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THE SMALL LANDHOLDERS ARE
THE MOST PRECIOUS PART OF A STATE.

—Thomas Jefferson








THE ESSENTIAL POINT IS THAT AGRICULTURE OUGHT
TO BE SAVED AND REVIVED BECAUSE AGRICULTURE IS THE
FOUNDATION FOR THE GOOD LIFE IN SOCIETY;
IT IS, IN FACT, THE NORMAL LIFE.

—T. S. Eliot







Dedicated to the social Catholics of all times
and their fellow apostles of sanity, along with those
who today would follow in their footsteps.
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Editor’s Preface

Tobias J. Lanz, Ph.D.

THIS BOOK HAS SEVERAL INFLUENCES AND POINTS OF origin. First there are my own personal experiences. I grew up in a Catholic home. My father ran a small business and my mother raised children and the home was the center for both. I worked for my father and also had many household duties. Working with parents and siblings created a close-knit family and a healthy appreciation of physical work. Most importantly, I learned that work was a broader part of the art of living. Thus, I experienced subsidiarity and solidarity, which is the very essence of Catholic economics, first hand - long before I knew what they meant.

These ideas were further enriched during my education at a monastery school run by the Benedictines. Here work and intellectual life were integrated for the good of the community. I observed how brothers and priests followed St. Jerome’s dictum of the monk tied to a place, like Christ to the cross. Their goal was to make that particular place a center of love, beauty, and holiness. Although I couldn’t fully appreciate their message and way of life at the time, it stayed with me and emerged in later years.

The first reawakening was in graduate school in the early 1990s where I studied economic and political development and did field research in Africa and India. When I encountered vibrant subsistence economies rather than abject poverty, I felt like E. F. Schumacher who was supposed to find the same thing on his first trip to Burma in the 1950s. Like Schumacher I saw a difficult life, where nature established harsh limits and often exacted a high price. But I also noticed how different work was there than in industrial societies. People had livelihoods, rather than jobs, and work was connected to every other facet of life. Each person lived out his drama through his daily labors. Life was struggle, but when mastered the rewards were great.

This experience was my first conscious realization that wealth and poverty had many meanings. Wealth was not just money - something abstract and mutable. Wealth was something concrete. It was land and a home, the fruits of nature and human relationships. Most importantly this wealth was rooted in life itself. As such it had a profoundly spiritual character - ultimately pointing to Creator and Creation. How utterly different than “advanced industrial economies” where everything revolves around money and products that are derivative of nature. A whirlwind of dead things!

Similarly poverty was not simply the lack of material goods. Poverty could also be defined in spiritual and emotional terms. A society awash in material goods could still be emotionally and spiritually poor. This is the poverty of advanced socialist and capitalist economies in which the industrial cycle has replaced the life cycle. Ironically, the constant pursuit of material goods to fill this spiritual and emotional vacuum intensifies the cycle and only worsens the poverty.

It was this realization that sparked my interest in alternatives to the dominant political economy. I sought out individuals who shared these views and lived according to alternative economic values. They existed, but were scattered about and were socially and politically unorganized and usually marginalized. Sadly, most were not Catholics, or even Christians. That latter fact disappointed me most, since so many critics of the dominant political economy were Catholic. Papal Encyclicals, the English Distributists, E. F. Schumacher and many others outlined and defended what seemed like viable alternatives to both capitalism and socialism.

Yet when I spoke to Catholics and read contemporary pundits and writers about the subject, I encountered widespread ignorance, even hostility. “Conservative” Catholics were the most hypocritical. I had always agreed with their positions on certain specific moral issues. Yet when it came to the morality of the modern economic system, there was only selective criticism, or none at all. I remember one RCIA class (which I helped to teach) where I was almost crucified on the spot for suggesting that capitalism and socialism are both incompatible with Church teaching!

This frustration led me to ask why a greater number of Catholics and other Christians aren’t more critical and skeptical of a materialist system that can only be described as the rule of Mammon. One reason is simply apathy and laziness. The system works; why change it? And even if one wants to change it, it is simply too large, too complex, and too entrenched. So to even try to do so is futile. Another reason is denial. Many Catholics simply deny that the modern economic system is problematic. To them, Catholics simply have to adjust to the new economic realties and reap the benefits like everyone else. An even bigger problem is ignorance. Most Catholics do not even know what the Church teaches in general, let alone on the specifics of economics.

But the biggest problem, and one that touches on all of the above, is a lack of imagination. G. K. Chesterton saw this lack as a fundamental condition of the modern world. In the past, nature and tradition formed the basis of life and provided rich images to inspire and guide society. Today the images that guide society are manufactured by the system itself. It is a closed loop. For the majority of people caught in the system it becomes almost impossible to imagine any alternative. It is really a form of intellectual, moral, and aesthetic slavery.

The goal of this book is to inspire Catholics, their fellow travelers, and anyone else who is willing to look at with open eyes, and consider with an open mind, the vision that the Church proposes, in order to break free of this system by providing images and ideas that challenge its totalitarian vision. There are also practical paths to follow. Most are very simple and straightforward because they are based on timeless principles, but while these have always been easy to understand, they are often difficult to follow given the human tendency towards both sloth and disobedience.

The teaching of the Catholic Church, as well as that of common sense and the collected wisdom of many thoughtful people from the beginning of civilization, is that economies must be built around the human being and the natural community. It is also that the goal of economics is to harmonize the material with the spiritual, namely to create the conditions that allow for greater spiritual development. Ultimately economics must be tied to salvation itself. If it is not, economics will, of necessity, lead us in the opposite direction, for social no less than physical nature abhors a vacuum. The stakes are high. Change must happen soon.
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“Too long has idle talk made out of Distributism something medieval and myopic, as if four modern popes were somehow talking nonsense when they said: the law should favor widespread ownership (Leo XIII); land is the most natural form of property (Leo XIII and Pius XII); wages should enable a man to purchase land (Leo XIII and Pius XI); the family is most perfect when rooted in its own holding (Pius XII); agriculture is the first and most important of all the arts (Pius VII); and the tiller of the soil still represents the natural order of things willed by God (Pius XII).”

—JOSEPH T. NOLAN
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Foreword

Kirkpatrick Sale

FRITZ SCHUMACHER USED TO TELL THE STORY OF THE three professionals sitting around arguing about whose was the oldest profession. The doctor said that his was the oldest because God operated on Adam to remove his rib to make Eve. The architect, however, declared that even before that God built the world out of chaos. And who, said the economist, do you think made that?

Yes, indeed, economists have made chaos, and they have done it on a worldwide if not universal scale, and for some reason are richly rewarded for it. They have created a system, in both capitalist and socialist guises, that favors the using up of the world’s resources at ever-faster rates, that encourages their processing in ways that produce pollution and waste, that puts wealth into ever-fewer hands in the countries of the favored few, that allows for great sickness, poverty, ignorance, and starvation across the world, and that celebrates all of the Seven Deadly Sins including sloth.

There must be a better way. And, of course, there is, and has been for a very long time. It is a society based on small self-sufficient regions, empowered communities, vibrant neighborhoods, gainfully employed families, individual self-satisfactions, decentralized politics, local economies, sustainable organic agriculture, cooperative work, environmental humility, and careful nurturing of the earth. It is the way many people have lived, probably in most places and for most of the time, for the greatest part of the last eight thousand years, punctuated by some periods of empire and kingship, until the rise of capitalism five hundred years ago.

It was nearly a hundred years after the ravages of industrial capitalism had spread across the United Kingdom that a group of people in England began to talk about this sort of society, and they gave it the name of Distributism.

It was a largely literary movement, with giants like Hilaire Belloc and G. K. Chesterton, and it set out in careful and inspiring terms what the good society would look like, giving a framework and a name to what had long been seen as an ideal, or at least more reasonable, way of life. It did not have a great deal of success, on the ground as it were, because of all the 20th-century forces stacked against it, but it suggested the ways people might organize their lives insofar as those forces permitted it and the kind of world to be working for.

That philosophy is still alive today, as this book attests, though it is not always named Distributism, and so, surprisingly enough, are some of the actual elements of it, taking shape at the edges of the dominant society. To suggest but a few, there is the bioregional movement, deep ecology, farmers markets, community-supported agriculture, organic farming, homegrown gardens, local- and slow-food movements, alternative currencies, alternative medicine, alternative energy, intermediate technology, Buy-Nothing Day, simple living, home schooling, neo-Luddism, worker ownership, anti-globalization, anti-free trade, environmental interest groups, ecological restoration, land trusts, and land preservation. All of these would be welcomed by Distributists as living out their legacy.

What’s more, if the predictions for the future prove to be accurate—peak oil and the end of long-haul transportation, global warming and the end of agribusiness—the world and its destructive capitalist/socialist economy will be forced to change radically and in the direction of Distributist principles.

As James Kunstler puts it in The Long Emergency, when these crises hit, national and supranational economies will disintegrate and


the focus of society will have to return to the town or small city and its supporting agricultural hinterland….

It will require us to downscale and re-scale virtually everything we do and how we do it, from the kind of communities we physically inhabit to the way we grow our food to the way we work and trade the products of our work…. Anything organized on the large scale, whether it is government or a corporate business enterprise such as Wal-Mart, will wither as the cheap energy props that support bigness fall away.



And then, of necessity, the world will reconstruct itself on the lines of a more human-scale, community-based, local-resource-dependent societies, something that the Distributists would recognize as what they’d been talking about all along.
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Introduction

John Sharpe


The price of Liberty is eternal vigilance, and we have slept. The price of Justice is responsible government, and our rulers are irresponsible. The price of Security is self-support, and we have yielded up our independence.

—Manifesto of the Distributist League

In politics we are losing our freedom. In economics we are losing our independence. In life we are losing our proper sense of values.

—Statement of Principles, Committee for the Alliance of Agrarian and Distributist Groups



IN 1937, AMERICAN ARCHITECT AND SOCIAL CRITIC RALPH Adams Cram made the rather audacious claim that “today here in the United States of America, and in all industrialized countries … there is a class of men and women, perhaps the majority, that, within the comprehension of the State, and in their relation to the State, is unfree.” Had his words been uttered a century earlier, the meaning would have been clearer, but in a wholly different sense, given that he was speaking in Richmond, Virgina. But what could he have meant by this just seventy years ago?

“I mean,” he continued,


all those who subsist on a wage, the price paid for the commodity they have and who have no other means of maintenance for themselves and their families. I mean the “hands” (significant name) in mills, workshops, and factories, the diggers in the earth for metals and coal, the share-cropper and the farm laborer, shop assistants, domestic servants, clerks, teachers in grade schools, in fact, as I have said, all those who subsist on a wage that is paid to them by those who are, in actuality, their masters; a wage that may be withdrawn at any time and for any reason, leaving them to go on the dole, or to starve, if they can find no new job in a market that has reached the point of saturation. These are not free men in any rational and exact sense of the word.1



As hard as it may be to believe, and as contrary as it may be to our Whiggish and “progressive” idea that things constantly get better and better, the situation is worse today. Even our conception of “freedom” has atrophied to the point where the constraints - sometimes in a real sense life-threatening - that most of us would face upon the loss of a job with its steady paycheck are no longer imagined to constitute an infringement of our “freedom.” It would “cramp our style,” indeed, but affect our freedom?

This is precisely what this architect-cum-critic was driving at. But though it is a simple concept, understanding it depends upon a frame of reference that today is largely a thing of the past. We get to vote periodically and can drive to the supermarket whenever we want. We are “free” in this sense. But measured against another more enduring standard - one that is increasingly difficult for us to comprehend, if not merely to envision, from lack of experience - this is an empty freedom, if it is one at all. That which Cram had in mind is of a wholly different kind, and for its defense he appealed to what the American founding fathers Thomas Jefferson and John Adams would have taken for granted:


[I] venture to unite myself with these greatest of American statesmen in holding that he only is a free man who owns and administers his own land, craft, trade, art or profession and is able, at necessity, to maintain himself and his family therefrom. One hundred years ago, excluding slaves, eighty percent of the male population of the United States came within this category. We were then a nation of free men. Today less than forty percent can be so counted.2



One shudders to think what the statistic would be today! But it is in fact to this ideal that the following essays are dedicated, along with the broader social concepts that underpin the vision that Cram and others of his school and generation were defending. It is the position articulated by Richard Weaver when he praised the arrangement where “the individual [gets] his sustenance from property which bears his imprint and assimilation….” Indeed, it was not security he was after with such a scheme, which would only mean


being taken care of, or freedom from want and fear-which would reduce man to an invertebrate - [but rather] stability, which gives nothing for nothing but which maintains a constant between effort and reward [emphasis added].1



It is this stability and direct proportion of effort to result that led Cram, Weaver, and others to defend this vision of personal and private property ownership because of the central position such a vision occupied in their conception of the kind of social life befitting rational, civilized men. Anything less, they thought, was worthy of mere animals (if them, in some cases!). The lynchpin of their vision was this ownership by men and families of the means of getting a livelihood, such that they could depend, more or less, upon themselves alone, and not be beholden to the state or “the boss,” either of whom might quite easily interfere in an illegitimate way with that freedom that becomes responsible and independent citizens.

In such a context, the crucial issue is control of real property, not the mere possession of tokens or slips of paper that are as free from the dominion of their owner as is the machine upon which the wage slave labors. In a later essay, Frank L. Owsley, an original Southern Agrarian and contributor to the manifesto of 1930, highlighted the point:


[W]hat was the Jeffersonian conception of private property: not great corporations, trusts, monopolies, banks, or princely estates - in brief, not great wealth concentrated in the hands of the few, but land and other property held or obtainable by all self-respecting men. Such property thus widely held must, of course, in the very nature of things be personally controlled, or it would cease to have much value as the basic instrumentation of the right to life, liberty, the pursuit of happiness, and self-government. The ownership and control of productive property sufficient for a livelihood gave a man and his family a sense of economic security; it made him independent; he was a real citizen, for he could cast his franchise without fear and could protect the basic principles of his government. Jefferson regarded stocks and bonds as an insecure economic basis for a free state, for even in the eighteenth century directors and presidents of corporations understood, perfectly, the art of avoiding the payment of dividends to small stockholders who had no voice in directing the management of the business. The insecurity of citizens who depended upon such property over which they no longer had control was doubtless a strong factor in the Jeffersonian advocacy of the agrarian state. Perhaps the Jeffersonians believed that city life was not a good life, but the loss of economic independence and security which accompanied this life was what made the great Virginian and his colleagues fear urbanization and look upon land as the best form of private property and the only safe basis of a free state.1



The philosophical context in which this vision was set regarded a freedom of this kind, based upon private ownership and independent means, as a prerequisite for a properly religious and virtuous life - and for those who had no interest in revealed religion but were able to hold onto some sense of what “the good life” of the ancients was all about, this freedom was just as central; as one contemporary historian has nicely put it, for the Agrarians “traditional culture depended on a premodern economy and its particular material establishment.”2 However remote this line of discussion sounds today (and it is our task to remedy that), in the 1930s it was a living, breathing concern among a host of different circles of thought and study and action.

Indeed, something serious was happening, intellectually, before 1945, as a casual review of the journals and books from the period will attest. But thereafter something seems to have gone wrong with the ability of a large number to think and reason dispassionately, from first principles, about societal problems and issues. That “something” was addressed with precision by what is said to be a classic of “conservative” thought: Ideas Have Consequences - though for my part I can find nothing “conservative” about it except the author’s obvious desire to conserve what little in 1948 may have been left of the values of the Schoolmen of the Middle Ages.

For the same reason that the reference point taken by Richard Weaver (who was not himself a Catholic) in his monumental indictment of modernity was the work and thought of the medieval Scholastics, who were the intellectual custodians of all that was, and still is, good about “the West,” the essays that follow are by Catholics working with a traditional, Catholic approach to social and economic issues. But although the book is by Catholics, it is not just for Catholics. Because this traditional and yet radical3 Catholic approach to thinking about society and economic affairs partakes of a tradition that came to us from the best of the pre-Christian Greek and Roman thinkers, and - though it was adopted by and conserved within the Church, from her medieval philosophers to her 19th- and 20th-century socio-economic scholars-it remains offered to and at the disposal of all of humanity, Catholic or otherwise. As opposed to purely religious dogma that requires a gift of Faith to accept, the moral wisdom of Catholicism expressed in the following essays deals primarily with the natural law and the issues we confront in temporal and civil affairs. Strictly speaking, the solutions our Catholic authors offer to these problems require not Faith for their acceptance (though it doesn’t hurt!), but merely good will and a substantial dose of common sense.

The title of the volume should indicate the uniqueness of this Catholic approach to social and economic affairs. The idea that there is some “third alternative,” some other “thing” that offers a vision of sanity, of humanity, of justice, of independence and responsibility to men and their families in their daily lives and the earning of their daily bread, still lives, and it lives within the Catholic social tradition along with those more secular movements, such as that of the Southern Agrarians of Nashville and Vanderbilt fame, largely inspired by it.1 (Note that we’re not here talking about the “soft socialism” or “compassionate conservatism” of modern parlance, which succeed, in reality, in doing nothing other than amalgamating the worst features of both sides of the spectrum.) The authentic and organic “third way” beyond capitalism and socialism lives underground, marginalized and disfranchised by the monopoly over political life, thought, and discourse possessed by the modern, two-headed political monster, and kept from the playing field by the economic incarnation of the same set scheme. Party politics and loyalties, along with the old desire for power and profit, have for at least centuries succeeded in divorcing common sense and the sincere discussion (and solution) of real problems from the business of statecraft and the formulation and implementation of public and economic policy.

That such a vision does still live may come as a surprise to those who are professedly “on the right” and who have looked to the Church for (alleged, rather than real) sanction of neoconservative conceptions of private ownership and the rights of capital, business, and finance. Indeed the Church’s doctrine is not simply a “morale builder,” as Fulton Sheen noted (also in 1948), or a “rubber-stamp [for] the policies of a party in power,”1 even if the that party is composed of leading figures in government or its auxiliaries like the American Enterprise Institute or the Ethics and Public Policy Center. Many of these old “cold warriors” - along with the post-Cold War world they inhabit - no doubt make the mistake (we are being charitable) of reading into the mutual opposition to Soviet expansionism and atheism of both the Church and the modern, materialist West the unconditional support by the former of the social and philosophical system of the latter. From such a viewpoint, any “third way” beyond capitalism and communism would seem a futile, if not dangerous, compromise between the forces of evil and the forces of evident good.

But what a mistaken assumption! Condemned by a whole host of thinkers, Catholic and otherwise, the notion was eminently refuted by (then Mon-signor but eventually Archbishop) Fulton Sheen, whose solid explanation of the authentic, traditional position bears quoting in full.2 “If by capitalism is meant, not diffused ownership of property, but monopolistic capitalism in which capital bids for labor on a market, and concentrates wealth in the hands of the few,” Sheen says,


then from an economic point of view alone, the Church is just as much opposed to capitalism as it is to communism. Communism emphasizes social use to the exclusion of personal rights, and capitalism emphasizes personal rights to the exclusion of social use. The Church says both are wrong, for though the right to property is personal, the use is social. It therefore refuses to maintain capitalism as an alternative to the economic side of communism. Monopolistic capitalism concentrates wealth in the hands of a few capitalists, and communism in the hands of a few bureaucrats, and both end in the proletarianization of the masses. The true Christian must rid himself of the delusion that in opposing communism the Church thereby puts itself in opposition to all those who would seek thus to change the present economic system. The Christian concept denies there is an absolutely owned private property exclusive of limits set by the common good of the community and responsibility to the community. The more anonymous and impersonalistic property becomes, the less is the right to it. The Church agrees with communism in its protest against the injustice of the economic order, but it parts with it in the collectivity being made the sole employer, for this reduces the individual to the status of a serf or a slave of the state. Concentration of wealth is wrong whether it is done on the Hudson or the Volga.

The Church is not opposed to communism because the Church is a defender of the status quo. In every movement one must distinguish between protests and reforms. One can protest against a headache without advocating decapitation. The protests of communism are often right; but the reforms are wrong. The Church agrees with some of the protests of communism. In fact, there is a far better critique of the existing economic order based on the primacy of profit in two Encyclicals of Leo XIII and Pius XI than there is in all the writings of Marx. But the reforms of communism are wrong, because they are inspired by the very errors they combat. Communism begins with the liberal and capitalistic error that man is economic, and, instead of correcting it, merely intensifies it until man becomes a robot in a vast economic machine. There is a closer relation between communism and monopolistic capitalism than most minds suspect. They are agreed on the materialistic basis of civilization; they disagree only on who shall control that basis, capitalists or bureaucrats. Marx himself admitted he got many of his economic ideas from liberal economists such as Ricardo and the author of an anonymous work on interest. Capitalistic economy is godless; communism makes economics God. It is Divinity itself. Capitalism denies that economics is subject to a higher moral order. Communism says that economics is morality. Communism is not a radical solution of our economic problem; however violent be its approach, it does not touch the roots of the evil….

Those who look to the Church in this hour of peril to pluck out of the fire the chestnuts of liberalism, secularism, materialism, and monopolistic capitalism are doomed to disappointment…. It is so easy for those who have made their money under a given system to think that that system must be right and good. Conservatism is for that reason often nothing else than a pseudo philosophy for the prosperous. The Church, however, knows that the disorganization of the world is largely due to the fact that it is not organized by any conscious acceptance of purpose other than the immediate interest of a capitalistic class on one hand, or a Communist class on the other hand. That is why the economic policy of the Church is consistently in opposition to both capitalism and communism.1



Distributists and Agrarians both appreciated this fact; only to partisans of one camp or another was it (and does it remain) unapparent. Allen Tate complained of the reality - that these two “alternatives” are really twin variants of the same inhuman and ultimately unpalatable system - in a rather well-known letter to Malcolm Cowley: “[Y]ou and the other Marxians are not revolutionary enough: you want to keep capitalism with the capitalism left out.”2 While Eric Gill confirmed Sheen’s judgment in advance, calling the so-called “revolutionaries” of the left


simply “progressives.” They want, [he wrote,] instead of the present world, the world which the present one implies. They want the same thing only more so - the same things only more of them …. Merely to transfer ownership from private persons to the state is no revolution; it is only a natural development. Government by the proletariat is no revolution; it is only the natural sequel to the enfranchisement of lodgers. But to abolish the proletariat and make all men owners - and to abolish mass-production and return to a state of affairs wherein “the artist is not a special kind of man but every man is a special kind of artist”-that would be a revolution in the proper sense of the word. And merely to proclaim an atheist government is no revolution - for that would be to make explicit what is already implicit in capitalist commercialism; but to return to Christianity would be truly revolutionary.3



The work of Weaver, we have noted, has long been considered foundational in the canon of American conservatism.4 It should therefore be of comfort to those “conservatives” of good will that the denunciation of “capitalist commercialism” and “monopolistic capitalism” by Sheen and Gill (to cite just the two above) is no more strident than the warning that Weaver offered in his magnum opus against this right-wing pole of our two deadend “ism’s,” to which, unfortunately, so many more novel “conservatives” continue to cling as an ostensible refuge from statist collectivism.


[The] kind of property brought into being by finance capitalism … is … a violation of the very notion of proprietas. This amendment of the institution to suit the uses of commerce and technology has done more to threaten property than anything else yet conceived. For the abstract property of stocks and bonds, the legal ownership of enterprises never seen, actually destroy the connection between man and his substance without which metaphysical right becomes meaningless. Property in this sense becomes a fiction useful for exploitation and makes impossible the sanctification of work. The property which we defend as an anchorage keeps its identity with the individual.

Not only is this true, but the aggregation of vast properties under anonymous ownership is a constant invitation to further state direction of our lives and fortunes. For, when properties are vast and integrated, on a scale now frequently seen, it requires but a slight step to transfer them to state control. Indeed, it is a commonplace that the trend toward monopoly is a trend toward state ownership; and, if we continued the analysis further, we should discover that business develops a bureaucracy which can be quite easily merged with that of government. Large business organizations, moreover, have seldom been backward about petitioning government for assistance, since their claim to independence rests upon desire for profit rather than upon principle or the sense of honor. Big business and the rationalization of industry thus abet the evils we seek to overcome.

The moral solution is the distributive ownership of small properties. These take the form of independent farms, of local businesses, of homes owned by the occupants, where individual responsibility gives significance to prerogative over property. Such ownership provides a range of volition through which one can be a complete person, and it is the abridgment of this volition for which monopoly capitalism must be condemned along with communism.1
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AS WILL BE clear enough early on, if it is not already, the particular approach taken by many - though not all - of the authors of the essays that follows can be broadly characterized as an advocacy of Distributism, a school of thought of English Catholics supported also (explicitly or otherwise) by Americans such as Allen Tate, Herbert Agar, Ross Hoffman, Richard Weaver and others, who looked at the sane and sound social principles running through this tradition, conserved largely but not exclusively by the Church, and applied them to the situation of modern social and economic life.2 And they looked at one problem in particular, which was the modern separation of property from work, owing to the historical accident of the industrial revolution coupled with bad policy regarding the employment of money and machinery, inspired by a rationalist and erroneous philosophy stemming from the “liberation” of science and philosophy from the salutary influence of Catholic morals. To this problem they proposed the solution of the re-integration of property and work via the widespread distribution of property, especially land (and hence one aspect of the emphasis on ruralism and agriculture, especially among the Southern Agrarians and the English ruralists), but also shops, trades, and businesses, to those who already possessed their labor power.

For Catholics the ideal of the yeoman farmer or independent small businessman - not just as an individual, but in a community of correspondingly independent men and families - is obvious enough, owing to the social philosophy underlying it. As one Georgetown professor contemporary with the Distributists and Agrarians, and a disciple of the German Jesuit thinker Heinrich Pesch, S.J.,1 put it,


to live the life of a saint under the urban conditions which the rank and file of Christians face, presupposes a saintliness which we apparently cannot expect from the average man; therefore our social and economic institutions must be built in such a way that not only the hero and the saint but also the average Christian can find his way to his ultimate salvation without struggling heroically and with the grace of a selected saint against the daily things tempting him toward unnatural and graceless life.2



In the face of this task, Dr. Briefs, with others who supported the National Catholic Rural Life Conference during the inter-war years, called the “rural problem” the “predominant” one. “Our fundamental task,” he wrote, in defense of the agrarian vision of small property holders drawing at least a portion of family needs from a piece of productive property both owned and worked by the family,


is to restore the natura which presupposes the gratis. By doing it, we restore conditions of life which permit man to escape collectivism, impersonalism, secularism, the three great menaces of our age, the deep rooted sicknesses which poison State, Church, and society, and form the trinitarian heresy of our time. I am deeply convinced that the greatest contribution the Catholic Church has to offer to the present generation, to the American people and to the salvation of the occidental world lies here, in restoring natura hominis and societatis in order that the grace of God, this great historical causality, can work its way to the salvation of man and to the welfare of our modern world.1



There is no argument against this approach as the traditional, typical, and commonly held and accepted opinion of Catholic moral thinkers and social critics from the first days in which such a problem came to be treated by Catholic commentators. The question of family ownership of property was not, and cannot ultimately, be separated from the question of rural life and ownership of land, insofar as that ownership is the chief way in which productive property is made available to individuals, with its obvious benefits that contrast with the owning of mere shares in a factory where drudgery is the order of the day. B. A. Santamaria, the chief figure of Catholic action, the Catholic rural movement, and Catholic politics in Australia - then and into the late 1990s - perhaps put it best:


There is a unique Catholic tradition of the land …. For the land is linked peculiarly with the ideas and institutions which are inseparable from the Christian way of life and in defence of which the blood of Christians has been shed in every age. The Family, as an institution, flourishes best when it is linked to the land, for on the land children are an economic asset, whereas in the city they are a liability. The moral freedom of the individual person has no counterpart in the regimentation and servility which are the handmaids of industrial civilization. It lives only if a man is his own master and is free from the threat of economic pressure and insecurity. In the modern world this can be only on the land, if the land is free from the incubus of debt. That liberty which comes only from the control of property can be realized only on the land. The Christian doctrine of property can be applied only imperfectly to the conditions of the factory and the industrial system. There is no faith which is stronger than the Faith of the tillers of the soil. There is much to be said for the view of those who hold that there can be no Christian society which is not based on the solidity and permanency of the rural life [emphasis added].2



The three Popes who spoke most definitively upon the question of land ownership by families as the anchor upon which to build a social structure that would benefit the family and provide an atmosphere conducive to the practice of religion and virtue were Leo XIII, Pius XI, and Pius XII. In his fiftieth anniversary commemoration of the great Rerum Novarum - Leo’s encyclical on the condition of the working class, which was the first “official” Catholic crown placed upon the head of the already longstanding Catholic social movement-Pius XII refers explicitly to “the insistent call of the two Pontiffs of the social Encyclicals.”1 The call is for ownership of a homestead or smallholding as that which nearest approximates to the ideal form of productive property that can be possessed by the family, necessary for safeguarding its liberty to pursue and fulfill its economic, social, moral, and spiritual duties:


Of all the goods that can be the object of private property, none is more conformable to nature, according to the teaching of Rerum Novarum, than the land, the holding on which the family lives, and from the products of which it draws all or part of its subsistence.2



He then goes so far as to state, “in the spirit of Rerum Novarum,” that “as a rule, only that stability which is rooted in one’s own holding makes of the family the vital and most perfect and fecund cell of society….”3

In terms that parallel the Catholic argument, the Agrarians that trace their roots not explicitly to the Church, but to the traditions of Greece, Rome, and medieval Europe as transmitted to the early American republic, envisioned a small-is-beautiful, human-scale, person-above-profits social and economic vision that saw the independent family of independent means, united with other families in rural farming villages or modest towns of trades, crafts, and exchange, as the socio-economic foundation of “the good life,” in the best and most virtuous sense of the term.4 In many ways the Southern section of the United States became sole heir to this position as early as the middle 1800s, though it took until 1930 for that tradition to find its most able spokesmen.1

As might be expected, this tradition, while not necessarily the Catholic one argued by the Church on principally religious terms, is to be found within Catholic circles as well as without. While the Agrarians and others make more narrow claims that exclude aspects of the Catholic position, the Catholics tend to incorporate the natural, philosophical, and social arguments made by their allies outside the Church.

Charles Devas, a Catholic economist of early last century, declared “flourishing populations of small farmers or peasants” to be “the ideal of all great statesmen from Solon to Leo XIII.”2 He could justifiably have added Thomas Jefferson, whose apologia for a republic of independent yeomen farmers was well known among Agrarians and others advocating widely distributed productive-property ownership. “I am conscious,” he wrote to James Madison,


that an equal division of property is impracticable, but the consequences of this enormous inequality producing so much misery to the bulk of mankind, legislators cannot invent too many devices for subdividing property, only taking care to let their subdivisions go hand in hand with the natural affections of the human mind …. It is too soon yet in our country to say that every man who cannot find employment, but who can find uncultivated land, shall be at liberty to cultivate it, paying a moderate rent. But it is not too soon to provide by every possible means that as few as possible shall be without a little portion of land.3



The reception afforded by Commonweal to the Agrarian-Distributist volume Who Owns America? that in 1936 followed the celebrated Agrarian manifesto, I’ll Take My Stand (ITMS), of 1930, offered a confirmation, from a Catholic source, of the centrality of the vision here advocated to “the standard of traditional American liberty.” The widespread ownership of property was said to offer


that real liberty which cannot exist materially speaking, in any nation, unless the determining mass of the nation is constituted by individuals and families and free groups possessed of true property in land and in houses and in tangible things - not merely jobs, and some paperholdings of shares in enterprises in the direction of which they have no part. For that mode of life tends toward servility, and regimentation, and degradation of human values as surely, if more slowly, and less directly, and less openly, than Communism or Fascism.1



Herbert Agar, who with Allen Tate was largely responsible for coordinating the 1936 volume, put it this way:


Our common ground is a belief that monopoly capitalism is evil and self-destructive, and that it is possible, while preserving private ownership, to build a true democracy in which men would be better off both morally and physically, more likely to attain that inner peace which is the mark of a good life.2



That “inner peace” characteristic of the “good life”: here we find the essence of the moral and natural, as distinguished from the more overtly religious, argument of the Agrarians, and the Distributists too, for private ownership of real, tangible productive property. The case was made most eloquently, as is not surprising, by Weaver a decade later, referring to the exercise of choice and self-direction afforded by private property as man’s “birthright of responsibility.” Private property, he wrote,


provides indispensable opportunity for training in virtue. Because virtue is a state of character concerned with choice, it flourishes only in the area of volition. Not until lately has this fundamental connection between private property and liberty been stressed; here in the domain of private property, rational freedom may prove the man; here he makes his virtue an active principle, breathing and exercising it, as Milton recommended. Without freedom, how is anyone to pass his probation? Consider Thoreau, or any hard-bitten New England farmer of Thoreau’s day, beside the pitiful puling creature which statism promises to create. The comparison points to this: a great virtue is realizable here, but we must be willing to meet its price ….1 And again:

That I reap now the reward of my past industry or sloth, that what I do today will be felt in that future now potential-these require a play of mind. The notion that the state somehow bears responsibility for the indigence of the aged is not far removed from that demoralizing supposition that the state is somehow responsible for the criminality of the criminal. I will not deny that the dislocations of capitalism afford some ground for the former. But that is another argument; the point here is that no society is healthful which tells its members to take no thought of the morrow because the state underwrites their future. The ability to cultivate providence, which I would interpret literally as foresight, is an opportunity to develop personal worth. A conviction that those who perform the prayer of labor may store up a compensation which cannot be appropriated by the improvident is the soundest incentive to virtuous industry. Where the opposite conviction prevails, where popular majorities may, on a plea of present need, override these rights earned by past effort, the tendency is for all persons to become politicians. In other words, they come to feel that manipulation is a greater source of reward than is production. This is the essence of corruption.2



As we noted, the Catholics accepted all of these arguments, along with those of their own. Devas noted that


the instinct of private property is truly human; and the proper unfolding of human liberty and personality is historically bound up with it, and cannot develop where each person is only a sharer in a compulsory partnership, or, on the other hand, where property is confined to a privileged few. Suitably, therefore, the same Pope [Leo XIII] who had defended the true dignity and true liberty of man urged the diffusion of property as the mean between Socialism and Individualism, and that where possible each citizen should dwell secure in a homestead which, however humble, was his own [emphasis added].3



The Agrarians of the South also saw the connection of this defense of widespread ownership with the advocacy of rural life and agriculture for a large percentage of the population. “[T]he answer,” Lytle wrote in his contribution to the manifesto of 1930,


lies in a return to a society where agriculture is practiced by most of the people. It is in fact impossible for any culture to be sound and healthy without a proper respect and proper regard for the soil, no matter how many urban dwellers think their victuals come from groceries and delicatessens and their milk from tin cans.1



Twenty years later, Donald Davidson defended this vision with a similar insistence upon the connection between agriculture, rural life in general, and the full development of human personality. “The farm, whether large or small,” he wrote in a 1952 ITMS retrospective published in the journal Shenandoah,


together with all allied establishments partaking of its organic and natural character, obviously would furnish the basis for such a [traditional] society, rather than the non-organic, artificial “organizations” that industrialism is always busily erecting and always, just as busily, throwing on the junk-heap. I have not heard of any other kind of society in which human beings can hope to come as near as they can in this kind of traditional society to realizing their capacities as “whole persons” or “real persons” - a thing all but impossible under an industrial regime, which wants only specialists, or pieces of men.2



A survey of the individuals, movements, and arguments of the ruralist and agrarian stripe would be incomplete without mention of the English “rural reconstruction” school that included Harold J. Massingham, Adrian Bell, Gerald Wallop, the Viscount Lymington, Rolf Gardiner, Jorian Jenks, and others in the “Kinship in Husbandry” group, the Economic Reform Club and Institute (ERCI), and the Rural Reconstruction Association, which English architect and Distributist Arthur J. Penty helped to found alongside Montague Fordham.3 Collectively and apart, these individuals and associations looked to a restoration of the values and practices of English rural life, as intimately connected to-and essential for-the defense of private property, the proper relationship between man and nature, and the cultivation of that style of life that resisted the plastic and “disposable” trend in modern, industrial culture. Massingham was perhaps the most prolific and representative voice among these dozens of rural-restoration activists; he captured, better than many others, the spirit and vision of rural England, and its importance in the cultural struggle that raged then (and which rages still) between modernity and social tradition. He advocated the vocation of the gardener as a means of keeping “soil and person intact against the corruption of the modern world,” arguing that the gardener would be


the base of the society of tomorrow. For he and his like obey the primary laws of nature and within himself. His private ownership has the sanction of millennia and the voice of the wise men. His responsibility is the first condition of man’s moral and his usefulness of man’s physical being, while the beauty he creates is part of the whole visible universe.1



Working within the same ambit as these groups were the Catholic land associations and movements that existed across the English-speaking world, and from some of whose spokesmen we have already heard. In England the land movement formally began in 1929 with the Scottish Catholic Land Association (CLA), based in Glasgow; in 1931 the English CLA was founded in London (and patronized by Cardinal Bourne of Westminster), later becoming the South of England CLA with the inauguration of the Midlands CLA in Birmingham that same year. The following year saw the foundation of the North of England CLA in Liverpool. The key figures of the land movement in England included Mgr. James Dey, Fr. Vincent McNabb, O.P., Rev. John McQuillan, and Distributists Harold Robbins, K. L. Kenrick, and Reginald Jebb. Supporters included other prominent Distributists such as Hilaire Belloc, G. K. Chesterton, and Herbert Shove, and Ditchling village craftsmen such as George Maxwell, Eric Gill, and Hilary Pepler.2

In the U.S. the National Catholic Rural Life Conference (NCRLC) began in 1923 in St. Louis, under the patronage of the Archbishop there, and was effectively founded by then Fr. Edwin V. O’Hara (later Bishop of Great Falls, K.C., and given personal title of archbishop by Pope Pius XII). American supporters of the movement included a number of the clergy, such as Bishops Aloysius J. Muench of Fargo and George Speltz of St. Cloud, Minn. (author of a significant Catholic University dissertation entitled The Importance of Rural Life According to the Philosophy of St. Thomas Aquinas, written with the hope that he could “add to the work of the [agrarian-decentralist movement]”3), Frs. Howard Bishop, Luigi Ligutti, and John Rawe, who were affiliated with the NCRLC through its routine conferences and activities; American academics such as Drs. Goetz Briefs, Walter Marx, and Willis Nutting; and journalists and Distributists such as Carol Robinson and Ed Willock of Integrity Magazine in New York.1

Elsewhere - such as Australia, for instance - there was the National Catholic Rural Movement (NCRM), founded in 1939 by Bishop F. A. Henschke, who was appointed Episcopal chairman by the Australian hierarchy; in 1947 he declared that the “success of the Rural Movement is the condition of the success of all Catholic Action.” The mainstay of support for the NCRM came from those associated with the Australian Catholic Social Movement of Archbishop Daniel Mannix and B. A. Santamaria.2 These three bodies constituted the specific organizations in the U.S., England, and Australia - alongside the other sympathetic and variously related groups and movements - dedicated to promoting the Catholic vision of rural life and acting consciously to foster it.

The period in which the CLAs and similar groups were most active saw not just an intellectual renaissance of classical and Christian ruralism and economic thought, but also a resurgence of very practical interest in “back-to-the-land” schemes of all kinds. Operating to some extend under the influence of Belloc, with his elaboration of the Servile State in the early twentieth century, Fr. Luigi Ligutti and his Granger homesteads were just one of numerous land settlement projects attempted in various venues during the New Deal era, when such initiatives as solutions to unemployment-in the spirit of the English Distributists’ Birmingham Scheme - were most in vogue. Not surprisingly, Ligutti’s efforts are reckoned by historians of the period as among the most successful, owing to the solid religious and philosophical foundation of his efforts, along with his own insistence that land-movement cooperation among Catholics was important enough to become almost a matter of “moral compulsion.”3 Additionally, there were other community house-raising initiatives, such as that of Ed Willock of Integrity Magazine, who helped to pioneer “Marycrest,” two dozen miles outside of New York City, along with others who were interested in “decentralism, back to the land, and Christian-humanism.”4

In Canada, to take one example, Fr. Francis McGoey was a priest at a Toronto parish who in 1934 founded a rural community of five families on 10 acres, supplemented initially with 50 chickens per family, and two common cows: “If,” McGoey said,


giving men, women,, and children an opportunity to use their brains in the development of art, music, work, entertainment, and play, as against the artificial city life, is part of progress, then we have it. Land ownership and agrarianism gives the poor something better than a choice between finance-capitalism and communism.1



More well-known in Canada were the efforts of Frs. Coady and Tompkins, pioneers of a rural cooperative movement which worked “to break down the barrier that the profit system erected between produced and consumer.”2 The Vatican Secretary of State under Pope Pius XI offered the movement high praise on behalf of the Holy Father: “May the work undertaken grow and flourish and, with unswerving purpose of mind and will, be carried on to complete fulfillment.”3

In England, the CLAs established six training farms, which succeeded for at least a brief time in demonstrating the viability of the “back-to-the-land” vision and its credibility as a solution to the pervasive problem of unemployment. Also well known is the effort at Ditchling to unite men on the land in an effort of husbandry and handicraft. “The communities of craftsmanship with a foothold on the land were very valuable to the [Distributist] movement,” Robbins wrote in 1946, “and exist and flourish still, at Ditchling Common and High Wycombe.” The guild at Ditchling survived until 1989.4

These land movements, principally of the U.S. and England, were possessed of a wide range of propaganda vehicles - in the best and Catholic sense of the term. Flee to the Fields, originally subtitled “The Faith and Works of the Catholic Land Movement,” was effectively the manifesto of the movement in England; the Catholic Truth Society pamphlet on the land movement by Fr. McNabb and Cdr. Shove - which featured an Introduction by G. K. Chesterton - identified in clear and simple terms the motives and the aims and methods of the movement. The pamphlet also featured a revealing advertisement for the South of England Catholic Land Association which read, in part, “The aim of the Catholic Land associations is to encourage and assist Catholic families to live and work on the land"; the headline above stated, “Plant the Faith by Planting the Faithful.”1

Periodicals in the U.K. that covered the movement were the Catholic Times, G.K.'s Weekly, the Cross & the Plough (organ of the Catholic Land Associations of England and Wales), and Land for the People (the organ in Scotland). In the U.S. a number of journals either supported a return to rural life or formed an official part of the NCRLC’s information activities; these included, e.g., Free America, Integrity, St. Isidore’s Plow, Catholic Rural Life, Landward, Rural Bureau Notes, Catholic Rural Life Bulletin, and Land and Home.2 The Conference, in addition, published some thirteen pamphlets, including For This We Stand, an address by Fr. Luigi Ligutti for Farmers’ Day of the National Convention of the NCRLC in Green Bay, Wis., October 14, 1946; its Rural Life in a Peaceful World offered “principles and policies underlying [the Conference’s] postwar program for rural life.” Related periodicals in the U.K. supporting a recovery of rural culture, the restoration of agriculture, and a new “organic husbandry” included A. R. Orage’s New English Weekly, the Soil Association’s journal Mother Earth, and the ERCI journal Rural Economy.3 Interestingly, the masthead of Rural Economy, originally “A Monthly Commentary for all interested in the full development of a Healthy Agriculture,” was later and illustratively changed to “A Non-Party Commentary devoted to the development of a Sound National Economy rooted in the Soil.”4
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BEYOND ITS MERE usefulness as a historical introduction and context, this broad consideration of the range and diversity of the early-twentieth-century Agrarian, Distributist, and land movements affords us an opportunity to understand the importance of the Catholic foundation for the social and political philosophy we have been looking at - an importance which, perhaps, non-Catholics might begin to appreciate in view of the Southern Agrarians’ (none of whom were Catholic) evolved understanding of their own agenda.

Notwithstanding the sincere welcome that Catholics extended to the Agrarians’ anthology, a number of them also frankly criticized their rather “hazy” notion of religion, maintaining that it provided an ultimately unsatisfactory foundation for the defense and restoration of civilization.1 The differences, as well as the similarities, between Southern Agrarian and Catholic ruralist and Distributists positions was plain, and, though it didn’t prove a bar to collaboration, it did represent a serious point of philosophical divergence.

None of this would have been news to the Agrarians themselves, as Allen Tate frankly admitted the inadequacy of the Southern religious idea in his contribution to ITMS.2 As Paul Murphy relates, it was not more than a month after the publication of the manifesto that Tate was lamenting - or at least worrying - that the Agrarians were “Trying to make a political creed do the work of a religion.”3 Which isn’t to say that the Agrarians were not concerned with religion, or didn’t see it as fundamental. Quite the contrary. John Crowe Ransom made no secret of his belief that “[r]eligion is the only effective defense against Progress, and our vicious economic system; against empire and against socialism, or any other political foolishness.”4 Davidson wished, years later, that more emphasis had been placed upon religion in the discussions of the 1930s,5 while Tate, for his part, wished that he could demonstrate, as a starting-point for the Agrarian argument, that


the remote source of the old Southern mind was undoubtedly Catholicism or at least High Church-ism … and perhaps something could be done towards showing that the old Southerners were historically Catholics all the time. If that could be done, we have a starting point. For, as [Gorham] Munson says, we need a “master-idea.”1



The problem for Tate and for the other Southern thinkers was that such a master idea was not convincingly connected to their conception of politics and society. It was not in dispute that the civilization of the South was worth preserving, in its agrarian and traditional aspects. The arguments for such a defense needed, however, to be anchored in transcendent and ultimate terms - and these terms were difficult for the Agrarians who had eschewed any authoritarian or hierarchical approach to Christianity.

In 1956 Tate tried to enunciate what he and his colleagues were defending by referring to it as a “religious humanism.”2 But the notion was vague enough that even sympathetic commentators removed many of the teeth from the Agrarians’ original critique, turning it into simply a defense of “civilized values” or Southernism against a kind of cultural philistinism.3 And ultimately this was not a wholly unfair interpretation, owing to the contradictions in Tate’s position; he “was an admirer and advocate of Christian feudal society,” but he could not, in 1930, submit to religious authority, nor did he believe-correctly-that the South, considered politically, “had inherited … a Christian tradition of ‘unity of being.'”4 In later years the ambivalence in the Agrarian political philosophy, and even more in the way it was interpreted by some of the neo-Agrarian commentators, would make it susceptible (as we shall see below) to co-option by the “Buckleyite” forces of National Review fame, so that a radical and uncompromising critique of industrialism, rooted in an intransigent religious and philosophical position, could be watered down into a generic “conservatism” that would offer no obstacle to the “free marketeers” of the “right.”5

With a merely “hazy notion of religion”1 upon which to build a political philosophy, the Agrarians could not have elaborated a vision as convincing and coherent as the Scholastic tradition founded upon the Faith of our fathers and the realism of Aristotle - the tradition with which the Distributists and other Catholic agrarian thinkers were working. This was something that Weaver himself attempted, however, in referring repeatedly to the Schoolmen in Ideas Have Consequences.2 And it would be unfair not to point out that within the limits of their metaphysic, the Agrarians themselves were seeking - and effectively, if incompletely, articulated - a vision of Christendom, of radical opposition to industrialism, and, at least implicitly, of Catholic social doctrine and the Social Reign of Christ.

For it’s not true what some critics have maintained - that the Agrarians were simply romantic seekers after some mythical, Arcadian antebellum South. One of Davidson’s early letters outlining the aims of the then-prospective ITMS explicitly rejected such a notion.3 Contributors to the manifesto (e.g., Andrew Lytle and Robert Penn Warren, respectively) made it clear, in retrospect, that “in defending what was left of Southern life, we were defending our common European inheritance,” and that the relationship between the book and the geographical South was a completely “peripheral and accidental question ….”4 Tate wrote that those of his colleagues who “imagine[d] they [were] writing pleasant essays on the old South” were “deceiving themselves,” and counseled that they had better “leave us quickly.”5

Indeed the Agrarians wanted a full opposition to industrialism - not some vague myth of a pastoral life that would be later watered down into what Louis Rubin would simply call “an extended metaphor.” In the face of such an assertion, Donald Davidson rightly countered that “[i]f you say that, it’s very easy, because you don’t have to believe it at all.”6 Happily, some very credible historians of the Agrarians have rejected the “metaphorical or symbolic” approach to the Agrarian position as a deplorable tactic, “as unfair as it is ahistorical,” used rather for “evading the content of their criticism.”1 As Paul Murphy notes, “[t]he leading Agrarians took the socio-economic elements of ITMS … very seriously.” And for the most committed of the original group, Agrarianism remained, even fifty years on, “more than a metaphor …. It was a program of action, and the enemy was still industrial capitalism.”2

More than this, the Agrarians seemed to be seeking - even if at times unwittingly-what Catholics recognize as the social doctrine of the Church, and the Social Reign of Christ over politics and society that its implementation is intended to bring about. How else, ultimately, to make sense of the Agrarian interpretations, years later, of the focus of I’ll Take My Stand? As William Elliott put it during the 1956 reunion of Fugitive poets and original Agrarians, “a poet’s affirmation of the values that should be used to govern, [is one of] the things that I thought the I’ll Take My Stand boys were concerned with”-and this notion of transcendent values establishing the foundation for politics and economics is nothing if not (at the very least) parallel to the Catholic notion of the dependence of political rectitude upon right morals.3 Andrew Lytle must have had the same idea in mind when, in explaining the ethos of the 1930 symposium, he remarked that “Christian kings … are the secular agents of God.”4 With twenty or so years of hindsight, Allen Tate stated that what he had in mind with the manifesto was “the order of a unified Christendom,” as presupposed by “the possibility of the humane life.”5 With characteristic precision, Davidson summed up the whole enterprise: “There can hardly be such a thing as a ‘society,’ in any true sense, without religion as the all-pervasive arbiter of value.”6 It is not likely a coincidence, then, that the only European head of state to recognize Dixie’s President as the leader of an independent nation - a nation whose inherited ways of life the Agrarians felt called to defend, in a stubborn resistance to a destructive “progress” - also himself condemned the suggestion that “the Roman Pontiff can, and ought to, reconcile himself, and come to terms with, progress, liberalism, and modern civilization.”7

As should be expected, where the Agrarians had to rely upon a vague notion - and one perhaps learned late, after much reflection - of the religious foundation of all healthy political and social arrangements, the Distributists, along with the other Catholic and Anglo-Catholic ruralists in both England and the U.S., could tap directly into the religion whose Founder articulated the Beatitudes, and the vicar of Whom in 1891 issued the workers’ “Magna Carta.” Even our contemporary historians recognize this difference,1 and it is to the Agrarians’ credit, of course, that in the decades following ITMS they came more and more to understand what Weaver would refer to as the dependency of all valid political conceptions upon a transcendent “metaphysical dream”-a dream possessed, he reminds us, by the Schoolmen of the Middle Ages.

Perhaps a consciousness of the relative inadequacy of a merely “Southern” and historical stand for agrarianism and widely distributed property, and the need for a deeper, more substantial religious and political philosophy, were among the motives that inspired Seward Collins to bring together the various traditional and anti-modern schools in his promising, if all too typically short-lived, intellectual and propaganda effort that appeared from 1933 to 1937 as the American Review. Distributists, Southern Agrarians, and land-movement leaders made up the bulk of the contributors. Along with the New Humanists led by Irving Babbitt and the European Neo-Scholastics, among whom Christopher Dawson was numbered, they offered a “traditionalist” critique of modernity, in the vein of what follows in the present volume, but with perhaps a greater dose of refinement and finesse.2 Summarizing the vision offered during these exciting few years of feverish thinking and writing during the inter-war period, Albert Stone writes that


[t]he “Property state” of Belloc and Douglas Jerrold was an anti-capitalist scheme for the sort of nation believed to have existed in Western Europe in the latter Middle Ages, based upon small landowners, a strong King and a social order cemented by family, guild and Church. Here in America, Donald Davidson, Frank Owsley, Andrew Lytle and other Southern Agrarians were also urging a sharp break with industrialism; their Utopia consisted of a politically autonomous South of subsistence farmers whose social pattern would approximate that of the early nineteenth century. Less political than either of these, the Humanists nevertheless were striving, in the spirit of Irving Babbitt, toward balance, detachment, aristocracy and discipline in personal life. These virtues, especially when combined with the New Scholastics’ reverence for revealed religion and tradition, could fit neatly into a philosophy which regarded “society as a spiritual organism” and government as properly authoritarian and elitist.1



In the genuine spirit of the Distributists, Agrarians, and others who defended the vision of widespread property ownership as an alternative to both forms of big, impersonal, and ultimately tyrannical social and economic organization, the American Review conducted a campaign in defense, and for the recovery, of the humane and noble values of the “old world,” while insisting that they be brought to bear on current problems. It was the vision of its editor, and its contributors, that no other solution would do. As Hilaire Belloc had it, the collective sentiment was that “the choice [lies] between property on the one hand and slavery, public or private, on the other.”2 This is our vision and our sentiment as well.
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AT THIS POINT it may further profit a reader coming into the Distributist, social Catholic, and agrarian tradition “from out in the (industrial) cold,” to have a brief introduction to the basic theoretical principles that will be encountered. They are not demonstrated with mathematical precision, but they form the basis of much of the writing contained in this volume, and especially in the second section, where sketches of G. K. C.'s vision parallel the outline of Fr. Heinrich’s Pesch’s Solidarism, the Corporatism of French social Catholic René de La Tour du Pin, and the “first-things-first” simplicity of Fr. Vincent McNabb.

Distributist, agrarian, and “third way” thought in the “traditionalist” mode will draw upon a number of principal ideas, of which a few are as follows. Economic “science” must subordinate itself to morals; or, in other words, the study and application of “what is” (and which we are asked or expected just to “live with”), must give way to an understanding and striving after of what ought to be. Economists saying that “it’s not their place” to take into account what people should want (rather than merely cataloging what they do want and how they go about getting it) just won’t do, here, where the needs, rights, and duties of real people and families are concerned.1

Next, the needs of profit and production must be subordinated to the needs of people. Where these interests conflict, readers will find that the authors of essays in this book-and the thinkers whose views they advocate - put the people first. This is common sense, and is often a well-received idea, until it involves people potentially not being able to amass as much wealth as they want, especially in the face of indigence. But there it is.

Flowing from these premises are a number of additional principles. There is an emphasis on consumption rather than production, insofar as the purpose of production is ultimate consumption.2 There is also an emphasis on production insofar as it is superior to the needs of money and finance. In other words, while consumption is the ultimate destiny of manufactured goods, production is valued as well insofar as goods need to be produced in order to be consumed. The natural consequence is that profit and money take a back seat to the production of useful goods and their consumption by those who genuinely need what is being produced. One profoundly intelligent thinker of the Neo-Scholastic school should be quoted at some length here, for the point is an important one.


In theory and in the abstract, a system of association between money and productive labour may easily be conceived in which the money invested in an undertaking represented an owner’s share in the means of production and was used to feed the undertaking, enabling it to procure the needful material, equipment and resources in such a way that, the undertaking being productive and producing profits, a share in such profits should be returned to the capital. No fault can be found in such a scheme. In reality and in the concrete, this same faultless scheme works in an absolutely different fashion and does harm. In the human judgments which mould the economic system values have in fact been reversed, while the fundamental mechanism has retained the same configuration. Instead of being considered as a mere feeder enabling a living organism, which the productive undertaking is, to procure the necessary material, equipment, and replenishing, money has come to be considered the living organism, and the undertaking with its human activities as the feeder and instrument of money; so that the profits cease to be the normal fruit of the undertaking fed with money, and become the normal fruit of the money fed by the undertaking. That is what I call the fecundity of money. Values have been revised, and the immediate consequence is to give the rights of dividend precedence over those of salary, and to establish the whole economy under the supreme regulation of the laws and the fluidity of the sign money, predominating over the thing, commodities useful to mankind.1



Another principle hinted at or implied by what follows is the necessary subordination of money and machinery to the purposes they serve. The great thinker in this regard from those occupying important places in the tradition we seek to recover is Arthur J. Penty, whose views are not expounded upon here.2 But his principles for the right use of machinery, though unpalatable to the modern temperament pampered by convenience and unaccustomed to salutary exertion, are required reading for those who have the desire and the fortitude to question the assumptions upon which modern society rests. That his principles were endorsed by Dr. Walter John Marx of the Catholic University of America, in his Mechanization and Culture, is significant. His position, furthermore, on machinery and mass production dovetailed with the observations of other persuasive critiques of industrialism and its culture, along the lines of which T. S. Eliot’s observation is representative:


The tendency of unlimited industrialism is to create bodies of men and women - of all classes - detached from tradition, alienated from religion, and susceptible to mass suggestion: in other words, a mob. And a mob will be no less a mob if it is well fed, well clothed, well housed, and well disciplined.3



The remainder of the ideas are those we have explored at length above. They deal with the re-integration of those things that were split apart by the twin phenomena of “rationalist” economic science and the industrial revolution. Work and ownership are seen to be in need of re-uniting, such that disputes between capital and labor are reduced to friendly discussions between a man and his land or a man and his tools. A re-integration of work and personality is also desired, in the form of a restored, non-industrial and not-very-mechanical husbandry of the land along the lines of small farms and family gardens, coupled to personal and hand crafts (that would also help to re-integrate products for sale with a long-forgotten attribute called “quality”). Work and family are to be reunited by the ending of the drastic and now pervasive dislocation of labor from the home, where it took place for literally millennia, excepting our last 150 years.1 And work and community are to be re-united in an updated form of the ancient worker’s guild, that did such good in making friends of employers and employees before the institution was forcibly suppressed by revolutionary governments bent on forcing modernity down unwilling throats at gunpoint.2

It is of more than passing historical interest for us to know how the chief advocates of the Distributist and Agrarian movements put their programs forward, built upon the principles noted above. Several quick snapshots, from their own literature and in their own words, follow, as a backdrop for the re-presentation of these and other related branches of our common tradition that the present volume hopes to make.

Chesterton introduced the Distributist League in its first pamphlet in the following terms:


The League for the Restoration of Liberty by the Distribution of Property is the only society of its kind. Yet it presents the social idea which nine men out often would probably in normal circumstances regard as normal. It offers a criticism and correction of our abnormal capitalist and proletarian society which differs from all those current in politics and press, not in degree but in direction. It is not merely a moderate sort of Socialism. It is not merely a humane sort of Capitalism. Its two primary principles maybe stated thus:—

1. That the only way to preserve liberty is to preserve property; that the individual and the family may be in some degree independent of oppressive systems, official or unofficial.

2. That the only way to preserve property is to distribute it much more equally among the citizens: that all, or approximately all, may understand and defend it. This can only be done by breaking up the great plutocratic concentration of our time.3



The pamphlet included K. L. Kenrick’s short but useful definition of Distributism against the alternatives that were, and are still, its competitors:


There are three economic theories struggling for supremacy in the modern world. They are Capitalism - the doctrine that property is best concentrated in large masses in the hands of a few people; Socialism-the doctrine that property is best owned and controlled by the State; and Distributism - the doctrine that property is best divided up among the largest possible number of people. Broadly speaking, we may say that Distributism means every man his own master (as far as possible); Socialism means nobody his own master, but the State master of all ; Capitalism means a select few their own masters and the rest of us their servants.1



The Distributist League Manifesto, issued a number of years later, ran to fourteen short pages, and had this to say about the essence of the property it hoped to put back into the hands of the average man:


In material things there can be no individual security without individual property. The independent farmer is secure. He cannot be sacked. He cannot be evicted. He cannot be bullied by landlord or employer. What he produces is his own: the means of production are his own. Similarly the independent craftsman is secure, and the independent shopkeeper. No agreements, no laws, no mechanism of commerce, trade, or State, can give the security which ownership affords. A nation of peasants and craftsmen whose wealth is in their tools and skill and materials can laugh at employers, money merchants, and politicians. It is a nation free and fearless. The wage-earner, however sound and skilful his work, is at the mercy of the usurers who own that by which he lives. Moreover, by his very subjection he is shut out from that training and experience which alone can fit him to be a responsible citizen. His servile condition calls for little discretion, caution, judgement, or knowledge of mankind. The so-called “failure of democracy” is but the recognition of the fact that a nation of employees cannot govern itself. Therefore we assert that the only way to remove the evils of insecurity and servility is to make, so far as possible, every man the owner of the tools and materials on which his life depends. Further, it is the only way to secure liberty, because the propertied citizen, no longer dependent upon the State to defend him against the rich, who cannot harm him, nor against famine which his own foresight can avert, will no longer accept the orders of officials whose assistance he can do without. Free to work out his own prosperity, and to discharge his natural duties by the exercise of his natural rights, the Englishman will restore to its proper dignity that natural and ancient unit of society which has been the stem of all civilization : the home and the life of the family. The Englishman’s home will be his castle, and the family will be the centre of his allegiance. As in the State he will be a responsible worker and citizen, so in the home he will be a responsible husband and father; and as his normal desire and duty will be to labour and think rightly in the places where men toil and plan, so it will be his desire and duty to love and guide wisely in the place where men rest and rejoice - in the home.2



Finally, in 1934 the League produced a “Distributist Programme” that was printed by St. Dominic’s Press of Ditchling in Sussex, England, and ran to 33 pages. The challenge that it presented to the Englishmen of its day was set forth in the following terms:


Distributism as a social system combines the principle that every human being has a right to liberty with the application of that principle that liberty can only be maintained through the ownership of property. The right to liberty is not limited to one particular liberty; to liberty of religion, conscience, action, or so on; it is the right of choice in all things in which the exercise of the choice does not injure the right of choice of others. The mere existence of such a state of liberty is, however, insufficient in itself to secure two other material elements essential to the full development of the human soul; and they are security and material sufficiency. We regard any political system which does not intend to provide the opportunity for each man to ensure for himself the existence of all these three conditions as a menace to civilisation, and as based upon an incomplete understanding of, or a deliberate attempt to thwart, the nature of man. We use the term justice as describing what every system ought to attempt to bring about, and a just society is our aim.

Distributism is therefore equally opposed to modern monopolistic capitalism and to socialism. The one, preserving the name of liberty as a cloak for the power of the rich to exploit the poor, does not even pretend to provide either security or sufficiency; the other, undertaking to provide the two latter, only professes to do it at the expense of every vestige of political freedom.

The opposition is even more fundamental than this. Distributism implicitly rejects that conception of inevitability in the development of political systems which has always been a foundation of the Socialist cure, and is now also seen in the trend of modern capitalist thought. It absolutely repudiates that servile counsel of despair which attempts to graft on to human institutions those characteristics which a mechanistic philosophy of biological evolution-itself repudiated by modern science - would attribute to animal life. It begins with the conviction that it is the human will which alone can and does change human institutions, and it disputes the right of the State or other external force to dictate to the citizen the conduct of his everyday life.

Thus Distributism is a challenge; to the present order of chaos, poverty and suffering; and to the present so-called revolutionary schools of thought, which deny that the system can be changed except through the operation of irresistible and inevitable forces, and at the cost of most of the things which have made life worth living. Distributism is the only revolutionary creed; it calls for instant and individual action on the part of all. Each man can disprove for himself the lie that things must drift or evolve to a state which, so far as he can foresee it, he does not desire. Each man can, to some extent even under the present system, work out his own salvation. Our purpose is to show what each can do for himself, and what a determined few can do in co-operation.1



The Agrarians, for their part, outlined their program in a number of places. The most comprehensive was the “Statement of Principles,” included with the 1930 Agrarian manifesto, to which each of the twelve Southerners that contributed to it subscribed. Smaller sketches of the Southern Agrarian agenda were made on and off by contributors to the original symposium. Frank Owsley’s summation was printed as “Pillars of Agrarianism” for the American Review 4 (5) of March 1935, to which the preamble went as follows:


We are on the side of those who know that the common enemy of the people, of their government, their liberty, and their property, must be abated. This enemy is a system which allows a relatively few men to control most of the nation’s wealth and to regiment virtually the whole population under their anonymous holding companies and corporations, and to control government by bribery or intimidation. Just how these giant organizations should be brought under the control of law and ethics we are not agreed. We are, however, agreed with the English Distributists that the most desirable objective is to break them down into small units owned and controlled by real people. We want to see property restored and the proletariat thus abolished and communism made impossible. The more widespread is the ownership of property, the more happy and secure will be the people and the nation. But is such a decentralization in physical property as well as in ownership possible? We are confident that it is, however much we may differ among ourselves as to the degree of decentralization that will prove desirable in any given industry. We are all convinced, though we hold no doctrinaire principles as to method, that these robber barons of the twentieth century will have to be reduced and civilized in some form or other before any program can be realized by our state and Federal governments.1



Building upon the foundation Owsley established, Donald Davidson sketched an interesting history of the original 1930 anthology, and offered his own take on the bedrock Agrarian views:


We consider the rehabilitation of the farmer as of first importance to the South, the basis of all good remedial procedure; and we therefore favour a definite policy of land conservation, land distribution, land ownership. At the risk of appearing socialistic to the ignorant, we favour legislation that will deprive the giant corporation of its privilege of irresponsibility, and that will control or prevent the socially harmful use of labour-saving (or lab our-evicting) machinery. We advocate the encouragement of handicrafts, or of modified handicrafts with machine tools. In this connection, we believe that the only kind of new industry the South can now afford to encourage is the small industry which produces fine goods involving craftsmanship and art. We oppose the introduction of “mass-producing” industries that turn out coarse goods and cheap gadgets. We favour the diversion of public and private moneys from productive to non-productive uses-as for example to the arts that over-accumulation of invested capital may be forestalled. We hold very strongly for a revision of our political framework that will permit regional governments to function adequately; and that will enable the national government to deal sensibly with issues in which the interests of regions are irreconcilable, or prevent the kind of regional exploitation, disguised as paternalism, now being practised on the South. That is to say, we favour a true Federalism and oppose Leviathanism, as ruinous to the South and eventually fatal to the nation.1



Finally, a Catholic approach to agrarianism is illustrated by the short program presented by Rev. W. Howard Bishop at the 13th annual conference of the 1935 National Catholic Rural Life Conference, held in Rochester, N.Y.


(1) The new order should be based upon man and his human needs and values of body, mind, and soul, not on mammon and the pursuit of money for money’s sake.

(2) Civilization’s heart should be the home and its soul the Church, instead of the factory and the money market which take their place at present.

(3) Production of home necessities should be returned to the home so far as possible, by restoration of the home crafts on the farms and even to a limited extent in towns and cities. Small business enterprises centered about the home should be given every protection and encouragement.

(4) Civilization’s stronghold should be the farms, rather than the cities, farms on a family basis, cultivated for a living, first and primarily, rather than solely for profit, with high self-sufficiency and low dependence on cash income, with the family home as the throbbing heart of each little enterprise, and the Church its inspiration.

(5) The State should facilitate the widest possible distribution of farm, home, and business ownership and proprietorship.

(6) Every department of agriculture should be organized cooperatively to function harmoniously with similar organizations of industry, business, and the professions as vocational groups, with the Government standing by as monitor or referee to prevent abuses and conflicts, but leaving the actual work of managing the various occupations for their own best interests to the autonomous action of the organized groups themselves.2



Back on the other side of the Atlantic, the English land movement spokesmen, still “taking their stand” as of 1944, made not dissimilar demands:


[T]hat the English be spared the horrors of mass-unemployment or a planned slavery (probably both) by being placed again in organic independent communities on the soil of their fathers. That the production of goods be the work of craftsmen sanctifying themselves in their work, not of Combines degrading men into robots. That the aim of English husbandry be not the greatest production of food per man, but the greatest production of food per acre; for only so can the tractor be banished and our island feed its children in peace and permanence.1



Across these various groups and movements there was a fair amount of mutual interest and awareness, if not outright collaboration. I’ll Take My Stand was reviewed in the Catholic press and discussed by the National Catholic Rural Life conference. Fr. McNabb, the Distributist, followed the activities of the English land associations and corresponded with the Rural Life Conference in America.2 The Southern Agrarians knew the Distributists through Herbert Agar, who was involved with G. K.'s Weekly while in London, and was instrumental in bringing together the contributors - including Hilaire Belloc - to Who Owns America? There was even, at the initiative of Tate and Agar, a joint Distributist and Agrarian committee that met in Nashville, June 4-5, 1936, and produced a report demanding “a wide distribution, and responsible ownership, of property” against the enemies of liberty that included finance capitalism, communism, and fascism. It also recognized “the primacy of agriculture,” and looked for the decentralization of populations and “the public ownership of or control over natural monopolies.”3 Owsley, for his part, echoed Belloc by referring to the “tone” given to society by the widespread distribution of productive property; Andrew Lytle referred, fifty years after ITMS, to the danger of the “servile state"; and the Cross & the Plough, edited by Harold Robbins of one of the English Catholic Land Associations, boldly declared “We Take Our Stand,” and praised the efforts of Santamaria’s land movement in Australia. Meanwhile, the Distributist League of New England adopted and synthesized the vision of all of these, highlighting the potential, in those days, of a vibrant and effective Distributist “international.”4
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WITH THIS FOUNDATION, a reader will be, hopefully, more prepared profitably to engage the newly (and, with any luck, adequately) articulated but long-ripened wisdom of the best that Catholic, traditional, and agrarian social wisdom has to offer to our frenetic and superficial age.

It is may tempting, though, to ask just what happened between the 1930s, when the vision articulated in these pages was being argued with unique force and persuasive power, and today, when it is largely unknown and almost forgotten. A hazarded guess would pin the blame on the Second World War, which appointed, by default, American globalism and liberal capitalist democracy as the “savior” of the world from the Soviet menace that would emerge relatively soon after the war. As we noted above, perceptive thinkers like Sheen didn’t fall for it; but for the “average” observer it worked out as a “P.R.” stunt of colossal proportions. Any sense that something besides modern capitalism was out there, was worth trying, and was even better for health, sanity, virtue, and civilization was eclipsed by air-raid sirens and occasional missile crises. Even leading traditionalist “conservatives,” who until that point had treated industrial capitalism with appropriate skepticism, fell into the trap.1 Notwithstanding the sincerity of those who at the time felt obligated to throw in their lot with the capitalist machine in the face of threatening Russian hordes, many of the leading lights of the American “right” peddled a free-market “conservatism” that intentionally sought to co-opt the term and the movement, marginalizing the radical critique of capitalist (and communist) industrialism offered by the original Agrarians. William F. Buckley Jr., with his National Review, was one of the front men for this transformation, aiming to join a certain “social” conservatism with an apologia for corporate capitalism and an interventionist foreign policy.2 While successful on a superficial level, more perceptive commentators still point to the “chasm” between “southern conservatism and the free-market liberalism that today calls itself conservatism.”3 It is this comprmise between Christ and Belial that the genuine Agrarians (and others with them) reject, for, as Mark Malvasi correctly pointed out, Tate, M. E. Bradford, and others saw that “in the spiritual, intellectual, and political milieu of the late twentieth century, merely to conserve sometimes meant to perpetuate the outrageous and the horrible [emphasis added].”1

Meanwhile, along came what one “traditionalist” cleric termed “World War Three”: the Second Vatican Council. Without getting into theological hair splitting, it is a historical fact that it “knocked the guts out of” perhaps the greatest English writer of the mid- to later-twentieth century, and it seemed to do the same, in a manner of speaking, to the Catholic social doctrine that until that time had paralleled the “traditionalist” wisdom that Collins tried to put into the pages of his American Review. Happily, the Church has continued to articulate the basic moral truths upon which her authentic social message is built, but the emphasis upon the genuine ownership of private property and its widespread distribution among families has suffered in the face of the “mass and technology” that in many quarters are now taken for granted as the only options given an allegedly inexorable and inevitable technological and industrial expansion.

So here we are, still in desperate need of what Ross J. S. Hoffman, one of Collins’s most frequent contributors, called a “constructive revolution.” One contemporary commentator happily admits that the “urgency of the question posed by Who Owns America? has not changed since 1936,” and “nor has the answer.”2 That said, we do well to remain on our guard against partisans of the “right” who would refute the position of Sheen, Weaver, and the Distributist-Agrarian “traditionalists” by arguing - along the same old deceptive lines - that the “conservative revolution” of Tate and his colleagues has already come to pass, and that the “third way” contemplated by Belloc, Chesterton, and others is indeed upon us. “None of the contributors [to Who Owns America?],” commented a review (from a likely source!) of the new edition of the 1936 anthology, envisioned


the astonishing expansion of asset ownership over the last half of the twentieth century. Millions of Americans became home owners. The dramatic expansion of pension accounts, IRAs, 401 (k)s, profit sharing, and Employee Stock Ownership Plans has given millions an ownership stake in-if not control of - large economic enterprises. Tax-favored medical and education savings accounts and individual Social Security accounts have arrived or are about to do so.

Advances in technology and communications have spawned a population dispersal that would have gladdened the hearts of the agrarians, even though the globalized, fiber-optic-connected new arcadians bear little resemblance to the Jeffersonian yeomen of felicitous memory.1



Caveat lector! For there is little resemblance indeed of the real ownership of real property advocated in these pages and in the writings of those inspiring them to the “rent-from-the-bank” home “ownership” (sic) of most American families. Nor is there any correspondence between the amassing of the paper assets noted (increasingly valueless, as it happens) and the possession of that kind of property that offers stability, an outlet for salutary labor, and a forum for the exercise of choice and responsibility advocated by those arguing from the main rampart of the Western tradition. For an American Enterprise hack to argue that the “profound insight” of the Distributist-Agrarian project has “emerge[d] triumphant decades later”2 requires that the tradition be distorted out of all recognition or the actual writings of its chief advocates be effectively ignored!3

We can take heart, however, that in more intellectually honest circles there is an appreciation for the wisdom and the sanity that this strong current of Western thought and tradition offers, no matter how under-appreciated. “Can you imagine Will or Krauthammer contemplating these thoughts?” one pair of “progressive” writers asked approvingly of the 1936 anthology, illustrating the increasing dismay of both sides of the spectrum with “business as usual.”1

Meanwhile, the antidote for any doubt that this humane and simple vision is worth recapturing and putting into practice is a short reflection upon day-to-day life. Remember the ideas captured in this volume the next time you are stuck in an automated voice-mail labyrinth just to get “help” (from overseas!) with your new clothes iron; the next time your “quality” piece of furniture warps under the weight of a few paperbacks or simply disintegrates into sawdust; or the next time that the price has gone up, yet again, on a product that seems to be more poorly made than ever. Ask yourself, with these and dozens of other daily frustrations in mind, whether the solution is as easy as a faster Internet connection or the new highway that promises to “unclog” the old road - or whether there isn’t something to this “small is beautiful” after all, and whether we oughtn’t try it before we are forced to do so whether we want to or not.2
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ACCORDING TO Allan Carlson, it was not that long ago that the “home-centered economy” began to be demolished, with its “consequent decay of the foundations of liberty.”3 Actions taken a mere century and a half ago by the operation of human will can be reversed through its exercise today. Unhappiness, stress, and uncertainty need not be our lot, if only we come to understand and follow the way up and back towards sane and normal living.

What follows is not a party platform or a program of policy. Nor is it “economics,” with all the dependence of these upon figures, statistics, and abstract models. It is rather a sketch of a vision that must be recovered and re-introduced to the mass of men if we are to get a solid platform, good policy, and an economic science that puts men before money and machines. A detailed program of implementation of the views of the Distributists, Agrarians, and social and economic “traditionalists,” whose authentic “third way” beyond capitalism and socialism is both the subject of this volume and the unique hope for the future, would fill a number of volumes, far larger than the present one. It would constitute nothing less than a wholesale re-thinking of our social and economic system, its priorities, and, most importantly, its ends.

Though much of this book looks back to the thought, life, and times of the giants upon whose shoulders we must needs stand to see our way forward, what appears most clearly is the relevance for today of their solid and still timely vision, as a basis for the radical re-evaluation so sorely needed and so plainly lacking in the largely sham alternatives presented by mainstream politics. Meanwhile, we can begin in our own lives, and that of our local communities, to put “first things first,” as Fr. McNabb would have it.1 His vision of the “primary things” does not need - no matter how much we would welcome it! - a macro-economic restructuring prior to our incorporation of his perspectives, and those of his contemporaries, bit by bit, into the details of our daily grind.

To my knowledge, no original work quite like this one has appeared since ITMS was published by twelve Southerners in 1930 (with its later quasi-successor, Who Owns America?), or since Flee to the Fields appeared in 1934 on the other side of the Atlantic with contributions from the English Distributists and land-movement pioneers, notwithstanding the few ITMS “retrospectives” that have appeared here and there in the decades since its publication.2 Certainly I make no claim - nor, I believe, would the authors herein do so - that the essays that follow necessarily live up to the standards of thought and style possessed by our fathers in this tradition. But if what is lacking in literary grace can be made up for by sincerity of conviction, soundness of argument, and the utility to our troubled world of the principles herein articulated, then we will not have disserved our shared convictions or the memory of those, greater than ourselves, who fought for them before us.

They too were faced with what was alleged to be the so-called “inevitability” of the continuous depersonalization, mechanization, industrialization, and concentration of wealth and work. In the face of such a claim, their response was clear, and it is instructive for us. Looking back on ITMS some twenty years later, Donald Davidson responded to the notion in terms that echoed the position of the Distributist Programme, saying that one of “the most vicious of modern errors” was the idea that mechanical forces operate upon human subjects with equally mechanical necessity. On the contrary, Davidson said; the Agrarians


did not surrender then, and I do not surrender now, to the servile notion that the existence of a powerful “trend” is a mark of its “inevitability.” All the works of men result from human choices, human decisions. There is nothing inevitable about them. We are subject to God’s will alone ….1



In which case, we have not the loss of the past to lament, but a new future to construct. But as Brainard Cheny put it a half century ago, we must not be deceived as to what we are up against, nor delude ourselves that it is simply a “memory lane” to which we hope to return for a lazy, noncommittal stroll. Victory over materialism and the power of unleashed and unlimited mass production and technology-a power that, he wrote, “threatens to enrich and enslave the world”-will take an uncompromising return to our “Christian heritage.” More than that, it requires “Christians with the blood of martyrs in their veins, and ready to spill it.”2 It is, therefore, up to us to make sufficient and right use of the Truth, of God’s grace, and of the encouragement offered by the example of those who carried the torch of sanity and wisdom through the first troubled period of industrialism’s maturity. It is up to us - upon whom the outcome of this unprecedented cultural, political, and spiritual struggle ultimately depends.

Carrollton, Virgina
January 2, 2008
The Holy Name of Our Lord Jesus Christ
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1. Russell Mokhiber and Robert Weissman, “Who Owns America?,” Commondreams.org, February 28, 2000, online.

2. This is the frightening but intriguing vision of James Howard Kunstler’s The Long Emergency (New York: Atlantic Monthly Press, 2005).

3. Allan C. Carlson, From Cottage to Workstation (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1993). p. 17.

1. See Dr. Chojnowski’s contribution, Chapter 6, “Fr. Vincent McNabb’s ‘Call to Contemplatives."’

2. The most notable of which was the Fifteen Southerners’ Why the South Will Survive.

1. Shenandoah symposium, 1952, p 16-7.

2. “What Endures in the South,” Modern Age 2 (4), Fall 1958, p. 410.
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PASSING ON THE TRADITION


GREGORY THE GREAT HAD THE VISION TO USE ST. BENEDICT’S ORDER TO RECOVER THE FIELDS AND WOODS AND STREAMS WHICH WAR HAD MADE OVER TO THE BEASTS AND, BY WITHDRAWING FROM THE CHAOS OF THE FAILING EMPIRE, SAVE THE WEST. WE HAVE NOT YET REACHED THAT EXTREMITY, BUT WE CAN. WE ARE AT THE TAIL-END OF THE RENAISSANCE.

—Andrew Nelson Lytle



 





“We cannot allow ourselves the luxury of lining up either with the Left against the Right, or the Right against the Left. If the Right means order, an intelligent regard for social experience, and history, then we are with the Right. If the Left means justice for the dispossessed, and a decent determination to end the miseries of the victims of industrialism, then we are with the Left.

“But there can be no conflict between Order & Justice. There is a terrible conflict between people who espouse the one and neglect the other. This is the war of ideologies. There is a terrible conflict between those who want Order but are careless of Justice, and those who want Justice but are careless of Order.

“To take sides in this war is to identify ourselves with the evils of the side we espouse and blind ourselves to the good on the other side. Distributists refuse to condone evil and condemn good in this way. They make a direct attack on the problem. They are daring enough to seek what is good and avoid what is evil in both programs.”



—THE DISTRIBUTIST LEAGUE OF NEW ENGLAND
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A Distributist Remembers

Aidan Mackey

THERE CAN BE NO PRECISE DEFINITION OF DISTRIBUTISM, for it is organic and cannot be reduced to a formula. Human life and its society are rich and varied: what is appropriate and fruitful for one race, for one culture, for one family, may well be quite unsuitable for another. It is nevertheless certain that this third “thing” beyond capitalism and socialism must be repeatedly articulated, and must be continuously pursued. In what follows, I offer my own brief thoughts on the subject as one who has merely helped, in past decades, to carry the torch that shines forth the light of the Distributist alternative to the bigness and tyranny of both sides of the political and economic spectrum.

Because we come into this world naked and helpless, and not as an individual, it is with the restoration of the family that we must make a beginning. Because of the menace of “P.C.” (political coercion), and the several perversions currently forced upon our society, it would, I think, be wise to refer precisely to “the family under God.” For during the past half century there has been a sustained and merciless attack upon family life, and our children have been increasingly taken from parental control. I write this a mere year after the politicians in Great Britain, who control our lives, decreed that a parent who smacks an unruly child risks being sent to prison - paving the way, of course, for the State to take over the “bereaved” child completely.

It is quite acceptable that I should be challenged on my own position and right to speak on this subject. My wife and I have seven children and nineteen grandchildren. As children grow to maturity, views of life change, and not always, it must be admitted, in ways parents would wish. But we, thank God, have remained close-knit and loving to a most satisfying degree.

Additionally, as a schoolmaster and head teacher, I was for many years in close contact with hundreds of youngsters, and in the past few years have had the joy of being traced and visited by people who had been in my educational care thirty, and in one case, over forty, years earlier. Therefore, I do claim to know a fair amount about young people and their hopes and aspirations. To grow, they need a warm, secure, and disciplined home life.

In firm contradiction to today’s self-indulgent and irresponsible ideas, I affirm that children need both a father and a mother, bound by an unshakeable marriage. Again, I speak from experience because my own father died when I was only six years old. I was fortunate in being the youngest of seven children, and was warmly sheltered by the older ones. My wife lost her father when she was a little older. Let no one try to tell us we suffered no loss. In our cases, it was illness that robbed us of a loving parent; we can only guess at how much more agonizing it must be for those who have a parent desert them, often in search of sexual gratification elsewhere. I have several times been involved with families devastated by being callously discarded in this way.

Most emphatically, we must first restore the family and its values. After that, in natural progression, must come the family trade or craft, and the small organic family farm. Upon these must any sane and healthy society be built, and we must destroy the grotesque combines and cartels, many of which are strong enough to dictate to governments. It is clear they exist not to produce food or furniture, but profit. We all know the euphemism “diversification,” which means that in pursuit of the money-god, they will readily switch from one field to others not remotely connected, providing there is money to be harvested.

So far I have dealt with the present position, but it would be well to look briefly at the past of the Distributist movement, of which I have the distinction (the reader may judge what kind of distinction it is!) of being one of the world’s oldest active members. And then-much more importantly-we consider the future.

We cannot pinpoint the birth of Distributism as such, for it is as old as mankind and, apart from slavery, is the only stable and potentially permanent way of life. It is only the name itself, and the comparatively recent movement that adopted that name, which may be described as new. In large measure inspired by the Papal Encyclical of Leo XIII, Rerum Novarum (popularly known as the Workers’ Charter), the movement was, in the early twentieth century, brought into being by such giants as Hilaire Belloc, Vincent McNabb, O.P., and G. K. Chesterton.

One of the problems was that they were not, particularly G. K. C., men familiar with land and farming, but this in no degree lessened the Tightness and sanity of their thought, firmly based on sound social philosophy and an understanding of the nature of man. Being writers and publicists, they were able to present a cogent and vivid case in various journals, notably the Eye Witness (later the New Witness, then G. K.'s Weekly, and, after G. K.'s death, The Weekly Review), and later, The Cross & the Plough, the organ of one of the English Catholic Land Movements.

There were also land settlements in Langenhoe, in Essex, in Northamptonshire, and the famous colony of artists at Ditchling, Sussex. Thoroughly practical men, with experience of the land, came on the scene, with an outstandingly important group in Warwickshire. And it was there that people who were unknown to fame or the public, but who were no less great men for that, planned the Birmingham Land Scheme to help unemployed and other poor families who wanted to work the soil, become established. The program was carefully thought out and costed, and could have had an enormously beneficial effect on Britain in the 1930s.

The government of the day, however, preferred people to be wage-slaves, with a waiting army of unemployed to discourage those in work from demanding a living wage. Knowing that from the start of any farming enterprise it will take at least two years before any return is made, it sank the Birmingham Land Scheme by the simple ruling that the moment the spade was offered to soil, the wielder was deemed to be in employment and, therefore, unemployment benefit ceased.

The struggle, then, was ever against enormous and dispiriting odds. I know that many of those who waged it, in the Distributist League and other groups, could very easily have become wealthy had they bent their energy and talents to the making of money. We must thank God that they did not.

Those who worked in the 1920s and early 1930s had, at least, the privilege of knowing Chesterton and the other giants, but when they departed - Chesterton died in 1936, McNabb in 1943, and Belloc, although he lived until 1953, had suffered a stroke in 1941, and had been inactive for a time before that - no laurels or rewards of any kind were on offer to those who persisted in the Distributist Cause. To my mind, the heroes of the movement were those who, in great adversity, carried on in the bleak times afterwards; from the middle 1930s through the war, when there was, humanly speaking, no hope at all. Perhaps they were sustained by those marvelous lines from the Ballad of the White Horse, when Mary, seen in a vision by the oft-defeated King Alfred, warns him:


I tell you not for comfort,
Yea, naught for your desire,
Save that the sky grows darker yet
And the sea rises higher.



My own involvement did not start until the late 1940s, and I must once more intrude a personal note. Several Chestertonian journals and speakers have referred to me as having carried the torch alone in those later days. This was never the case, and it would be quite unjust to make such a claim. I was about the youngest of those who, in the late 1940's, started a Distributist group in Manchester, and so I have outlived almost all the rest. In 1951, after The Register had apparently ceased publication, and nothing had come of the circular that Hilary Pepler and Reginald Jebb had sent out sometime later holding out the prospect of a return to publication, I visited Pepler to inquire whether or not future numbers would be forthcoming. Since it did not seem that there would be another any time soon, I launched, in January 1953, with the help of my wife and my friend Peter Diffley, the second, tiny successor to The Weekly Review, calling it first The Defendant and later The Distributist. It contrived to survive, without paid advertising, for six years before a growing family being raised on a schoolmaster’s salary made an end inevitable.

Earlier, I mentioned the compensations gained by earlier workers in the field having over them the reassuring shadows of great men, and the bleak and dispiriting period that followed. Those of us who today work for decency and social justice have an even greater reward, for at our meetings and conferences - with an ever increasing frequency and attendance - the revival of Chesterton and Distributism is well underway. For me, late in life, to meet and talk and correspond with numbers of young, intelligent people, enthusiastically taking over the work, is a benediction higher than can be put into words.

A Chesterton Centre has even been established in Sierra Leone, under the leadership of John Kanu, not as a literary society, but as a well-organized and determined means of helping farmers and craftsmen rebuild a decent society and way of life in a country which was for years ravaged by commercial and political corruption, largely, but not entirely, from outside. Now, one-time enemies are working together on a program of social and educational reform. The effort has support from the government and the Church, and I have just learned that a recent gathering included the National Coordinator of the Sierra Leone Civil Society Movement, the President of the Sierra Leone Farmers Association, and a good number of university students. At the close, it was featured in a radio broadcast, which included an interview with John Kanu.

When a people who have grievously suffered band together to restore their society, it is to be hoped and urged that more fortunate people will want to help. There can be few worthier and more constructive causes in their own right; the fact that it is done in the name of Chesterton and Distributism

is far from the essence, but to those of us who know how and for what G. K. C. and others have fought, his shadow over it is a blessing.

Things are now moving in the direction of sanity in many ways and in many places. A great deal of work is still to be done, but the outlook is better than it has been for very many years - providing that we stick at it with work and prayer.
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“As far as the smallholder is concerned, Science has taken heavy payment for the service she may have rendered. She has given us mechanised farming which has made the continued existence of the smallholder more difficult by placing the apparatus of cultivation out of the reach of the man of small capital. She has reduced the production of that most healthful and soul-comforting oil, the sweat of the brow, which has hitherto been essential to farming and the simple life. She has increased the economic difficulties of the smallholder.

“But the call of the country is not easily stifled. It has a note of confidence and promise and the simple life is still possible. Its passing will not be in our generation.”

—GEORGE C. HESELTINE
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I Fear No Peevish Master

The Romance of Distributism

Anthony Cooney

IT WOULD BE IMPOSSIBLE TO MENTION “DISTRIBUTISM” without mentioning the names of Chesterton and Belloc. Belloc’s contribution to the body of ideas which became known by that name was cerebral, Chesterton’s poetic. We might put it another way by saying that Belloc was a classicist and Chesterton a romantic. Nevertheless, the editing and financing of G. K.'s Weekly magazine fell, from its launching in 1923, upon Chesterton’s broad shoulders. The value of that journal is not to be underrated. It influenced the thinking of a number of members of Parliament ranging from High Tories like Anthony Fell to honest Labor men like Simon Mahon. Perhaps the greatest success of G. K.'s Weekly was the exposure of the Mond-Turner plot to govern Great Britain by a cabal of bankers, industrialists, and trades-union bosses, and reduce Parliament to a committee that receives reports. A House of Commons alerted by G. K.'s Weekly defeated the plot.

After Chesterton’s death in 1936, his paper became The Weekly Review and continued publication until 1948. Assigned to “expose” the “clandestine fascists” who published that paper, Douglas Hyde, the news editor of the Communist Daily Worker, was converted by The Weekly Review to both Catholicism and Distributism. Distributism also played a part in the conversion of Hamish Fraser, a member of the Communist Party’s National Executive and a former commissar of the International Brigade in Spain.

Hyde’s conversion in 1948 was headline news in the daily press in Great Britain. His subsequent book, I Believed,1 and his nationwide speaking tour was not only a blow to Communist advance, but gave Distributism a new lease of life. Asked at one lecture, so the story goes, what his politics were now, he held up copies of Rerum Novarum and Quadragesimo Anno and said, “These are my politics.” The conversion, in 1952, of Hamish Fraser had a similar effect. Fraser became an enthusiastic follower of Chesterton, co-operated in founding “The Anglo-Gaelic Civic Association,” and edited Approaches, a small but influential journal, in defense of orthodox Catholic social teaching.1

In 1948 The Weekly Review became a monthly, called, in reminiscence of William Cobbett, The Register.2 When that too folded, Aidan Mackey bravely launched a little monthly, first called The Defendant and later The Distributist. It became a quarterly in 1957 and ceased publication in 1960. It seemed then that Distributism had at long last been carted off to the bone yard of history.

Except for one thing. In 1954 a small group of Liverpool subscribers to The Distributist launched a duplicated magazine called Platform. They even took their Distributism to the polls, contesting seats for the Liverpool City Council. In January 1960, after the folding of The Distributist, Platform became The Liverpool Newsletter and has been published continuously ever since. In 1981 as editor of the Liverpool Newsletter I received a request from a new journal, National Consciousness, enquiring what exactly was this Distributism that the Newsletter was always banging on about? The result was a series of articles by myself, in that magazine, and in 1987 I was invited to contribute an article to the now defunct Vanguard, a magazine that dealt with Distributist ideas from time to time. These articles sowed the seeds of the rebirth of Distributism that we see today. That, then, is the narrative history of the few organs to date that carried an explicitly Distributist masthead: a tale soon told, which looks forward to a brave sequel.

However, Distributism is not just a series of events; it is an idea. The history of ideas is always complex; the history of this one goes well beyond the chronicle of explicitly Distributist journalism. The first thing to understand is that the idea of Distributism existed long before the word was invented. As S. Sagar, an active member of the Distributist League in pre-war days, and contributor to G. K.'s Weekly says:


The immediate point here, however, is that it seemed such a normal thing that men did not think of naming it until it had been destroyed. Even then only a few men saw it so clearly as to think it worthy of a particular name.3



We might claim that the first Distributist was Aristotle. Rejecting the communism of Plato’s Republic, he argues in his Politics that:


For while property should up to a point be held in common, the general principle should be that of private ownership - “all things common among friends” the saying goes.1



We could say that the first Distributist law was the decree of the Roman Senate that said that a retired Legionary should not be granted more land than he and his family could farm. We might argue that John Ball and Wat Tyler were the first English Distributists. In the Peasants’ Revolt of 1381 they raised the whole of south east England against the re-imposition of feudal dues by the great magnates. However, I think that in modern times we must name William Cobbett (1783-1835) as the first Distributist. He championed rural England against industrialization. It was he whom Chesterton called “The horseman of the shires, The trumpet of the yeomanry, The hammer of the Squires.”2

John Ruskin (1819-1900), a polymath, master of many fields of knowledge, and one of the noblest minds in the nineteenth century, also belongs to us. His Guild of St. George was the first practical attempt to establish and defend, against the encroachments of “Big Business” and “Big Money,” smallholders and master craftsmen. The “Arts and Crafts Movement” of William Morris (1834-1896) had much of the same idea. Morris was a polymath, like Ruskin, and an essayist, poet, artist, and Norse scholar, who combined tapestry and cabinet-making skills of the highest order with intellectual pursuits. To these might be added those practical working men who saw that they never could be free whilst they lived in tied cottages, and who started the first “building societies” in the industrial towns of Halifax and Huddersfield. Their purpose was simple and uncomplicated - they desired to own their own homes. We may also cast our net to take in the founders of both the Consumer and Industrial Co-operative Movement which was first organized in England in the nineteenth century and then spread throughout Europe in later decades.

A. R. Orage (1873-1934) brought all these many strands together at the beginning of the twentieth century in his “National Guilds Movement.” The movement, which had nationwide membership, sought to establish, with varying degrees of success, guilds of workers on the medieval model. Its platform was the London-based New Age, purchased by Orage and Holbrook Jackson in 1907 from Joe Clayton, a Catholic trades unionist (and future Distributist, according to G. K. C.'s colleague William Titterton). It was in The New Age that Chesterton and Belloc first expounded the ideas that were to become known as “Distributism,” and it was in those pages also that the historic meeting - if not agreement - of Distributism and Social Credit took place.

Distributism, as Belloc insisted, places great emphasis upon the land; upon the widespread distribution of ownership of land. That being so, it has had, inevitably, a close association with the “Back to the Land Movement” and related ideas and programs that were especially popular in the inter-war years. Distributists were “greens” before anyone dreamed of that label. However, it must be insisted that Distributism is not just a “back-to-the-land” ideal.

Back in 1973 I was talking about Distributism to one of those superior persons who inhabit the Conservative Party. “It sounds like back to the oil-lamp age” was his superscalar response. A few weeks later, the only growth industry in Great Britain (thanks to the abominable Prime Minister Edward Heath who provoked a national miners’ strike leading to a three-day working week) was candle making. People would have been glad of a few oil lamps as they sat out the power cuts! Distributism makes no secret of the fact that one of its chief objectives is the recreation of a yeomanry, and a large body of husbandmen, cultivating their own land.

Nevertheless, we must beware of so emphasizing the need for the re-population of the land that we lay ourselves open to the charge that Distributism is a scheme for driving everyone out of the towns and ordering them to grow their own cabbages. We can leave schemes for Plainer Living, Higher Thinking, and More Painful Dying to Pol Pot and the Third and Fourth Internationals!

Paradoxically, one task for Distributists is to stop city dwellers from buying cottages and smallholdings in rural areas for weekend use. In the United Kingdom, this is particularly bad in Wales and Northern England. That sort of romantic greed has put the price of even the simplest home beyond the reach of young couples who actually work the land, with the result that more people are driven from it. Scarcely less of an evil is the purchase of country homes by people who commute to work in the cities, but whose only connection with the land is the planting of a lawn and a few apple trees. The first task for Distributists today is to lobby for legislation to assist those who live and work on the land to remain there. However, politicians show little interest in this problem; after all, votes are few in rural areas! Only when we have staunched the flow from the land can we begin the real task of resettlement.

Ultimately, resettlement requires two things - training in how to live from the land whilst maintaining both its fertility and beauty, by good husbandry, and the bringing into cultivation areas now under-populated. John Seymour1 in his many books has shown that the first is possible; he has shown it by doing it. Philip Oyler2 has shown that the second is also possible. Broadly speaking, Oyler recommends a return to the medieval system of land ownership known as “strip farming” as opposed to the modern “ring fence” system. The ring fence system means that families live in isolated farmhouses, far from doctors, midwives, schools and entertainment. It means that some farmers have chiefly good land and others chiefly poor land. The strip system, on the other hand, means that families can be clustered together in villages, and that each farm has its share of good and poor land.

Great Britain is not an over-populated country, compared to, say, Holland, which is a food exporter. But it has a problem, as Ruskin pointed out, of maldistribution of population. For resettlement of the under-populated areas, we must look to our young people, to their idealism, and to their desire for endeavor, achievement and adventure. Taught the good husbandry that John Seymour teaches, they can bring wasteland back to fruitfulness. In the process they will, perhaps, change its natural beauty to a more human kind, the kind praised by the great pre-Distributist Charles Kingsley in his poem to Tom Hughes:


Where’s the mighty credit
In admiring Alps?
Any goose sees glory
In their snowy scalps.
Give me Bramshill Common
St. John’s harriers by,
Or the Vale of Windsor
England’s golden eye.
Show me life and progress,
Beauty, health, and man,
Homes fair, trim gardens
Turn where’er I can.3



Leaving this important question of Distributism and the land, I will merely point out that there are many forms of private property - the doctor’s, lawyer’s or accountant’s practice for example; we must defend them against government health and law centers so beloved of Marxists. There is all manner of private property proper to industry and town-from the corner shop to the family-owned factory. I would readily agree that railways owned by railmen and coalmines owned by miners, by means of a distribution of shares, would be a form of Distributism, and a form suitable for all necessary large-scale industry.
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What then is Distributism? First of all it is not a program or a scheme to put the world right overnight. It is not a “solution” to all our problems, like Esperanto, phonetic spelling, decimal coinage, or “comprehensive education.” Distributism is a policy of a philosophy. That may not leave you much wiser at first hearing, for like all organic things, Distributism demands study before it yields understanding. We can ask three questions of any organization or group, which is pursuing an idea: What? Why? How?


WHAT do you want to do?
WHY do you think it is a good idea?
HOW are you going to do it?



The answer to the question “What?” will reveal the policy - action directed towards particular objectives. The answer to the question “Why?” will describe a philosophy-a way of seeing the world, a way of seeing man, a viewpoint of reality. The answer to the question “How?” will be a specification of methods realizing the policy.

It is important to understand that every policy is derived from a philosophy. Behind every course of action we observe there is a viewpoint of reality, a belief in how things should be. If a group is dedicated to getting people to go to church, they are not doing it because they are atheists; they are doing it because their viewpoint of reality is Christian. If a group is promoting class hatred, they are not doing that because they are unpleasant people-they are doing it because their viewpoint of reality is the Marxist and capitalist viewpoint. The philosophy, which generates the policy, may be and often is, hidden. Moreover, a single philosophy may generate more than one policy, a policy may be realized by more than one method.

A policy is the application of a philosophy to the world we live in. Distributism is applied Christianity. It is for Distributists to devise the methods, in response to changing circumstances, by which the policy is realized.

Perhaps the most explicit statement of Distributism as a policy is that contained in the encyclical letter of Leo XIII, Rerum Novarum, which simply means “new things.” Leo XIII first states that the right to property derives, not from any man-made law or human convention, but from the law of human nature. It resides in the nature of language and its future tense, that man is the only creature who is both aware of the future and who can structure it through language. Because of this a man can provide not only for his own future, but also for that of his children and his children’s children. “Property,” Leo is saying, “is proper to man.”

Now, there are those who will say, “This is all very well, but it isn’t practical. Of course there will always be the small holding, the small shop, the small business, the small wool mill, producing hand-made tweeds for precious people, but the trend is and must be towards big business, big production, and big organization. You can’t stop it, it’s progress, and it gives everyone cheap food, cheap clothing, and cheap shelter. Do you really think that people want to go back to scratching a living on a smallholding or working all God-sent hours in a drafty workshop with a leaking tin roof?”

My own opinion is that this frequent criticism of Distributism arises from the fact that Distributism is not couched in the “scientific” terms of capitalist and Marxist economics. Those, it is asserted in superior tones, are postulated in immutable “laws.” Capitalism has its “law of supply and demand.” If there is a demand for a commodity or service, then someone will supply it, for a sufficient price. There follows the “law of price”-the true price of a commodity or service is what the “market” will bear. This leads us to the “iron” laws of “rent” and “wages,” and to the determination of value by “marginal utility.” We may note before going on, that the economist is always careful, when stating these “laws,” to add the codicil - “all things being equal.” This caveat may also serve to prevent his certification by two gentlemen of another profession wearing white coats.

The Marxist, perhaps even more than the free market economist, prides himself on the “scientific” nature of the Marxist analysis and the dialectic “laws” derived from it, such as “the labor theory of value,” which is always qualified by the caveat “socially useful labor.” We may note in passing also, that the “scientific” nature of Marxism rests largely upon the impression created by jaw-breaking jargon, which often is simply a statement of the obvious, and more often, a statement of the untrue.

Distributism, on the other hand, seems to lack this academic apparatus. As Sagar points out:


The root of the difficulty is that Distributism is not an “ism” in the same sense that the term is understood today. That is, it is not something men have perfected in the seclusion of a library or academy. It is not some new variation in sociology. It is an organic thing, a thing that was growing before men were under the unhappy necessity of discovering that there was a subject called sociology. It was the mark of European (and all human) life for centuries.1



However, it is not an entirely beneficial thing to be without an academic language. From a purely practical point of view, it is difficult to debate the question without such linguistic apparatus. Men will not entirely respect something that, it may seem, is an amateur notion in conflict with the accepted, exactly stated, view of the professional. There is a passage in Belloc’s The Alternative, which is a cogent example of the situation the Distributist finds himself in:


What they (the Distributists) say is, if you could make a society in which the greater part of citizens owned capital and land in small quantities, that society would be happy and secure. They say (as everyone must) that such subdivision is quite possible with regard to land but they also believe it to be possible with regard to shares in industrial concerns. When they are told that a high division of this sort would necessarily and soon drift again into a congested state of ownership, with a few great capitalists on the one hand and a wretched proletariat upon the other, they answer that, as a matter of fact, in the past, when property was thus well divided, it did not drift into that condition, but that the highly divided state of property was kept secure for centuries by public opinion translating itself into laws and customs, by a method of guilds, of mutual societies, by an almost religious feeling of obligation not to transgress certain limits of competition, etc. When they are told that a state in which property was highly divided would involve more personal responsibility and personal anxiety than would the socialist state, they freely admit this, but they add that such responsibilities and anxieties are natural to freedom in any shape and are the price one must pay for it.1



When, many years ago, I propounded the Distributist idea to a member of the Labour Party, the latter was quick to respond that the thing was “impossible,” for “it had been proven that if everyone started off with equal shares, within a generation a few families would own everything, and the rest nothing.” Of course, no such thing has ever been “proven.” What he meant was that it had been argued by both capitalist and Marxist economists that such a thing would happen, but argued in “sciencespeak,” and therefore convincingly to the ignorant. It must be said here that Belloc has given us one of the most precise explanations of economic “laws” in his Economics for Helen,2 a book no Distributist should have failed to study.

However, there is a “law” of Distributism, we might even call it a “fundamental law,” and it can be reduced to a technical language. It was formulated by the late Fr. Vincent McNabb, O.P.:

The economic primaries are but two: Production and Consumption. Other activities, such as exchange, distribution, transport, market, price-fixing, money-value, are never primary even when practically necessary. The area of production should be as far as possible coterminous with the area of consumption. The utilitarians were wrong in saying things should be produced where they can be most economically produced. The true principle is: things should be produced where they can be most economically consumed.1

This statement of the Distributist “economic law” is fundamentally radical and cuts across nearly all varieties of modern economics. It places the emphasis of economic activity, of work, on consumption, and not on production, as do capitalist and Marxist economics. For both of these the object of work is material production, and for both, each in only marginally different ways, production is a variety of religious exercise, almost, in some Marxist writings, mystical activity. I would stress here that McNabb and the Distributists are stating exactly what C. H. Douglas (1879-1952), the founder of Social Credit stated: “The object of production is consumption.”2 He went on, in prose worthy of Belloc, to assert that this was the nature of work in the Middle Ages:


How is it that in 1495 the laborer was able to maintain himself in a standard of living considerably higher, relatively to his generation, than that of the present time, with only fifty days labor a year, whereas millions are working in an age of marvelous machinery the whole year round, in an effort to maintain themselves and their families just above destitution.3



If we accept that the primary object of work, of production, is to consume that which is produced, and not to sell or exchange it, whether at a profit or not, the entire free-market theory is redundant. The free-market “law” is that if buyers and sellers buy in the cheapest and sell in the dearest market, the balance of supply and demand so achieved will ensure that everyone will obtain their wants at the cheapest possible price. There is a subtle fallacy in this “law” and it revolves around the codicil “all things being equal.” What is the cheapest market? We have an example given by C.H. Douglas in The Brief for the Prosecution.4 In the last century, Ludwig Mond formed a partnership with T. E. Brunner for the manufacture of soda ash. According to Douglas, he obtained a license to do so by the cheapest and filthiest methods. The world, more or less, bought soda ash (water-free sodium carbonate) from him at the cheapest possible price. The result was that he transformed an area, once claimed for its beauty to be the site of the Garden of Eden, into a stinking, sterile dump. We are still paying the price of cleaning it up. So, was Mond’s price the cheapest possible? Plainly not, for the cost, first of dereliction and then of reclamation, was off-loaded from the price of the commodity to the taxes of the community. However, the fallacy is part of the basic assumption of free-market theory, namely that things are produced to sell. For Marxists, production is an end in itself. We can appreciate then, not only how radical the Distributist “fundamental law” is, but also how radical its application would be.

If, as the McNabb law states, the area of production and consumption should be coterminous, then everyone is assured of prices unburdened by the costs of distribution. In McNabb’s view, the savings afforded by “mass production” are offset by the costs incurred by the necessary “mass distribution,” which will include the costs of publicity and advertising as well as those of road, harbor and airport building, transport, spoliation, and waste.

It should not be difficult for anyone to work out how this fundamental law affects what are now called “green issues” and “alternative economics.” Apply the rule to the tropical rain forests. Why are they being cleared by “slash and burn” tactics? Not because the world has an insatiable demand for ebony and mahogany, but because the land is needed for beef production. And not because the local population are insatiable carnivores, but because income from export is needed to pay the interest on debt, incurred by importing commodities on the market principle of buying in the “cheapest” and selling in the “dearest” market - instead of producing for home consumption.

What we are discovering about diet and health, not only human but also animal health, meshes with the Distributist law. We know that the healthiest food is that which is proper to, and produced in, one’s native locale. We know that wheat eaters will not maintain their health and strength on rice, and vice-versa; that fish eaters cannot switch to a diet largely of muscle meat, and vice-versa. We now know that the health and fertility of the soil depends upon the return to it of the composted waste of its own product. We know that a landscape is goodliest to look at where the buildings and structures are of local stone and local timber. We know that pollution of air, water, and soil is the result of over-production, and that over-production is a necessity of the market theory of the cheapest price. In short, there is mounting confirmation of the soundness of the Distributist Law that the areas of production and consumption should be, as far as possible, coterminous.

There is a relationship and interaction between the McNabb Law of production and consumption and the Douglas analysis of the monetary system. Douglas’s basic principle, like McNabb’s, was that “production is for consumption.” His proposal of a “national discount” was designed precisely to eliminate from prices the detritus of past costs, so achieving the “just price” of medieval theology. His proposal of a “national dividend” was designed to equate purchasing power with production - so enabling people to buy what they produced within the national economy; i.e., “locally.”

This would not, as not only his opponents but also some of his supporters, who only half understood him, supposed, result in an orgy of “consumerism” and hence production. Excess production is a necessity of the debt-money system, since it is only by selling more that the costs of the last production cycle can be recovered. For example, how do you sell people more motor cars once every family has one? Ultimately, only by manufacturing motor cars that will wear out in a few years. To this can be added changes in fashion, usually in superficial things. The result is that where the car industry might manufacture one car designed for a life of twenty years, it manufactures five cars, each designed for a life of four years. That quite simply is a waste of the earth’s mineral and energy resources, which are certainly not unlimited, as Marxists and capitalists assume.

The Distributist League originally coined the term “third way” in the 1920s. And it is good to reiterate Chesterton’s outline of Distributism:


Distributism presents a social idea which nine out of ten men would in normal circumstances regard as normal…. Distributism is not merely a moderate form of socialism; it is not merely a humane sort of capitalism. Its two primary principles maybe stated thus:

1) That the only way to preserve liberty is to preserve property so that the individual and the family may in some degree be independent of oppressive systems, whether official or unofficial.

2) That the only way to preserve property is to distribute it much more equally among citizens so that all, or approximately all, may understand and defend it. This can only be done by breaking up the plutocratic concentrations of our time.1



It will be obvious at once that this is not a statement of methods, but of aims. Distributism, and this is something generally overlooked, is therefore not an economic theory, but a political theory. Distributism describes the political aims to be realized and is, therefore, the politics of the “third way.” These aims are reduced to objectives to be achieved by the “McNabb Law,” summarized as making, as far as possible, the areas of consumption and production coterminous. The methods for achieving this are the business of economics and administration acting as the servants, not the masters, of the people.

It is beyond dispute that property can neither be widely distributed, nor remain widely distributed, in a system that issues all new purchasing power (money) as debt, repayable at interest. The chief and most obvious effect of the “fractional reserve system” of creating debt is the steady concentration of ownership. The term “Social Credit” was first used by A. R. Orage to describe C. H. Douglas’s analysis of this flaw in the monetary system and his proposals for its reform. These proposals form an important part of the methods necessary to achieve the Distributist objectives. I have already referred to Belloc’s Economics for Helen. It is plain from that text that Belloc understood the truth regarding the monetary system, and indeed his explanations and arguments are often more clearly put than those of Douglas. The truth of the debt-money system is quite simple - that widespread property cannot co-exist with usury. Or, put another way, it is impossible to draw clean water from a polluted well. Douglas, for his part, saw the necessary place of widespread property in the ethos of an authentic Social Credit:


It is profoundly significant that what is now called socialism, and pretends to be a movement for the improvement of the under-privileged, began as something closely approaching the Distributism of Messrs. Belloc and Chesterton, of which the financial proposals embodied in various authentic Social Credit schemes form the practical mechanism. Socialism was penetrated by various subversive bodies and perverted into the exact opposite of Distributism, i.e., collectivism [emphasis added].1



Unlike Marxist utopians, Chesterton and Belloc did not specify what Distributism would be like, any more than they wished to order everyone’s breakfast and approve everyone’s wardrobe, much less dictate a design for everyone’s home. A Distributist society would not be a utopia. It would be much larger than any such blueprint dreamed up by the will to power. It would be larger because it would be normality. It would be an escape from utopia, because utopia is a terrible place. So we may gladly admit that we do not know what it would be like. That is the romance of Distributism. Given a society, in which men, or the vast majority of men, owned property and were secure in their income, the myriad interactions of free men making empowered choices really would balance supply and demand. We would be astonished at the variety, the non-servility, and the creativity of our neighbors. In such a society men would use machines, their own machines, to make all that was necessary. They would use their hands to make all that was beautiful, or merely useful. They would, in the words of that achingly beautiful English folk-song, On Linden Lea: “Fear no Peevish Master.”
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