damon’s wireless plans, like many others, required him to pay for his phone up front. The technical problems that Damon attributed to his personal bad luck are more likely caused by the lower quality of the cheap phones he can afford. Low- end phones, from brands like ZTE, make smartphone ownership appear affordable but are prone to viruses and other hardware issues, putting low- wage workers like Damon into a constant cycle of juggling phones in various states of disrepair until they can purchase new phones, which, for many interviewees, was an annual investment of several hundred dol ars. 

Workers like Damon are a part of a large contingent of low- income people in the United States who depend on their phones for Internet access. In 2015, the US Census estimated that over seven million households in the United States relied on mobile devices for Internet access, one- third of whom were low- income or receive government assistance.9 Further, while one in five American adults rely on their smartphone as their sole Internet access, for low- income adults, the proportion rises to one in four.10 While poor people are less likely overall to own smartphones than wealthier people, 
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when they do, they rely on them for Internet at much higher rates.11 In particular, low- income users rely heavily on their phones for job hunting. Users from households that make less than $30,000 a year are twice as likely to rely on their phone to look for work as those from households that make over $75,000 a year. 

Prepaid phones were also the most sought- after item at the remaining small shops in a downtown shopping area made up of mostly vacant storefronts in rural Mainville, New York. Wealthier residents drove forty-five minutes to the nearest mall to buy high- end devices directly from a retail store, purchasing their phones from a national wireless service provider that offered mostly annual contracts. Everyone else frequented one of several electronics and phone retailers in town. These included a neighborhood convenience store (see Fig. 2.2), a standalone electronics store that also offered bill pay services for a fee (see Fig. 2.3), and Walmart.12

At a convenience store in Mainville, cell phones hung, encased in hard plastic blister packs, on a spinning rack near the cash register. Brightly colored cardboard advertising that explained customers could “Save over $200 

on airtime” and highlighting features of the phones hung close by. Behind the register, alongside the cartons of cigarettes and cans of chewing tobacco, Fig. 2.2.   Convenience store, Mainville, NY. Author’s photo, June 2015. 
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Fig. 2.3.   Standalone cell phone store, Mainville, NY. Author’s photo, June 2015. 

hung small credit- card- sized “airtime” cards of various amounts, from $29.99 through $80. Even though the cards are only “charged” with airtime upon purchase, one of the store’s employees told me they had to move the cards behind the register because they were one of the most frequently stolen items, and it was annoying to reorder them so often. 

While the costs aren’t insignificant compared with the costs of purchasing a laptop and maintaining a home broadband connection, smartphones are the cheapest form of Internet access.13 Low- wage workers have been pulled into the smartphone market by these expanded options and lower prices. 

However, the choices that low- wage workers make to buy smartphones instead of home broadband are also shaped by an important “push” factor. In the past decade, Internet service providers have been charged with excluding or deprioritizing low- income communities and communities of color in both rural and urban areas from infrastructural improvements that would have provided upgraded home Internet services on par with those offered to subscribers living in wealthier areas. This “digital redlining” results in infe-rior home Internet offerings to residents of lower income neighborhoods in cities across the United States.14 These practices may serve to further push low- wage workers into using smartphones to secure their connectivity. In many cities, the legacies of these push and pull factors have sharply segmented Internet access by race, with neighborhoods with more Black and 
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brown residents relying more on their smartphones for access than predominantly White neighborhoods.15

Smartphone companies have capitalized on low- wage workers who need to be connected and the gaps that exist in home broadband coverage. 

These companies not only offer cheaper, more limited plans but also subprime loans for expensive phones through third- party companies that, while charging exorbitant interest, make owning a smartphone  appear affordable. 

Throughout my time in the store in DC, I noticed stacks of fliers advertising 

“leases” for new smartphones, offering to “get it now, pay later” (see Fig. 2.4). 

Fig. 2.4.   MetroPCS flier for SmartPay phone “leasing.” Author’s photo, June 2017. 
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This service, offered by a company called SmartPay, allows people to either lease or take out a loan to purchase a smartphone and related accessories with no credit check. In addition to traditional repayment with a credit or debit card, customers can also make cash payments at 7- Eleven, CVS, and Family Dol ar stores. SmartPay partners with Straight Talk, which is the most widely sold prepaid carrier. These phones are sold at Walmart stores along with other brands that target low- income customers. In 2018, SmartPay had their Better Business Bureau accreditation revoked due to an overwhelming number of complaints and their failure to respond to them. 

These leases have opaque terms, which often result in unexpected costs, making them akin to smartphone payday loans. Sales people in partnering mobile phone stores often advertise attractive terms, such as ninety days 

“same as cash,” meaning the customer pays no fees or interest on their loan if they pay the full amount back within ninety days. Reporting on these services has shown that, in reality, many customers don’t qualify for these terms and face shorter repayment windows and higher fees.16 However, customers sometimes don’t find out about the terms of their individual lease until after they’ve walked out of the store with their new phones. New York city sued T- Mobile for rampant sales abuses in their Metro by T- Mobile (formerly MetroPCS) stores that included enrolling customers into these exploitative financing plans without their knowledge.17

Being poor is expensive.18 Like payday loans, these loans target those who can’t afford them, without the cash on hand to pay the high up- front costs of buying a smartphone, and who may also have poorer credit histories that prevent them from qualifying for more traditional loans that offer better terms. While SmartPay likely evaluates all of its customers in the same ways, equal treatment in an unequal society still fosters inequality for low- income people of color. After decades of institutionalized discrimination in access to banks, mortgages, and other mainstream financial products, communities of color have been disproportionately targeted with marketing for high- cost financial services like SmartPay, along with subprime loans, prepaid debit cards, and check- cashing services. Terms like “predatory inclusion” and “reverse redlining” have been used to describe services like SmartPay that claim to democratize access to high- cost and necessary goods but have an ugly history of exploiting communities who have long been excluded from the financial system and lack access to credit, charging them higher prices for the same products that wealthier people get at a lower cost. 19 Services like these exploit those who lack access to traditional forms of credit to profit 
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from essential goods, like phones, and reinforce a cycle of debt, default, and poor credit. 

The mandate for low- wage workers to be connected isn’t only leveraged in purchasing a phone but also in the phone plans they need to use those phones. James, a yoga instructor and sometimes handyman and mover, was paying $30 a month for a prepaid plan that entitled him to unlimited voice and text and a small amount of high- speed Internet access. “I don’t do contracts unless it’s a million- dol ar contract,” he told me with a laugh, “it’s my most important bil , and I hate bil s, so I like to keep it low. It’s great, but when that high- speed goes out, whew! You’re at AOL levels!” James often finds his handyman gigs on Facebook, where his past clients put him in touch with new people, and uses Facebook Messenger to send quotes and schedules. “Facebook just eats your data up. Once, I met my limit and Facebook just wouldn’t even open, like, real y? You need the Internet to just open the app? It’s real y slow.” When this happens, James gets a text that alerts him his high- speed data limit has been reached and offers to “top up” his data for $10 for each additional gigabyte.20

Since 2007, low- income consumers have fueled the market for prepaid phone plans.21 These are often the only plans available to people with low incomes, especial y those with poor or minimal credit history. Prepaid phones are offered without annual contracts, meaning that customers pay for a predetermined amount of data, voice, and text messages, and deductions are made against this monthly allowance until the balance is gone, at which point the service is disconnected, the speed is slowed to a snail’s pace, or a hefty fee is applied to continue service. Customers may top up their accounts at any time and usual y pay fewer fees than those with annual contracts for switching providers or making changes to their plans. However, contracts are flexible and features and promotional pricing may end without much notice, resulting in unexpectedly high bil s or service being shut off unexpectedly.22 Prepaid users must also gather enough money to pay for their devices up front, which usual y results in users opting for lower cost, lower quality phones with fewer features or high- interest phone “leasing” programs like the one described earlier. High costs and shifting and unclear terms of service presented problems to the grocery store stockers, bartenders, waitresses, and day laborers I interviewed, who often reported having their service shut off after missing payments for their handsets or after using their allowances more quickly than they had anticipated.23
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Despite these devices’ important role in enabling access for low- income users, people who rely on their phone for Internet are treated as “second-class citizens” online.24 Prepaid users often experience lower quality services than wealthier postpaid clients. In 2017, the Federal Communications Commission reported that “post- paid users frequently are given priority over prepaid users on a given network during times of peak congestion.”25 

This means that prepaid customers may experience slower download speeds than postpaid users simply because of the way they pay for their services. 

At each point in the process of getting online, low- wage workers face a market that exploits their need to have phone and data services. The political economy of the consumer market for smartphones and plans makes it clear that the digital divide isn’t an accident or the result of hurdles that workers struggle to scramble over because of their low incomes. Instead, the mandate that low- wage workers be connected to coordinate their lives is big business, and the market for wireless products and services has expanded to include them on exploitative terms. These terms are not only an issue at the point of purchase but also shape the strategies low- wage workers deploy to find and coordinate their work on a daily basis. 



The Costs of Inclusion

Wireless companies aren’t the only actors in the marketplace capitalizing on the mandate for low- wage workers to maintain their connectivity. Low-wage workers hustle for inclusion to work and rely on foraged Internet connections, commercial sources of free Wi- Fi, and free apps. In this process, low- wage workers enter a media ecosystem where advertisers and data brokers surveil and extract value from their data while offering them few protections for their privacy. 

In addition to working for a hotel and restaurant, Damon also occasional y looked for cleaning gigs through job boards like Indeed.com. After chatting about all of the personal information sites like these require to create a profile and apply for a job— including education, location, email and phone numbers, and even sometimes a social security number to pass background checks— I asked him if he thinks about privacy while he’s hunting for work online:
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I’ve thought about that. I’m not concerned, but I just wonder because sometimes I would go on Indeed[.com] and then next thing I know I have a college calling me. It makes me wonder where does the information re-al y go to? 

Julia: Do you think they’re sharing or selling your information? 

Maybe. . . . I never thought about that. Do they do that? They sell people’s information? 

Julia: Sometimes! 

Wow. I mean, Indeed[.com] has to make money. Yeah. That makes sense. I total y agree with that. . . . I definitely wouldn’t have a problem with it because they’re helping [me] get a job for free, so if they make money back by selling my info, I don’t care as long as it’s nothing crazy. I wouldn’t care. 

Julia: Okay. Have you ever gotten contacted by a business or anything that you think might be from that? 

Yeah. I get cal s from colleges all the time, and I haven’t looked up information from them. One was called Post University. God, I mean, there’s so many. I get a lot of random cal s, now that you make me think of it . . . a lot of spam. . . . Sometimes they be calling about financial stuff, like help getting rid of credit card debt, stuff like that. 

While Damon was initial y surprised that Indeed.com may be selling his data, he wasn’t upset about it and understood that he was trading his personal information for “free” access to jobs in his area. However, the examples he gave outline how targeted advertising can reinforce and even automate unequal treatment of vulnerable populations. Post University is a for- profit school that, like other for- profit schools, tends to spend large portions of their budget targeting low- income potential students with advertising emphasizing economic mobility while saddling students with debt.26 Similarly, debt relief schemes often target people in economic trouble by offering to negotiate on their behalf with creditors and charging a large up- front fee for uncertain results.27 By using free services, mobile apps, and unsecured, open Wi- Fi connections, low- wage workers secure access to crucial services, but within what Seeta Gangadharan cal s a “privacy poor, surveil ance rich” context that could also enroll them in predatory data tracking and profiling systems that may amplify their disadvantages.28

Estimates suggest that, in 2017, advertisers spent more money on ads targeting people accessing the Internet and social media platforms on mobile phones than they did on newspaper, magazine, movie, and outdoor 
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advertising combined. It is expected such spending will outpace spending on TV ads in the near future.29 This combination of digital advertising and disadvantage is the result of what Oscar Gandy cal s the “panoptic sort.”30 

Mobile Internet and app use, which is concentrated among low- income and communities of color who depend on it as their sole access to the Internet at higher rates than middle- class and White people, creates unique and sensitive data traces that have the potential to pinpoint individual users across devices, time, and space. Data brokers, including advertising companies, use these data traces, largely gleaned through social media sites, to place people into market segments that mark them as financial y vulnerable.31 

Companies offering substandard services, scams, and exploitative financial services purchase consumer information from these segments to target low- wage consumers and other financial y distressed groups with offers and advertising that may serve to concentrate their disadvantage.32 The framing of the problem of low- wage workers’ digital technology use within the digital divide obscures these new kinds of companies and intermediaries who are exploiting the expansion of mobile phone use among low- income consumers by collecting and selling data in exchange for free services. 



The Invisible Labor of Connectivity

Within this exploitative political economy of connectivity, temporary disconnection from Internet and phone service isn’t a surprise but a predictable feature of workers’ everyday lives. As the next chapter explains, high- wage gig workers in professional fields who are saturated with email and ubiquitous connectivity find solace and renewal in breaks from their social media accounts and digital requests from colleagues, but this was not an option for many of the low- wage workers I interviewed. Low- wage workers employed a variety of strategies to get back online and compensate for disconnection from phone and Internet service. These strategies, from negotiating for extra time to pay bil s to juggling multiple devices and relying on friends and family to take emergency cal s, were a form of skilled and unpaid labor required to maintain connectivity in the midst of constraint. Workers did several different types of invisible labor to maintain communication when they weren’t able to top up their prepaid plans or replace a broken phone right away. 

Several interviewees mentioned interpersonal strategies they used to negotiate extra time to pay their phone bil s in months when they couldn’t 
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make ends meet. Darnel , a manual worker living in Washington, DC, who works seasonal y as a landscaper and mover as well as in snow removal under a variety of different bosses, explained:

You know, I can’t always pay that bil . Sometimes I’ll just take a little and pay on it, but not be able to pay the whole thing [and it] just builds up. 

Sometimes I need to take that $80 and get some groceries. I’ll have to wait to pay for it. 

Julia: How does it work when you don’t pay? 

They’ll shut it off, or they’ll work with you, it depends on who you get when you go in [to the wireless store]. That happened about two weeks ago. I went in, but there was a bunch of new people working there and the manager was just watching them and they just shut it off and I had to borrow some money to get that back on. Sometimes it works, sometimes it don’t, depends on who you get. It’s crazy, it’s like, damn! That’s cold! It’s not right to do someone like that. 

Julia: Did they shut it off right when you were in the store? 

It was like a minute after I left. So I was left out there with nothing, no phone. 

I had to tell my friend I was going to be late, so I had to find a way to cal . A lot people, too, they feel funny about giving you their phone to use to make a cal . I usual y ask, but a lot of people don’t like it. They think I’m gonna run off with it. That makes me mad, I mean. The whole process made me feel like it’s a cold world, you know? Like nobody’s gonna do nothin’ for nobody unless they have to. 

Darnell explained that he eventual y found an acquaintance, who was waiting for his food outside a take- out restaurant close to the wireless store, who agreed to send a text to his friend to let him know Darnell would be late. Darnell has also committed to memory the phone numbers of his frequently called friends, family members, and work contacts, a necessary skill for someone with an old, low- end phone with an unreliable battery. Workers like Darnell mentioned negotiating with store employees, customer service representatives, and a variety of friends and family to smooth out the immediate disruption that disconnection caused in their daily routines. 

Getting one’s phone shut off is more common for those who depend on their phone for Internet access than those who don’t.33 This means that the people who depend on their phones the most are also the most likely to be without them due to financial pressures. As Mike’s story at the beginning of 
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this chapter il ustrates, disconnection can also lead to lost income, creating a self- reinforcing cycle of disconnection and financial constraint that low-wage gig workers had to get creative to avoid. 

Another strategy is to juggle multiple devices, often in various states of disrepair. Damon, whom I met during the promotional concert in the wireless store described earlier, explained the way he shuffled several smartphones to coordinate his work schedules. Damon and I coordinated our interview through his aunt, who texted me to confirm the time and place of his interview and told me to use her phone number if I needed to get in touch with him because “his phones are messed up . . . again.” Damon came to our interview and apologized for the complicated message relaying, pulling out his phone to show me its smashed and inoperable screen. This was the backup phone he was using while saving up to purchase a replacement for his main phone, which after we chatted in the wireless store, had completely stopped working.34 This was a huge problem as the bosses at his various gigs all relied on text messaging to schedule shifts and communicate about last- minute scheduling needs. As if on cue, while Damon was explaining the way he and his manager communicate about his weekly schedule, his phone lit up with a call from her:

When the schedule come out, my manager, she texts everybody the schedule. 

Julia: Your personal schedule? 

Yeah. She sends out like twenty- five texts. It takes her a while. And when I can’t barely see my screen because it’s all broken like this, it’s a real problem you know? [His phone rings, he glances down at the screen.] Speaking of her, this is my manager right here. 

Julia: [laughs] How can you even tell it’s her? 

I got a picture of the hotel as her picture, so when it comes up when she cal s, I can see around the edges here, see? You can sort of see the background, that’s how I know it’s her. Excuse me [speaks on phone] Hello. 

What time is it? You think you can give me another thirty minutes? [Turns back to Julia] She said someone called out and she want me to come in early. 

. . . I don’t wanna real y end this right now. You think maybe it will last another thirty minutes? 

Julia: We can do thirty minutes. That’d be great. 

[Talks into phone] I’m in the middle of something. I’m gonna be getting on the bus around one. Is that alright? Okay. You can hold the shift down until 
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then? Okay. Cool. . . . Just give me an hour. Thirty minutes to get to the bus stop and thirty minutes to get to work. Is that cool? Okay, cool. That’s no problem. Thank you. Bye- bye. 

Julia: Does that happen a lot? 

All the time. Today I’m actual y doing laundry work. The laundry guy called out. So she cal s me, usual y cal s me first, because she knows I want the extra shifts. But it means I gotta have a phone, you know? Otherwise, I just miss out on that. That why she has both my phone numbers. She always tries both. 

Julia: She has both? 

Wel , we’re very close. 

While on paper Damon works a fixed number of hours that changes every two weeks, in practice he’s on cal , and even if he weren’t, the way his manager distributes the schedule requires that he have some way to receive text messages.35 To accomplish this, Damon enlists several phones in various states of disrepair as well as strategy in col aboration with his manager. He builds in redundancies to his digital hustle or layers of connections that he can call up in case one gets short- circuited. 

While Mike and Darnell struggled to maintain their connections in urban Washington, DC, their experiences were ones of personal poverty surrounded by apparent public abundance; they were still able to find oases of Wi- Fi and were usual y surrounded by people with working phones. For the low- wage workers I spoke with in rural Mainville, New York, this was not the case. Their experiences with being periodical y disconnected from connectivity seemed less like looking for oases and more like scuba diving because they couldn’t rely on foraged connections throughout their days. Instead, they had to plan for contingencies while they were without service until they could put together the funds they needed to top up their prepaid plans. 

Ashley is a single mom who lives with her six- year- old daughter in two rooms in her grandmother’s house in Mainville. Ashley moved in with her grandmother, who lives close to her daughter’s school, after breaking up with her daughter’s dad and being let go from a steady plastics manufacturing job a year before we spoke. She assured me that the situation is temporary, but she was struggling to save up enough for a rental through her part- time hours at a local fast- food restaurant and Walmart. She and I sat in her grandmother’s living room, absentmindedly putting together a puzzle her daughter brought us to play with, chatting as her daughter offered us a continuous stream of 
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other toys and books to get us to play. Ashley sighed heavily when I asked her if there had ever been a time when she was without a phone or Internet when she real y needed it. She told me a story about the previous week, when her hours prevented her from either dropping off or picking up her daughter from school, requiring grandma to step in. Two weeks later, when her schedule changed again, Ashley was able to pick her daughter up from school and saw her teacher:

She [the teacher] goes, “It looks like Audrey’s feeling better!” and I’m like, what? She must’ve seen how confused I looked and said that Audrey was in the nurse’s office with a fever sometime last week. They tried calling me during the day but got the message that my number had been shut off. They told my grandma when she picked her up, but her memory isn’t always so good, and the fever was real y low and the nurse said she was acting fine anyways, but still! Like, how do you not tell me that? I know it’s my own fault, but I never real y thought about that— they only had my cell number at the school, you know? I call into work to find out my schedule, so when I don’t have minutes it’s annoying, but I can just drive there and look at the schedule, you know? But how would I know something happened at school if I wasn’t physical y there? I went right to the front office and left a bunch of numbers for them, my numbers at work, my aunt’s number, whatever, you know? Because I’m always running around between the two jobs, and my phone gets shut off all the time! 

The school’s administrative assistant and a nurse at the local pediatrician’s office were also among my interviewees, and both women independently brought up this same issue during their interviews, saying it was frustrating to be unable to reach parents with requests or information about their children because their phones were temporarily shut off or they were “out of minutes” 

on their prepaid plans and couldn’t call them back. After Ashley’s interview, I followed up with these two women and they confirmed that having extra numbers in a child’s file was becoming more common and helpful, but it often sent them on, as the school administrative assistant described it, a 

“wild- goose chase” to find the parent while trying not to divulge any sensitive information to any number of people along the way. While these issues affected the parents among my interviewees in urban areas as wel , as Darnell pointed to earlier, they could usual y rely on people who were hanging out in public or quasi- public spaces to relay messages or make phone cal s. Rural 
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residents, however, lived in towns without public gathering spaces and were often more social y isolated and living alone. 

Mainville has an elevated unemployment rate and a poverty rate more than double the national average, and many of my interviewees there faced the same obstacles as the low- income Washingtonians in the study, struggling to save and pay for consistent wireless service let alone home broadband connections.36 Mainville used to be home to several large manufacturing plants, but over the past fifteen years they slowly left town, leaving many of the town’s residents unable to find the factory work that had sustained their families in the past.37 Some of my interviewees in Mainville owned smartphones, others had feature phones, and many cycled through predictable periods of having their service shut off and being able to turn it back on again the next week. For most interviewees, these phones were their only phone line, so these periods of “predictable instability” were particularly frustrating.38 As Ashley’s story il ustrates, disconnection didn’t only affect their ability to earn income; it complicated other parts of their life as wel . Being unable to afford their plans was an especial y important problem for parents with young children, for whom getting cell phone service cut off meant losing their connection to their children’s school and doctor. 

This issue goes far beyond Mainville, New York. In the United States, more than half of all children live in homes with only wireless phone services, and this number is even higher for children living near the poverty line.39 For some, workplaces, family, and friends provided supplementary connectivity when they weren’t able to pay their bil s or purchase more airtime. For people living in rural areas, without ready access to other public or semipublic infrastructures of connectivity like Wi- Fi hotspots in parks, libraries, and restaurants, being disconnected from phone and Internet services disrupted their everyday routines, affecting children and others who depend on daily care and communication. 

Even for those low- wage workers who have relatively secure access, turning their phones off to have uninterrupted family time may still not be an option. Charlie, a contractor and mover in Washington, DC, whose phone played such an important role in his digital hustle, said that he “felt like a lost person” when he left it at home after rushing to reach a client’s house on time. 

He dropped his head toward the table and shook it slowly as he explained, “I lost business that day because of that. There were four jobs that I lost that day because I left my phone. I achieved what I had to do that day, but I lost future business. It’s like you run to take a step forward and trip over yourself and end 
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up behind.” For Charlie, constant connection was imperative to finding and securing work. Charlie’s memories of lost income were a painful reminder of the simple act of forgetting his phone at home. His use of language suggests a view of the market as a race that he needs to be fast and connected to win. He can’t afford a single misstep. 

The digital hustle requires connectivity to phone and Internet services, so when cheaply made phones break, deceptively priced plans become too expensive, or unpredictable work hours don’t generate enough income to top up airtime and data to stay in touch, low- wage workers perform invisible labor to compensate for disruptions to their connectivity. This labor is an expansion of the unpaid “work- for- labor” low- wage workers have to do to put themselves in the position to get paid.40 Unlike the high- wage workers, who used their relatively higher incomes to outsource this work and purchase stable connectivity, as we’ll see in the next chapter, low- wage workers had to accomplish this work on their own, adding to the already heavy burden of unpaid labor of their digital hustles and reinforcing inequalities in contingent labor markets. 



Disciplining Maintenance

As this chapter has explained, the exploitative ecosystem within which low-wage workers secure their connectivity to phone and Internet services leads low- wage workers to do invisible labor to find access and compensate for lost connectivity, often by skirting the rules of fast- food restaurants and hanging out for extended time in public spaces. However, these strategies weren’t without their own consequences. For some low- wage workers, especial y Black men, foraging for Wi- Fi in public or semiprivate spaces threatened to bring them into contact with the police or other kinds of racialized violence. 

For these workers, not being able to afford their plans may have been what led them to seek out other kinds of access, but a lack of funds wasn’t as salient in keeping them disconnected as the racism they experienced in public spaces. 

At the time of our interview, Alex was working two part- time jobs while finishing his associate’s degree at a small college in Washington, DC. He was living in Maryland and spent a lot of time commuting to work and school on public transportation, using his phone to keep him occupied. For his overnight shift receiving and unpacking food at a grocery store, Alex always 
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made sure his phone was charged so he could listen to music during the long, lonely hours of unpacking boxes and walking up and down deserted grocery store aisles. Sometimes he’d stop at a Starbucks up the street from the grocery store and use an outlet there to charge his phone or download music and online readings for his courses in between his long commute and his shift. He recounted that, recently, a new manager at Starbucks had started cracking down on people sitting without buying anything. After seeing Alex a few nights in a row, the manager told Alex he had to buy something to use the outlet. When Alex pointed out several other people, including someone he thought was homeless, who were all doing the same thing, the manager told Alex he was going to tell them all the same thing. Alex insisted he would just be a few more minutes, but the manager didn’t appreciate the “back talk” and threatened to call the police on him for loitering. Alex recounted his reaction, “I didn’t need that before a long night, you know? I was mad, but she was right, I was sitting there without buying anything, so I don’t think that deserved the cops getting called, but it wasn’t worth it. So I just got out of there.” 

Alex’s experience isn’t an isolated incident. It appears that chains that offer free Wi- Fi, like Dunkin’ Donuts and McDonald’s, have been more strictly enforcing their loitering policies to keep people from lingering in their stores to access the Internet.41

Damon, who’d recently discontinued home Internet service after being disqualified for a subsidy through his Internet provider, had been trying to avoid using up all the data on his monthly mobile plan by using free Wi- Fi outside the rental office of his apartment complex, which he described as “in the projects.” He told me he didn’t like standing outside for too long there because “they get on people for standing around, loitering, you know. Some people like me just be there to use the Wi- Fi but other people are trying to do bad stuff, so I understand.” Like Alex, his complaint was colored with a shade of empathy and resignation for the perspective of the property managers. He said that while he didn’t think it was right for management to call the cops on people using free Wi- Fi, he also didn’t want people selling drugs or bothering his aunt as she came and went from their apartment and understood why they occasional y called the police for help. Nonprofits and other organizations have tried to set up Wi- Fi hotspots in other public spaces in his neighborhood, but being in public spaces in this neighborhood meant risking becoming ensnared in the violence, whether between gangs or with the police, that had recently claimed the lives of one of his good friends:
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I hate it. I hate every second of it. Can’t even live properly, like, it’s not worth it to go outside to check my Instagram, you know? That can wait. 

Julia: If you had to say what about it you hate . . . 

[interrupts] The violence. Hands down. A friend of mine just got murdered in my neighborhood last month. [pauses] I’m used to it, it’s nothing new, but I guess you can’t real y never get used to stuff like that. 

Damon’s and Alex’s experiences il ustrate the insufficiency of conceptualizing access as the only barrier to be overcome in creating equitable conditions for connectivity. Wi- Fi use in public or quasi- public spaces like fast- food restaurants or coffee chains usual y comes with time limits of twenty to thirty minutes, a laughably short window to look or apply for a job online or fill out an application for unemployment benefits. Vagrancy and loitering laws have long provided a broad license for police and the public to enforce social boundaries about who is allowed in certain public spaces and disproportionately target Black and brown men.42 When workers like Mike, Damon, and Alex are disconnected from the services they need, they face threats of criminal penalties for trying to secure access to Internet and phone services to find and coordinate work, and yet race is a largely unmarked aspect of public discourse and policies that address the digital divide. For some of the Black men in this study, low incomes may have been the most immediate cause of their disconnection, but their attempts to overcome this barrier saw them policed and harassed out of the public and commercial spaces that provided alternative sources of connectivity. 



Conclusion

The low- wage workers in this chapter are not usual y those that first come to mind when thinking about “wired” or “digital” jobs. Postindustrial theorists predicted that, spurred on by advances in information and communication technologies, the work of the mind would dominate the work of the hand, but history hasn’t unfolded exactly along these lines.43 The “network society” 

has indeed transformed the labor market, but instead of sweeping away low-level work, it has created new requirements for those in manual and service jobs.44 For low- wage workers stitching together gigs, communication and connectivity are essential to securing paid work. 
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Far from being excluded from the digital economy, low- wage workers are expected to be connected. However, they’re included on exploitative terms that reinforce existing inequalities rather than equalize opportunity. Phone companies, carriers, and digital advertisers exploit low- wage workers need to be connected by making connection appear affordable while offering hardware and services that break, invade their privacy, and create systematic challenges to maintaining connection. Since their connectivity is largely unsubsidized by employers and inadequately supported by federal subsidies, this connectivity mandate represents a new tax on low- wage workers’ stagnating incomes. 

To compensate for routine disruptions, low- wage workers perform invisible labor that makes use of interpersonal, technical, and logistical skil s. 

From juggling multiple devices, relying on family and friends to relay messages, or foraging for Wi- Fi in public or commercial spaces, low- wage workers did unpaid work to maintain their connectivity. However, not all were able to rely on these strategies in the same way. For some workers, especial y Black men, access to public and commercial spaces was foreclosed through racist stereotypes and the threat of police and other violence. 

All too often, the ways we talk about digital technologies and labor market inequalities focus on the many ways that social groups are excluded from the benefits of digital technology use, such as gaining technology skil s that would earn them higher wages. However, as this chapter il ustrates, it’s becoming just as important to our understandings of inequality to examine the terms on which people are included in the digital economy. Focusing on the mechanisms of exclusion has obscured the profits and penalties that confront low- wage workers as they try to maintain connectivity. Continuing to frame these issues as coming from a lack of resources, skil s, or motivations obscures how the exploitative terms on which they’ve been included serve to reinforce, rather than alleviate social inequalities. 

The problems that low- wage workers face are rooted in the fact that connectivity to mobile phones and the Internet is now essential to their ability to participate in insecure labor markets, and “exploitation thrives when it comes to the essentials.”45 The necessity of connectivity has made low- wage consumers a profitable market segment for many wireless companies and has generated a predatory subprime loan that makes owning a smartphone appear affordable to those with poor credit and low incomes. When the bil s pile up and low- wage workers turn to foraged connectivity and free apps, they face penalties— from getting a ticket for loitering to being targeted as 
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financial y vulnerable— that accompany using their phones as their sole connection to the Internet. 

Access to digital technologies and the Internet alone cannot promote equal access to entrepreneurial opportunities. To be sure, securing reliable, free or low- cost access to the Internet and mobile phone services for low-income people is an important first step, but this doesn’t solve problems of equity in access to economic opportunity. As Jennifer Schradie explains, 

“the individualized Internet cannot combat institutional marginalization.”46 

Acknowledging that connectivity is required for navigating government, labor market, education, and health care today— and is therefore a public good— entails the consideration of a host of other structural conditions that are the result of public choices that have, on the one hand, required workers to be connected, and, on the other, left them completely unsupported in getting online. Leaving connectivity up to the market has gone a long way to getting more people connected to the information and phone services they once couldn’t afford, but it hasn’t ensured equity. On the contrary, it has worked to further entrench many existing inequalities. 

 

3

Comparative Advantages

Digital Privilege and the Ease of High- Wage Hustling



The first time Salena and I tried to meet for a video- conferenced interview, her smiling face appeared on my laptop screen from what appeared to be the inside of a car. Salena apologized for the awkward location, explaining that, after we had scheduled the interview the previous week, a new project dropped into her lap, and she got a surprise visit from her parents. She was Skyping me from the passenger seat on a road trip to Lake Tahoe, balancing her laptop on her knees on the drive up into the mountains, attempting to get some work done on the project. “Sorry it took me a few minutes to get connected!” she apologized, speaking into a headset, “I tethered my laptop to my phone for Internet, and the signal isn’t great up here.” As she spoke, Salena’s mom leaned into the frame from the back seat of the car and waved. 

We all laughed a little at the circumstances, and Salena said that she’d have more free time after the new year. 

Before our next attempt, a few weeks into the new year, I reviewed my fieldnotes from my first glimpse into Salena’s life; I was looking forward to asking her about the many different kinds of labor that made up her digital hustle. Salena seemed like she was doing well as a public relations consultant and had the resources she needed to do it. She had skil s and talents that were in demand by her clients, was well- connected to the Internet through multiple digital technologies, and had a personal life that included impromptu vacations. After months of interviewing low- wage workers striving for full-time work, Salena’s well- resourced flexibility seemed like a gig worker’s dream come true. However, during our interview, she explained that what had looked like success to me felt much less glamorous to her, saying, “It’s basical y my New Year’s resolution to work less. When my parents came to visit, on that trip actual y, I realized it’d just become this thing where I was online all the time.” 
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In sharp contrast to the low- wage workers in the previous chapter, Salena wasn’t scrambling to overcome barriers to connectivity; instead, she felt overly connected to her digital technologies and work. She mentioned that, during her vacation, she would head to the hotel bar to log into work while her parents watched movies in their room and hang back in their room while they headed out for a meal in the restaurant. While she was articulating her frustration with herself for allowing this to happen, I was struck by something else; Salena’s sense of being inundated with connectivity to work felt as if it was happening in a parallel universe to the one workers in the last chapter were navigating. Unlike Mike’s daily sojourns to McDonald’s to access both the Internet and work, Salena had, in her mind, too much of both. Her problems were not ones of scarcity but abundance. If low- wage workers are navigating in a drought of connectivity, high- wage workers are navigating in a flood. Water is essential to life in both cases, but workers at either end of the labor market face very different kinds of problems with it. 

Salena leveraged several different kinds of “capital,” or symbolic, cultural, social, and economic resources that allow her to fit into the world of high-wage consulting, to politely reschedule our first interview. From her smartphone, laptop, and data plan that provided her Internet connection to her knowledge of how to connect her laptop to her smartphone, and an apolo-getic demeanor, Salena was able to use many kinds of capital to attempt to fit her work alongside her life and other obligations. As social theorist Pierre Bourdieu explained, these different kinds of capital allow people to appear to fit natural y into dominant social groups and navigate social institutions.1

Some scholars refer to the knowledge Salena used as digital “skil s.” But in the hands of workers at either end of a polarized labor market, the same skil s are often received in very different ways. For example, while Salena’s knowledge of where to find Wi- Fi in her hotel and her ability to connect to it was unremarkable to her and probably also the hotel staff, as we saw in the last chapter, Alex’s same skil s of connecting to Wi- Fi at a Starbucks near his grocery store job got him kicked out and threatened with arrest. While calling these “skil s” can make us think about this knowledge as an individual accomplishment or deficit, the term “capital” resocializes this knowledge into a field that includes institutions and power and results in some workers being able to leverage their skil s for opportunity while others are punished for them. 

Although workers I interviewed used different kinds of capital, the two types of capital that were most important to them were economic and social. 
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Economic capital refers to money, or resources that can be directly converted into money, while social capital is made up of the social connections one has that can be effectively put to use, whether that’s a free drink from a bartender one knows or learning about a job opening from a relative.2 The field of high-wage gig work sanctioned high- wage workers’ capital, translating it into economic opportunity and ubiquitous connectivity. 

Using interviews with high- wage gig workers, this chapter takes a deeper look at the social conditions that have facilitated this flood. Highly educated white- col ar workers are thought to possess superior skil s, knowledge, and access to technologies that enable their smoother and more successful digital hustles. However, in this chapter, I’ll point out the ways institutions of high- wage gig work  al ow them to exercise these skil s. The ways the political economy of connectivity, social media, as well as their colleagues, managers, and clients expected and rewarded their connectivity produced digital privilege for these workers, making their smooth hustles look like individual achievements. This chapter focuses on my interviews with high- wage workers but also draws comparisons between their experiences and those of low- wage workers to highlight the role of digital privilege in reproducing the inequalities between them. 



The White- Collar Frame

Salena’s context of abundant Internet connections, mobile data, and communication with clients is well represented in our scholarly and popular understandings of digital information and communication technologies. So far, we have largely understood the consequences of digital technologies in the world of work through the experiences of highly connected white- col ar workers like her. Workers like Salena have been treated as the unmarked, standard population through which social scientists examine the issues that result from the increasingly mandatory use of smartphones, laptops, email, social media, and other Internet- connected applications and devices in the workplace, while low- wage workers, where they appear in this literature at al , are understood as anomalies. 3 Indeed, a search through any stock image website for the terms “digital technologies” and “work” is sure to yield pages of photos of white- col ar workers using laptops, tablets, and smartphones in sundrenched offices and coffeeshops, and very few, if any, representations of workers wearing uniforms, working in cars, hospitals, or restaurants. Rather 
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than seeing the low- wage workers in the previous chapter as “outsiders” to the otherwise unremarkable digital saturation of high- wage work, in this chapter, I flip that script to look at the experiences of high- wage workers like Salena as remarkable instead of familiar.4

Media scholars have used the idea of “frames” to analyze the ways institutions of cultural transmission, like news media, can place information within a field of meaning that guides audiences’ interpretation in particular directions while making other possibilities more difficult to see. For example, Joe Feagin has pointed out a “white racial frame” that pervades everyday life and universalizes a uniquely White experience of the social world as normal and unremarkable. 5 In this same spirit, our understanding of digital technologies and work in the United States has been characterized by a white- col ar frame. To make this frame visible, this chapter moves the experiences of white- col ar workers away from the center of the frame to highlight not how low- wage workers are uniquely constrained and exceptional but how high-wage workers are the beneficiaries of institutions that sanction their capital in ways that produce digital privilege.6



 Digital Privilege

Digital privilege is a “package of unearned assets” that high- wage workers can rely on to maintain ubiquitous and stable connectivity to high- quality Internet connections but about which they are mostly unaware.7 These assets include issues usual y referred to under the “first- level” digital divide such as access to physical technologies and being able to afford premium Internet and data subscriptions, and “second- level” divides in skil s, activities, and motivations.8 Scholarship on these divides has used Bourdieu’s idea of capital to examine how social and cultural dynamics pattern both participation in and exclusion from digital spaces.9 Scholars theorize that technological skil s are a kind of capital, and as such, they can exacerbate inequality because some groups use them for “capital- enhancing activities” like visiting a mu-seum online while others use them more for entertainment and socializing. 

However, the same skil s in the hands of individuals from different social groups can be received in very different ways by different fields or institutional arrangements.10 Capital doesn’t exist in a vacuum; it becomes valuable to the extent it’s legitimized by social institutions like workplaces or schools. 

Institutions exist within fields that influence what kinds of capital get 
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recognized as valuable. The ways that fields legitimize some types of capital produce privilege for some and marginalize others. Digital privilege is produced when the field of high- wage gig work, which includes the workplaces, social media sites, and even markets for the consumer goods high- wage workers navigate to do their work, legitimizes their economic and social capital and their use of digital technologies and skil s so they appear as individual accomplishments rather than the result of that very capital. 

Despite the importance of examining the role of privilege in the reproduction and endurance of social inequalities, we don’t have many studies that examine the role of digital technologies in the reproduction of privilege. 

Privilege reproduces inequality “behind our backs”; it requires no effort or intention on the part of the people who benefit from it. Identifying digital privilege allows us to point out the invisible structures that make connectivity feel normal and unexceptional for some but not for others. 

Though high- wage workers have their fair share of problems with digital technologies in their everyday working lives, I use the term “privilege” to draw attention to how these problems operate against a background of systematic advantages that becomes invisible in both scholarly and wider public conversations about things like “overwork,” “burnout,” and “work- life balance.”11 For these problems to emerge as problems in the first place requires a connectivity to the Internet and to colleagues that is unproblematic, ubiquitous, and unremarkable; it requires workers that have the money and skil s to buy and use ever more sophisticated technologies, software, and associated services; and it requires that their constant use is authorized and rewarded in their workplaces, not punished. In this light, studies about the problems of white- col ar overconnectivity il uminate the ways particular and contingent kinds of digital privilege can disappear into the background of our everyday working lives. 

However, privilege is relative and white- col ar jobs haven’t escaped the effects of rising insecurity. Digital privilege is also intertwined with other kinds of privilege, such as racial, gender, and class privilege. The careers of high- wage workers like Salena il ustrate how jobs have changed as a result of neoliberal globalization, with decreasing job tenure and organizations’ 

increasing use of independent contractors instead of full- time employees.12 

In fact, many of the workers I describe in this chapter as high- wage would not, by many accounts, be thought of as earning a high income. Some of the workers in this chapter became independent workers because of layoffs or a lack of salary growth in their previous positions. Some of them held down 
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full- time white- col ar jobs while also starting their own small businesses. 

Others did a significant number of independent contracting gigs to fill in gaps between their salaries and the rising cost of living or a child’s college tuition.13 However, these workers all worked white- col ar jobs and earned significantly more than the median income in their cities and, relative to the low- wage workers in the last chapter, enjoyed a comfortable level of financial security. 

In Chapter 1, I described how both high-  and low- wage workers relied on different kinds of labor for their digital hustles as they worked to cultivate and manage their various streams of income. I il ustrated how the edicts of the culture of entrepreneurial capitalism aren’t confined to white- col ar workers and can be found in parts of the labor market we might not have expected. In this chapter, I’ll explore the privileges of hustling with a white col ar and how the field of high- wage gig work sustains theses workers’ successful digital hustles. 



Economic Capital and Naturalizing Digital Privilege

In the previous chapter, I explained that the political economy of connectivity to phones, data, and the Internet exploits low- wage workers’ need to be connected. While employers had a de facto requirement for low- wage workers to have phones and Internet access, they didn’t provide any support for their connectivity and sometimes explicitly punished or forbade them from having their phones at work. Workers told me how they hid their phones under uniform tops and in aprons and checked their messages in bathroom stal s, break rooms, and nearby coffeeshops. By contrast, in this chapter, I’ll il ustrate how this same political economy works to the advantage of high-wage digital hustlers, who use their capital to reinforce and strengthen their infrastructures of connectivity as well as their ability to compete and build their businesses. 

The high- wage workers I interviewed were awash in Internet connectivity. 

Across their homes, cars, and offices, they routinely relied on multiple mobile devices, including smartphones, laptops, and iPads, robust access to high-speed Internet, and often, a dedicated staff to help troubleshoot technical issues. Penelope, a lawyer with her own small firm, pulled two nearly identical phones out of her bag at the beginning of our interview and asked, sheepishly, 

“Is it going to be real y obnoxious if I just have my phones out? I’d love to be 
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able to put them away and just focus total y on this . . . and I don’t want to skew your data or anything. . . . I’m sorry! I’m waiting on a few cal s.” She admitted to feeling like having two phones on her “all the time” was “a little much,” but explained that “I’m on call pretty much 24/ 7, so it’s nice to have the separation between the personal and work phone,” adding that “if I had client information on my personal phone and left it in a taxi, it could be a breach of client confidentiality, so I don’t like to carry it around when I don’t have to.” 

Penelope explained that she had just remodeled her home office space and contracted with an IT company that provides instal ation, security, and data management services for small businesses like hers. After working at a large corporate firm for several years, she was overwhelmed with everything she didn’t know about setting up her own Internet, data storage, and security, and asked around to find a company she could hire to take the burden off her own shoulders. Once she had hired and begun to rely on them, she was a little embarrassed to admit how often she contacted them for help with small technical roadblocks, “Yesterday, I called them [the IT company] because I locked myself out of my own Google Drive!” Much like the employers of low- wage workers in the previous chapter, Penelope’s clients expected to be able to reach her at all times, but unlike them, she could pay for the services, technologies, and staff needed to maintain continuous access and solve her routine problems. 

On the surface, Penelope was in a similar situation to Damon, the low-wage worker in the last chapter who also juggled multiple phones and had to answer a phone call from a manager in the middle of our interview. Like Penelope, Damon was expected to be reachable so his managers and clients could call him into his shifts. However, unlike Damon, who was using his own old phone (despite its broken screen) and relying on his aunt as another point of contact because his main phone, which was also inherited from a friend, was broken, Penelope chose to purchase separate phones because of personal preferences for segmenting her work and personal use, and to protect her clients’ information. When Penelope ran up against a small technical roadblock, she had the resources to put someone else’s technical skil s to work for her; when Damon’s phone became inoperable because of what he thought was a virus, his only option was to find a different phone to use. 

While the political economy of connectivity weakened Damon’s infrastructure, it strengthened Penelope’s. She was able to leverage her economic capital to customize her work technologies to suit her personal preferences and make her work easier. 
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Near the end of my interviews, I’d often casual y ask which phone and Internet carriers participants used, whether they liked them, and their typical monthly costs. While the large majority of low- wage workers quickly rattled off the costs associated with their phone service and data plan, the high- wage workers often admitted they “weren’t one- hundred percent sure” 

of their exact costs or that they hadn’t “checked the bill for a while” because they were enrolled in an auto- pay service.14 The indifference of high- wage workers to their monthly bil s shows that although the ability to connect to the Internet and use digital technologies has become ubiquitous in many kinds of work, the costs of this connectivity are only naturalized within the context of white- col ar gig work. 

Geoffrey Bowker and Susan Leigh Star point out that daily activities in 

“communities of practice” can naturalize certain objects, skil s, or knowledge, allowing members of that community to forget the effort that goes into establishing or maintaining the thing in the first place. Using the example of electricity, Bowker and Star point out that we don’t consider the science, technology, and labor that goes into powering our homes. “We no longer think about the miracle of plugging a light into a socket and obtaining il umination,” in large part because electricity is easy; it’s simply built into our daily lives.15 The field of gig work naturalizes the capital necessary for ubiquitous connectivity and makes it harder to see the money and labor that it takes to make it possible. 

However, for those who struggle to pay their electricity bil s and are often cut off, flipping a light switch and seeing the lights flicker on might be a mem-orable moment. As Shamus Khan points out,  ease is a key indicator of privilege. In studying students at an elite prep school, Khan noticed that it wasn’t the possession of rarified tastes in classical music or art that allowed students at the elite school to become elites themselves but rather feelings of comfort or familiarity with elite practices like formal dining.16 The ease with which high- wage workers executed their digital hustles was not only the result of their individual skil s but also the result of indifference bred from familiarity. 



 Social Media and Social Capital

High- wage workers’ digital hustles were also helped by other social sites of capital, like social media. For both high-  and low- wage digital hustlers, social media was an important online context for cultivating new business 
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and keeping in touch with previous clients. However, sites like Facebook, Instagram, and Twitter served to exacerbate existing inequalities in the social capital of these two sets of workers. By connecting them to their offline social networks, social media sites facilitated and rewarded the social capital of high- wage workers at the same time they constrained and cut off access to work for the low- wage workers. 

High- wage freelancers find work in many different ways, including through staffing agencies, professional networks, personal referrals, and online marketplaces like Upwork, Fiverr, and PeoplePerHour.17 Regardless of the method, high- wage workers felt that a professional and active online presence was important to finding work, especial y toward the beginning of their careers. Some workers recalled stories of investing hours into their social media profiles and content to “build their brand,” reaching out to friends and former colleagues to update them on their new ventures; while others, like Amy, a freelance designer in suburban Rancho Rio, California, took a more relaxed approach. When I asked her how she typical y got new gigs, she replied: I basical y get work word of mouth . . . when I started out, and was actively scoping out jobs. . . . I used the websites that are for freelancers to scope out gigs. . . . I’ve never actual y gotten a gig through them, but I’ve put my portfolio on there. There’s a ton of websites. . . but yeah, all the projects that I’ve had have been through like friends of friends. 

Julia: What nice friends! 

Yeah! I make friends a lot. . . . I know a lot of people. And also, like, people have just come out of the woodwork once they found out what I was doing. . . . 

People who I have fallen out of touch with reach out to me being like “Oh you’re doing design? Send me your portfolio because we need someone for this project.” 

Julia: How do they find out about what you’re doing? 

I’m pretty active on Instagram, Facebook, Twitter. Most of the stuff I post isn’t about work, but random stuff I’m into. But sometimes I’ll post a photo of something I’m working on, or if I have a question about something work-related. So I guess that’s how people see it. Some people are intense about promoting themselves, and that’s not my style. I just kind of post about whatever I’m doing and things find me. 

While Amy’s explanation suggests that work just “finds” her without too much effort, in reality, Amy’s social networks, which she’d cultivated from 
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several years of design work in and around San Francisco– based start- ups, brought work to her. The ease of her social media practices and naturalness of finding work through her social networks obscures the “hard systematic work” of learning the rules and norms of these media that came before.18 

She distances herself from the kind of promotion she’s seen others do online, perhaps because she hasn’t needed to.19 Her social media practices merge her professional and friendship networks, helpful y blurring boundaries between friends and clients to help her source new gigs. 

Social capital has been defined in many different ways, but it usual y refers to networks of interpersonal connections that can be put to use effectively. Social capital plays a large role in shaping our access to information, goods, and even economic mobility.20 Early scholarship on social media was concerned that it may lead to a decline of social capital. Since then, scholars have demonstrated that the Internet and social media are beneficial for the maintenance of social capital.21 But not all users experience these benefits equal y. It’s not the mere fact of Internet or social media use but how people use them that shapes the effects of technology on social capital.22 Existing patterns of social inequality— 

such as income and education— shape people’s online activities. For example, Hargittai and Hinant found that wealthier and more educated people used the Internet in ways that they presumed would benefit their accumulation of social capital.23 This stream of research has focused on the important role of digital skil s in facilitating the use of the Internet in “capital- enhancing” ways, pointing out that long- standing patterns of inequality shape which users have access to which skil s in the first place. However, the Internet is not only a place where people do different kinds of activities requiring different kinds of skil s, the Internet and social media platforms are part of the fields of precarious work, producing and altering social inequalities in the process.24

Unlike Charlie, whom we met in Chapter 2, Amy didn’t need to manage her reputation obsessively through labor platforms, or send up flares about the kind of work she could do, hoping to reach strangers in need of a designer. Her potential clients were already in her network of Facebook friends. 

The differences between Charlie’s and Amy’s approaches to their online reputations can be explained through what communication scholars call diversification theory: the tendency of marginalized groups to use communication technologies, like social media, to build bridges beyond their own social networks and fill in gaps in their own social capital, and the parallel tendency of more powerful groups to use these same technologies to reinforce their already capital- rich in- group networks.25

78  Left to Our Own Devices

Amy’s normal everyday use of social media allowed her to translate the social capital of her online networks into the economic capital of new clients. 

Charlie had to use Craigslist and many other platforms to get connected with businesses and people who needed his services because those people weren’t already in his social networks. In this light, Amy’s approach to her digital hustle looks more casual and natural because her social networks and years of practice at the idioms of social media had already set her up for success. 

Amy’s social capital is naturalized within the context of her social media use; she doesn’t have to think about how to strategical y use social media to cultivate gigs— it just happens. Workers like Charlie, however, work very hard to use technologies to expand their networks and overcome their lack of capital. 



“Poaching” in the Office

High- wage workers’ social capital didn’t only allow them to use their digital technologies to get paid, it also allowed them to intentional y blur the boundaries between professional and personal uses of digital technologies. While many of the independent workers in this chapter didn’t have regular offices, or worked from home, some did regularly report into an office as contracted workers. These physical workplaces facilitated their digital hustles because their use of digital technologies was seen as a core part of their work. By contrast, the low- wage workers were often explicitly forbidden and punished for their on- the- job use of digital technologies, even when it was directly related to their jobs, because managers and other authorities defined their use as outside of their scope of work. 

Grace, a government contractor working for a federal agency, told me about how she usual y avoids doing any personal Internet browsing at work because of strict government rules about using work computers for personal purposes. She assumes everything she does is tracked. But she told me about an important exception to this rule: “I try to do as much personal stuff as I can on my phone, but I will use my desktop to go through my LinkedIn contacts, see where they work, look at the job postings from where they work, just to see if anything looks interesting to me and reach out. I do it on the computer because I’m old and I can’t see the text and it’s easier to search.” 

She said she figures if anyone ever sees her doing that, or asks about it, she can say she was making connections for the project she’s currently working on. She compared her infraction to that of a coworker’s to put it in context, 
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“We’re all so underutilized on this project so everyone is always on YouTube and Facebook at work, so what I’m doing is at least professional . . . there was a guy who left a fax that made it pretty clear he was using a government fax machine to run his side business . . . that was a whole situation.” Grace’s workplace, and the surveil ance she experienced there, sanctioned certain kinds of digital technology use and not others. Grace was able to get away with using LinkedIn because it’s conceivable this could be a normal part of her daily work tasks. Michel de Certeau cal s this work that workers do on their own behalf while appearing to work on behalf of an employer “poaching.”26 

Grace was able to “poach” in the course of her daily work because browsing LinkedIn looked like something she should be doing. In this way, white-col ar workplaces helped high- wage hustlers use technology to translate their social capital into economic capital. 

This sly use of “company time” was a more difficult, and often impossible, task for low- wage digital hustlers. In fact, many of the low- wage workers shared stories about being explicitly forbidden and punished by their employers for using their digital technologies. Lannie, an artist who once worked as a manager at a Starbucks, told me that she had gotten so frustrated with the workers at the store using their phones during their shifts that she instituted a policy that if she saw them using their phones behind the counter, she would lock them up in the safe along with the cash and only give them back at the end of their shift. 

Veronica, in her first few days in sales at a retail technology store, recalled being advised to use her own personal smartphone instead of the store’s one slow and outdated desktop computer to look up information about products for customers. She was excited about the signal she thought this sent, explaining, “I’m a nerd about this stuff, so I was happy to use my own phone, it’s better than the computer anyways . . . this is a cool company . . . they’re letting us use our own phones.” But, a few days later, upon seeing her and her coworkers passing time on their phones behind the counter while a customer was browsing the shelves, Veronica recalled that her manager had some sharp words for them during their breaks:

She real y got serious about it, you know? . . . Like, on each of our breaks . . . chewed us out for being on our phones with the customer there. 

But she didn’t see that we already asked if they needed help! It’s not like we’re ignoring them. I was actual y filling out all my new employee paper-work on my phone, like, real y?! How am I gonna fill this out? Using that old 
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computer up there that’ll take a million years? You don’t even ask, you just assume we’re screwing around and got mad. 

The low- wage workers reported that although some of their jobs depended on their digital skil s and their personal phones, their managers and employers still didn’t define their use of these technologies as a part of their job; therefore, their use wasn’t seen as a valued skill by those in power. 

Instead of being able to “poach” time to continue their hustles while in the office, as the high- wage workers did, low- wage workers were disciplined for what their high- wage compatriots took as natural parts of their jobs— and had their devices locked away in safes or strictly controlled. 

The fields of high- and low- wage precarious work translate workers’ social capital in ways that benefit high- wage workers and put low- wage workers at a disadvantage. In addition, the contexts of high- wage workplaces define the technology use of high- wage workers as important parts of their jobs and therefore allowable within the workday. For low- wage workers, even when they’re expected to use digital technologies in the course of their work, their use isn’t defined as central to their jobs and is therefore strictly controlled by managers. In his study of teachers’ approaches to students’ playing with digital technologies, Matt Rafalow found that the activities that get defined as digital skil s aren’t universal across settings but deeply shaped by social inequalities. While teachers in an affluent private school encouraged their students to tinker and play, and defined this play as a valuable digital “skil ” 

that would prepare them for the labor market, teachers in lower income public schools disciplined their students’ digital play, defining these skil s not as skil s at all but as a distraction from learning the real skil s students would need to enter the workplace. He explains that “for skil s to have meaning as valuable in a given institutional context, they must be validated by the context in which they are deployed.”27 For the teachers Rafalow observed, the class and racial context of their students and schools shaped the ways they translated— or didn’t— students’ play into valued skil s. 

High- wage gig workers were able to “poach” time to work on their digital hustles at work because their workplaces, managers, and colleagues understood digital technologies to be central to their jobs. Even though it was just as important to low- wage workers, this same activity was defined as distracting and unimportant. The definition of what counts as a digital “skil ” is contingent on whose hands the phone or laptop is in and the kind of places they work. 
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Conclusion: The Politics of Digital Privilege 

White- col ar freelancers appear to have come out on top of large- scale changes that have shifted risks away from organizations and toward individual workers and carved out ever- smaller spheres of obligation between employers and employees. In their theories about these shifts, social commentators have pointed to this group— highly educated, white- col ar knowledge and creative workers— as an indicator of the ways digital technologies will inevitably shape the world of work for the rest of us.28 However, the emblematic status of highly connected knowledge work in the networked economy has obscured the contexts that have paved the way for its ascen-dance. This lack of context in literatures addressing the connection between digital information and communication technologies and work, as well as their consequences for workers, has led to an unacknowledged white- col ar frame in our understandings of digital technologies and work. While the previous chapter showed how low- wage workers and their practices are made invisible by this frame, this chapter denaturalizes the frame itself and describe the contingent social structures and contexts that afford it. 

Narratives about digital divides and skil s gaps frame our assumptions about the ways digital inequalities work in society. Social stratification based on differences in education and income do shape the kinds of things people do with their technologies. However, these frameworks focus our attention on individuals and the groups they come from instead of the social contexts where they use their technologies to live their lives. In Chapter 2, I explained how research on gaps in digital skil s is often understood as pointing the finger at low- income populations as deficient. While recognizing social patterns in the kinds of knowledge and activities that people engage in around digital technologies is important, “skil s” thinking doesn’t give us the tools to interrogate institutional arrangements or fields of precarious work. 

The knowledge and practices that eventual y get defined as digital skil s are better understood as the end result of political projects rather than objective measures of job- readiness or ability.29 In this chapter, I’ve shown how the digital skil s that are seen as central to white- col ar digital hustlers’ work are defined and legitimated by the field of high- wage gig work, not by the individual. The kind of workplace workers find themselves in goes a long way to define what constitutes a particular activity as a valued skill or, conversely, as a time- wasting or even fireable offense. 
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Both low-  and high- wage contingent workers use their digital hustles to make a living. They rely on their digital technologies to find work, communicate with clients, and execute many of their daily tasks. However, as this chapter il ustrates, they do so with sharply different sets of resources at their disposals. The privileges of their higher status, personal networks, work contexts, and incomes allowed high- wage workers to create and execute their hustles to ensure constant connectivity and limit their technical struggles. 

Comparing the experiences of high- and low- wage workers makes it easier to see the advantages that make high- wage workers’ hustles appear more seamless and their skil s seem more valuable and allow them to disconnect and cope with their hustles in ways that aren’t available to their lower wage compatriots described in the previous chapter. The field of high- wage gig work sanctioned these workers’ capital to produce digital privilege, which made their smooth digital hustles look like the accomplishment of individual ability and skill instead of systematic forms of privilege. Digital privilege, like other kinds of social privilege, operates in the background and takes no effort on the part of the privileged to maintain. 

Digital privilege becomes naturalized against the exceptional conditions of high- wage white- col ar work. Whether in physical offices or in online work contexts, digital technology use is seen as central to high- wage work, and these contexts facilitate and sanction the digital hustles of high- wage workers. At best, digital technologies are seen as marginal to low- wage work; at worst, they are explicitly forbidden by managers. From this vantage point, it becomes clear that the experiences of the low- wage workers in the last chapter aren’t only the result of individual constraint or lack of power but are also linked to the privilege of the relatively more powerful workers in this chapter. We need to better understand what kinds of uses of digital technologies get defined as skillful or skilled in particular contexts, which means understanding digital skil s as social, political, and cultural constructions rather than as requirements or statements of fact. 

Digital privilege constructs digital inequalities just as much as constraint does. While research on digital inequalities has documented the myriad ways marginalized technology users are constrained by classist, racist, and gendered assumptions on the part of designers and by lack of income, education, or access, we have been slower to acknowledge the ways that constraint is only one- half of the equation of inequality. Examining the conditions that foster digital privilege opens up space for a broader structural critique of the conditions that foster digital inequalities. It can often seem like digital 
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inequality is something that only affects some. In reality, it affects us al . It is necessary to look for the ways that power and privilege produce digital inequalities as well; in fact, as I’ll explain in the next chapter, it’s impossible to see one without the other. 

The invisibility of digital privilege is political, meaning that it’s a feature, not a bug, of the power it relies on to continue operating in the background of some of our working lives. The invisibility of this privilege is political because it has consequences for who we see as belonging within the community of digital workers and who gets excluded. As I’ll explain in more detail in the next chapter, when it comes to digital technologies and work, we have plenty of policies about inclusion; what we don’t have is a good grasp on the language to talk about its politics. 

 

4

Suspending the Hustle

Diverging Strategies of Resistance



Rae came to California from Chicago to be a professional dancer, but for now, she was living with family outside of San Francisco to work and save up enough money to move to Los Angeles. I met her while she was waiting around for a screen repair at her phone store, where she also came to pay her bil s in cash. When I asked her if she used her phone for anything work- related, she could hardly stifle a laugh. “It keeps me from quitting!” During our interview a few days later, she explained that, on her first day working as a bartender at a casual dining restaurant, she was given a list of corporate rules that instructed her to keep her phone in a locker in the back room, which Rae dutiful y followed for exactly one day. Rae was already annoyed about having to take this job, and this rule made it that much worse. Waiting around for the after- work happy hour crowd without much to do was boring, and she was actively looking for gigs as a dance and fitness instructor and wanted to be able to monitor email and phone cal s for potential leads. After seeing the other bartenders, servers, and even managers kept their phones in aprons, or pants pockets, Rae decided to join them. She told me that being able to use her phone was one of the few things that helped stave off the boredom and keep her from quitting: “I can’t come and go as I want. I have to be there when they tell me to be there, I can’t go anywhere all shift, I have to be in the same place . . . I have to smile and laugh and everything . . . pay attention to every little thing. . . . If I couldn’t play games on my phone, I would’ve quit the first week.” 

To reclaim some control over the conditions of her work, Rae broke the restaurant’s official rules and used her phone to play games behind the bar. 

As she smiled, laughed, and “pay[ed] attention to every little thing” for her customers, playing cell phone games gave her a chance to momentarily suspend her performance as an attentive server. However, it was common knowledge that supervisors would only tolerate this small violation, “as long as you’re not on it [cell phone] when there’s customers around.” Rae was Left to Our Own Devices.  Julia Ticona, Oxford University Press. © Oxford University Press 2022. 
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allowed to use her phone to escape the demands of her job, as long as there weren’t any customers around to see this break in her performance. 

Rae’s use of her phone to temporarily escape from her job was an act of resistance against the expectation that she would devote her undivided attention and emotional energy to doing her job. In jobs in food, hospitality, and across many different service industries, workers’ bodies, words, and even feelings are pressed into service to perform as a part of a company’s brand, col apsing the distinction between the service offered and workers themselves. Service industry jobs like Rae’s often require “emotional labor” 

wherein workers are expected to smile, be friendly, and even flirt with customers in addition to mixing drinks and taking orders.1 Rae’s use of her phone to disattend her surroundings, achieving a kind of absent presence, even if only while there weren’t any customers to serve, suspended the rules of professional service work and allowed her to regain a sense of control over her work.2

While Rae relied on her phone to temporarily escape her workplace, Mike felt like he had to put his digital technologies away to achieve these same ends. Mike was a highly paid independent contractor in human resources for a national research company. He told me about how, on a recent family vacation while strolling on the beach, he accidental y dropped his work- issued Blackberry into the ocean. He uttered some words he wished he hadn’t in front of his kids, chiding himself for bringing his phone to the beach in the first place. As he hurried to rescue the phone from the water, his mind raced with worry about missed emails and texts from colleagues about a project that was on deadline. He immediately turned the phone off and removed the battery, and as they continued their walk, Mike told me he began to feel 

“good” being technical y disconnected from the office. Returning to his hotel room that evening, he popped the battery back into the phone, relieved to see its screen light up. He logged in to his email and found:

There wasn’t that much there . . . I caught up on a few missed emails, made a couple of comments on a document . . . my wife made some comments about “Not so bad after al , huh?” or something cute like that, but she was right. I ended up leaving the work phone in the room the next couple of days. . . . Why do they get to interrupt my vacation? It shouldn’t be that way . . . I kept checking at night after [the kids] were asleep . . . I couldn’t total y disconnect . . . They knew I was on vacation, but I had to look like I was 
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still doing my part . . . I mean, if nobody else does it, I can’t do it, that would make me look bad. 

Mike enjoyed the disconnection, leaving his phone in the hotel room daily to resist the pull of work during his vacation with his family. What had started as an unwelcome and accidental disconnection had prompted a deeper questioning of his need to be connected and desire for autonomy. But, as much as he might have wanted to completely shut off work during his vacation, he was worried about how this would look to his colleagues. 

Mike’s decision to leave his phone in his hotel room resisted the expectation that often faces high- wage professional gig workers to be devoted to their teams and projects on and off the clock. As a highly paid contractor, Mike was technical y self- employed but relied on contracts with several long- term clients for steady income. Continuing these relationships for financial reasons exerted an important kind of control over Mike’s work on his team, and the team’s “culture” was another.3 These two forms of control were in fact intertwined, as Mike’s “fit” with the team was key to his continu-ation on the project. Despite his status as a contractor, Mike was still deeply affected by expectations, like being responsive to his coworkers outside of normal working hours, from his coworkers and manager as a signal of his personal commitment to his work. Leaving his phone behind was an act of resistance against these expectations of devotion to his team and project, albeit not without some compensatory work later on in the evenings. 

In precarious work, a single outburst at a customer, missed call from a manager, or unanswered email can feel like an invitation to job loss and financial strain. In these labor markets, workers walk a tightrope between keeping their jobs and protecting their dignity against the daily demands of their clients and customers. For Mike and Rae, using and refusing their digital technologies were essential to resisting work and regaining some autonomy and control over their experiences of insecure work. 

While management technologies have long been studied as a key part of worker resistance, the role Rae and Mike’s phones played in their resistance to work went beyond the role these technologies played in their management. 

Labor process theorists have long pointed out that technologies of management and control can also facilitate worker resistance.4 In classic studies of industrial labor, workers defended their dignity by breaking machines, worked around the imposed pacing of assembly lines, and subverted surveil-lance over their work.5 In postindustrial economies focused on knowledge 
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and service work, digital technologies are often seen as extending managerial control over workers outside the boundaries of the workplace.6 However, the place of digital technologies in the labor process doesn’t ful y explain Mike and Rae’s practices. As an independent contractor, Mike didn’t have a traditional manager, and Rae’s phone wasn’t a part of how she was managed at work. Nevertheless, their phones still played a key role in the ways they resisted work. 

Despite these similarities, digital technologies played different roles in workers’ resistance. While Rae immerses herself in her phone to regain some control over her job, Mike has to actively plan to leave his phone in another location to do the same. What accounts for these different patterns? 

In Chapter 1, I explained how digital technologies were used in surprisingly similar ways by the high-  and low- wage workers in this study. Workers all used their digital technologies as part of their “digital hustles,” unpaid work done to find and maintain sources of income in precarious labor markets. 

This chapter explores a striking divergence in the different ways workers used and refused digital technologies— from phones and laptops to email and social media— to do so. 

I found that different forms of labor control in high-  and low- wage workplaces patterned the use of technologies in strategies to resist some of the dictates of their jobs and helped them claw back some of their autonomy at work. Low- wage workers largely faced forms of direct managerial control over their bodies and feelings, and they used their phones and social media to temporarily escape the constraints and expectations of their workplaces by immersing themselves in secret social spaces and suspending their professional performances. By contrast, the high- wage workers faced normative control, wherein management practices attempted to nurture shared beliefs and values, often related to devotion and attachment to the company or team, and a close personal identification with the job.7 These workers resisted by refusing their digital technologies in order to limit responsiveness and affective commitment. 

Through talking with workers about the place of their digital technologies in their hustles for precarious work, it became clear that their practices weren’t only central for proving their worth as competitors in cut- throat markets but also in carving out zones of autonomy in their chaotic work lives. 

While studies of labor resistance often focus on collective action, I found that both high-  and low- wage workers use their technologies as “weapons of the weak,” enrolling them into individual strategies to resist managerial control.8 
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These types of strategies “require little or no coordination or planning; they often represent a form of individual self- help; and they typical y avoid any direct symbolic confrontation with authority or with elite norms.”9 Workers’ 

strategies were more aimed at altering their feelings about their work than they were about achieving more visible or collective goals. 

Precarious work was supposed to enervate resistance. Sitting outside of legacy labor organizations and with conditions that keep workers fragmented and isolated, many have observed the bleak prospects of collective organizing among precarious workers.10 However, in this chapter I’ll show how contingent workers across the income spectrum resisted managerial control through strategies that were pegged to their digital technologies. By both using and refusing to use their digital technologies, workers struggled to create autonomy and dignity in insecure work through individualized, affective strategies where more organized and outright struggles may have felt impossible. 



Absent Presence: Suspending Performances  

of Low- Wage Work

Like Rae, many low- wage gig workers felt that being disconnected from their phones at work wasn’t only inconvenient for their ongoing digital hustles for work; it was also a threat to their strategies to regain agency and control within work contexts that are often hostile to it. These workers actively used their digital technologies in strategies to resist managerial control at work, immersing themselves in games or social media in order to suspend their performances and resist emotional labor. Their phones facilitated a kind of absent presence, where they could maintain the “impression of compliance” 


with bodily requirements to stay behind a counter or stock a shelf, or prohibitions against carrying their phones with them while they worked, while actual y resisting this control by temporarily putting their attention and feelings elsewhere.11 The ways low- wage workers used their phones and social media allowed them to be there while not  real y being there, being present in body, but resisting in practice. 

After her shift at the upscale restaurant in Washington, DC, where she worked as a waitress and bartender, Kitty and I sat on an overstuffed couch in the cocktail lounge as she showed me exactly how she folds and ties the strings of her apron to conceal her phone in its front pocket, as well as the settings 
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that keep it quiet but still alert her to cal s or texts with subtle vibrations. 

At twenty- two, Kitty gave the impression of a wizened service professional beyond her years. As we settled into our interview, she told me that, along with a variety of other part- time food service gigs, she’d been working at this restaurant for four years, having started there immediately after graduating from high school. She was planning on a career in the restaurant industry and thought that college wouldn’t serve her as well as understanding the industry from the ground up. 

After chatting for a bit about her typical hours and the demanding clien-tele, I asked her if she used her phone while she was at work. She dug into her bag and pulled out her apron, explaining that service staff weren’t allowed to have their phones with them as they worked but that management was more relaxed about enforcing the rule with the more experienced servers. 

In her years there, Kitty had learned “the rules behind the rules . . . you just don’t pull out your phone when customers can see you, it’s not a good look. 

It’s just not professional.” She pointed out that her manager expected her to have her phone with her both for emergencies and to look up recipes for the complicated cocktails customers asked for, though she’d usual y “sneak to the back” for the latter because she worried it might ruin her performance as a knowledgeable upscale bartender. To keep her phone with her while still maintaining her professional performance, she developed a method for folding and tying her apron so that her phone was invisible but still accessible.12

As important as it was to do her job, Kitty’s phone also played a central role in her resistance to managerial control over her emotions as a part of her job. Kitty explained that using Twitter on her phone to complain provided a 

“refuge” from the requirement to maintain a pleasant and deferential attitude at work:

Oh Twitter! There’s “#hostessprobs” . . . sometimes I’ll go there to seek refuge. . . . Occasional y I’ll be like [mimics typing on phone] “this bitch server” or “this terrible customer blah blah” and sometimes people will reply, but even when they don’t, I feel better because I got it out, as opposed to going in the kitchen and telling everyone in there. 

Julia: Why not just go into the kitchen? 

Sometimes it’s just easier . . . sometimes it reminds me I’m a person outside the restaurant, you know? . . . It happened a couple days ago when there was this customer who came in and yelled at me for having music playing 
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too loudly. . . . So I went on there and I tweeted, “This guest just came in and told me to turn down Earth, Wind, and Fire and you don’t ever turn that down, you just talk louder!” . . . it was like three tweets long. I was just furious about it . . . so in between those three tweets, in that three minutes, all of a sudden I felt better. I didn’t have to go yell at someone about it. . . . 

It’s your own personal little soapbox that you can get on and you can bitch about stuff, if someone wants to reply, then great. . . . I can just step outside Kitty the smiley bartender and be Kitty the funny Twitter bitch. . . . 

Sometimes it just feels better to put it on Twitter. 

Kitty described the relief she felt after posting about a frustrating interaction on Twitter by using a hashtag to tap into a social space that exists outside the boundaries of her restaurant and where other service industry workers trade horror stories and share their gripes. Tweeting about her frustrating experiences was a reminder that she’s a “person outside the restaurant” and allowed her to momentarily suspend her performance. 

The creation of secret social spaces has long been a tactic for worker resistance, especial y in feminized work.13 Kitty’s use of Twitter takes this tactic online, making use of the networked affordances of social media to gain public witness to her experiences alongside a community of other workers like her. For service workers like Kitty, posting to Twitter may have given her an immediate sense of relief, but it also gathers together a collective record of the otherwise individual experiences of these workers. The hashtag Kitty mentioned using includes tweets from others, such as:

“Some man just winked at me and I’m uncomfortable.” 

“Ending my night pissed off because some jackass thinks its ok to tip $5 on a $100 bil .” 

“What’s the point in changing your availability if your managers schedule you whenever they want anyway?” 

These tweets il ustrate how service workers use social media to blow off steam and alleviate boredom and, as Kitty described, gain a sense of autonomy over the conditions of their work in a way that was often denied them in their high- supervision, low- autonomy positions. Some may point out that individual forms of resistance like this may be fleeting, or even more perniciously, allow service workers to accommodate themselves more ful y to the demands of their jobs, normalizing exploitation and harassment. 
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 Privacy Without Power

While workers like Kitty used social media to reach out to communities outside her restaurant, not all low- wage workers could dive headlong into their technologies to resist work. For workers negotiating marginalized identities in their workplaces, these “networked publics” presented new challenges to carving out zones of autonomy from work. While many interviewees, both high- and low- wage, felt pangs of uncertainty about their privacy while using social media, low- wage workers doing insecure work who were also marked as different by their race or sexuality felt a heightened sense of visibility because these marginalized identities followed them into online spaces and shaped their ability to use social media to resist work. 

Veronica led me through a crowded restaurant in Washington, DC, to a corner booth and sat with her back to the wal , facing the crush of patrons grabbing a quick sandwich on their lunch break. Before divulging any particularly revealing information, she’d glance over my shoulder at the other tables, once musing out loud with a quiet laugh, “I hope I don’t know any of those people!” As a retail salesperson in an electronics store nearby, Veronica used a Facebook group to trade shifts and information with her coworkers. 

As a queer woman who was active in her local gay community, she used social media to express political opinions, share local events, and gripe about work, with other members of this community. 

Throughout our interview, Veronica talked fondly about her followers on Twitter, telling me about the complete strangers who follow and interact with her in that space. She recounted an instance a few years ago, when she attended a gay pride parade; while watching the festivities with friends, a tipsy stranger approached her in the street calling out her Twitter handle.14 

She felt a small thrill at being recognized in public, but this feeling of excitement over her “microcelebrity” status quickly transformed into stomach-churning dread.15 Her manager had recently created a Facebook group to make it easier for her and her coworkers to trade shifts, and the event at the parade had called into question the strategies she was using to keep her personal life and work separate. She had erected what she thought was an im-penetrable “firewal ” between her personal and work social media use: My Facebook is just for work pretty much, it’s super generic. My Twitter is for everything else. Nobody at my job knows my Twitter. . . . I’m trying to get more hours, keep the ones I have, so I love using that Facebook group. . . . 
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But I don’t want something that I think is like nothing to end up being a big deal for them. . . . You know, I’ll talk about some ignorant stuff people say at work, or complain about a customer, or post about who I think should run for president or something. . . . On Facebook if you add where you work to your profile, it automatical y links you to that company’s page so they can see everything I write, so I did that there but don’t write anything real on Facebook. I don’t associate with them [her employer] on Twitter. They don’t need to know everything about me. 

Julia: What if someone just happens to find you? 

They can’t. On my Facebook you have be a friend of someone I’m friends with to see anything. On Twitter, you have to know exactly what my handle is, and it’s not my actual name. . . . I like my personal life and my work life separate . . . it can just cause problems. When people at work know your business, it just gets too personal. I don’t know these people, what they believe about being gay and whatever . . . and I want to still have a space to be me, where I can just goof off without worrying about all that. So I just keep it separate. Facebook for work, Twitter for fun. 

Throughout the interview, Veronica described the ways she avoided “context col apse” by managing this firewall; she obscured her usernames, avoided posting photos of her face, and also conscientiously avoided sharing personal information with coworkers while at work.16 She also told me that the few times it had been breached, such as at the gay pride parade, even though it didn’t involve her coworkers, made her “real y nervous.” 

As a part- time employee, Veronica’s hours changed from week to week, sometimes getting cut or expanded without much explanation. She was always looking to pick up extra shifts from her coworkers, a process that was previously coordinated through an opaque text message tree wherein her coworkers would scramble around to figure out who could fill in, so participating in the Facebook group was a boon to her bank account. She mentioned earlier that she undertook all these measures to avoid an incident in which something unimportant or trivial that she posted would become “a big deal” to her employer, risking a loss of hours or other opportunities. She also mentioned her belief that getting “too personal” with coworkers can “cause problems,” but she was forced to adapt new strategies to keep this separation once her workplace started using Facebook to schedule shifts. As media that connects different audiences and parts of our lives together, like social media, become more embedded into everyday workplace practices, through 
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scheduling or exchanging information with coworkers, problems resulting from this “convergence culture” become obvious for marginalized workers.17

Low- wage workers like Veronica deployed these tactics as “weapons of the weak,” but, as Lacey, a Black administrative assistant living in Washington, DC, explained, concerns about privacy may also shut workers out of their workplaces’ secret social spaces. When I asked Lacey if she ever used social media for work, she let out an exasperated sigh. I had clearly touched a nerve. 

She explained that the other women in her office, mostly other administrative staff like her, were a close clique in the office. When she first started working there, one of them approached her in the break room and asked if she was on Facebook, explaining that they had a group “just for fun” to order lunch together, gossip about their bosses, and share information. Lacey explained that she didn’t real y use social media and ended up excluded from the social backstage of her office. However, she had absolutely no regrets about being left out. She told me that, while years ago she had a profile on BlackPlanet, she doesn’t currently use any social media:18

I’ll just complain to my real friends face to face, I don’t need any social media to talk stuff about people I work with. I think it’s stupid. I don’t want everybody to know me. I don’t want everybody to have access to me. . . . I feel like you could use that against me and then it could come back in some way to bite me in the ass. . . . For me to be minding my own business, just working hard to be where I’m at, working for every last little thing I’ve got, and then one day some comment I made is posted up somewhere on the news or on some site and I’m like “How the hell did I get here?” I don’t know why the hell it bothers me so much, but when I hear stories about the Ray Rice thing, or the Beyoncé thing in the elevator. They were just doing their own thing, they worked hard and they were successful and then somebody sold that [smartphone video] footage to somebody else. You want money, so you want to sell your soul and sell mine for a million dol ars. . . . I just don’t want to give anyone access to me. I don’t want to be on somebody’s Instagram. 

I worked hard to get here, and I like to be able to control the access that someone has to me. 

Lacey declined to participate in the secret social space created by others in her office over concerns that she couldn’t real y trust that any information she shared there would stay there. Lacey’s suspicion of social networking as giving others “access” to her is couched in several high- profile cases of 
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celebrity video leaks. To Lacey, these scandals are evidence of the vulnerability of these hard- working celebrities to the whims and greed of those around them. As she reiterated several times during her interview, Lacey has worked hard to get and keep her job, and as a single mom, she’s careful not to take any risks that might jeopardize her hard- won security. She preferred to keep her resistance to work off the Internet and share her grievances in person. 

Having their personal privacy respected isn’t a default setting that Lacey and Veronica can assume they’ll be granted. Intrusion and exploitation of personal information aren’t surprises; they’re regular features of their technological experiences, ones they must proactively guard against when it comes to resisting managerial control and carving out spaces of autonomy for themselves. 



 Privileged Refusal: Resisting Normative  

Control in High- Wage Work

Throughout my interviews with higher- wage precarious workers like Mike, it often felt like we spent more time talking about refusing to use their digital technologies than about using them. As independent workers, they keenly felt the lack of what they thought of as “normal” markers in time and space that put limits on their work days. From self- help and meditation to rigid scheduling and physical y separating themselves from their technologies, they often talked about taking (or  wanting to take) “breaks” from their digital technologies to create separation between their work and personal lives. 

Given that they were in charge of their own schedules, this might not seem like too much of a challenge, but workers still frequently talked about feeling unable to put their phones down or close their laptops. High- wage workers wanted to be less connected to their work through their digital technologies, but in their efforts to limit their connectivity, they ran into a dilemma: connectivity was their primary means of signaling their devotion to the project or client, and efforts to limit it felt impossible. Instead of viewing these frustrations as the dark side of self- employment, I began to understand these acts of resistance as efforts to refuse work under conditions of normative control. Unlike the low- wage workers, who dove into their phones to carve out spaces of autonomy for themselves, high- wage workers more often refused to use their various technologies to do the same. 
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When I asked Jeff, a writer who juggled a nearly full- time corporate client and several freelance writing and teaching gigs, about whether he was “on cal ” to his many jobs, he responded:

I don’t know how to answer that because I haven’t yet figured out when I’m off! I like what I do. If anybody cal s me, honestly, from any of my jobs, I’m usual y pretty responsive. If someone called me on a Friday night and said I real y need you to work on this, I’d say, “Okay, no problem, when do you need that by?” because I like it, and I like them, too . . . and [laughs nervously] I’d also like them to keep hiring me . . . it’s not the only reason, but it’s always in the back of my mind [sighs]. 

Jeff’s hustle, which included tending to his multiple phones throughout meals and overnight, was a result of his enjoyment of his job, the people he worked with, and also the insecurity of his income from contract to contract. 

Jeff both wanted and needed to immediately respond to the many requests from his clients and students. While the concept of “resistance” at work is usual y understood as resistance to managerial control— that is, to a source external to the workers themselves— in the case of these independent and insecure workers, figuring out what exactly they’re resisting is a bit more complicated. It appeared that they weren’t resisting control exerted by others but the pressure they put on themselves to constantly perform their devotion to their clients. 

Like Jeff, the high- wage workers articulated the desire and need to make sure their clients knew they were committed to their projects and devoted to their success. Examining technology companies in the 1990s, Gideon Kunda observed what he called “normative control,” where companies fostered organizational cultures that encouraged their employees to deeply identify with their jobs and devote themselves to achieving organizational goals.19 

However, as freelancers, many of these workers didn’t have an organization to identify themselves with and instead thought of themselves as a “company of one,” applying the same forms of normative control to themselves.20 Foucault describes this “enterprising self” as a model of selfhood that emerged alongside neoliberal capitalism and implores all workers, not just those working independently, to become “entrepreneurs of themselves” by cultivating their own human capital and taking responsibility for their own economic livelihoods.21 Rather than being controlled by a manager, high- wage independent workers must manage themselves, governing themselves according 
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to the aims of their clients and the markets for their labor. This self- government was reinforced by their own self- expectations, and also those of their teams and colleagues. 

Like Mike earlier, Jeff explained that he paid close attention to the ways his colleagues at his corporate client worked, and saw that they signaled their commitment to their work by logging long hours from home at night. He recounted noticing a “campaign” from the Human Resources staff about employees’ “work- life balance” around the December- January holidays. In a series of emails, employees were entreated to not answer emails late at night or on weekends, but Jeff still felt pressure to log in after typical work hours to demonstrate his commitment to this client:

You can see when people are online because the green light next to their name lights up. You can tell that people are on all the time, but there’s no stated expectations for that. In fact, everyone says, “Don’t be on all the time,” but then they are on all the time. So I was like, if everyone else is doing it, maybe I should be doing it, too. . . . So there’s no expectation, nobody would ever say it . . . it’s just all in the background. 

Earlier, Jeff described a prisoner’s dilemma of connectivity. Despite his own desires to log off and limit the amount of time he spent online, he felt his own practices were constrained by his colleagues, whose practices reinforced connectivity as an expression of their devotion. Among highly motivated knowledge workers like Jeff, flexibility in the time and place of work tends to lead to both greater worker control and overwork.22 In their study of high-wage tech contracting, Barley and Kunda explain that pressures to maintain a good reputation gave clients considerable control over contractors to log long and unpaid hours in lock- step with their salaried coworkers.23 Many attribute the extension of work into the home to the expansion of personal digital technologies that allow workers to bring their work home and work from anywhere. However, in their struggles to resist work, I found it wasn’t as much about the work their digital technologies allowed them to do, but the meaning of “logging in” that signaled devotion and commitment to work. 

Jeff told me that he’d leave his multiple phones by his bed at night, with audible email notifications on, and often check them while bleary- eyed on trips to the bathroom in the middle of the night to make sure there was nothing new. He was rueful about these practices, smiling through several deep sighs as he told me:
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Checking my phone like that is so draining. I know it’s bad to do, and I wake up tired in the morning and feel bad about it, even though I’m working and it’s not like I’m wasting time or something. I would like to have more rules. 

[Sigh] I would like to have more rules. . . . I was into it for a while, I had strict, like I set an alarm for 9:30 p.m. and was supposed to put everything away . . . laptop, phone in the nightstand. . . . I was listening to this self-help type talk about unplugging and meditation and it made me realize that people are too easy on themselves. . . . You’ve got to grab hold of it because you’re in charge of it and, in the same way that if you don’t go to the gym and you get flabby thighs, there’s nobody real y to blame but yourself. . . . It’s just self- discipline. . . . It lasted for about a week. . . . I think about this stuff a lot, 

[sigh] I think about it a lot. It’s just hard to keep it up. 

Jeff felt “drained” and “bad” about checking his emails at night, and he had tried to limit his connectivity by imposing strict rules through scheduling the time spent with his digital technologies. Jeff’s alarms point to a nostalgia for an era of more stable working hours, where there were clear distinctions between working and nonworking hours. These attempts to tame time are also attempts to cope with precarity. As Melissa Gregg observes, white- col ar workers’ obsession with time management can be seen as “material and psy-chological support for jobs and careers that are felt to be unstable, improvised, and forever running at a frantic pace.”24 This tactic was unsuccessful, but he wanted to keep trying to cultivate the kind of self- discipline that would keep him from engaging in this “bad” habit. He turned to self- help, which reinforced this sense of individual responsibility for “grab[ing] hold” 

of his technology practices. Jeff felt that he, and he alone, was to blame for his overconnected working style and that better self- discipline was the solution. 

Like Mike’s strategy of leaving his phone in his hotel room, many of the high- wage workers made themselves physical y or digital y inaccessible to cope with the downsides of constant connectivity. For Eleanor, an IT security consultant, vacations with friends required advance planning for her to disconnect from work in the way she desired:

I want to have a low- tech vacation, which has been my goal for a while now. . . . It’s good to disconnect from the always on, pounding feeling that the email gives me at times. I wanted to cut off that responsibility. . . . I know if I bring my computer [on vacation] I’ll be tempted to just check in once or twice in a way that’s entirely unnecessary, and I’m always watching all of my 
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friends checking in unnecessarily, too. They’re always less than arm’s length from work stuff that way. 

Eleanor explained how she planned in advance to leave her laptop at home by buying an e- reader, which had limited Internet access, and downloading some books and movies so she could “cut off” the “responsibility” she felt to answer emails while on vacation with her friends. By purchasing additional digital devices, high- wage workers engage in “boundary work” designed to separate their time into working and nonworking time.25

Simply disconnecting from one’s digital technologies is a privilege that is not available to al . As I explained in the last chapter, inaccessibility wasn’t possible or desirable for many low- wage workers because of their precarious grip on consistent income. But it’s not only economics that keeps low-wage workers connected and allows high- wage workers to take breaks; it’s also their status at work. Restricting people’s access in this way is a privilege afforded those with high job status.26 The ability to ignore phone cal s, to leave emails unanswered, and to “disattend” others’ requests depends on status and access to resources, both cultural and material, and indeed may even serve to reinforce that status.27



 Tethered Carework: The Limits of Refusal

Many of the high- wage workers I interviewed told me about expectations of 24/ 7 connectivity to colleagues and clients; however, for some, these expectations weren’t only emanating from work but also came from home and family. While many of the interviewees described earlier used refusal as a tactic to separate work and their personal lives in ways that would prevent work from colonizing their lives, for high- wage mothers, connectivity often threatened to spill over in the opposite direction, allowing family life to flow into the time and space of work. High- wage workers’ ability to disconnect from their digital technologies was shaped not only by their capital but also by gendered norms surrounding carework and communication. 

Mothers face intense personal and individual pressure related to the many different aspects of their social role as parents.28 Among both the high- and low- wage workers, I found that these expectations took a form I call “tethered carework” around digital technologies. People practiced tethered carework when they insisted on the importance of simply “being available” 
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or “being connected” to their loved ones, usual y by having their phones nearby, switched on, and monitoring incoming messages and cal s. This form of digital kinkeeping, much like its many offline forms, is gendered labor usual y taken on by women.29 Tethered carework required them to be available and connected just in case they were needed by someone in their close relational networks. 

Tethered carework made it difficult for high- wage mothers to keep their connectivity from spilling over the boundary they wished to construct between their work and family lives. Over coffee, Sirrom, a forty- two- year- old mom of an eight- year- old son living in Washington, DC, told me a story about an uncomfortable moment at her previous job where she had worked with another freelancer friend to provide human resources seminars for a large data analytics company. This company was her largest client, and she and her colleague had an understanding that Sirrom would only teach while her son was at school. However, when her colleague got sick, Sirrom stepped in to lead a seminar that overlapped with the time her son got off the bus after school. While normal y Sirrom would be there to meet him, that day, her eight- year- old would need to let himself into the house and stay by himself for an hour before Sirrom got home. Back in the classroom, Sirrom was keeping an eye on her phone, both to keep herself on schedule with the cur-riculum and to make sure everything was alright at home. Suddenly, in front of a room full of students, she saw her phone light up with an incoming call from her son, and she had to think on her feet to quickly handle the situation: I saw it and I’m like, “Oh, man. What if something happened at school? 

What if he’s locked out?” I had us take a break earlier than what we should have, but it was like “I got to take this.” . . . I stood outside, some people came outside . . . and they saw me on the phone. I was worried they might think, like “Oh yeah, take a break so you can make your phone cal .” Then, the vice president walked by . . . and in my mind I’m like “That is not a good thing.” But nothing was ever said; it was just me making myself crazy. I felt embarrassed; I felt a little incompetent. 

Julia: What about it made you feel incompetent? 

I’m using business time for personal matters. . . . Does he [the VP] think I’m less committed to the job? Does he think I’m not as good of a trainer? Does he think that I have personal things that are going on that are impeding my work? But I overthink everything, so that’s my fault. . . . I’m just shaking my head at myself, like “Real y? Don’t you know better?” I should’ve run 
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outside to take that cal , but I didn’t even think because I was worried that something had happened; it short- circuited my thinking in that moment. 

Workplaces are emotional y fraught contexts, especial y for women with care responsibilities.30 They navigate competing cultural messages that reinforce the necessity of their devotion to work, on the one hand, and devotion to family, on the other.31 For white- col ar mothers coping with precarious work, connectivity didn’t only perform devotion to work but also to their families. 

Sirrom experienced tensions between gendered expectations about being available to her son and workplace expectations about what she owed her boss and coworkers. These tensions are always there, but ubiquitous connectivity facilitated by phones may allow them to surface more poignantly, more urgently, and more often. Managing the phone, and the tugs of these competing expectations, is a lot of work; but it also takes an emotional tol .32 

Sirrom’s strategy for dealing with the competing demands of work and family was to put the class on a break to take the call from her son, but once she deployed this strategy, she blamed herself for both the choice and the potential fallout from it.33 In doing so, she transformed problems emerging from dueling cultural expectations and context- based constraints into individual problems that she alone was responsible for solving. 

While men also sometimes faced expectations around tethered carework, they felt much less tension in asserting strong boundaries to accommodate their preferred ways of working. John was a forty- eight- year- old independent financial advisor who ran a successful firm out of a small office space in Mainville, New York. John was an outgoing and gregarious man, joking and chuckling through his interview, especial y when he talked about how he dealt with the “constant chatter at me” from his female relatives: like when my sister will send me a text. If I don’t answer it within a couple of minutes, I get the capital letters “hello” text with a million question marks. 

That’s when I call her and say, “I’m fucking busy, I can’t answer you right now!” 

Julia: Do you ever turn it off? 

Wel , I’m criticized for that. I leave it off all the time, so they criticize me for it. They’re always saying, “What if something happened? What if we need to call you?” I’m not attached to it. . . . I don’t like small talk while I’m at work, so I don’t use it just to call and chitchat. 
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John’s confrontation with his sister and the ease with which he explains his practice of turning his phone off, against the wishes of his sister and other family members, contrast strongly with Sirrom’s self- doubt. John has children about the same age as Sirrom’s son, but he felt unconflicted about their ability to get in touch with him during the work day, characterizing these interruptions to his work as “small talk” and “chitchat” that distract him from focusing on his clients. 

While it’s important to recognize that simply disconnecting from work to enjoy their free time is a privilege afforded to only some workers because of their social status, it’s also necessary to see that this privilege is also a gendered freedom. The ways high- wage hustlers were able to control their connectivity and stop it from spilling over the boundary they had constructed between their work and personal lives were inscribed by gendered expectations of communication and care in families. High- wage independent workers had many advantages, but some were still constrained by social inequalities that shaped their hustles. 



Conclusion

Over the past fifty years, the US economy has shifted from one that special-ized in the mass production of consumer goods to a polarized one focused on highly paid knowledge and low- paid service work. This same period has also seen the erosion of stable employment conditions and the spread of economic insecurity for many Americans. Digital technologies have taken center stage in our understandings of these shifts. From the ubiquitous use of mobile devices that extend managerial control far outside the wal s of the office, to surveil ance and automation technologies that tighten the grip of managerial control on in- person work, digital technologies are central figures in creating alienating conditions of work. However, beyond their role in making work harder for workers, digital technologies also play a key role in the ways workers resist work and carve out autonomy for themselves. 

Despite the fact that technologies weren’t a major way they were managed, I found that high- and low- wage contingent workers used and refused their devices to resist work. While low- wage workers dove into their phones, high- wage workers refused their phones and other tech to create autonomy. 

This difference in strategies is explained by differences in labor control. Low-wage workers faced direct control over their bodies, behaviors, and affect, 

102  Left to Our Own Devices

and used their technologies to suspend their professional performances and create secret social spaces. High- wage workers, while they often lacked traditional relationships with managers, still faced forms of normative control over their work that emphasized their devotion and commitment to clients and teams. To resist work, they took breaks and refused to use heir digital technologies to limit their responsiveness and availability. 

Networked digital technologies have sparked hope as new spaces for labor activism and worker voice. From on- demand gig workers using Facebook groups to organize strikes, to the use of social media to draw attention to the labor struggles of teachers, Amazon warehouse workers, and Uber drivers, workers have used social media in their fights for their rights.34 Workers’ use of social media and mobile phones in both institutionalized labor politics and visible public debates about their rights have shown that these technologies aren’t only tools for managerial control but important tools in workers’ fights for dignified and safer work. However, this celebratory narrative overlooks the role of digital technologies in quieter, more individual, and more perva-sive forms of resistance against work. 

Beyond legislation, lawsuits, and viral grassroots activism, worker resistance also includes these more individual and covert actions. These forms of resistance are a “struggle to control the concepts and symbols” of low- wage service work in the context of precarious employment, where more collective and visible struggles may feel more difficult.35 For workers like Kitty and Rae, using their digital technologies to create secret social spaces, gain public witness to their experiences, or to just avoid boredom, despite prohibitions was a small- scale contestation of the managerial control over their bodies, feelings, and connectivity while at work. This use of their phones may provide a sense of empowerment over the rules of professional performance, while at the same time, leaving those rules unchallenged. 

While digital technologies enabled some workers to claw back a space for autonomy at work, these strategies may also reinforce existing inequalities among workers. As this chapter describes, using and refusing digital technologies in strategies to resist work wasn’t an option available to all workers. 

Taking extended breaks from email and social media or using social media to connect with other workers or even as a temporary distraction from boredom were privileges conditioned by both racial and gendered privileges surrounding surveil ance and carework. 

As celebrities like Chrissy Teigen and politicians like the mayor of Barcelona announce “breaks” from social media (ironical y, using social 
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media) and take extended “sabbaticals” from work and email, they offer a critique of the expectations of connectedness required for their digital hustles.36 

However, this critique only serves to reinforce their status as busy and sought- after professionals, and the falsehood that individual will is responsible for their successful management of floods of connectivity that comes with intense workloads. Many scholars have conceptualized how flexible and yet still “always- on” work cultures constrain high- wage workers but comparing these workers to their lower- wage counterparts allows a wider view that throws their relative privilege into sharp relief.37 These strategies aren’t available to al , as the performance of tethered carework remains a gendered expectation of mothering and kin- keeping in our digital y saturated lives. 

In addition to gender, race shaped the conditions of possibility for workers to use their digital technologies to resist work. As Simone Brown explains, while impositions on our privacy facilitated by digital technologies may feel new to many, “surveil ance is nothing new to black folks.”38 As social media and other connective digital technologies become more widely used and deeply integrated into workplaces, both in efforts to extend managerial control and in workers’ resistance, it’s increasingly important to take an intersectional view of power to acknowledge and mark the ways that workers’ abilities to use their digital technologies to resist managerial control are shaped by the intersecting oppressions of homophobia, racism, and sexism.39

While many have celebrated the possibilities that new digital tools offer for collective organizing and new forms of worker voice, access to digital technologies alone isn’t enough to produce these outcomes. Even if they could, these tools aren’t available to all workers in the same ways. In the context of widespread precarious working conditions, it’s essential to recognize the potentials and pitfal s of forms of resistance beyond collective organizing, if only to recognize the myriad ways that vulnerable workers can and do exert their power. 

 

Conclusion



Beyond Inclusion

Days before the 2021 Super Bowl, Squarespace, a company that sel s website building and hosting, released an ad featuring Dol y Parton singing a remake of her classic work anthem, revamped for the gig economy, titled “5 to 9.” 

With an estimated one hundred million viewers, Super Bowl ads are some of the most expensive and visible real estate on television today, and companies paid over five million dol ars for a thirty- second spot.1 Parton’s original song was the title track to a movie that spawned a national awakening about issues of sexual harassment, pay disparities, and bad conditions in feminized clerical work in the 1980s. In this playful reboot, Parton sings an ode to pursuing one’s passions outside of traditional employment. At a time when digital technologies have become infrastructural to coping with precarious work, it’s hard to imagine an ad that more poignantly captures the cultural contradictions at the heart of the digital economy. 

The commercial opens on the drab interior of an office: workers struggle to stay awake in a sea of cubicles, clicking away at desktop computers and slamming down chunky black plastic phones into their handsets. The office clock ticks over to 5:00 p.m. and a sleek sliver laptop is suddenly opened, fingers eagerly tapping out edits to a colorful personal website. Parton sings, 

“Working 5– 9, you’ve got passion and a vision, cuz it’s hustlin’ time, whole new way to make a living. Gonna change your life, do something that gives it meanin’ with a website that’s worthy of your dreamin’. ” Each nondescript beige cubicle is transformed into a colorful workshop for a baker, an artist, a woodworker, as formerly listless workers dance and use sleek tablets, phones, and laptops to seamlessly bake a cake, sand a chair, and edit and update their websites. The viewer follows one woman, dancing in bright yoga pants among her newly invigorated colleagues; she enters an elevator and the doors close as she glances at a website for her dance fitness business on her phone, smiling broadly as she leaves the drab office behind as the tag line “Make 5– 9 

full time” appears. 
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This ad and Parton’s song celebrate the contradictions of the relationship between precarious work and digital technologies. While most of the contingent workers interviewed for this book probably wouldn’t say that their smartphones, laptops, and Internet connections were helping them live out their dreams, these technologies were a part of the ways they constructed their identities and found dignity in their day- to- day experiences. The ability to win new clients and hop from gig to gig, seamlessly communicating with customers and adapting to constantly changing circumstances, helped create some certainty about their abilities in very uncertain economic circumstances. 

At the same time, the use of these technologies, along with the Internet, to engage in continuous work (from 9 to 5, and 5 to 9) is also a response to stagnating wages, a withered social safety net, and to the shifting of risks of employment onto workers. These conditions have allowed for the exploitation of workers’ connectivity, as our institutions simultaneously require, ignore, and punish the use of digital technologies by marginalized workers. The role of digital technologies in our current system of contingent and precarious work is both exploitative and empowering because these technologies are being used to solve problems at the heart of this system. These are the ways we work when we’re left to our own devices. Examining the role of digital technologies in precarious and contingent work exposes contradictions that must be accurately seen in order to be understood, and in order to reckon with the complex politics of our current moment. 


* * *

This book is not about the future of work. Over the past several years, speculations and predictions about the evolving role of digital technologies, algorithms, artificial intelligence, and platforms in the world of work have taken center stage. Boosters welcome these changes and look forward to disruptions that will enhance productivity, democratize access to opportunity, and create new, more flexible, relationships to work.2 At the same time, critics rightly warn about new forms of surveil ance, discrimination, and the tightening of employer controls over workers’ daily lives that these same changes portend.3 But, as I sit writing these words, our world is at what might be the beginning of an extensive period of disruptions to work, family, and civic life caused by the COVID- 19 global pandemic, and suddenly the future of increasingly digital, dispersed work is, for many of us, our present reality. 
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Other workers have either had their access to income abruptly cut off or are making painstaking tradeoffs between their health and economic survival. 

This crisis has shown, maybe more clearly than previous disruptions, the necessity of connectivity to the Internet for the execution of daily life and the increasingly untenable assumption that this should be left up to individuals to provide for themselves. We are all affected by these digital inequalities. 

It’s not only a problem for those who struggle to maintain connections; it’s a problem for those who rarely have to think about it as wel . 

The current political economy of connectivity is set up to allow some of us to forget and ignore others’ struggles to access the Internet, phone, and data services. It’s important that we reckon with everyday forms of digital privilege that allow some of our incomes, schooling, and groceries to be delivered smoothly. Ignoring this privilege is one of the moral hazards of living in precarious economic times. When we don’t recognize the unearned assets that make using digital technologies seamless for some, it perpetuates the idea that these technologies democratize access to economic mobility for al , and it contorts our ability to see how digital technologies can exacerbate inequality. When we can’t (or won’t) see how our own privileges allow some to thrive and leave others to fail, we continue to believe the myth that anyone with a smartphone who real y wants to can use it to pick themselves up by their own bootstraps. When we can’t look beyond divides to see how digital inclusion can systematical y advantage some and marginalize others, we en-dorse the exploitative logic that exists now and neglect the ways that our fates are all tied together. 


* * *

Chapter 1 described a set of practices, the digital hustle, that is shared among low-  and high- wage independent and contingent workers across many different types of work. These practices include maintaining vigilant watch over email inboxes, text messages, and battery life in order to secure and coordinate paid gigs. But it would be a mistake to assume that the frenetic practices of the digital hustle are driven only by economic needs. Right alongside the need for income is a deeper, perhaps even more pressing need for dignity and reassurance that many gig workers lack as they face the labor market mostly alone. Beyond income, I found that the digital hustle is also central to the construction of workers’ identities as worthy competitors in cutthroat markets. The practices of the digital hustle produced both income and pride 
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for high-  and low- wage workers, leading me to identify it as a craft practice of the gig economy. 

Although the hustle is shared, it doesn’t have the same consequences for workers at either end of an increasingly polarized labor market. 

Chapters 2 and 3 point out the vastly different circumstances that confront low-  and high-  wage workers as they construct and execute their hustles. 

Chapter 2 argues that to understand how digital technologies can still amplify inequalities in gig labor markets, even as more people get online, we need to go beyond looking at exclusion and examine the terms on which people are included into the digital economy. This chapter points out that, far from being excluded, low- wage workers are increasingly expected to be connected. However, the terms on which they’re included reinforce and amplify existing social inequalities. In their efforts to take advantage of low- cost phone plans and free online services, low- wage workers confront companies that make connectivity appear affordable, but actual y extract high interest rates, and share their personal information with advertisers. This fragile connectivity is shored up by workers’ invisible labor, like negotiating with salespeople for extra time, foraging for free Wi- Fi, and juggling multiple devices, that compensates for routine disruptions. 

While low- wage gig workers struggled to maintain connectivity, high-wage workers seemed to have too much of it. In Chapter 3, I argued that, instead of understanding white- col ar gig workers as having superior skil s, we need to examine the ways they benefit from digital privilege produced by the social field of gig work, which allows them to execute successful hustles in ways that look like individual achievements. Their connectivity is both expected and rewarded by their clients and workplaces and facilitated by their economic and social capital. 

Their digital technologies were essential tools to get and keep their work, and they were also central to how both high- and low- wage workers resisted work. Amid heady optimism around the promise of digital tools for collective labor organizing, Chapter 4 points out that workers’ use of digital technologies to resist work wasn’t aimed at the role these technologies played in the labor process, or reaching out to build collective solidarity with others, but centered on a struggle to control their feelings about their work. These strategies were useful for some, allowing them to claw back some autonomy, but they weren’t available to al . Taking extended “breaks” from social media and email, or even using them to reach out in the first place, is a racialized 
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and gendered privilege, conditional y extended to those unmarked by expectations around caregiving and histories of unequal surveil ance. 

Talking with workers from across industries and at either end of a polarized labor market has shown me that our increasingly future- oriented discourse about work and technology is obscuring crucial realities about work in the current moment. This is a book about the conditions currently facing gig workers and others with nontraditional relationships to work and the ways they navigate relationships using the digital tools they have at hand. I don’t know what the future holds, but a present that’s this complex will likely lead to a future that is equally if not more complex. However, this book also provides an example of how we can better understand these complexities moving forward. Looking at the similarities and differences in the practices of digital hustling and the conditions confronting high-  and low- wage gig workers illustrates an approach to seeing inequalities in complex sociotechnical systems. This case study provides a few lessons about how we can better understand these issues moving forward. 



 Precarious Work beyond Platforms

This book has focused on gig workers, including full- time freelancers with their own small businesses, those working in informal under- the- table arrangements, and those with temporary employment or who are moonlighting by combining traditional full- time and contingent work. The diversity of work arrangements I encountered, even in this single study, defies easy categorization. This reflects the heterogeneity in the landscape of independent and contingent work in the United States today. 

Oftentimes, in our discussions about gig work, the definition narrows to workers who find work through online platforms or apps like Uber, Instacart, or Amazon Mechanical Turk. Given the obvious role of digital technologies, Internet connectivity, algorithms, and big data surveil ance in these types of work, the experiences of these workers are important to understanding potential y larger shifts in our ever- more digital y entangled working lives.4 But, as this book has endeavored to il ustrate, these workers are simply the tip of the iceberg. Online platforms have opened the door to gig work for many, but these companies are just one chapter in a much longer story about how symbolic boundaries are drawn between formal and 
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informal, skilled and unskilled, visible and invisible kinds of work. These lines have been drawn in different places over time and have rewarded workers with more status, better pay, legal protections, and entitlements while punishing others with wage penalties, unsafe workplaces, cultural invisibility, and even moral condemnation for presumed lack of individual skill or self- discipline.5

As I il ustrated in Chapter 2, workers on the “wrong” side of these boundaries are often assumed to be unskilled, disconnected from digital technologies, or using them in ways that distract them from work. This chapter il ustrated that digital technologies are no less essential for workers coordinating gigs as movers, landscapers, and eldercare workers than they are for white- col ar workers, laying bare that, as Virginia Eubanks observes, “what counts as ‘real’ interaction with IT is defined in profoundly class- , race- , and nation- specific ways.” These workers are no less digital than those who rely on online platforms to find work, but our definition of them has profound consequences for who is included and excluded from conversations about the role of digital technologies and work. 

For example, online platform companies, rightful y, draw our ire when they steal tips or force workers into unsafe situations, but so should employers of low- wage workers who expect them to use an app or text messages to receive their weekly schedule or a company website to access benefits or other resources but don’t subsidize their connectivity. These apps and systems sometimes make life easier for vulnerable workers— being able to swap shifts through an app is much easier than calling and texting your coworkers individual y— but maintaining expensive devices, cell phone service, and data plans becomes a new kind of tax on low- wage workers’ already stagnating wages. 

Narrowing our scope for understanding the ways digital technologies are affecting low- wage work to on- demand platforms also forecloses critical scrutiny on the disciplinary uses of a wide array of technological systems. 

From customer surveil ance systems in retail stores that also serve to control workers to automated job application platforms, increasingly individualized surveil ance technologies are becoming more commonplace in low- wage work and are deeply tied to workers’ cell phones and broader online presence.6 It’s crucial that we widen our perspectives on the growing integration of low- wage work with digital technologies so that we can identify otherwise hidden connections between technologies that both facilitate work and seek to enclose and discipline workers. 
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 Unequal Inclusion: Institutions and Digital Inequality’s 

Middle Range

In order to see these countervailing forces, it’s also important to be attentive to digital inequality’s middle range— or the diverse set of institutions, organizations, and contexts that mediate individual interactions with sociotechnical systems. These social formations make up what’s often called the “meso” or “middle” level of social organization— occurring somewhere in between the “micro” level of individual interactions and “macro” level formations like nations. In Chapters 3 and 4, I il ustrated the ways that the different contexts of low-  and high- wage work shaped whether workers were rewarded or punished for their digital hustles. I also pointed to the role of public and private institutions like libraries, fast- food franchises, and coffee shops in both facilitating and disciplining the connectivity of different types of workers. This book joins a growing chorus of scholars arguing that digital inequalities are constructed through our relationships with many different kinds of institutions, from political and community organizations, to workplaces, schools, and families.7

For nearly two decades, the ways we’ve examined and explained digital inequalities has made it more difficult to see these middle- range actors. 

Digital inequalities are often understood as resulting from exclusion from access or meaningful use of digital technologies. Scholars have examined problems that arise from some people having access to the technologies, services, and skil s they need to ful y participate in society while others do not. Scholars ask questions about the ways social y patterned differences between individuals, such as in income, technology skil s, or education, result in the exclusion of some groups from access to and use of digital technologies.8 However, digital inequalities are not only problems of exclusion. 

More broadly around issues of digital technology, “inclusion” has become a buzzword for efforts at broadening access and ensuring diversity in designers, engineers, and users.9 But increasingly, there’s another kind of inclusion that has also drawn our attention; we are being included in sociotechnical systems of work and social life that use vast amounts of data to surveil, track, and categorize us whether we like it or not. The discourse of inclusion as broadening access often obscures the fact of inclusion as surveil ance and control of marginalized populations.10 For those who care about digital inequalities, there are urgent questions about the conditions under which groups are included in various kinds of mandatory, potential y 
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discriminatory or harmful sociotechnical systems, not only the ways groups are excluded from beneficial uses of digital technologies.11 Digital inequalities scholarship, and those seeking to fight these inequalities, must be able to see the crucial role that institutions and organizations play in producing the vulnerabilities that stratify society. 

The colloquialism I borrowed for this book’s title, being “left to our own devices,” which signifies being left alone, without help from or, conversely, being controlled by others, is not only a good explanation of our intimate relationships with our digital technologies but also an apt description of the wider pattern of the waning role that many institutions, from the state to the workplace, are playing in the social reproduction of daily life. This is the story labor scholars have told about the path toward precarious labor paved since the 1970s as social contracts between employers and employees have weakened and eroded previously taken- for- granted entitlements to health care, retirement plans, and workplace safety.12 However, the rise of precarious labor isn’t only about the shrinking sphere of responsibility that employers have defined for themselves; it’s also intertwined with the expansion in the role of other institutions, from new types of companies to the criminal justice system. 

New and transformed institutions are stepping into this breach left by traditional employers, carving out territories from what’s been left behind to create new regimes of digital inclusion. There are both liberatory and predatory sides to this inclusion. Predatory forms of digital inclusion exploit our reliance on digital technologies and data- intensive services to profit in ways that depend on and exacerbate other kinds of social inequalities. This includes, as I uncovered in Chapter 3, seemingly affordable but actual y exploitative financing for smartphones, enrollment into surveil ance systems without consent, and the use of personal data to target us with predatory products and services. The idea of predatory inclusion prompts us to ask questions, not about the barriers to closing the digital divide, but about the interests that are served by keeping it open.13 By contrast, liberatory inclusion leverages our constant connectivity toward overcoming and reducing existing social inequalities through, for example, new kinds of labor organizing that bring workers together, or mobilizing networks of grassroots mutual aid through social media.14

Paying attention to digital inequality’s middle range makes it possible to see how digital technologies can build both inclusivity and exclusivity at the same time. As connectivity to Internet, data, and messaging becomes 
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essential for workers up and down the income ladder, it is becoming clearer that we’re seeing patterns of segregated inclusion, where new social groups are granted access to previously elite resources, and simultaneously, new kinds of exclusivity are born.15 For example, when low- cost phone plans offer “unlimited data” but throttle their users’ speeds during peak periods to prioritize providing faster Internet to their wealthier customers, this is segregated inclusion. Labor market demands to be connected have brought formerly separated groups— like highly educated freelancers and low- wage gig workers— together on the Internet, but in ways that allow elites to maintain their power and distinction. 

Eliminating economic barriers to high- quality connectivity is important, but it’s also worth pausing to ask about what kind of Internet we are fighting to include people in. The twin faces of predatory and liberatory inclusion draw our attention to the ways that full inclusion into a digital economy that favors the interests of technology companies, data brokers, and Internet service providers over the interests of workers while enabling extensive surveil-lance and profiling of vulnerable populations is exactly what creates massive profits for them. The possibilities of liberatory inclusion make the struggle to connect everyone important, but the perils of predatory inclusion make efforts to secure our privacy and fight discriminatory data profiling necessary partners in ensuring equity online. 



 Studying Digital Privilege

After their interviews, some people asked about the research project, who else I was interviewing, and what I was finding. After confessing he was a sociology major in college, Leonard, a young social media marketing consultant in Rancho Rios, asked me about my research design. I told him I was interviewing both high-  and low- wage workers to understand the role digital technologies played in inequalities in precarious work, and he looked disappointed. “Oh! I guess my interview was probably not that useful. 

I mean . . . I’m not rich or anything, but I’m not exactly struggling to pay my phone bill anymore, you know? You should’ve talked to me straight out of college [laughs]! I hope I didn’t waste your time!” In his mind, Leonard’s relative success and the ease with which he navigated his digital hustle meant that his experiences were less relevant to my understanding of digital inequalities and precarious work. 
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Leonard isn’t alone in this logic. In studying digital inequalities, perhaps predictably, we haven’t interrogated success and ease as much as we’ve investigated constraint and marginalization. As researchers, advocates, and activists concerned with the intersection of digital technologies and social inequalities, we have largely focused on the groups who are excluded from online spaces, who have to fight to be included, or for whom these technologies have negative consequences to privacy, identity, and livelihood. 

However, we have mostly neglected to interrogate the ways that advantages accrue to those groups who benefit from these same systems.16 Studies of marginalized tech users have pushed against universalizing accounts of technological progress and the democratizing potential of the Internet to give us more nuanced pictures of sociotechnical systems as they operate for those who were never imaged as users. As Tressie McMil an Cottom writes, 

“Nobody understands the motion of the ocean like the fish that must fight the current to swim upstream.”17 However, inequality is about relationships of power, and it’s difficult to understand a relationship from only one side. 

Research that compares groups that occupy different positions within the same sociotechnical systems is essential if we are to ful y investigate digital inequalities because understanding the construction of privilege helps us understand the social dynamics of marginalization.18

Comparative research in digital inequalities can surface similarities across disparate contexts. In Chapter 2, I observed that high-  and low- wage gig workers shared not only the practices of the digital hustle but also a sense of pride and accomplishment in their ability to use their digital technologies to pull off the juggling acts required by independent and contingent work. 

While it’s widely acknowledged that high- wage freelancers often choose the insecurity of independent work, in part, because of the autonomy and creativity it offers, we don’t often extend this privilege to low- wage workers, who are more often understood as being forced into less secure working arrangements. A comparative approach to digital inequalities can encourage us to examine the agency and choice vulnerable workers have in situations that we nevertheless recognize as constrained and exploitative. Instead of looking for different explanations for what may look like successful and constrained digital technology use, it’s important to be able to see the possibility for shared motivations and meanings across disparate social contexts. 

In the process of conducting this research, I’ve come to believe that a part of what reproduces and reinforces inequalities within the gig economy is that the digital hustles of workers at either end of the pay ladder are mostly 
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invisible to one another. High- wage freelancers may feel they have little in common with workers struggling to piece together part- time work or find work through an app. The relationship between these two sets of workers is characterized by what Tara McPherson has called a “lenticular logic,” a way of thinking that allows us to observe two things as happening at the same time but occludes or forbids us from understanding the relationship between them.19 Public and policy discourse about the future of work creates a lenticular way of thinking about the fates of high- and low- wage workers; we recognize that highly educated, highly paid freelancers and contractors are a part of the same story as Instacart shoppers, but we can’t see the conditions that bind them together. Accounts of inequality that place groups on either side of a divide may obscure similarities that could otherwise be the basis for future solidarities among independent and contingent workers. 



 Where Do We Go from Here? 

Digital technologies will not solve poverty. Better digital skil s and Wi- Fi hotspots will not end centuries of public choices that have undermined security and dignity for the many in favor of wealth for the few. Workers in this book are using digital technologies to fix problems that have been centuries in the making. More digital technologies will not fix these problems. 

These problems require structural solutions, including regulation that would transfer some of the risks of employment back to employers, and patch the gaping holes in our social safety net to ensure precarious work doesn’t leave people to their own devices in the first place. However, there are also more immediate repairs that could be done to improve the lives of precarious workers. 

The first is to consider more careful y how we achieve inclusion— for instance, by ending exploitative pricing and throttling of download and upload speeds based on how people are able to pay for their connectivity. 

Connectivity is essential to everything from finding a job to finding health-care, and precarious workers are spending large portions of their fluctu-ating incomes on services to keep them connected. It’s not fair that, once connected, they face poorer quality services. We can support organizations who’re already fighting to end these practices, like the Movement Alliance Project (formerly the Media Mobilizing Project), and Free Press, among others. 
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Next, we can acknowledge the role of digital privilege by reframing digital literacy programs. Although high-  and low- wage workers are using many of the same digital skil s to find work, they’re valued and supported in starkly unequal ways. Community organizations can reconsider the ways they understand constituents as already skilled and take a more col aborative approach to supporting their hustles through online labor markets. By offering help with small business services that high- wage workers are able to pay for, like branding, Web design, online retailing, identity protection, and digital security services, and also by convening community collectives to support resource- sharing among workers, community organizations can help redistribute digital privilege.20

Last, connectivity is a nonstop balancing act for many precarious workers. 

Employers should stop assuming unproblematic universal access is the norm. From large employers down to household employers, if you expect and enjoy the flexibility that comes from on- the- go connectivity from the people who work for you, take steps to subsidize it. Of course, these costs shouldn’t only be borne by employers, and because many of these workers don’t have a single employer— or any formal employers— we also need to think about ways of sharing or distributing these subsidies among those who require workers to be connected. 

I think these steps could help support workers who shoulder the burdens of a polarized and increasingly digitized market for precarious labor. Of course, they’re limited in their ability to address the structural causes, and not only the symptoms, of these ways of working. It’s important to remember that the digital hustle is both a solution to these deeper problems and a symptom. The precarious workers in this book use their technologies to create livelihoods in tough circumstances, but we also need to recognize how these very tools are at the center of an ideology of personal responsibility for economic mobility and opportunity that has undercut possibilities for higher wages, more stable benefits, and a stronger and broader social safety net. In other words, it’s important to recognize that these workers are indeed strong and resilient and deserve any and all immediate steps we can take to bolster these admi-rable qualities. However, it’s also important to recognize that they cultivate these qualities within a system that makes personal resilience the only path to survival. These are the roots of the system that need to be addressed, the one that leaves workers to their own devices in the first place. 

As we stare down the uncertain future that will emerge in the wake of the COVID- 19 crisis and its consequences for workers at either end of the 
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income ladder, it’s more important than ever to understand digital inequalities in ways that allow us to see the connections between very different experiences of our increasingly intimate relationships with digital technologies. This pandemic has created profoundly isolating and fragmented daily experiences of work and use of digital technologies. High-  and low- wage workers face what feels like entirely different crises, with workers on one side buying better home office equipment and workers on the other side making tradeoffs between income and safety for themselves and their families by logging into an app to find work or navigating glitchy and overloaded online systems to secure unemployment benefits or other kinds of financial relief. We need to reckon with the hidden similarities and uncomfortable differences in our experiences with sociotechnical systems to understand the current role of digital technologies in our working lives and to build a more equitable economy for the future. 

 

 Methodological Appendix



This appendix is a reflection on the process of conducting ethnographic interviews with workers across the United States about their work and their digital technologies. In the tradition of ethnographers across the social sciences, I feel it’s important to explain both the methodological decisions and definitions used in this research as well as reflect on the ways my presence and perspective shaped the process of research. The first section reflects on my social position, both inside and outside the frame of the research process, and the rest explains my research design, sampling, and operationalization of key variables. I also discuss the practices of ethnographic interviewing, my process for analyzing them, and the limitations of the research. 



Sitting Across the Table: Social Position and the Researcher’s 

Role in Interpretation

We’re all lay ethnographers and interviewers, making observations and hypotheses about the people around us. As a qualitative researcher, I do that with the people who participate in my research, but I am also a participant in the sensemaking of others. Donna Haraway warns that “claiming the power to see and not be seen, to represent while escaping representation” is to deny that all knowledge comes from somewhere. 

As a scholar, I regard myself as a qualitative social scientist interested in issues of identity, dignity, and digital inequalities, and I carried out this fieldwork as a PhD student in sociology from 2013 to 2016. I follow in the footsteps of qualitative scholars like Barbara Ehrenreich, Annette Lareau, Arlie Hochschild, and Kathryn Edin, who also seek to understand the ways that disadvantages are perpetuated, felt, and understood by taking the words and experiences of economical y marginalized people seriously. I also follow scholars like danah boyd, Sherry Turkle, and Judy Wajcman in their investigations of the social and cultural lives of digital technologies. And, as a White woman, I also recognize that I share more with these women than simply my social scientific training; a position of privilege is afforded to me as a White woman studying people who have been systematical y and explicitly excluded from the same institutions that trained me and now support my research. 

When I started this research project, I didn’t ful y understand the ways that racism shaped the politics swirling around technology and work. In 2017, as I watched the in-comprehensible violence and hatred of the Unite the Right Ral y ravage the city and residents of Charlottesville, Virginia, and afterward as I learned about the role of social media and other digital information and communication technologies in that event and the many that followed, I realized that these were not issues outside of the questions that kept me up at night and certainly not things I could safely ignore because I didn’t “study race.” I have and continue to struggle with the ways my social position shapes not only my observations of the social world and the things participants choose to share with me in interviews but also the very questions I ask in the first place. 
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My own social position shaped what my interviewees chose to tell me and, inevitably, how I heard and made sense of their stories. Unlike traditional ethnography, where researchers gain entry and, hopeful y, trust within a community and observe everyday interactions over longer periods of time, ethnographic interviewing entails more fleeting interactions with participants. This requires that I establish rapport with interviewees relatively quickly, leading me to pay attention to signals from my participants about the way they see me and include these moments in my fieldnotes. 

During interviews, I found the people I spoke with general y forthcoming and open about the work they did and how they used their digital technologies, but there were times when my position as a relatively young and presumably upwardly mobile student may have led my interviewees to feel uncomfortable sharing their stories of downward mobility and struggles to find work. Upon asking Charlie, a self- employed home contractor in Washington, DC, what I thought was a straightforward question about whether he worked full- time or part- time, he answered, “Because of the economy falling down the tubes, it’s become between full- time and part- time, it’s like middle- time. I’m still my own boss and everything, and I’m still making it work, but, you know, it’s [pause] you know I’ve been trying to branch out and do other things, too.” Charlie buttressed his acknowledgment of his lower income with a reminder about his autonomy and independence as his own boss. These experiences and others sensitized me to the ways that my interviewees may have viewed me and wanted me to view them. 

A few weeks later, as a low- wage participant in Washington, DC, was putting his phone away and gathering his things after a long and deeply personal interview, he asked if I was a social worker. I repeated my explanation about being a graduate student and asked what made him think that. He paused and looked a little uncomfortable before saying, 

“Well . . . and I don’t mean any offense by this, but you seem like a nice White lady who’s worried about other people’s problems.” 

Catching glimpses of myself through my participants’ eyes didn’t just happen with the low- wage workers in this study. At the beginning and end of every interview, I asked participants if they had any questions for me, and before my interview with Grace, a Washington, DC– based consultant in her early forties, could even begin, she peppered me with questions about my career ambitions, asking me what I wanted to be “when I grew up” with a half- joking smile. Over the din of the happy hour crowd around us, I shared my ambitions to be a professor, and she replied, “Awww! You’re so cute!” I present these moments not because they’re about my interviewees but because they’re about me. 

As a qualitative social scientist, I set out to try to understand the world through the eyes of my participants and can only do so when I recognize my own role as a participant in that very process. 

I’m no stranger to low- wage work, having slung Subway sandwiches and worked at food courts throughout high school. In college, I received federal work- study assistance for greeting visitors at my college’s information booth and supplemented those wages by working as a “brand representative” for different beer and liquor companies, pushing samples and T- shirts in bars and liquor stores. Many of my friends and family still work at jobs like these. However, having had the privilege to finish college and graduate school with people on the path to high- status professions and lucrative careers, I’m particularly attuned to the stark differences in rhythm and narratives of work between these two worlds. While this history was, I believe, invisible to my interviewees, it nonetheless shaped the themes and feelings I encountered in analyzing their words and writing these chapters. 
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Research Design

For this study, I wanted to take a perspective that went beyond on- demand work done through online platforms. With the rise of Uber, Lyft, TaskRabbit, and other companies, I was intrigued by the way the world’s attention started to turn to the importance of digital technologies to forms of low- wage work that hadn’t  appeared to be transformed by the technologies that were now essential to white- col ar work. As I show in this book, digital technologies were already becoming essential to these kinds of low- wage jobs, and I was frustrated that this only seemed to further marginalize these workers and their issues from public conversations about the future of work. Instead of sampling on the dependent variable and studying workers using a particular online platform or a workplace that was undergoing technological change, I decided to take a cross- sectional and comparative approach to independent and contingent work. By not limiting the types of occupations and jobs that participants had (e.g., retail sales, manual labor), I was able to gain a cross-sectional view of the wide variety of practices operating across many different types of contingent labor markets. I opted instead to constrain the sample by work arrangement rather than type of work (see later discussion on sampling). 

Additional y, a comparative design allowed me to contextualize workers’ experiences across the class divide. In research examining “divides” in technology use, scholars like Susan Herring and danah boyd have pointed out that researchers risk exoticizing the lived experiences of those with very different relationships to technology and media, describing them as alien from their own concerns and experiences, when real y, their motivations— to build friendships, construct identity, or even just to stave off boredom— 

may actual y be quite similar to their own. A comparative approach allowed me to situate high-  and low- wage workers’ practices in their own unique contexts but also avoid attributing patterns within each group to class or occupational status, when, as the book il ustrates, the conditions of contingent work itself pattern digital technology practices across classes. I address the necessity of comparative research in understanding digital inequalities more extensively in the concluding chapter of this book. 



Sample

We tend to talk about the gig economy as if it’s a separate and distinct part of the labor market, but there are substantial debates about how to think about the types of jobs and tasks that have become associated with this kind of work. In 2017, the Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS), the part of the US federal government tasked with taking the temperature of the US workforce, wanted to count the number of US workers who were providing in-person services through platforms like Uber and doing “micro- work” tasks, oftentimes at home, through platforms like Amazon Mechanical Turk. They asked thousands of people a series of questions about whether or not they did “electronical y mediated work.” 

After the surveys came back, the BLS was surprised when they found that doctors, police officers, and other professionals had indicated their work was electronical y mediated. In a press release, the BLS said that they had to “recode erroneous answers,” and that it was 

“difficult” to isolate the workers they were interested in because many people interpreted the question as asking whether they used a computer or mobile app to do their jobs.1 

Although they saw it as an error, the BLS had stumbled upon the growing reality that very few of our jobs nowadays could not be described, at least in part, as “electronical y 
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mediated.” Digital technologies have become a defining piece of many different kinds of work, from low-  to high- wage, manual to professional, precarious to secure. 

Among labor scholars, distinguishing gig work from traditional work is usual y not a question of technology but instead turns on differences in the relationship between workers and employers. However, some scholars have gone further to define broader transitions in job quality that are linked to these changes to the employment relationship. Arne Kalleberg defines precarious work as “uncertain, unpredictable, and risky from the point of view of the worker.”2 However, the BLS takes a more neutral and narrow approach by defining both “contingent” and “alternative” work. For the BLS, contingent workers are those who don’t expect their jobs to last or those who don’t have “implicit or explicit contracts for ongoing employment,” for example, seasonal sales associates, while those with “alternative employment arrangements” are comprised of “independent contractors, on- call workers, temporary help agency workers, and workers provided by contract firms.”3 I used a combination of these two definitions to formulate a series of screening questions, including asking if the person worked for pay at least part- time and the number and type of different jobs that generated income for them, including a sense of what they considered their “main” type of work and/ or source of income.4 When I met workers, in- person or online (see more on locations of recruiting later), I would ask them the screening questions and obtain some basic contact information to follow up later. To qualify for the study, participants had to be working at least part- time, defined as twenty hours per week, in some kind of independent gig work. 

Despite more widespread practices of remote work and the association between digital technologies and the ability to work from anywhere, the kinds of independent and entrepreneurial work and Internet connectivity available to workers in the United States are still influenced by their location. Only about 5 percent of Americans report that their jobs are based entirely at home, and these practices are concentrated among the most educated workers.5 Geographic location still influences the kinds of work available and its organization, with particularly strong differences between urban and rural areas. Differences in Internet access between rural and urban areas are also pronounced. For example, 68.6 percent of rural Americans have access to both high- speed home broadband and mobile Internet, as opposed to 97.9 percent of Americans in urban areas.6

To capture some amount of this variation, I conducted interviews in four cities. 

Washington, DC, was my primary urban fieldsite, supplemented by a few interviews done in New York City as the city has become a central hub of the on- demand economy.7 I also interviewed in a mid- sized, affluent suburb of San Francisco that I call Rancho Rio and a smal , rural town outside of Buffalo, New York, I call Mainville. I decided to give the suburban and rural fieldsites pseudonyms to protect respondents’ anonymity but felt this was unnecessary in the larger urban sites. See Table A.1 for more descriptive information about each of these sites. 

In these cities, I used publicly available demographic information and relied on local guides to choose neighborhoods where high-  and low- wage workers might live and scouted those neighborhoods for the retail stores that sold digital information and communication technologies. Traditional y, qualitative studies of work have focused on workplaces or other physical locations where the workers they were interested in gathered. However, the workers I was interested in don’t have single workplaces but are instead constantly moving between clients, employers, and even types of gigs, sometimes all in the same day. For these reasons, I chose to focus on recruiting in retail locations where these workers purchase and service their digital technologies. 
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Table A.1  Descriptive Statistics for Fieldsites

Washington,  Rancho Rio,  Mainville,  New York, 

All United 

DC

CA

NY

NY

States

Population

647,484

72,203

11,761

8,426,743

 Economic 

 Indicators (%)

Unemployment

6.4

5

8

5

4.2

Poverty

18

4.7

31.1

20.6

12.7

College degree +  54.6

47.8

14.6

35.7

33

Median HH 

$70,848

100,163

$34,856

$53,373

$59,039

income

 Source: American Community Survey, 2015, Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2017. 

Consumer electronics retail is highly segregated by class. Major mobile phone carriers often segment their brands that cater to low- wage consumers to avoid association with their main brand identity. In Mainville, New York, there were only three stores that sold cell phones in town (one of which was a convenience store) and only one (Walmart) that also sold computers; all catered to the town’s mostly low- income residents (see Chapter 3 

for more on these locations). I learned from hanging out at these stores that the town’s wealthier residents drove between twenty and forty- five minutes to a Verizon or Apple store in slightly larger cities, so I also recruited at a widely attended holiday parade in town.8 To ensure I was reaching people with different shift schedules, I would vary the hours I spent at retail stores, including weekends. In the suburban fieldsite, I recruited at a Best Buy and a Verizon store over the course of ten days. 

In my urban fieldsite, I recruited at Apple, MetroPCS, Cricket Wireless, and several 

“side stores” that sold phones alongside snacks, videogames, jewelry, and household goods.9 It proved difficult to recruit high- wage independent workers at retail stores, and early interviews suggested that they tended to avoid spending time traveling to or waiting in retail stores by contracting out their IT work or ordering online, leading me to also recruit online. I posted on Facebook groups associated with my own and others’ colleges and universities. To ensure I hadn’t introduced a systematic bias by using this Internet-based recruitment technique to find high- wage workers in Washington, DC, I used online postings to recruit low- wage workers as wel . After learning from early interviewees about the importance of Craigslist to find gigs, I used online postings in the gigs section of this site in Washington, DC. I did not find that interviewees recruited online varied in any substantive ways from those recruited in retail stores. 



Operationalization of Wage and Technology

Much like the definition of contingent work itself, there are a number of ways that I could have divided workers into descriptive categories that describe their type of work. Many advocate for differentiating along the lines of autonomy and control in combination with wages.10 The issue of control is complex in the case of contingent work and can shift 
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from gig to gig. Also, the use of digital technologies is wrapped up in workers’ sense of control over their work.11 After initial interviews, it appeared that workers’ self- reported wages were a parsimonious way to sort workers into categories of high-  and low- wage groups. Throughout the chapters, I use wage instead of class or “income” because I felt that this was closer to the way workers themselves made sense of their earning power. 

For contingent workers at either end of the class divide, income instability is a constant concern. Respondents with their own business licenses and contract IT help would talk about constructing their annual budgets around slow and busy months or seasons in ways that were not that far removed from landscapers who were moonlighting as seasonal sales associates in the winter months. Income varied substantial y from month to month for these workers, but their hourly rates, either the rates they charged clients or the wages they looked to get from employers were a more stable and meaningful measure of their work. 

To formulate categories of high-  and low- wage workers, I used census data about median hourly wage in the United States (just over $17). Mostly, participants sorted into well above and well below this number, but for those who fell closer to the median, I used a combination of education and occupational status to decide which category to put them in. Even within such a straightforward measure, there were complexities and contradictions that were simplified into these dichotomous categories. See Table A.2 for descriptive statistics about the sample. 

This study did not limit the kinds of digital technologies included in interviews and instead used an inductive definition based on participants’ own understandings. The use of digital technologies was not a part of my screening questions to qualify participants for the study. Oftentimes, I had to actively work against the tendency of people to discount their own technical practices and skil s before I could even ask the screening questions. Before I asked the questions, as I was briefly describing who I was and what I was doing, I would explain I was interested in how people used digital technologies for their jobs. This description of the study would sometimes result in potential interviewees insisting that they “didn’t know how to use all that stuff,” or that they could “barely use” 

Table A.2.   Interviewee Job Characteristics

Washington,  Rancho 

Mainville, 

New York,  Total

DC

Rio, CA

NY

NY

 Wage Category

Low

20

5

19

10

54

High

20

10

14

2

46

 Characteristics

Full- time

31

12

22

3

68

Multiple jobs

6

2

4

3

Part- time

9

3

11

9

32

Multiple jobs

2

2

8

9

Self- employed

15

10

13

5

43

 Source:  Self- reported. 
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their phones.12 When this happened, I’d general y asked them if they had a cell phone or a Facebook account and if they ever used it in relation to their work; when they’d usual y nod, I’d respond that I’d love to hear about it and press on with my screening questions. At the start of the interview, after asking participants to detail all the work they did for pay, I’d ask them to list the digital technologies they used in connection with those jobs. Despite the broad latitude this approach gave interviewees, there was considerable overlap in the technologies they listed and discussed in their interviews (see Fig. A.1). These included pieces of hardware or devices, features of devices (e.g., calling, texting), and applications or websites (e.g., online social networks, scheduling applications). 



Ethnographic Interviewing

I conducted interviews with one hundred high-  and low- wage independent and contingent workers across many different industries. I used ethnographic interviewing, which refers both to the techniques the interviewer uses during the interview itself and the way the interview is understood as a unique kind of social interaction. Drawing on the traditions of ethnographic research from anthropology and sociology, ethnographic interviewing treats interviewees as “informants,” understanding them as experts in their own experiences and inviting them to teach the interviewer about the world as they know it.13 This method also understands interviews as a kind of account- giving, meaning that the interviewer isn’t only interested in the content of the answer but also the way answers are given. Ethnographic interviewers assume that answers to their questions aren’t a straightforward reporting of facts as they happened to the participant but are meaningful accounts that emerge from the standpoint of the participant in the social context of talking to a researcher. 

I also kept detailed ethnographic fieldnotes about the homes, coffee shops, fast- food joints, and libraries where I interviewed participants and about the interactions I observed and participated in during the process of recruitment and interviewing. These observations are used throughout this book to contextualize my interpretation of the interviews and participants’ stories. Interviews were conducted mostly one on one and face to face and were audio- recorded and transcribed. Interviews were semistructured and ranged in length from forty- five minutes to an hour and thirty- seven minutes. I asked interviewees a series of questions about their digital technologies and gigs, which ones they used regularly in the course of their work, and how they used them. I asked them to tell me stories about times when coworkers, bosses, or clients used technologies in ways that annoyed them, stories about when friends and family members had tried to contact them while working, and times when they felt they had annoyed others with their technology practices. I also asked several broader opinion questions on the general relationship between technology, work, and society today. These questions were designed to elicit their everyday practices with their digital technologies without asking about specific practices (e.g., scheduling, client communication, etc.), as well as inductively derive their normative frameworks for evaluating proper and improper or professional and unprofessional technology practices. 

I used a standard set of interview questions for all participants and asked follow- up or probing questions depending on the stories they shared. I asked participants to choose the location of our interview, and I would show up early to observe the location and choose a seat and stay after the interview was over to record fieldnotes about the interview and location.14 After listening to a description of the study and obtaining their initial written consent, participants received $20 cash before we began the interview and were told they could 

Online Social Networks

Smartphone

Texting

Computer

Voice calls

Email

Management & Scheduling apps

Music

Streaming video
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Phone games

Video-chat
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FitBit
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10%
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Fig. A.1  Digital technologies listed by interviewees, all sites. 
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stop at any time and leave with the $20, which nobody did. After the interview, I gave each participant a survey to obtain basic demographic and wage information. 



Data Analysis

Once all interviews were transcribed, my analysis of these texts followed several different stages of coding for clusters and categories of practices and the feelings that accompa-nied them as well as the judgments interviewees leveled at others in their social worlds. 

I followed a grounded theory approach, but as coding progressed, I created a code-book that I used to code subsequent interviews and recode earlier interviews to ensure consistency across the sample.15 As I prepared an analysis of a smaller subset of these interviewees for a publication, I gave a set of codes to a group of fellow sociologists to check against my own interpretations and provide feedback. I also checked my interpretations and solicited feedback on the terms I was developing with several participants in both high-  and low- wage groups throughout the process of analysis. 

There were often multiple intersecting axes of power and privilege that shaped interviewees’ experiences, and I returned to the transcripts many times in an attempt to narrow an analytic spotlight onto the axes that were “more present, more apt, or more explanatory than others.”16 Occasional y, in this book, I combined descriptions of multiple individual participants into a single person to prevent reidentification of individual participants. Inevitably, factors that may have explained some variation in people’s practices and feelings are left out of this book, and the narrative I tell about their experiences is incomplete. However, I have striven to honor the time and stories entrusted to me by the people who were generous enough with their time and giving enough in their spirit to chat with me about their lives for a while. 



Limitations

As with all research, the findings presented in this book are limited in some important ways. This study relied on participants’ reports of their own practices and didn’t employ ethnographic methods that may have allowed me to check their reports against their behaviors or corroborate their accounts with those of their managers, employers, and clients. Interviews are limited in the kind of information they can solicit from interviewees, as people’s accounts don’t always line up with what they actual y do.17 It’s possible that participants gave accounts of their digital hustling that were embellished or otherwise inaccurate. However, the aims of this study were not only to document what people do with their digital technologies but also what those practices meant to them. As Allison Pugh points out, interviews are uniquely situated to “access different levels of information about people’s motivation, beliefs, meanings, feelings and practices— in other words, the culture they use” to account for their daily lives.18

In using a cross- sectional design rather than one more focused on a particular kind of occupation, it’s possible that I missed types of digital technologies and practices that are important to some types of work but weren’t mentioned by interviewees. This decision also meant that I only caught glimpses of technological systems that were deeply important— but only for a few workers (e.g., enterprise scheduling software, online labor platforms). There were also forms of demographic diversity that may have influenced both work and technology practices that were underrepresented in my sample. I didn’t 

126  Methodological Appendix

sample in ways that would allow me to see variations patterned by sexuality, disability, gender identity, or immigration status. 

Final y, I began interviews for this project in 2013, before Cambridge Analytica, the Unite the Right ral y, and a broader public reckoning with the role of digital technologies in surveil ance, algorithmic discrimination, and networked hatred. Some important things have changed in the universe of digital technology and media that surrounds us, but many things haven’t. It’s likely that my interviewees may be using different technologies and would give different answers today than they did several years ago, but in my ongoing conversations with them, the practices outlined here have only deepened in intensity and widened in range. The issue of the age of this data is a nontrivial one but one that I believe only raises the stakes of the findings presented here and makes it all the more urgent to understand the ways social inequalities shape our approaches to our work and the technology we increasingly depend on to do it. 
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