
Harvard Magazin e     7 1

of modern labor leaders. “We bring 
people together and solve problems 
around labor issues,” she says. 

She is quick to rebut arguments 
she’s heard that this is not a real 
union. Freelancers Union (it officially re-
jects the acronym FU) does not engage in 
collective bargaining for wages, for exam-
ple; it also lacks the conventional struc-
ture of hierarchical elected officials, and 
has no single company, industry, or geo-
graphic nexus as its base. All this leaves 
Horowitz unfazed. “This new form of 
unionism is implementing traditional la-
bor strategies of using the market power 
of large groups to help freelancers access 
better benefits, and it’s organizing this 
decentralized group into a constituency 
capable of powerful collective action,” she 
says. “Strength in numbers is strength in 
markets and strength in politics. The val-
ue of grouping hasn’t changed, but the way 
people are grouping themselves in today’s 
world—workforce and otherwise—is 
changing.

“The new way of working is far more 
short-term, with people going from job 
to job, or doing several part-time jobs 
at once—especially among those over 
age 35,” she explains. “Most people these 
days will probably work as an indepen-
dent contractor at least once during their 
careers”—whether taking on extra proj-
ects outside a salaried position, working 
part-time to balance family obligations or 
to earn more money in semi-retirement, or 
coping with layoffs and cutbacks through 
a temporary job. 

Greg Lichtenberg sees the trend, espe-
cially among urbanites. “There is plenty 
of freelancing across a range of fields; you 
don’t have to explain what you are doing 
anymore,” he says. “Freelancing is more 
of an accepted way to make a living.” Dan 
Gerstein ’89, a former communications 
strategist for then-Senator Joseph Biden, 
now runs his own company, Gotham 
Ghostwriters, and relies heavily on free-
lancers to fill the needs of companies that 
don’t want to hire full-time writers. “We 
are cheaper,” he notes, “and we can offer 
access to a wide range of writers with a 
wide range of expertise and experience.” 
Gerstein sees such niche employment as 
the wave of the future. “Every trend—
globalization, technological innovation, 
outsourcing—is creating demand for flex-
ibility and specialization in our workforce. 
That’s why small businesses are such a 
fast-growing sector in the U.S. economy 
and the biggest engine of job growth,” he 
notes. “And that’s why we’re going to see 
more and more workers morphing into 
independent contractors. Some will see it 
as a great opportunity to maximize their 
marketability and compensation. Most 
others will see it as the only option for 
making a living.”

The problem, Horowitz asserts, is that 
the majority of these freelancers cannot 
obtain affordable health insurance and 
other traditionally employer-based ben-

efits. Nor is this group protected by the 
laws and policies related to unemploy-
ment compensation, workplace disability, 
and discrimination, for example, that ap-
ply to salaried, full-time workers. If free-
lancers aren’t paid, she notes, one of their 
only options for recourse is small-claims 
court—a time-consuming exercise with 
a cap (in New York) of $5,000. “Compa-
nies need and like flexibility for their 
workforce,” she continues, “but our so-
cial safety net, which was created for the 
manufacturing era, is outdated in terms 
of this new group of workers. We need a 
new New Deal to protect this group, which 
has episodic incomes, lack of benefits, and 
lack of legal recourse.” 

Horowitz supports the recent state and 
federal crackdowns on the continuing 
problem of misclassified workers: when 
companies hire individuals to do the jobs 
of regular employees but pay them nei-
ther benefits nor taxes. Some companies 
specify that freelancers will work only a 
certain number of months, making them 
ineligible for unemployment compensa-
tion. Horowitz has also seen workers who 
are true independent contractors take jobs 
through staffing agencies that treat them 
like employees—paying half of their Social 
Security, for example—but not necessarily 
providing benefits, which means the free-
lancers can’t take certain tax deductions, 
such as for health-insurance premiums. 

leadinG Their Class: The mar-
shals of  the class of  2010 are (clock-
wise from top left): shiv Gaglani, from 
mather house and melbourne Beach, 
Florida (an engineering sciences 
concentrator); second marshal larry 
d. arbuthnott, from eliot house and 
marlboro, new Jersey (government); 
robert d. niles, from lowell house 
and Buffalo (literature); Jamison hill, 
from eliot house and libertyville, 
illinois (history and literature); 
George Thampy, from mather house 
and st. louis (chemistry); andres 
Castro samayoa, from Currier house 
and merliot, el salvador (studies 
of  women, gender, and sexuality); 
ami nash, from leverett house and 
Greenwich, Connecticut (sociology); 
and first marshal nworah ayogu, 
from Currier house and Columbus, 
ohio (neurobiology).

w w w . h a a . h a r v a r d . e d u

JI
M

 H
a

r
r

Is
o

n


