UBI is key to collective bargaining and organizing---it’s politically feasible and destigmatizes poverty 
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Collective bargaining over the implementation of technology is an important part of the solution. But even if we organized the entire U.S. workforce into unions with enough power to negotiate such agreements, we wouldn’t stop mass layoffs. The key source of workers’ leverage over their employer—the ability to withhold labor—is predicated on the employer’s need for their labor in the first place. UBI isn’t a replacement for a union, but it can help fill a gap where labor otherwise has very little power.
And it’s not just about technology. When Marriot workers were negotiating their agreements in 2018, what they likely weren’t expecting was that 98% of their members would be out of work not as a consequence of automation, but rather, a global pandemic. Moreover, mass unemployment has always been endemic to capitalism. Even in the absence of crisis, there will always be millions of Americans without a job.
In a society as rich as ours, UBI is a declaration that everyone is entitled to an income, whether they work or not. UBI is also a proclamation that the poor should have the right to use their money as they see fit—that poverty is itself the issue, rather than a symptom of a lack of character or a ‘poor gene’. And given how wealth and power go hand in hand, UBI gives the working class a fighting chance to counter the power of the elite.
Moreover, a UBI would substantially alter the landscape of labor. If everyone is guaranteed a paycheck whether they show up to work or not, workers will have far more bargaining power than they do in the present. A $1,000/month UBI is not a living wage, but it’s a cushion that would give workers more power to leave a bad job—and thus more power to negotiate to make that job better. Serving the function of a strike fund, a UBI would also make it easier for workers to go on strike. Additionally, UBI would raise minimum standards on top of prevailing wages, allowing workers to save more of their bargaining leverage for everything else that matters.
But… How Do We Pay for It?
When Trump authorized $300-billion in direct cash relief last March, many saw a vindication of Yang’s campaign. Suddenly, the question had shifted from whether we should give everyone cash to how much we should give everyone and when. But even though stimulus checks have increased the popularity of UBI, authorizing emergency cash relief to keep our economy afloat during a recession is very different from making regular cash disbursements a permanent fixture. The three rounds of stimulus checks have cost the federal government over $850 billion. An annual UBI of $12,000 per adult American would cost $2.8 trillion a year. That money must come from somewhere.
This is why the question of UBI is really a question of taxation. “We’ve got to be talking about taxes,” Rutger Bregman said at the world economic forum in Davos in 2019. “All the rest is bullshit in my opinion.” A progressive UBI is ultimately a rearranged negative income tax, redistributing wealth from the rich to the poor. Is that politically feasible? Five years earlier, Bregman—advocating for UBI in his book Utopia for Realists—addressed our cynicism about the possibility of making such policies a reality in a greedy world. “My answer,” he wrote, “was this: turn off the TV, look around you, and organize.”
Organizing for such a fundamental redistribution of our wealth needs the backing of unions. If there is any institution that can organize—not just to change popular opinion, but to actually countervail the power of the elite and move UBI from our minds into matter—it is the labor movement. Just as the Marriot hotel workers won significant raises by going on strike throughout the country in 2018, union workers can play a central role in winning raises not just for themselves, but also for non-union workers and for the unemployed, and in so doing restructure our economic system and redefine our perception of work. A UBI would be a national collective bargaining agreement, tipping the scales of power towards the people at large.
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