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In modern times, there are, generally speaking, two major forms of economic governance:

capitalism and socialism, which are spread throughout the world and applied in varying degrees

of difference. Both of these systems of economics have been the subject, especially in light of

recent events, of many critiques because of their various shortcomings. But, for the most part,

these critiques of our contemporary culture appear to be based mainly on the results which the

system have produced, rather than the foundational principles which drive these two systems.

A little less than a century ago, there was a so-called “third way,” which claimed to be the

solution to the problems which both of these systems face, not solely because of their results, but

because of the principles which these systems hold as foundational (which undoubtedly results in

their  consequent  problems in  “lived application”).  This  theory of economics,  claiming to  be

based in the social doctrine of the Catholic Church, is known by the name of “distributism.” 

In this paper,  I am going to present the teaching of the Catholic Church as regards the

dignity of the human person, especially with regard to what this means in light of the natural

necessity of labor,1 as well as the purpose of economics in human society and the responsibilities

of all who are involved in it from the different parts which make up the whole.2

After establishing these teachings, I will then take up the teachings of distributism, which

were based in life of the medieval times and how it provides, through being grounded in the

social teaching of the Church (as well as history) for the dignity of the human person as created

in the image of God according to the teaching of the Church and, consequently, how it provides

the opportunity for its subjects to live a leisurely life, in which the possibility to grow more fully

1 That is, as being part of the nature of man to work: “The Lord God took the man and put him in the garden of
Eden to till it and keep it.” Genesis 2:15.

2 Because I am unable in this paper to adequately deal with a specific look at and critique of the socialist and
capitalist positions outside of the main topic of leisure, I ask the reader to keep the elements of socialism and
capitalism in mind when passing through the teaching of the Church. I will also occasionally provide little
mentions of them throughout the paper as the opportunity arises (outside of the topic of leisure).
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as humans through their freedom (both volitional and temporal) to gaze on God. In doing this, I

will  also  show  how  both  capitalism  and  socialism  (in  their  foundational  principles  which

culminate in their practice) ultimately deny this fundamental necessity of human life.

In order to better illumine the foundational issues which are at stake, I will first provide the

teaching of the Church,  from which we can  see more clearly how certain economic systems

follow (or not) a right order.3

The Catechism tells us that “the dignity of the human person is rooted in his creation in the

image and likeness of God.”4 By default, this extends to every human being, as we are all part of

the same human family, all created by God. Another aspect of this same dignity is as a unique

center of human activity, that is, we are each persons who were created for our own sake and are

able, without the coercion of another, to act of our own accord, “to act or not to act, to do this or

that, and so to perform deliberate actions on one's own responsibility.”5

Consequently, each person is  to  be treated according to  the dignity which we all  have,

regardless  of the social  class  to  which we belong, whether it  be  rich or poor,  defensible or

indefensible – we are all endowed with the same dignity, and it is in this sense that we are to be

understood as  being created equal;  i.e.,  one  person,  regardless of  his  social  status,  is  never

“worth” more than another and cannot treat others as if they are persons of a “lesser” dignity. 

In addition to the inviolable human dignity of each human person, there needs to be recalled

another aspect of humanity which has been revealed to us by God through the Church – and that

is original sin. Since the first fall of our parents, each person has been affected by the inclination

3 In certain cases, the teaching will necessarily apply to the economic systems as they were at the time when the
teaching was put forth, as they were addressing particular difficulties found during the time in which they were
written.

4 Catechism of the Catholic Church, 2nd ed. (Washington, DC: United States Catholic Conference, Inc.-Libreria
Edtrice Vaticana, 2000), #1700.

5 Catechism, #1731.
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to act, not as we were intended to act, but against our very nature and the way in which God has

intended for us to  act.6 This fact, often forgotten by modern man, has implications  to every

private and social realm that is conceivable in human life. Each individual, in order to act as God

intended for him to act, must be aware of this “inclination to sin” which is acting outside of the

order in which were were created (for example, choosing to enslave another person for one's own

benefit)  and be ever  vigilant  to  act  against it.  In the economic order, realization of this  has

numerous implications which will be seen later on; for if one does not construct a social order

with (preventative) knowledge that man is  a weak creature who is susceptible to acting in a

disordered way, the results of said system will be devastating.

As noted in the introductory paragraphs  of this  paper,  the propriety of  labor to  man is

confirmed through God's putting man in “the garden of Eden to till it and to keep it.” This is

further affirmed by the command to “'be fruitful and multiply, and fill the earth and subdue it;

and have dominion'” over  all  of creation.7 As John  Paul  II notes  in  his  encyclical  Laborem

Exercens (On Human Work), in our work of subduing the earth, “[the will  of the Creator is

expressed] that work should enable man to achieve that 'dominion' in the visible world that is

proper to him.”8 It is also worth mentioning that in light of the fall, the work which God has

ordained for man to do in order to continue to gain dominion over the earth has gained a new

aspect of toil.9 But this should not be relegated solely to the toil of manual labor, for it is also

evident that there is a certain element of exhaustion in every type of work, whether one is a

6 cf. Pope Pius XI, Quadragesimo Anno, #132. Note: My source for this work is: Two Basic Social Encyclicals:
On the Condtion of Workers by Leo XIII And Forty Years After On Reconstructing the Social Order By Pius XI
(Washington, DC: Catholic University of America, 1943); however, for simplicity, I will simply quote it (and
other encyclicals) by paragraph number.

7 Genesis 1:28.
8 Pope John Paul II, Laborem Exercens, #9. Source: John Paul II, On Human Work: Laborem Exercens

(Washington, DC: United States Catholic Conference, 1981).
9 cf. Genesis 3:17-19.
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farmer, a mathematician, or a housewife.10 

With all of that being said, where does the dignity of labor come from? It is implicit in what

has just been written, especially with regard to it being part of the nature of man, “for man is

born to labor as the bird to fly.”11 But the personal side of labor also has another aspect: by the

work which man does (and does well), he becomes more fully human through the practice of

virtue, which “as a moral habit, is something whereby man becomes good as man.”12 That is,

through the faithful carrying out of the tasks which we are given to do through our labor, whether

it be manual, academic, or domestic, it is possible to become a better human person.

There still remains, though, one more aspect of the dignity of labor to be discussed, and that

is the social aspect. Work, by its very nature, is done  in the world, which consequently has an

effect on other people who are also  in the world  who are also trying to do what is proper to

human nature: to “fill the earth and subdue it” in order to gain “dominion” over it. 

In its most foundational sense, the social aspect of work begins with the family, for the work

of the father is what provides for the necessities of life in order to care for his family. Following

this, each in the family of the worker are able to become more fully human (virtuous) through

their domestic work, which will culminate in the education of the family whose proper end is

also “to become more fully human.” This education will also take place in the community and

culture in which the family finds itself placed. “This society ... is not only the great 'educator' of

every man, even though an indirect one ... it is also a great historical and social incarnation of the

work of all generations.”13 Because of this bond of culture, which is provided by families who

have worked and lived in the same area, this inspires a drive within the individual to continue to

10 cf. Laborem, #9.
11 Quadragesimo, #61.
12 Laborem, #9.
13 Laborem, #10.
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sustain this society which is so dear to him, which was built up by his family, his ancestors, and

those of the culture in which he lives. This drive to sustain the culture is none other than caring

for the common good of the people in the society which the individual lives.

With regards to ownership, the Church has insisted14 that there is a fundamental connection

between between the property and the worker that  cannot  be separated in the production of

goods. Using an archaic example which can still be understood, imagine that a person chances

upon a piece of property that he would like to own in order to produce food and provide shelter.

The man uses the property, providing the labor on it in order to produce the goods which he has

in sight: food and shelter. Neither of these two “ends” would have been possible without the

cooperation of the two “means.”15,16 The fundamental realization of this connection provides the

right ordering of “the application of natural resources to human use the law of nature” which is

necessary  when  considering  ownership,  as  it  is  required  that  “each  thing  have  its  proper

owner.”17,18 

These goods produced by the property and the laborer also have both private and social

aspects. For instance (recalling the example above) the food labored for has a private quality, in

that it is the product of the man's work. However, in the interests of the common good,19 this

same food has a social quality. The rights of the individual ownership must be respected at all

times, because it is, after all, his. But, when there is a need that is greater than his own (and

certainly if he has food in surplus), then there is the obligation to share this with another who is

14 For example, cf. Quadragesmo, #53 and Laborem, #14.
15 That is, the laborer would not have been able to produce the products without the land, and the land would not

have been able to produce them without a worker.
16 This separation of needs to be distinguished from the distributist ownership, wherein the same person owns both

the capital and is the source of labor.
17 Quadragesimo, #53.
18 The misunderstanding of this creates one of the major disorders in both the capitalist and socialist systems.
19 For instance, if there is a homeless person who does not have his own land to cultivate food.
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in need of it.

This ordering of the ownership of property is but one aspect of the proper ordering of the

economic systems in order to most fully adhere to the way in which God has created us as social

creatures. We now turn our attention from this to the purpose of economics in the life of man as a

whole.

As noted earlier, in a secure economic system, a person is able to be made more fully human

through the virtuous living of the life to which he has been called. We also saw that in the book

of Genesis, the act of labor is an act proper to man as established by God. If man is able to turn

his gaze simply from the task at hand (which, when done well, is still capable of being virtuous)

and offer his  work  “unto  the  praise  and glory of  his  Creator  ...  he  may obtain  for  himself

temporal and at the same time eternal happiness.”20 If all people were to live according to this

standard, the economic and social orders would be renewed and vastly improved. But, at this

point, it is not possible because it is often the case that the economic system in place does not

provide either the volitional or the temporal freedom in order for man to be disposed to such an

ordering of work to God. In either case (volitional or temporal slavery), man is not able to be

disposed to the life of leisure in which he has the opportunity to contemplate those things which

are beyond the mere material, to those things which are of utmost importance, to those things

which are of God. 

The economic system has to provide both volitional and temporal freedom in order that each

member of society (created with the same dignity in God's image) may have the opportunity to be

at leisure,21 in which he is able to consider the most important things about life, which are not the

20 Quadragesimo, #118.
21 Which the philosopher, Josef Pieper, rightly calls “the basis of culture.”
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material things22 with which he can become enslaved if that is the only aspect of reality to which

he turns his attention. If that is the case, then he is not able to become fully human, as one aspect

of his humanity is being “exterminated” from his life by the other (and, in our case, because he is

not free to act otherwise). If this  sole slavery to the material  is the case for the majority of

society, then how could we be expected to flourish, to “subdue the earth and have dominion over

it,” except in the most crude sense? If this is the case, then society will crumble because the

things that  matter  the most,  the things which truly unite us,  are not of  importance.23 As St.

Irenaeus said, “the life of man is the vision of God.” If man is not concerned with God and with

all of the (joyful) consequences found therein, then man, as a sunflower without the sun, will

wither and die.24

In order to better facilitate the proper ordering of economic systems so that man will truly be

able to flourish, there are certain responsibilities which both individuals and the state need to

carry out in their respective functions in society. In the following section, I will mention some of

these responsibilities as taught by the Church.

Firstly, there are some general guidelines for all individuals.  In systems where there is a

significant  class  distinction,  people  who  represent  the  owners  and  the  non-owning laborers

should cooperate in order to overcome the difficulties that may arise in their working together

(e.g.,  hours,  wages,  management,  etc.).  In  addition,  certain  of  the  riches,  technological

advancements, etc., should be available to all in order that all men may have the opportunity to

22 Although the most important things can certainly be abstracted from one's experience of material things, for
instance: in reflective thought, poetry, music, movies, etc., but there is still a necessity of a certain amount of
freedom in order for these (and other things) to take place.

23 This is the unity which is found in knowing the one God as the Father of us all and each other as His children.
24 For more on this topic, I recommend: Fr. James Schall, On the Unseriousness of Human Affairs (Wilmington,

DE: ISI Books, 2001) & Josef Pieper, Leisure: the Basis of Culture, trans. Alexander Dru (Indianapolis: Liberty
Fund, 1998).
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reap the benefits for which all in the society have labored.25 Neither of the two classes have the

right to exclude the other,26 as they were both (directly or indirectly) involved in promoting the

common good through their labors. Also, in the mutual cooperation which should take place

between them, they should be careful not to attempt to exploit the other group for their own

advantage.  For  example,  when  a  worker  demands  more  money from  his  employer  than  is

reasonable, in which case the company and the other employees are affected. On the other hand,

a company who does not pay enough money to its workers even though they could reasonably

afford it, but will not in order to keep more money for themselves hurts the workers and their

families, as well as engendering greed in themselves.27,28

The state, which should be “under the guiding light always of the natural and divine law,”

should also be available to “define [the duties of individual and social character of ownership] in

detail when necessity requires and the natural law has not done so” as they are able to “determine

more accurately upon consideration of the true requirements of the common good.”29 In order to

more effectively carry this  out,  the  state  “ought,  therefore,  to  let  subordinate  groups  handle

matters and concerns of lesser importance, which would otherwise dissipate its efforts greatly.”30

In  seeking the  common good,  as  mentioned  earlier,  the  state  should  not  interfere  with

private  property unless  it  also  serves  the  common good of  its  members.  Unfortunately,  the

accruing of wealth into the hands of the few has too often been to the detriment of the common

25 “The riches that economic-social developments constantly increase ought to be so distributed among individual
persons and classes that the common advantage of all, which Leo XIII had praised, will be safeguarded; in other
words, that the common good of all society will be kept inviolate.” Quadragesimo, #57.

26 As mentioned earlier in the discussion of ownership, and the necessity of both property (owner) and labor in the
production of goods.

27 Which will catch up to them one way or another, at some point or another.
28 To see these and many more points in detail, see Quadragesimo, #61-75.
29 Quadragesimo, #49.
30 Quadragesimo, #80. This is known in Catholic teaching as the principle of subsidiarity. It will prove to be of

much importance in later discussions in this paper.
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good, which has been seen by both government and the rich as “the result of inevitable economic

laws” and have consequently acted “as if it were for charity to veil the violation of justice which

lawmakers not only tolerated but at times sanctioned, [wanting] the whole care of supporting the

poor committed to  charity alone.”31 This should  obviously not  be  the case.  The government

should seek to defend the poor above all else, because they are less able to provide for their basic

necessities, especially in dire circumstances.32 In addition, just laws should take care of the unjust

practices  in  society  so  that  abuses  and  the  “veiling  of  corruption”  does  not  occur  (and

consequently does not throw the burden of all of the victims of unjust circumstances on charities,

as if they do not already have enough to attend to without the additional weight of what just laws

should haven taken care of in the first place).

After seeing the Church's teaching, especially as She has responded to the modern problems

of capitalism and socialism, it is now time to turn our attention to what Hilaire Belloc called, not

a “third way,” but “the only way”33: distributism.

One underlying source of  the  distributist  system,34 can  be  found in  the  Roman (and/or

pagan) estate known as a “villa.” This villa generally consisted of pastures, water, and wood (or

waste) which was owned by a “dominus,” or lord, who was in complete control of the activities

of his villa, including the slaves which he owned and “bred” in order to work his land. These

slaves (at this point in the development of the villa), were quite literally slaves. They worked

unforgiving hours in service of the lord, in order to bring about the amount of produce which he

wanted to come from his land. All of the produce (and the profit which came from it) was owned

31 Quadragesimo, #4.
32 Ibid., #25.
33 Although the following quote is known to be from Belloc, I could not (before “press time”) find it in the books

which I have used in this paper. However, it is found on the back cover of Hilaire Belloc, An Essay on the
Restoration of Property (Norfolk, VA: IHS Press, 2002): “The choice lies between property, on the one hand,
and slavery, public or private, on the other. There is no third issue.”

34 Particularly with regard to the developing freedom of “slaves.”
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by the lord, none of it going to the slaves (except, of course, that which was necessary to keep

them alive and working). 

With the spread of Christianity throughout Europe from the Roman Empire, there came a

renewing force to this practice of the villa, a practice which would, over the span of ten centuries

(roughly from the 5th century to the 14th),35 see the gradual emancipation of the slave from the

harsh work which no doubt damaged not only his perception of his dignity as created in God's

image,  but  also  the  dignity  as  viewed  from  someone  of  a  higher  class  in  society.  This

emancipation took place, not  so much by force, nor by dogma,36 but more so by a Christian

culture which gradually brought about the dissolution of slavery.

In the first noticeable development, one can see that the slaves are treated with an increasing

respect; and not so much on a whim, rather, I think, because the cultural background was being

converted to Christian beliefs and ideals in which the people of the time were saturated, causing

the gradual change of their practices. For instance, the amount of time and work which the slaves

had to do was decreased; there was a limit agreed upon by the slave and the lord, in which the

slave would work for so many hours and labor for a certain quantity of produce, and once that

limit was reached, then they would do no more work.37 In addition, they were also allowed to

keep whatever surplus they had and do with it what they pleased (keep it, sell it, etc.) in exchange

for bringing about a certain amount of product. They began to live more as heirs of their fathers

than as property that could be traded, so that the child of a “slave” would take the place of his

father, living under a certain lord and working the same property.38 

By the 11th century, one could say, for all practical purposes, that slavery had been all but

35 cf. Hilaire Belloc, The Servile State (New York: Cosimo, 2007), 41-48.
36 Ibid., 41.
37 Ibid., 44.
38 Ibid.
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abolished.39 At this time, the “slave” would really been something more along the lines of what

we would call a “serf,” but was still very close to being a “peasant.” At this time, the serf was

able to, as long as the quota (of whatever time range: weeks, months, etc.) was fulfilled and the

dues40 were paid to the lord, do as he pleased: join a monastery, become a trader, etc.41 He was

beginning to be able to venture out into the rest of society.

These developments continued until they reached their climax in the 14th and 15th centuries

when the “slave” became more of a peasant. Indeed, slavery had vanished.42 In light of the origins

of the villa, the “slave” had come a long way through the increasing freedom brought to him by

the Christianization of Europe. He “bought and sold. He saved as he willed, he invested, he built,

he drained at his discretion, and if he improved the land it was to his own profit;” he could even

say43, as his lord, “this is my land” - with all of the benefits found therein.44

Concurrent with the liberation of the slave was another system that was produced by the

same spirit  of Christian culture which (up to that point  in history) had flourished so well in

Europe, a system which is central to the distributist theory: the guild. The guild was a group of

people of the same business or profession who each held some share in the capital and the labor

which  also  worked  cooperatively with  other  guilds  found  in  the  same town.  Implicit  in  its

“design”45 is  a check against competition for its  own sake (which can be found in the basic

teachings and application of capitalism),  so that  one member of  a guild (or even competing

39 Ibid., 47.
40 Which were but a fraction of their produce.
41 Servile, 47.
42 Ibid., 48.
43 Even though he still owed a small fraction of his produce to his lord, that is a vast improvement from where he

had come from.
44 Servile, 48.
45 I place design in quotes because it was/is more of a natural development of society than a product of the designs

of men. This is extensively argued throughout G.R.S. Taylor's work, The Guild State.
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guilds), would not grow into a monopoly.46 At the center of the working of the guild was the

fundamental  belief  in  the  right  to  ownership  of  all  people,47 which  is  important  because  it

provided another safeguard48 against the possible abuse of people in the society. This safeguard

prevents an opposing class system from developing (such as non-owning workers and owners)

because everybody (regardless of their level: from the beginning stages of labor to the heights of

management) is an owner and is responsible for carrying out the duties which are required by

their position and not on dividing into opposing classes.

In  addition  to  these  points,  there  are  three  foundational  principles49 which  underlie  a

properly functioning guild system. These three principles  are:  (1) organization of  society by

profession or trade, (2) self-management, and (3) being small, decentralized units. I will explain

each of these in order to gain a better understanding of the working of the system as a whole.

The first of these principles, the organization of the members of society by their trade, is

seen to be a natural development of human society, if another structure is not imposed on it.50,51

This means that people who work in a particular field, anything from working with earth's natural

resources to academics to the various scientific disciplines, belong to a guild of said profession,

working  cooperatively in  their  field  of  specialty on  whatever  level  they may be:  from  the

beginner to the expert. They, relying on the work (and support) of one another for the common

46 This is implicit in the structure because a monopoly is harmful not only to the guilds who were in competition
with it, but also to the society of guilds in general, who, since they are by nature cooperative, will be dependent
on the one guild which has created said monopoly.

47 This is witnessed to by each person owning some share in the trade of the particular guild to which they
belonged, as well as the freedom of the peasant who could have said he owned the land on which he lived.

48 It is interesting to note these two (among other) “checks” imposed by the system in order to prevent abuse. These
safeguards appear to me to take into account the reality of original sin, which does not leave them as vulnerable
as a system which does not ground its teaching in this fundamental reality about man. cf Servile, 50.

49 As put forth by G.R.S Taylor in his work The Guild State.
50 And, oftentimes, even in spite of an imposition. For example, even though there are no guild-style economic

systems (that I am aware of, anyway) which exist in our time, there are still guild-like groups of professionals:
medical associations, bar associations, veteran associations, and, to some extent, even labor unions.

51 cf. G.R.S. Taylor, The Guild State (Norfolk, VA: IHS Press, 2006), 28.



Liner . 13

goals of their trade and the common good of the society, strive to carry out their trade and bring it

to its perfection through the individual work carried out by each member. This is emphasized by

what was noted above in the teaching of John Paul II in  Laborem Exercens, where a person,

being so indebted and proud to be a part of his local culture (as it shaped who he has become),

strives to give back to the common good of the society which raised and taught him. How else

can he better contribute to his society than through doing the work which he (ideally) enjoys to

do and with which he has become well-acquainted?52

Because  of  each  person's  focus  on  their  particular  place  in  society, and  the  necessary

cooperation amongst the guilds themselves, there is a natural result  of and inclination to the

second principle: self-management. If each person were truly working for this common good and

for the preservation of the society which brought them up, as well as being focused on the trade

which they are a part of, then there is no need for a “central government,” a concept which we are

all too aware of in our day.53,54 The responsibility of government of a “guild state” is done by the

members of its society,55 through the representatives of each guild. This holds true, not solely, but

especially as  regards  the  running  of  their  own  guild.  For,  as  Taylor (with  some depth  and

breadth) argues: who knows their trade better than they do? Is it some abstract (to the people)

politician who is removed from the general population by a large government building which is

52 It is helpful (though not necessary) to keep this in mind when trying to understand the other two principles.
53 I would dare say that most “civilized” countries would not even be cognizant of an alternative to it. “People rule

other people; we elect them to do that,” is the consensus that I would imagine. For a brilliant look at the role of
“centralized governments,” I highly recommend The Guild State by G.R.S Taylor. Throughout the entire book,
he provides the reader with the stark contrast between the guild system and the fairly modern idea and practice of
centralized governments – to which most of us are now subject(ed).

54 As a matter of fact, the first institution of the “centralized government” through the (successful) attempt by a
monarchy of creating a uniformity throughout not only a town, but an entire region, is what destroyed the
medieval guild system in the first place. Consider the name which has been given to this type of economy:
distributist. Though it was only given in the 20th century by Belloc & Co. (cf. Servile, 52), the name (being a
description of what it was) implies a distribution amongst the members of a society: each carrying his own load.
To apply one uniform rule which must be adhered to by all of the members, not only of towns, but of entire
regions, is necessarily destructive to such a system.

55 What I would dare to call a true democracy.
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hundreds or thousands of miles away? Should he be the one to tell them how their work should

be done? Or do they, by chance, happen to know the intricacies of their trade better than he? In

the  medieval  system, the  government was  taken care of  by the  people  managing their  own

affairs,56 especially as represented by the leaders of the guilds; both of these were carried out in

“that everlasting memory of mankind”: tradition in which the people were so steeped that it had

become  second-nature.57 Consequently,  there  was  no  need  for  laws  (as  we  understand  and

enforce them today). Through each individual's “minding of his own affairs,” (i.e., performing

his function) as well as taking part in the mutual cooperation of the guilds, they were able to

build up the body which was their society.58

The final principle of the guild system, being small, decentralized units, is closely related to

the principle just described. The guild system requires (keeping in mind the analogy that each

member  of  the  body needs  to  carry out  its  function  in  order  to  contribute  to  the  overall

functioning of the entire body) that the individual guilds need to be small and decentralized.59 In

the Middle Ages, the role of the king was much less direct than we would consider, based in the

experience of our own day by the modern office of king, president, or other politician. He was

56 This is reminiscent of two of St. Paul's exhortations “to mind your own affairs, and to work with your hands, as
we charged you; so that you may command the respect of outsiders, and be dependent on nobody” (1
Thessalonians 4:11-12) and “we hear that some of you are living in idleness, mere busybodies, not doing any
work. Now such persons we command and exhort in the Lord Jesus Christ to do their work in quietness and to
earn their own living” (2 Thessalonians 3:11-12).

57 Guild, 31.
58 cf. Quadragesimo #90: “If the members of the body social are, as was said, reconstituted, and if the directing

principle of economic-social life is restored, it will be possible to say in a certain sense even of this body what the
Apostle says of the mystical body of Christ: 'The whole body (being closely joined and knit together through
every joint of the system according to the functioning in due measure of each single part) derives its increase to
the building up of itself in love [Ephesians 4:16].'” cf. also Quadragesimo, #75.

59 The analogy with the body seems to be stretched here with regard to “decentralized,” because in the analogy all
of the parts are united by the Head, Jesus Christ. Rather, I think that it needs to be viewed as a kind of “local
autonomy” which the parts of a body do have. For example, the “guild of the heart” carries out its function
(indeed in unison with the greater whole), but does not operate in the same manner as do the others. It is also an
interesting point to note that the body is unified by the soul (or the spirit) of the human person, which is
paralleled by what has been said about the spirit of the culture which is the driving force of unity in this system of
the Middle Ages. Nevertheless, it does not have to be applied; it is only done (because of the power of analogical
language) for the sake of convenience.
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much more involved in the defense and expanse of the country, a person of “modest claims,” and

“[was] far too gentlemanly to think of anything so crude and unmannerly” as to rule like “the

kings and presidents of today.”60

As has already been alluded to, because of the ability of the people to manage their own

affairs  the  government  was  more  local  and  economically  based  than  the  centralized  and

politically based systems which are in practice today. The town (or village) ruled itself and its

“laws” were rules of everyday business affairs – those things which were necessary in order for a

more honest and, consequently, better, cooperation between the members of the guilds (which in

turn benefited the common good of the society).61 With the guild being the “collective assembly

of the  local  wisdom and business  experience,”  it  “naturally took a  foremost  place in  public

life.”62

As has been noted above, when the monarchy decided to enforce “generic” laws,63 which

applied to all people, the guild system vanished – and with it went the ability of the people to

manage their own affairs. But,  as one could rightfully anticipate,  there will  be a need for a

“national government” of sorts. But, in order to sustain the necessity of self-management, this

cannot include government by a central power, even if it were to be a kind of “governmental

guild,”  because  it  would necessarily remove the  role  of  self-governance  from the  people  to

another abstract entity, be it a guild or not. As a result, Taylor proposes that there would need to

60 Guild, 30-31.
61 Presumably with the moral “laws” being drawn from the tradition of people (which would, no doubt be

influenced by the Christian culture in which they lived) ... and common sense. But, we are talking about the
Middle Ages after all, where the application of such a thing as common sense was, well, common sense.

62 Guild, 33.
63 In order to center the ultimate power into their own hands and, consequently, out of the hands of the people.

Unfortunately for the kings, this same removal of power would eventually be the cause of their (virtual)
elimination (generally, by the more powerful people in their respective countries). This goes on and on, until we
come to the current situation in which we now find ourselves: various politicians who rule with this same “central
authority” in the name of the “government” and “on behalf of the people.” For more on this, see The Guild State.
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be  “national  guild  congresses”  which  were  in  no  way  binding  on  the  local  guilds  which

participated in them, in order to continue their autonomous activity unimpeded by a rule which

may or may not be harmful to their manner of carrying out their trade. In the end, the people of

the guilds have necessary expertise to manage their trade adequately, and while they can (and

should) be assisted by other guilds (in advice or actual cooperation) in order to perpetuate the

building up of the common good, it is necessary to allow them to act as small, decentralized (not

disconnected)  units  of  society,  in  order  that  the  “load”  of  society  (and  all  that  entails)  be

distributed amongst its members.64

In order to bring this paper to its conclusion, I would like to revisit the idea of leisure as

previously discussed and view it in light of what has been written about distributism. One may

ask,  “How does  the  distributist  state  contribute  to  the  life  of  leisure  any more  than  either

socialism or capitalism? Do they not still have to work?” To which I would answer, “Yes, of

course they do.” But the distinction is found in the manner in which they are able to carry out

their lives in the respective systems, and it is in this sense, I think, which Belloc's phrase about

distributism as “the only way”65 should be understood. For this way is the only way in which man

is able to be truly free, free from the slavery which is the ultimate result of the other two. In one,

the majority of men are enslaved by the few owners of capital in a society, and in the other the

majority of men are enslaved by state (through its officials being entrusted with the capital).66 If

distributism  is  established  properly,  according  to  the  principles  which  I  have  attempted  to

describe above,67 then man is truly able to be free for he has no outside authority (or,  more

64 In short, they know how to do what their trade (and their society) requires, definitely more so than any “outsider”
– so let them do it.

65 As opposed to another “third way.”
66 Realizing that there are many forms of socialism (which I do not pretend to have a knowledge of), I am basing

the latter on what has been called the “collectivist state” by Belloc in Servile, 105.
67 As put forth by Belloc and Taylor.
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specifically in our case, slave-master) which hinders his true freedom68 from being lived. This

freedom allows them to live their life (in whatever position they may find themselves, from the

lowest of the low to the highest of the high) without unnecessary or unrealistic burdens placed on

them. This freedom, spread about through the whole of society, engenders a cultural state of

leisure in  which the  mass  of men are disposed (as far as can be made possible  by societal

structures) towards the consideration of the most important things in life – the things of life

which make life come alive. This is a cultural state which is rendered difficult, if not impossible,

for the mass of men (namely, the non-owning workers) in the implementations of both socialism

(again, collectivism) and capitalism. It must be realized, Taylor argues, that “man is the centre of

human society, and the machinery is only good if it suits his ultimate purposes in life.”69,70

In order to illustrate these points, I think that it is helpful to look to the “fruits” of these

ages. If we look back at the history of the two (general) time periods which have been contrasted

in this paper, what was it which they produced to contribute to the history of humanity? What

have they produced which is of lasting significance in those areas of culture which are fruitful

only through the existence  of  true sense of leisure in  society? It is  on the  discovery of  this

contrast that this paper will conclude.

To make the case for the fruits of the culture of the Middle Ages and what it has contributed

to humanity, and to begin the critique of modern culture, I will simply supply three quotes from

Taylor's work, The Guild State:

There are few with sufficient intellectual nerve to deny that the medieval constitution produced a very great
architecture, sculpture, painting, literature, and philosophy of life, against which the products of modern
society seem too often the refuse of a rummage sale. If we intend to prove that the modern system is better
than the medieval system, then we must bravely face our task. We must prove, for example, that Manchester
is better than Bruges, that Chicago is better than Florence. We must work out with some accuracy of detail

68 In the true sense of freedom: not to do as one wants, but to do as one ought.
69 Guild, 108.
70 For an excellent discourse on similar points, I highly recommend Quadragesimo Anno, nn. 127-138.
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that Mr. Churchill s a greater statesman than St. Anselm, and that Lord Curzon is a nobler figure than
Simon de Montfort. These are not questions that can be avoided in a maze of generalities and theories. They
are facts, which are the very foundation of the argument.71

But if the sane man has small ambition for greatness, he has a commendable desire to do his daily job with
credit to himself. Man is by instinct a craftsman who likes his work. There was no strong economic coercive
pressure in the Middle Ages, yet the craftsmen of that day built a thousand beautiful churches, and made ten
thousand delightful wares. They were things that could only be done in the spirit of delight in doing them.
But it is written in the history of the world that man in his natural condition is not content to get merely a
bare living: he must always be throwing into his work an infinity of turns and twirls just because it delights
him to do so, while the appeal to his sense of honesty and efficiency is generally certain of a due response.
Man was an artist by nature, long before there were academy schools or technical colleges to teach him by
classes.  One of  the pathetic struggles of  today is  to recover,  by vast  expenditure of public  money on
education, some of the artistic skill which the apprentice of the medieval days could pick up for the asking
in every workshop. The deep traditions of the world would seem to have taught the normal man what is
worth the doing and what is not worth it, and we find him willing, or even eager, to do his daily work if it is
worthy of a decent creature. But he is very reluctant to trouble about all those matters which come under the
head of political affairs.72

For half this defence of the modern state is bluff and nothing else. When we are offered for our homage a
society which gives  us Sir  Edward Carson instead of  Becket,  and  Comic  Cuts,  instead of  illuminated
manuscripts; a society which has built Liverpool and New York and destroyed Ypres and Reims; which has
set up plutocracy in black coats instead of aristocrats, who at least knew how to dress; which has given us
millionaires instead of the millennium, and factory hands and smoke for a peasantry who at least could see
the sun; when, in short, we are offered unmitigated nonsense for something that at least had romance and
beauty and an unaffected common sense; then it is time to show our opponents the door and suggest the
nearest gatepost as a more suitable companion for their confidences. Tolerance is a very great gift, a very
great virtue; but when men say they are talking sense when they are flying in the face of all the facts, then it
is time to show a little human dignity.73

In addition (and contradistinction), we have the result of many influences of modernism,

probably themselves begotten in some sense by a lack of true purpose (and true leisure) in life, as

well as a host of other problems, a large part of which I would argue to be based in the effects of

fundamentally flawed  economic  and  social  theories.  What  we  see  in  addition  to  the  above

critiques of Taylor, as well as what I have already alluded to with respect to leisure, is that if man

is constricted by an authority outside of himself and reduced to concerning himself with only the

material aspects of life, then that is who he will begin to see himself as being: a pure functionary

in  pursuit  (in  one  way or  another)  of  the material  goods of  life.74 With  the removal  of  the

71 Ibid., 34-35.
72 Ibid., 114.
73 Ibid., 118.
74 cf. Quadragesimo, 135.
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possibility of the things that truly matter to humanity from the horizon, the eternal things (to

which all of his actions should be directed), man is left with his (material) self and with those

things he creates as the purpose of existing.75 But that is what we are left with: man's being

forced into labor which he can barely survive on, while the owning classes thrive on his labor,76

which leads to his consequent lowering of vision to “just getting by” for the worker and “reaping

the benefits” for the owner,  which necessarily reduces man's  vision of  himself  to  the  solely

material in both cases and consequently causes him to miss life because of his fixation on and

sole pursuit of the material.77 The fruits of this process (in addition to those which have been

provided by the above quotes of Taylor), are found in some other “trinkets” which modern man

has to offer to the treasury of human history in contrast to the medieval man, a few of which we

will now consider.

Firstly, on the political side, we have the Germans under the (unfortunate) centralized power

of terrible men. 

The German system of highly centralized and highly skilled government has proved disastrous just because
it succeeded in doing the thing more efficiently than it had ever been done before in the history of the world.
The danger of it was not that it failed, but that it succeeded. It turned the German people into a herd of well-
governed sheep and moral degenerates, who could assassinate their neighbours, and think they were lofty-
souled patriots when they drove in the bayonet.78

And,  finally,  with  regard  to  the  social  side  of  modern  culture:  it  is  unfortunate  (but

enlightening)  to  note  from the  historical  study  Homo Ludens  (“Man the  Player”), by Johan

Huizinga, that in all of the centuries of man, modern man alone has received the title of being

75 “For dead matter comes forth from the factory ennobled, while men there are corrupted and degraded.”
Quadragesimo, #135.

76 Reminiscent of the old Roman villa, no?
77 See The Guild State, 110, for a more detailed exposition of this reality. “It seems the crown of madness. It is pace

for pace's sake.”
78 Guild, 117.
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“too serious.”79,80 Huizinga argues that,  in  opposition to all  of  the preceding times of man,81

because of various ideals, especially work and production, which “became the ideal, and then the

idol,  of the age,”82 modern man has become altogether too serious, neglecting the heretofore

“common sense”  tradition  of  “the  unseriousness  of  human affairs.”83 Indeed, “the  grotesque

overestimation of the economic factor was conditioned by our worship of technological progress,

which was itself the fruit of rationalism and utilitarianism after they had killed the mysteries and

acquitted man of guilt and sin.”84 As a rebuke to the “amnesia” of modern man and a call for him

to return back to his roots, Huizinga offers the following words, which I recommend to read in

light of what I have argued as the main points of distributism, as well as the contentions which

exist between it and the two modern ones:

By a devious route we have reached the following conclusion: real civilization cannot exist in the absence of
a certain play-element, for civilization presupposes limitation and mastery of the self, the ability not to
confuse its own tendencies with the ultimate and highest goal, but to understand that it is enclosed within
certain bounds freely accepted. Civilization will, in a sense, always be played according to certain rules, and
true civilization will always demand fair play. Fair play is nothing less than good faith expressed in play
terms. Hence the cheat or the spoil-sport shatters civilization itself. To be a sound culture-creating force this
play-element must be pure. It must not consist in the darkening or debasing of standards set up by reason,
faith, or humanity. It must not be a false seeming, a masking of political purposes behind the illusion of
genuine play-forms. True play knows no propaganda; its aim is in itself, and its familiar spirit is happy
inspiraton.85

79 If you are curious about why “play” is being mentioned in place of “leisure,” it is because play is the pinnacle of
leisure. As a matter of fact, according to Aristotle, play is the most closely related to the highest aspect of human
life: contemplation.

80 cf. Johan Huizinga, Homo Ludens: A Study of the Play Element in Culture (New York: J&J Harper, 1970),
218-238.

81 Tradition, if you will.
82 Ludens, 218.
83 This is a title of a wonderful book by Fr. James Schall, S.J (which has been cited in fuller detail earlier on in the

paper).
84 Ludens, 218.
85 Ibid., 238.
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