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When we talk about the economy, we spend a lot of time talking about jobs — how to create
more of them and how to replace the ones being lost. But what if we're entering an
automated future where there won't be enough jobs for the people who need them? If this
happens, how will people pay for food and shelter?
In Silicon Valley, a growing number of those in the tech sector believe that one solution may
be the universal basic income. Simply put, the idea is that Uncle Sam will cut citizens a
regular paycheck whether they work or not.
Misha Chellam is a tech entrepreneur in San Francisco and is part of the burgeoning basic
income movement here. He took me to Eatsa, a healthy fast-food joint, to show me why
many in tech are coming to this conclusion.
If Apple opened a fast-food place, it would look sort of like Eatsa. The space is bright and
the decor is sparse in that trendy modern way. But when we enter the restaurant, I notice
right away there are no cashiers to take our order.
"That's part of the magic here," Chellam says. "We're not going to order from anybody.
We're going to order from computers."
Chellam and I walk up to one of the iPads mounted on the wall. The first step is to swipe
your credit card, which Chellam does.
"Now what are we going to eat?" Chellam asks after his credit card is accepted.
Eatsa's thing is quinoa bowls, and you can see photos of its offerings on the screen. I go for
the burrito quinoa bowl and Chellam orders the kale.
A couple of clicks later we're done. There are about 15 to 20 customers in the restaurant,
but just one Eatsa employee.
"I have this gut sense from having been in the Valley for a while now that there will be a
coming wave of automation that's going to get rid of a lot of jobs," Chellam says, back at his
office in downtown San Francisco.
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It's unclear whether technology will eventually reduce the total number of jobs in the
country. While technological advances make some jobs obsolete, the past has shown that
tech has also created new opportunities.
But advancements in artificial intelligence are intensifying this debate. In Silicon Valley,
there are lots of experiments in automation. There's the robot at Lowe's home improvement
store in Sunnyvale, Calif., that checks inventory. There's the "robot butler" working at a
hotel in Cupertino. And then there's Uber, which is experimenting with driverless taxis and
trucks.
"And that would affect 3.5 million truck drivers, another 5 million people who support the
truck-driving industry," Chellam says. "And that's just one example of automation."
Chellam says software is eating white-collar jobs, too, and everyone from bookkeepers to
doctors and lawyers will be affected.
Chellam criticizes politicians for not talking about this automated future. At best, he says,
they talk about "retraining," which doesn't address the scope of the problem.
"Take the truck driver example," he says. "What are you going to retrain 3.5 million people
to do in a short enough period of time?"
Chellam believes as technology replaces more workers, the traditional 40-hour-a-week job
could become a thing of the past. If that happens, how will families get health insurance or
save for retirement?
Some experts say the only answer is a government-guaranteed paycheck that would allow
people to buy food and housing. That would not only help the individuals but would help
keep economic wheels spinning and generate tax revenues.
"Silicon Valley's interest in the universal basic income is one part guilt and one part
optimism," says Natalie Foster, a fellow at the Institute for the Future, a nonprofit research
organization in Palo Alto.
Some technologists suggest setting the basic income at $10,000 a year. Others have
proposed raising carbon emission taxes to pay for it. Foster says there hasn't been enough
research on basic income to have serious policy discussions.
She said that right now tech workers are in the "inquiry and research phase." They're
holding meetups and hosting panels asking what would it mean to give people money they
didn't work for, Foster says.
In Oakland, they're about to find out. Y Combinator is funding a research project on basic
income, where it will pay 100 people enough money for food and shelter — no strings

Page 3 of 4

attached. The prestigious tech accelerator helped launch companies that include Airbnb
and Reddit.
Y Combinator declined requests for an interview, but in a blog post its president, Sam
Altman, predicted that "at some point in the future, as technology continues to eliminate
traditional jobs and massive new wealth gets created," some version of basic income will be
rolled out nationally.
The debate about whether machines are taking our jobs is beside the point, says Chris
Hughes, a co-founder of Facebook who is active in the basic income movement. He says
that whether you like the idea or not, there won't be an alternative because decent-paying
jobs are disappearing for millions of people.
"The reality is that work has changed. Forty percent of jobs are now contingent, meaning
they're part-time, independent contractors, Uber drivers," he says.
And he says that shift has already left middle-class Americans economically insecure. A
recent study by the Federal Reserve found that 46 percent of Americans surveyed didn't
have enough cash to cover a $400 emergency expense. That feeling of insecurity is evident
in this tumultuous presidential election.
"I think there is a sense that our economy is broken in many ways," Hughes says. "But
rather than try to restructure our economy so it looks like the 1950s, I think we have to be
honest with ourselves."
Hughes says that means basic income isn't an idea for the distant future but one we need to
consider today.

See discussion questions next page!
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For Discussion
Vocabulary – Define words: automated, universal basic income, entrepreneur, burgeoning,
sparse, obsolete, artificial intelligence, prestigious, contingent, tumultuous
1. Suppose we advanced technology to the point where machines could take care of
anything we want. Would we need jobs? Discuss.
2. How does automation affect how much things cost?
3. If people need to work fewer hours in order to afford the same goods, is this a good
thing or a bad thing? Discuss.
4. How do machines make some work more valuable? (Think of examples of machines
that allow human labor to produce more output.) How do they make some work less
valuable? (Think of examples of machines that can do work humans used to do.)
5. How does a universal basic income (UBI) compare to current welfare programs?
Could we replace all of our existing government redistribution programs with a UBI?
Why/why not?
6. Why are the opinions of people in the technology sector so influential?
7. How is Y Combinator testing the universal basic income idea?
8. What is the difference between finding 100 people who will accept money for no
work and getting enough people to accept the idea to make it universal?
9. What evidence does the author present that changes in the economy have left
middle-class Americans economically insecure? Does he give us enough information
to determine whether this insecurity is greater than in the past? Explain.
10. Would a $10,000 income per person, by itself, be enough that people could cover a
$400 emergency expense? How would the $10,000 check affect those who already
earn an income?
Bonus: According to another article, Technology has created more jobs than it has
destroyed, says 140 years worth of data. Is there any reason to think this trend will change?
The idea of a universal basic income sounds radical but in the past it has been embraced
by some on the political right as well as the left. Learn more here.

