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The Machine Tax
What Happens When Work Disappears and Nobody Does Anything About It
Gertraud Magold

  Something Is Already Happening

  In October 2025, Amazon announced it was cutting 14,000 corporate positions. Three months later, it cut 16,000 more. The company's stated reason was efficiency gains from artificial intelligence. In December 2025, Accenture — a consulting firm that advises other companies on how to deploy AI — eliminated 11,000 of its own workers. IBM's CEO told investors the company had replaced thousands of HR staff with an AI assistant that now handles 11.5 million employee interactions per year with less than five percent human oversight. The Swedish payments company Klarna replaced 700 customer service workers with a chatbot that handled 2.3 million conversations in its first month, in 35 languages, around the clock.

  These are not outliers. They are the leading edge of something systemic.

  At a BMW factory in Spartanburg, South Carolina, a humanoid robot made by Figure AI has been working the production line since 2024 — not in a demonstration zone, but on the actual factory floor that builds real cars for real customers. In Amazon warehouses, Agility Robotics' Digit robot moves bins. At Hyundai plants, Boston Dynamics' Atlas handles parts. China's Unitree sells its G1 humanoid robot for $13,500 — about the price of a used car — openly on retail websites.

  The price of robotic labor is falling. The capability is rising. The deployment is accelerating. This is no longer a conversation about the future of work. It is a conversation about what is already under way.

  The question this essay addresses is not whether automation is displacing human labor at scale. That question has been answered. The question is what happens to the tens of millions of people whose work disappears when no mechanism exists to replace their income — and what democratic societies must do before the consequences become impossible to manage.

  The honest answer to the first part of that question is not comfortable. Mass unemployment without a safety net produces poverty, crime, political radicalization, and the erosion of democratic institutions. The historical record on this is clear. The social science is consistent. The policy response — a tax on the machines and AI systems that replace workers, used to fund a basic income guarantee — is not radical. It is the same logic that has justified every major social insurance program in the industrial age: those who benefit most from a transformation bear part of the cost of managing its consequences.

  The window for building that response is open. It will not remain open indefinitely.


  The Scale of What Is Coming

  Numbers of this magnitude are easy to read past. They shouldn't be.

  The World Economic Forum projects that automation and AI will displace between 85 and 92 million jobs globally by 2030. McKinsey estimates that technologies already available — not prototypes, not research projects, but commercially deployed products — could automate roughly 57 percent of all working hours in the United States. The IMF warns that 40 percent of all global jobs face meaningful AI exposure. Dario Amodei, CEO of Anthropic, wrote in a major 2025 essay that AI could eliminate half of all entry-level white-collar positions within five years.

  Translate that to the United States specifically. About 160 million Americans are employed. If 30 to 40 percent of current occupations are transformed or eliminated by 2050 — a projection that reflects the midrange of mainstream research — that is 48 to 64 million workers whose economic footing has been removed. Not during a recession. Permanently.

  The distribution matters as much as the total. This wave does not wash evenly across the workforce.

  Administrative and clerical work faces automation rates of up to 90 percent in routine categories. Data entry and basic processing positions are already going. Customer service — call centers, bank tellers, help desks — is among the highest-risk categories, with 65 to 80 percent of current tasks automatable with today's technology. Manufacturing has been absorbing industrial robots for decades, but the new generation of flexible humanoid robots capable of handling the physical variety that stopped earlier machines cold is now reaching commercial deployment. Transportation — truck drivers, delivery workers, ride-hail and taxi drivers — faces the arrival of viable autonomous vehicles through the 2030s.

  None of this falls on the people best positioned to absorb it. The jobs at highest risk are overwhelmingly held by workers without college degrees, in regions already damaged by the last wave of deindustrialization. The same communities that lost their steel mills in the 1980s, their textile plants in the 1990s, and their call centers in the 2000s are first in line again.

  What makes this wave structurally different from its predecessors is the speed. Retraining programs run on three-to-five-year cycles. AI capabilities are doubling roughly every six to twelve months. The gap between the pace at which technology displaces workers and the pace at which social systems can adapt people to new roles is not a planning challenge. It is a category mismatch.


  What Poverty Actually Does

  Before the political consequences, before the crime statistics, before the arguments about democracy — there is something simpler and more brutal. Poverty kills people.

  Anne Case and Angus Deaton spent years documenting what happened to white Americans without college degrees in the communities hardest hit by deindustrialization. Starting in the late 1990s, mortality rates in these populations began rising. Not because of an epidemic or a natural disaster. Because of economic despair. The causes of death were overdoses, cirrhosis of the liver from alcohol, and suicide — what Case and Deaton called Deaths of Despair. By 2010, this had become a mass phenomenon. By 2020, it had claimed hundreds of thousands of lives. For every one percentage point rise in unemployment, premature mortality among working-age adults increases by roughly two percent.

  These are not statistical abstractions. They are people in their forties and fifties dying in rural Pennsylvania, in the former steel towns of Ohio, in the hollowed-out counties of West Virginia, from the accumulated weight of having been made economically unnecessary.

  Now consider what happens when that pattern scales. A localized deindustrialization crisis over several decades produced a national public health catastrophe. An automation wave that displaces tens of millions of workers across all regions and sectors simultaneously — without adequate support — is not a linear amplification of that catastrophe. It is a qualitative shift.

  The United States is uniquely exposed because its safety net is uniquely thin. Federal unemployment insurance lasts 26 weeks in most states, at replacement rates well below comparable wealthy nations. There is no universal healthcare floor. There is no federal guaranteed income. When a job disappears in America, the distance between employment and destitution is shorter than in any peer country.

  The sequence that follows job loss without cushioning is well documented. In the first year: savings drain, credit is extended, the standard of living falls hard. In the second: rent arrears begin, evictions follow. In the third year without income or prospects: homelessness becomes real for a growing fraction. Healthcare deferred becomes healthcare refused. In the fourth and fifth year: addiction, depression, family breakdown, and suicide become measurably more common. These are not projections. They are what researchers documented in the communities that industrial America abandoned. The automation wave threatens to run the same sequence, simultaneously, at twenty times the geographic and demographic scale.

  And there is a dimension the economic data cannot capture: what it does to a person to be made redundant by a machine. Work is not just a paycheck. It is daily structure, social status, a sense that your effort matters. Long-term unemployment is one of the strongest predictors we have of depression, anxiety, addiction, and social withdrawal — effects that persist even when financial support is adequate. When tens of millions of people face this simultaneously, in a society that has not prepared for it, you are not looking at a social policy challenge. You are looking at a civilizational stress test.


  Crime: The Research Is More Complicated Than the Headlines

  The claim that unemployment causes crime is both intuitively obvious and empirically messier than most people assume. Getting it right matters — because the automation scenario is not analogous to an ordinary recession, and the distinction is consequential.

  The honest summary of the research literature, built from more than sixty studies, is this: rising unemployment reliably produces more property crime — theft, burglary, robbery. The relationship is significant, consistent, and well-established for sub-national data and for periods when unemployment rises sharply. For violent crime, the evidence is weaker and less consistent. Some economists have identified short-run inverse effects: when the economy contracts, fewer goods circulate, reducing the opportunities for certain kinds of theft.

  This means you cannot simply extrapolate from unemployment statistics to crime predictions. Short-term cyclical unemployment — a recession that lasts eighteen months before recovery — produces measurably more property crime. Then, when the economy recovers, crime falls again. The relationship is real but bounded.

  What automation-driven structural unemployment produces is something different — and something the same research literature illuminates once you look at the right subgroup of studies.

  The American opioid crisis is the critical case. In the counties of Appalachia, the coal towns of West Virginia, the manufacturing ghost towns of the Midwest, the drug market did not simply expand when jobs disappeared. It became the economy. Demand came from people medicating against hopelessness — first through legally prescribed opioids, then through heroin and fentanyl as prescription access was tightened. Supply came from people for whom the drug trade offered the only available income. Neither side of that market was organized crime in the traditional sense. It was improvised survival in the vacuum left by formal employment. Over 500,000 Americans died in two decades from opioid overdoses. The deaths tracked the map of economic abandonment with near-perfect precision.

  This is the criminological distinction that matters for automation: the difference between short-term elevated property crime during a downturn, and the emergence of permanent parallel criminal economies in regions where legitimate employment has structurally ceased to exist. The first is a manageable public safety challenge. The second is something that entire communities cannot recover from across generations.

  Youth unemployment amplifies everything. Young men without employment, without economic identity, without legitimate pathways to adult status, are the raw material from which criminal organizations have always recruited. In regions of concentrated youth unemployment — typically two to three times the general rate — the dynamics move from elevated crime statistics toward organized criminal structures that substitute for the social functions that employment used to perform: income, belonging, hierarchy, purpose.

  The automation wave will not produce a temporary recession followed by recovery. It will produce permanent structural displacement in specific industries, demographic groups, and regions. The criminological consequences will reflect that permanence.


  The Shadow Economy

  When millions of people are pushed out of formal employment and the state provides no adequate cushion, they don't simply stop working. They work differently — outside the system, outside the tax base, outside the regulatory framework that the formal economy depends on.

  Informal economies exist everywhere. In wealthy nations they typically account for 10 to 20 percent of GDP. In countries where formal employment is scarce and state institutions are weak, that figure rises to 40 to 60 percent. In extreme cases — Venezuela after its economic collapse, Zimbabwe after hyperinflation destroyed the formal economy — the informal sector becomes the primary one. There is no hard wall between those scenarios and what mass structural unemployment in wealthy democracies could produce.

  The dynamics are straightforward. A tradesperson whose factory job has been automated doesn't disappear. He offers his skills off the books, cheaper than a licensed contractor, without insurance, without taxes, without regulatory compliance. A former customer service worker provides informal bookkeeping or freelance assistance through channels that generate no taxable income. A driver who can't get permits for autonomous vehicle competition runs informal rides. These are rational responses to economic exclusion — not moral failures.

  The fiscal consequences compound. Every worker operating informally is a worker not contributing to Social Security, Medicare, or state and federal income tax. In a system already under pressure from an aging population and declining workforce-to-retiree ratios, every additional informal worker tightens the fiscal vise. The social insurance system loses revenue precisely when demand for its services is rising — a self-reinforcing
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