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A basic income guarantee was central to the ideas on how to share wealth, work, and ownership of a movement founded in Paris in 1930, whose review L’Ordre Nouveau appeared from 1933 to 1938. Its distinctive philosophy of personalism was eventually to be adopted, adapted and widely diffused —especially in Catholic circles— by the review Esprit founded by Emmanuel Mounier in 1932. But from the outset, the Ordre Nouveau group gathered around its personalist program a motley crew of intellectuals who viewed the current economic crisis as but one aspect of a larger and deeper crisis of modern civilization in the full-fledged industrial era. According to its founders
, the only way out of this long-term crisis was a radical socio-economic and political federalism, aimed at restoring human scale to communities, and at harnessing technology to this end, with a view to the psychological integration of the work activity of the individual, requiring its social re-organization. They thus thought of the participative enterprise as the centerpiece of a complete set of novel socio-economic arrangements that would allow it to be formed by a free association of skilled workers (be they entrepreneurs, technicians, or specialized labor). To this end, a “vital minimum guaranteed to all” citizens was meant to “radically dissociate the notion of retribution (or salary) from the notion of the satisfaction of basic needs”
—a demand echoed nowadays, largely in response to globalization and automation, by a range of social thinkers, from André Gorz to Philippe Van Parijs.

Ordre Nouveau’s chief theorist was Arnaud Dandieu (1897-1933), a brilliant polymath who died too young to secure the place he deserved in XXth-century thought.
 His psychologically based “dichotomic method” allowed him to distinguish a personal sphere of creative work from the impersonal realm of repetitive labor, which ought to be automated as much as possible, leaving a decreasing residue to be spread out over the whole of society through a compulsory “civilian service”, in exchange for which every citizen would receive a guaranteed basic income. The unconditional civic right to a guaranteed income to cover basic needs thus had as a counterpart the unconditional civic duty to do one’s fair share of the low-skilled labor still needed to produce general wealth. All unskilled labor was supposed to be performed by contingents of a “civilian service” comparable to military service, aimed at abolishing the proletarian condition by relieving any single class from dependence on repetitive, dehumanizing labor best left to machines. Answering a survey of intellectuals’ views of the machine age, Dandieu deplored the inhibiting effects of this institutionalized dependency on technological progress, since it was on its account that labor-saving processes were held back from full deployment out of fear of unemployment. Therefore, he stated, “we have to consider an egalitarian distribution of all those parts of labor that have become automatic with rationalization over the entire social body. If we want to be free men, we owe society a service.“
 This civilian service would overcome the ethical objections to guaranteed basic income as unearned wealth and an invitation to sloth, since it is understood as the corollary of a citizenship income that would allow everyone not to have to rely for survival on a shrinking supply of full-time salaried employment, given the obsolescence of wage labor as a reliable source of income with growing technological efficiency. The progress of automation would then cease to mean the curse of structural, technological unemployment, but would instead entail the steady decrease of the residue of drudgery left by technology, spread evenly among all citizens, in conjunction with the proceeds of the common production of wealth in the guise of a guaranteed basic income. All members of the polity would then be freed apace to engage in creative personal activities —often of an entrepreneurial nature. For as Ordre Nouveau’s founder Alexandre Marc put it : 

The primacy of money must be abolished so as to allow workers —all the workers: entrepreneurs, technicians, laborers— to associate freely within free enterprises. But in order for this freedom of association not to be a mere rhetorical formula, it is necessary that a certain equality —that has nothing to do with egalitarianism— exist between the future co-associates:.

Federalist personalists (as those in the Ordre Nouveau tradition are called in contradistinction to Esprit’s communitarian personalists) favor a wide range of types of firms:  “individual or family-run, municipal, regional, co-operative, syndical, socialized, semi-public…”  All have the right to exist insofar as they do not exert an undue domination over the economy, and “do not exploit ‘manpower’, but associate it to the building of the liberated enterprise”, with self-management as an “ideal-type”.  Only two types are deemed incompatible with this Proudhonian type of social “federalism”: “the purely capitalist enterprise, founded on the primacy of money and the enslavement of workers by salary; the nationalized enterprise, which favors waste, irresponsibility, generalized proletarization, and thus appears contrary to the interests of the workers, as producers, as consumers, as human beings.”

Aside from a series of case studies of existing forms of enterprise, assessed with personalist criteria for good points and limitations, among other texts relating to work organization, Ordre Nouveau’s internal newsletter includes accounts of actual experiments in alternative firms as well as the “civilian service”. In order to free the workers from the proletarian condition, defined in psychological terms as heteronomous labor, Ordre Nouveau militants were even ready to personally put to the test the feasibility of the “civilian service”. In the second half of July 1935 in paper and car plants in Paris, and in the first half of August in brush and carpet factories of Beauvais, forty volunteers took the place, but not the pay, of as many unskilled workers, allowing some of them to take the first vacation in their entire working life. Ordre Nouveau’s test-run of its “civilian service” found a wide and positive echo in the media. First announced in No. 1 of the Bulletin de liaison des groupes “Ordre Nouveau”, and then in a pamphlet aimed at business managers,
 it was afterwards assessed in No. 5 of October 15 1935 in the column on “the life of the movement“, as boding well for the latter, since it showed that through personal commitment, a new social order based on effective solidarity could start being put into place with immediate results in the lives of the victims of the “established disorder“ (a personalist catchphrase launched by Alexandre Marc but soon taken up by Mounier and attributed to him to this day). There were plans to repeat it in 1936, but the mandatory paid vacations introduced by the new Popular Front government made this impractical. If the tactical impact of this experiment was thus nipped in the bud, some valid lessons remained. First, there were no technical reasons preventing the replacement of unskilled workers by unprepared volunteers, even the clumsiest, like their leader Robert Aron, Arnaud Dandieu’s old friend and frequent co-author, who referred in the third person to his own wartime experience as “no doubt one of the only French cavalry officers to ever cut himself with his own saber.“
The holder of this inglorious wound, put in the presence of a scrubbing brush-making machine, accomplished the following performances:

first day of replacement: 530 brushes on a machine instead of 1000, a seasoned worker’s maximum output;

second day of replacement: 800 brushes;

on the fifth day, a second machine was entrusted to him; at the end of four days, he then reached the maximum output that can be obtained by a worker operating two machines, that is 1350 brushes.

Thus within ten days a volunteer, as untrained as they come, had reached the maximum output of an unskilled worker.

—If Robert Aron could do it, anybody could do it, and in the new social order he championed, so would every citizen for limited periods over his/her life, as a small price to pay for entitlement to a guaranteed lifetime citizenship income. This vital minimum, which “must be ample enough to allow for a decent life, and limited enough not to generate sloth“, was under study by Ordre Nouveau, and a questionnaire was submitted to readers of its newsletter to try to figure out the basic yearly budget they would require to that effect. The personalist rationale was that 

The man who is not sheltered from immediate need, he who must always worry about the next day’s subsistence, cannot pursue the free development of his personality, he cannot pursue the activity corresponding to his special calling. The vital minimum that Ordre Nouveau wants to ensure to all members of the community must allow everyone to choose the occupation that suits him, and to undertake the training or the studies needed to this effect, or even to engage in a disinterested activity, being sheltered from need. It will also allow whoever temporarily finds himself jobless not to accept the first job that he is offered, even if it is quite unrelated to what he has been doing before.

As a learning experience about what it meant for workers to be forced to accept anything without any guarantee for fear of being deprived of a living, the experiment in civilian service had also been very valuable. It allowed participants to find out for themselves that “the proletarian condition constitutes at the present time a hidden, but particularly oppressive form of slavery. Submitted to the tyranny of a salary, that the productivist competition drives down to the barest minimum necessary for material survival, haunted by the fear of unemployment, having no personal means of defense and struggle due to the fact that, as one of them told us, he has no real ‘trade’ and can easily be fired and replaced on the spot, deprived almost entirely of family life by the length and exhaustion of working hours, deprived also of professional life, since the machine substitutes him in everything that involves skill, attention or care, the proletarian really leads one of the most inferior lives that can be.“ And this does not depend on the bosses, who can be enlightened enough to allow such experiments, but on the system whose rules they have to go by.
 Servile, proletarian labor need not even be purely manual, according to the Ordre Nouveau definition of it as “undifferentiated“; it can just as well be clerical, and is bound to invade the white-collar sector with the spread of computing machines. Their impact on the office was observed in the November 1935 issue of the Bulletin de liaison des groupes “Ordre Nouveau”, describing many health and control issues that have become endemic in our time in the electronic workplace.

The civilian service was presented as an answer to the challenge presented by this type of half-automated clerical work, that would allow technology to fulfill its promise of a leisure society, giving everyone the opportunity to develop their human potential. Redistributing wealth is not enough to achieve this ; sharing all the stressful labor left by automation still makes sense in the post-industrial context of the computer age, where it would complement the role of the creative class in hi-tech economies. For as Dandieu already observed, there “the isolated craftsman turns back into what one might call a journeyman: within the whole of the corporation, he retains most of his personal qualities while sharing, in the guise of leisure and improved turnover, the benefits of a more advanced division of labor.“
 In the face of the uncoupling of income and salaried work to which seems to lead the development of automation, Dandieu thus sought to “REALIZE for the benefit of the whole of the community, for the personal liberation of each of its members, the power-saving that is blowing apart the old world.”
 For ”to constant work, but at a variable salary, rationalization would tend to substitute irregular work, but at a fixed salary. To the financial straits of the worker whose salary is reduced, it substitutes the distress of the unemployed, whose salary is nothing, and who no longer has in front of him a boss that he can hold responsible for his poverty.” 

Thus, the entire defensive arsenal assembled by the worker over generations is now outmoded. Due to industrialization and economic rationalization, the concrete causes of the oppression of workers have vanished. The oppressed worker no longer sees his fate depend on personal or moral considerations, but only on economic considerations. He is awash in pure economics and no longer has anyone against whom he could rise up.
Besides, those against whom he might be tempted to rise up are falling prey to the same fate. The boss, the so-called ruling class, are subject to the same predicament as he is. Closed factories, failed businesses, are the unemployment of the boss; but he, at the top of the ladder, cannot blame anyone but an abstract mechanism.

As for the more obvious victim, the unemployed, ”his is a peculiar status, entirely negative, that can only be compared to that of the dead in primitive societies.”
 Dandieu takes this comparison very far in the ethnologically inspired analysis of the ambiguous relations of non-reciprocal propitiatory giving maintained by technological society towards the ”economic dead” he sees in the unemployed, put in the degrading position of receiving just enough to maintain a life that is no longer life, since nothing can be given in return; it is in the end only a matter of exorcizing the threat of this “ghost who haunts our shining Babels”, lurking unseen in the margins of their social circuits.
 Insisting on the establishment of a guaranteed basic income that would not be aimed at them upon proof of need but unconditionally granted to all citizens, Dandieu realized that turning a charitable gift into a civic right is an essential necessity psychologically every time the recipient is unable to give back.

However, even more than the stigma of unemployment, Dandieu had in mind the prestige of work, which he hoped to undermine. He took a cue from Marx’s son-in-law Paul Lafargue in his Éloge de la paresse —In Praise of Sloth— to point out that ”the first mistake was to preach the love of work since it gives wealth its prestige.”
 Thus, ”the central framework of present-day capitalism and imperialism is not so much economics as the prestige of economics. The real struggle is [...] between concrete and abstract, between live individuals and rationalized society: the revolution will thus come from a psychological reaction and not from a scientific determinism, which itself partakes of rationalist magic at its most unreal and most inhuman”
: the prestige of a power that knows how to multiply to infinity as it by-passes the contingencies of lived experience —or rather shoves them down the line to those who do not have any choice but to bear the brunt of these externalities. In the unpublished Discours contre la Méthode — Discourse Against Method— he co-wrote with Robert Aron in 1928, Dandieu dwelled on the media’s role in integrating workers in a consumer society whose endless stream of ”creative” gimmicks is designed to make them accept the non-creative labor needed to acquire them.

These suggestive means would be insufficient without the addition of the development of the spirit of lucre. In many cases, the performance bonus comes on top of the more or less rigorous application of the Taylor system as such. But above all, the worker is made to hope for a shortening of the working day, that in this way gives back to work the prestige that Taylorism had shorn it of. It matters little that in practice the working day only gets shorter by a tiny amount of time. What is important is that the prospect of high salaries and short hours of labor confers to the religion of work the prestige that even the triumph of rationalization should normally bring down to zero.


The increasing scarcity of wage labor in the era of automation and globalization would nowadays tend to give it renewed if artificial prestige, for so long as it will remain the main source of income and social integration, and this regardless of its nature, however degrading ; one need only think of Mcjobs. Such a revival of the old-time religion of work on account of its sheer scarcity could still turn up as a perverse effect of the labor-sharing policies advocated by some as a key solution to structural unemployment. It is likely that Dandieu would see this as a pernicious form of reformism, being more of a revolutionary who liked to say that ”you can’t improve the plague”, of which the religion of work was for him a prime example. In some quarters, the ethical case for wage labor and holding on to full-employment policies is still couched in terms of the alleged socializing, community-building features of the industrial workplace, that are held to trump the alienating effect of labor —however uncreative— on the individual. Yet with the introduction of guaranteed basic income and the setting aside of just a couple of years out of a lifetime for compulsory civilian service, the time that could be freed up from the demands of salaried income might well cease to have the isolating effects of structural unemployment, if only it was allowed to spill over into the so-called “social economy” of the “third sector” (after the market and the State). The latter’s development and recognition are envisioned by social thinkers such as Giorgio Ruffolo and Jeremy Rifkin as the creative way out of the impasse of a capitalist system that makes full-time salaried employment obsolete to its “progress”, while maintaining it as the only basis for the social integration of the individual; for this “social economy” is “the realm where contractual arrangements give way to community bonds, and giving one’s time to others takes the place of market relationships based on selling one’s time.”
 One can easily imagine institutional arrangements along the lines sketched by French personalists like Dandieu long before these recent authors, that would allow persons, relieved from the need for salaried labor in impersonal settings, to find themselves and each other anew in this non-profit, volunteer, community-based “Gift Economy”.

It is even possible to find influential applications of related ideas in an American context. One influence on Ordre Nouveau’s founder Alexandre Marc was German social philosopher and Protestant thinker Eugen Rosenstock-Huessy, who helped organize volunteer work camps for students, farmers, and workers to relieve the appalling labor conditions in Silesian coal mines. Of Jewish background, he left Germany when Hitler came to power, and taught first at Harvard and then at Dartmouth College. He was given the opportunity to renew his pioneering efforts on behalf of voluntary work service when Eleanor Roosevelt convinced her husband to entrust him with the creation of a special Civilian Conservation Corps camp in the woods of Vermont. Its aim was to train young leaders —mostly students from Dartmouth, Radcliffe, and Harvard— to expand the seven-year-old CCC from a program for unemployed youth into a work service that would accept volunteers from all walks of life. Universal in this sense, it also bears comparison with Ordre Nouveau’s projected civilian service, modeled on military service, in that it was called Camp William James because of that philosopher's search for a "moral equivalent of war". While this New Deal initiative was disbanded when the United States entered World War II, Rosenstock-Huessy's writings about voluntary work service have often been credited with influencing the design and development of the Peace Corps.

Current proponents of Arnaud Dandieu’s ideas in a network of training centers of the European federalist movement pioneered by his disciple Alexandre Marc are not sure how to deal with a troubling implication of their schemes for implementing them : a strict control of population flow from beyond the borders of their continental area of application. However, there is nothing preventing us from taking the challenge of immigration in stride as part of the equation in contemplating what a combination of civilian service and basic income would look like in a contemporary North American context. One can envision giving immigrants the option of volunteering for the civilian service, possibly for longer periods than natives, as an incentive to legal immigration and a fast-track to full citizenship, including the added privilege of a lifetime guaranteed basic income it would now entail. No one could argue they had not earned the rights of citizens, and by adding their numbers to the roster of this permanent conscript army of labor, they would shorten by that much the remaining share of compulsory menial or unskilled labor the general citizenry would be bound to perform. The growth of the workforce through immigration could then join increasing technological efficiency in bringing downward pressure to bear on the average duration of the portion of civilian service in a citizen’s life, creating a win-win situation for both natives and newcomers.

A civilian service could also counteract some of the negative impact of globalization and ecological crisis. How better to compete with the low-wage workforce of emerging economies like that of China than with a no-wage workforce that the State would put at the disposal of any business still needing it? For the shift towards a tertiary IT-based economy that is less labor-intensive with every technological or managerial improvement would on its own lessen the need for a large unskilled workforce. Civilian service would take over from outsourcing as a way to keep remaining labor costs down. This would lessen dependence on far-flung cheap labor markets for basic transformation and manufacturing tasks that globalization has shifted away from the United States and Canada, so that they have to routinely rely on transportation over vast distances to have access to the goods they take for granted and that used to be produced domestically. This is appallingly wasteful in energy resources and harmful to the environment, leaving North America exposed not only to the long-term consequences of climate change, but to the very real prospect of a collapse of global lines of communication as a result of Peak Oil, when the sudden realization that available supplies of oil can never again match increasing demand is likely to result in sky-rocketing transportation costs that will compel economies to shrink back to a local and domestic scale. By then, at current rates, the primary and secondary sectors of the North American economy may have dwindled so much as a result of outsourcing that the United States and Canada will find themselves unable overnight to come up on their own with the everyday products they have gotten used to have put together for their domestic market in other regions of the planet. A civilian service would mitigate the impact of this coming relocalization of our economies as a result of their adjustment to finite resources and the end of exponential growth, by maintaining their vertical diversity, making them less top-heavy in terms of wealth generation by exclusive concentration on the service and hi-tech sectors, while actually giving most of the population a chance to partake of the advantages of this kind of tertiary-sector or skilled work, provided they are willing to shoulder their share of the less gratifying tasks needed to keep a healthy, stable and sustainable economy running.


To sum up, Arnaud Dandieu’s original proposals for a radical restructuring of economic life in industrialized and post-industrial societies were designed to realize the promise of technological rationalization by seizing on it as an opportunity —missed until now— to reduce more and more the share of human labor needed to produce goods and services and to ensure that every citizen enjoys at least a decent basic subsistence level. He wanted to equitably redistribute not just the wealth generated by society at large, but also the kind of necessary but unappealing tasks most citizens avoid if they have a choice, preferring to leave them to whomever doesn’t have that luxury, which confines the choiceless to the economy’s dark underbelly. The antidote to this kind of near-permanent social marginalization was supposed to be a civilian service through which each citizen, as a counterpart to a guaranteed basic income, would  temporarily do his/her share of proletarian tasks. This would ensure that all citizens have the opportunity to devote themselves to a personal creative calling –or even just to leisure, instead of holding captive to thankless tasks for a lifetime of servitude a class of unskilled laborers. “It is the abolition of the proletarian condition“ that Dandieu advocated in his response to a questionnaire about machinism —so as to “awaken a sense of personhood, without which the machine is nothing but a cumbersome piece of scrap, an abstract illusion of comfort. “

It all comes down for Dandieu to the alternative he sets up between service and servitude. Giving of oneself for the impersonal tasks required by the community, as an ascetic sacrifice performed out of human solidarity, would then have as a counterpart for each of its members the opportunity to freely expend their energy and talent in a personal creative activity or in active service to the community the rest of the time. The economy of sharing in view of consumption and basic necessities is here clearly distinguished from the economy of the gift and creative expenditure. People give of their time to society as a whole so as to be able in turn to take their time spending it as they decide —which presupposes trust in the fair distribution of these obligations and opportunities over time, as of the uncertainties they conjure up and of the risks they enable. Remunerated work, having become irregular as a result of technological rationalization, is no longer then the exclusive basis of public recognition; it there is less of it, all that more time is freed up for personal life and social exchanges, which take over from it as a source of human value. Since all give of their time and receive a subsistence income unconditionally, unemployment no longer carries the stigma of being left out of the economic circuit and of full participation in social life, but actually becomes an invitation to creative risk-taking and grassroots enterprise.
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