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Opinion / AI, work & institutional power

AI Restrictions: Who Wins, Who Loses?
By Patrick Russell · October 5, 2026

Protect people without closing the door to useful AI.

A machine can help a citizen challenge a headline,
understand legislation or learn something once locked
behind expensive expertise. That possibility should
excite us. Yet across politics and organized labor, AI also
raises a personal question: what happens when the
machine can do part of my job?

The answer matters far beyond Hollywood. Teachers,
nurses, truck drivers and public employees are seeking
influence over how AI enters their workplaces. Their
concerns are different, and so are their demands.
Treating them as one anti-AI movement would miss both
the fears and the institutional interests worth examining.

Teachers’ unions illustrate the tension. The National
Education Association opposes AI taking over core
functions best performed by humans and wants
protections through bargaining and law. But it also
supports AI literacy and useful educational applications.
The American Federation of Teachers went further
toward adoption, partnering with Microsoft, OpenAI and
Anthropic on an AI training academy. These unions seek
a role in shaping classroom technology, not simply its
disappearance.

On the highway, opposition is confrontational.
Teamsters California reports suing the DMV over
driverless-truck rules, citing safety, jobs and inadequate
economic review. In public services, AFSCME’s 2026
resolution demands bargaining over AI and opposes its
use as an excuse to eliminate jobs. National Nurses
United announced protests over HCA’s partnership with
Palantir and what it describes as untested AI deployment
threatening patients and privacy.

Then there are performers and writers. SAG-AFTRA
seeks limits on synthetic performers and safeguards for
digital replicas. The Writers Guild protects authorship
and compensation while permitting voluntary AI use
under agreed conditions. Across these sectors, the
struggle concerns not only whether AI works, but who
decides what it replaces.

Imagine training for years to teach a child, recognize a
patient’s distress or master a craft, then hearing your
judgment described as an avoidable expense. That
anxiety deserves respect. A society that celebrates
innovation while shrugging at displacement should not
be surprised when workers resist.
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Still, compassion cannot become a permanent veto on
progress. Protecting patients from unreliable automation
is different from preserving every existing task
indefinitely. Bargaining can improve deployment; it can
also preserve institutional leverage. We should judge
restrictions by their results, not presume virtue or
obstruction from the union label.

Politicians and campaigners face the same test.
Democrats Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez and Greg Casar
have joined independent Bernie Sanders in pursuing
infrastructure or advanced-development restrictions.
Stop AI demands a permanent frontier-development ban.
Their remedies extend beyond workplaces and could
limit opportunities for people who never joined the
dispute.

That is why the costs of restraint belong beside the risks
of adoption: delayed discovery, lost productivity and
fewer tools for independent inquiry. We have not
established billions in AI-caused union losses or a hidden
campaign against fact checking. We need not invent
either to examine who gains authority.

The goal should be workers with a future and citizens
with greater capability. Demand evidence, proportionate
safeguards and accountable decisions. AI should not
make people disposable. Fear should not make their
opportunities disposable either.
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