
 

 

THE SOURCES AND USES OF DISTRIBUTISM: A ROMAN 
CATHOLIC’S VIEW OF ANGLO-CATHOLIC GENIUS 

Michael Black 

The past popularity, the long tradition 
of religion supported it diverse champions 

against a present neglect. 
--Charles Williams, Shadows of Ecstasy  

Tradition asserts itself especially in a crisis. Deeply held but forgotten beliefs 
present us with familiar novelty, a ‘commodius vicus of recirculation’ of ideas which 
offer themselves as solutions to contemporary social problems. In our current 
economic crisis, the early 20th-century idea of Distributism is receiving renewed 
attention as a serious contribution to national policy in the United Kingdom. This 
essay is a personal response which I hope may find a place in the growing debate. 

In September 2008, the bankruptcy of the Wall Street investment bank Lehman 
Brothers caused financial markets around the world to freeze with fear. The 
consensus of City pundits and Whitehall policy-makers was that the world had 
entered uncharted economic waters. Not just respectable opinion, but long-held 
theories about economics were discredited decisively. A revival of the 
unconventional and marginal in an environment of intellectual despair was 
probably inevitable. One little known socio-economic concept, Distributism, which 
was championed by G.K Chesterton and Hilaire Belloc in the 1920’s and 30’s, 
came to some renewed prominence on both sides of the Atlantic.  

In North America, for example, within only a few months of the Lehman 
failure, the American quarterly Chesterton Review conducted a symposium advertising 
the relevance of Distributism as a solution to the global economic meltdown. Fr 
Ian Boyd, the editor, recommended what he considered an ‘evolved distributism’ in 
several cooperative industrial movements as economic models on a scale which 
could be controlled by human beings.1 In July, Fr Boyd gave a further lecture in 
Oxford on ‘A Distributist View of the Economic Crisis’. Thomas Storck, an editor 



 

 

of the same publication and of the American Distributist Review, participated on 
behalf of Distributism in a debate with one of the leading ‘capitalist’ theologians, 
Michael Novak, in New York. 

During the same period, Phillip Blond, a former academic and student of the 
theologian John Milbank (of Radical Orthodoxy fame, this movement itself a 
younger cousin of Distributism), penned an article on his UK blog entitle ‘On the 
Rise of Red Toryism’.2 In this piece, he sets out a case for the divorce of political 
conservatism from economic liberalism, a union which was apparently cemented 
forever by the ‘hard’ politics of Margaret Thatcher. He also suggests size 
restrictions on companies within key industries. For Blond, the roots of 
conservatism are to be found in more ancient English traditions than economic 
liberalism. He finds the thought of Edmund Burke particularly congenial. Burke’s 
notion of ‘little platoons’ of family and civic associations, he feels, has some affinity 
with the Distributist ideas of Belloc and Chesterton.3  Reported to be an advisor to 
the Conservative Party leader, David Cameron, Blond may be a conduit for 
Distributist ideas into modern British politics.4 It is timely to question, therefore, 
whether Distributism is authentic wisdom whose time has come or merely old 
folly. My view is that there are good reasons to take Distributism seriously in the 
early 21st century. But I also believe that taken apart from its theological and 
historical context it is incoherent and probably dangerous. What may be most 
significant about it, therefore, is its provocation to recollect some cultural insights 
which are part of a specifically English social theology. 

Distributism is conceived primarily in the thought of G.K. Chesterton and 
Hilaire Belloc as a sort of middle road, an alternative to socialism (collectivism) and 
capitalism (individualism), both of which they consider to be forms of social 
servitude. Although the fundamental ideas of Distributism were developed by 
Chesterton and Belloc in their short pieces in New Age and New Witness from 
roughly 1911 onwards,5 the closest thing to an originating manifesto for the 
movement is Belloc’s 1912 publication The Servile State, in which he analyses what 
he perceives to be the repressive logic of both systems.6 But the movement’s 
‘launch’ was not until 1926, when Chesterton’s pamphlet The Purpose of the League 
was published together with K.L. Kenrick’s What is Distributism?.7 In Purpose, 
Chesterton lays out his intention for the movement succinctly: ‘Distributism means 
every man his own master’.8 It becomes clear that he means this in an almost 
medieval sense:9 ‘The only way to preserve liberty is to preserve property. The only 
way to preserve property is to distribute it much more equally’.10 Chesterton’s logic 
is consistent on this point (even if that of his epigones is not): individual ownership 
of productive property, property which is the means of existence, particularly 
agricultural land, is the key to personal and political freedom.11 Belloc also regarded 
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agricultural land as the key political factor but recognized that in some areas of 
industry, financial and industrial capital might be important. In these, distributed 
share ownership would substitute for the possession of physical property.12 

Distributist concern with the wide-spread allocation of productive property is 
the distinctive characteristic of the movement, explicitly challenging the 
concentration of wealth among the moneyed classes in capitalism and the 
concentration of resource control with the state in socialism.13 After the Second 
World War, however, the interpretation of property ownership changed 
considerably. The 1947 tract by Hope, Man Unchained, for example, while still 
considering land as the source of wealth, and productive property as the focus of 
its agenda, raises a quite different concern by stating that ‘Our chief material aim is 
to ensure that as many people as possible shall have the chance of owning the 
house or flat they live in’.14 Home and hearth are not in usual circumstances 
productive assets, and had not been mentioned as such in previous statements. 
Interestingly as well, the distribution of productive property (including corporate 
share-holdings) is considered necessary not just for the attainment of personal 
freedom but for the provision of ‘material incentives to work’, suggesting that the 
latter was no longer considered part of the former. This uncertainty about the 
intention and locus of distribution of property persisted in the neo-Distributist 
revival towards the end of the 20th century. Lanz focuses on ‘real property’ (not 
necessarily ‘productive’), for example,15 while Santamaria is more explicit about ‘the 
land’ as the only property that really counts.16 Cooney, in contrast, perceives 
Distributism as a form of the Social Credit Movement which was 
contemporaneous with it.17 Thus Aidan Mackey, concurring with Chesterton’s own 
evaluation,18 makes the accurate if not very illuminating comment that ‘there is no 
precise definition of Distributism’.19 

However, despite its theoretical ambiguity, Distributism has one consistently 
expressed insight which seems on its face to be relevant to current economic and 
social circumstances. The movement anticipated E.F. Schumacher’s Small is 
Beautiful by almost half a century.20 Like Schumacher, Distributists distrust size. 
Economic concentration in relatively few hands, whether official or commercial, 
has always been suspect in democratic society because it threatens the 
concentration of political power as well. From Thomas Jefferson to J.K. Galbraith, 
the threat to democratic institutions posed by disproportionately distributed wealth 
has been a persistent worry for political theorists.21 But Chesterton had a more 
subtle concern. Even if the democratic process could be protected from the 
obvious corrupting allures of power created by wealth, there remained the problem 
of the possible social damage brought about by a concentration in judgement which 
was an inevitable and undesirable consequence of financial concentration. The 
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benefits of the coordination in judgement within large economic institutions are 
offset by an increase in harmful effects if this judgement is wrong. Dispersed 
judgement, self-mastery in Distributist terms, may be less efficient economically 
but it is also less dangerous. The principle involved is that of diversification, the 
spreading of the possibility of failure (and success) over a wide field. Some 
judgments will be erroneous or otherwise misplaced, but they will be offset to the 
maximum degree possible, by those that hit the mark. With diversification, the 
‘highs’ of the economic cycle are unlikely to be as high as they would be under 
central direction. On the other hand, the economic ‘lows’ would not be as low. The 
result is social stability with relatively steady economic progress. 

Not until over three decades after Chesterton wrote did financial economists 
discover a name for what Chesterton was concerned about: systematic risk, the 
correlation among decisions and therefore the possibility that they may all go 
wrong together with catastrophic consequences.22 Belloc had shown already that 
both capitalism and socialism tended to increase economic concentration. Hence 
their conclusion that industrial society tends toward mass slavery not just politically 
but economically. Only by diversifying decision-making widely within society could 
the risk of economic (and therefore social) calamity be reduced. After the very 
systematic failure of the financial and industrial system, post-Lehman, current-day 
proponents of Distributism often point to this insight as reason enough to bring 
the movement back into the political debate. 

But political concern with systematic risk brings its own practical difficulties. 
There was no precise definition of how Distributism could be either established or 
maintained politically in any of the Distributist writings. 23  In fact, there was more 
than a hint of contradiction in its basic platform. On the one hand the movement 
sought self-mastery, freedom, for everyone. There was to be ‘minimum 
interference with the lives and work of the people’ by the state.24 However the level 
of coercion necessary to distribute land and other productive resources implied by 
Chesterton and Belloc was staggering, suggesting Stalinist levels of dispossession 
and massive official intervention in daily life. In addition, there was never any 
consideration given to the maintenance of any distribution once initially achieved.25 
The presumption seems to have been that the Distributist ideal of dispersed 
capital, once experienced, would recommend itself to all.26 Moreover, by some 
unspecified means, those who failed would be presumably given a new start; while 
those who were too successful and began to become ‘large’ relative to their 
neighbours would not mind periodically parting with some of their excessive 
wealth. The bureaucratic and police powers necessary to maintain such a system 
would likely be beyond the capabilities of any absolute ruler, ancient or modern. In 
any case they clearly would violate the very principle of self-mastery. 
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Moreover, the question of the mere size of any industrial or financial enterprise 
is not always central to the problem of systematic risk. We are aware today, as 
Chesterton and Belloc were not, that the issue of systematic risk is extremely 
complex. Without an articulate theory, Distributism was myopic about the dangers 
of concentration in judgement. If decisions, however apparently independent, are 
in fact correlated with one another, it matters little that formal power is 
concentrated or distributed. Concentration of judgement can be created in a variety 
of subtle ways that have nothing to do with ownership: through media 
promulgation of information, false or otherwise; through systematic temptation to 
human frailties like greed or fear; through shared theoretical presumptions about 
the way the world works; through regulation which by its very nature seeks to 
reduce judgemental variations; and even through the simple human desire to be 
friendly and at peace with one’s neighbour. Correlation among decisions is 
especially worrisome in the notoriously symbol-sensitive world of finance. Both 
‘bulls’ and ‘bears’ run in herds. The ‘liquidity crisis’ of 2008/9 affected not just all 
financial instruments, many of which are priced independently of each other in 
normal times, but most industries in most economies because of the inter-
dependencies established through global trade. True, where a single decision directs 
enormous resources, risk is by definition systematic. But there need not be one 
decision or decision-maker in order to be subject to systematic risk. The world-
wide financial crisis that we are currently enduring is not the result of a single 
decision, by Lehman for example, to pursue and promote the distribution of 
actuarially untested portfolios. Thousand of banks had independently decided to 
invest in them, spreading so-called ‘toxic assets’ throughout most of the planet. It 
is this correlation which is the essential problem, and this cannot be overcome by 
the mere distribution of power. 

So it might seem that Distributism really has very little to offer in our 
circumstances. It is, on the surface, theoretically incoherent in socio-economic 
terms and practically unworkable in political terms. Yet it exerts an attraction which 
is real, even among those who might be expected to know better. Why? I believe 
the answer is because Distributism is an expression of a much more substantial 
tradition which has deep cultural roots and authentic social insight and therefore 
real cultural legitimacy. It can hardly be contested that Distributism emanates in 
large part from the religious beliefs of its promoters. In fact, there is strong 
evidence that Distributism is in the first instance a spiritual not an economic or 
social movement.27 The spiritual tradition underlying it is certainly Christian as 
would be expected given its most public protagonists.28 But what is the real 
substance and source of this tradition? 
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In his public lectures, Blond often characterizes Distributism as a Roman 
Catholic idea. Both Chesterton and Belloc were of course well-known members of 
the Church, the latter by birth the former through conversion in 1922 at the age of 
38. Both were leading public figures as Catholic Christians, and well known for 
their apologetics. Others associated with the movement, like Eric Gill and Vincent 
McNabb, were also prominent Catholics. Indeed McNabb, as a Dominican, was 
but one of several important Catholic social activists promoting Distributist-
friendly ideas throughout Europe in the 1920’s.29 Therefore it is perhaps natural 
that many have sought to claim the theological foundation of Distributism in the 
social teachings of the Catholic Church. The encyclical Rerum Novarum by Pope 
Leo XIII in 1891 is often cited as a theological justification for the movement.30  

However, even a casual reading of Rerum Novarum shows that the radical 
Distributist proposals for social transformation are nowhere to be found in the 
rather vague corporatism of the document.  The encyclical does indeed 
recommend that ‘The Law…should favour ownership and its policy should be to 
induce as many as possible to become owners…. Not only legislative enactments 
but the administrative action should tend to spread the system of ownership to as 
many as possible’.31 Why, how and what they should become owners of is not 
specified. And the document does not even remotely suggest either a limit on size 
for industrial enterprise, or a programme for large-scale re-distribution of 
economic wealth. 

Therefore, despite its Roman Catholic face, it seems prudent to look elsewhere 
for the matrix of Distributist thought, not because of any sectarian claim to 
superiority, but in order to interpret that thought intelligently. In this light, it is 
almost unnecessary to note that Distributism is a typically English phenomenon.32 
In fact it is difficult to untangle Distributism, in terms of either ideology or 
membership, from the many other movements under way simultaneously in early 
20th-century England:  Guild Socialism, The Back to the Land Movement, The 
Christendom Movement, Social Credit, The Village Club Movement, The 
Industrial Christian Fellowship, The Worker’s Educational Association, The 
Industrial Partnership Concept and the Cooperative Movement among many 
others.33 These had the same cultural roots as Distributism; and these roots are 
certainly religious, but they are not essentially Roman Catholic. They are Anglo-
Catholic.34 The tradition of importance was not that which was inspired by a single 
papal encyclical, but by the much earlier, and more extensive intellectual and 
practical experience of those who called themselves Christian Socialists. Chesterton 
and Belloc were doctrinally Catholic but culturally English, and it is their cultural 
heritage, including its social theology, which is expressed in Distributism. 
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Names like Maurice Reckitt, V.A. Demant, and Arthur Penty, among many 
others, were as important intellectually to Distributism as those of Chesterton and 
Belloc. These were not Catholic names but Anglican. In many ways they were 
more important to Distributism because they publicized the principles upon which 
the movement was based in a much less polemical and much more considered 
style.35 Reckitt’s Faith and Society (1932), Demant’s God, Man and Society (1933), 
Penty’s Towards a Christian Sociology (1923) and a collection of essays entitled The 
Return to Christendom (1922) to which Reckitt and Penty contributed are roughly 
contemporary works which contained the sociological and anthropological themes 
of Distributism without the ‘hype’, as it were, demanded for less cerebral political 
tracts.36 These men were long-standing friends of Chesterton, even after his 
conversion of course. They are also representative of the intellectual circle within 
which Distributism was taken seriously. One must be somewhat impressionistic 
about the connections with Chesterton in a brief essay, nevertheless the intimacy is 
clear. Chesterton wrote the epilogue to The Return to Christendom, which launched 
Christian Sociology. Chesterton also was involved with both Reckitt and Demant 
in the ensuing Christendom group. Arthur Reckitt was a member of the editorial 
board of GK’s Weekly from 1924, and Treasurer of the Distributist League from its 
inception in 1926. And he wrote a tribute to Chesterton after his death as a 
‘Christian Prophet for England’, reflecting not just his assessment of Chesterton’s 
role in national life, but his gratitude for the faith he believed he had received 
through Chesterton.37 A quotation from Chesterton is engraved on his memorial in 
Roehampton, reflecting the hero-like status he gave to Chesterton.38 Arthur Penty 
(Fabian colleague of Tawney, Morris and Ruskin), associated with the Distributist-
inspired Ditchling Community of Eric Gill and Hilary Pepler, among others, and is 
likely to have influenced Belloc though his 1906 The Restoration of the Gild System.39 

So Distributism is part of English Catholic social thought. Marking a specific 
date for the Anglican inspiration for Distributism is risky. But a good bet can be 
placed on the year 1852, in which the prominent corporate lawyer, John Malcolm 
Ludlow, successfully orchestrated the passage of the Industrial and Provident Societies 
Act.40 At a time when English law effectively prohibited small-scale incorporation 
of cooperative effort because of substantial capital requirements which were 
beyond the reach of all but the wealthy, this act provided for the creation of a new 
sort of legal entity, possessing the identity and protection of a corporation but the 
ease of establishment of a cooperative.41 Under the act, Ludlow successfully 
created the first modern craft ‘guilds’ among tailors, seamstresses and shoemakers 
in London.42 The new law freed association members from what Maurice termed 
‘the idolatry of social mechanism’.43 These ‘associations’ had short half-lives, 
dissolving through the stresses caused by their vey success. What remained 
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however was a legal institutional framework that is still operative in the Britain of 
the 21st century.44 

But for Ludlow, the achievement was not primarily legal, or even social; it was 
theological. Ludlow was carrying out a proposal which he had formulated after his 
experience of French political strife of 1848: the ‘Christianization’ of socialism.45 
The recipient and then collaborator with that proposal was the Anglican theologian 
F.D. Maurice, whom H.R. Niebuhr identified as the exemplar of ‘Christ the 
Transformer of Culture’ and who is often cited as the originator of Christian 
Socialism.46 Maurice accepted this proposal not as the basis for a political 
programme but as the theme for a purely theological effort which had political 
implications.47 If the Tractarians of the Oxford Movement (Pusey, Keble, 
Newman) attempted to get people into church, the activists of Christian Socialism 
(Maurice, Ludlow, Kingsley48) had the complementary mission of getting the 
church to the people.49 Niebuhr summarizes Maurice’s view concisely: 

 
Universal salvation meant more than the turning of individual selves to their true 
center. By creation through the Word, men are social. . .The full realization of the 
kingdom of Christ did not, then, mean the substitution of a new universal society 
for all the separate organizations of men, but rather the participation of all these in 
the one universal Kingdom of which Christ is the head.50 
 

Maurice’s theological presuppositions are evident in Niebuhr’s précis: 1) The 
Christian gospel of love (particularly as expressed in the Gospel of John) is to be 
taken literally and in a clear universalist sense; redemption is a social not just a 
personal event.51 2) The Kingdom of God is in this creation made new, not in some 
other ‘heavenly’ place; existing social structures will not be destroyed but 
transformed in and through Christ.52 In a word Maurice’s view of the world is 
eschatological. He is an agent of the divine in bringing about the Kingdom which 
has been promised. Ludlow’s ‘new corporation’ was but a small step in the 
realization of this Kingdom. 

It is only, I believe, with such an eschatological sensitivity that the various 
experimental social movements which emerge from Christian Socialism, including 
Distributism, can be understood. Reckitt recognized the eschatological core of 
Chesterton’s intellect, and considered that Chesterton gave his ‘chief energies not 
to any conspicuous cultivation of the permanent, but to the interpretation, against 
a background of eternal values, of the significance of everyday life’.53 

Demant put the matter firmly regarding a similar movement: ‘[The cause] is not 
merely to advocate a technical change in a mechanism; it is to demand the reversal 
of a [spiritually] false economic order’.54 Distributism is an imaginative statement – 
not of the ‘real’ end-time, which is unimaginable, but certainly of an imagination-
provoking possibility in which society has been re-created through divine power. It 
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is a theological not a political vision. That is, it is a description of the relationships 
which could be part of a redeemed society.55 These relationships are primarily 
familial, expressing a natural mutual concern, and not contractual, reflecting mere 
obligation.56 This is the kind of relationship in which individual ‘natural 
inclinations’ (vocation) can be perceived and developed as a contribution to the 
whole. It is the kind of relationship which Ludlow had achieved in law. The 
Distributists recovered this relationship as a sort of social principle in line with the 
Anglican Bishop William Temple’s approach:  

 
The method of the Church’s impact upon society at large should be twofold. First, 
the Church must announce Christian principles and point out where the existing 
social order is in conflict with them. Second, it must then pass on to Christian 
citizens, acting in their civic capacities, the task of reshaping the existing order in 
closer conformity to the principles.57  
 

The issue was never how to realize these relationships through coercive or any 
other means. It was about the character of the relationships themselves. Belloc 
recognized explicitly that Distributism was politically unattainable.58 In fact it was 
unattainable by any merely human action. The relationships of mutual 
responsibility and accountability described by Distributism were a gift of pure 
grace. The Kingdom is not a state so much as it is this grace as power itself.59 
Chesterton’s orthodoxy would never have allowed him to think of them as 
anything else. 

The tendency to see Distributism as political rather than theological is what 
tempts one to seek justification in papal encyclicals. There is certainly nothing un-
Catholic about Distributism as an eschatological vision. It conforms entirely to the 
doctrine of the Catholic Church in its anthropological concerns. Nor is there 
anything inappropriate in the Church’s comment on social conditions in an 
encyclical letter. But there is definitely something un-Christian about the purely 
human way by which such a vision might be realized when it is perceived as a 
political agenda promoted by ecclesiastical directives. Reckitt is clear in his demand 
that: ‘the Church cease from pretending that the problems men have are the 
problems Christians would like to have and then give the right answer’.60 

This tendency towards the political and away from the theological affects 
Distributism’s interpretation of itself as the post-war focus shifts from the 
relationships within the various ‘associations’ enabled through the allocation of 
resources, to the kind of property to be allocated. The result was something which 
could have been endorsed by either Thomas Jefferson or Margaret Thatcher on 
entirely worldly criteria. This is probably an inevitable result of the political process, 
which can only legislate effectively about property not about relationships. But it a 
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result which needs to be recognized as a fundamental distortion of the movement’s 
original motives. 

Maurice, his colleagues, and his theological heirs were little tempted by 
misdirected faith in human virtue or in the capacity of humanity to do all that 
needs doing. Neither, I believe, were Chesterton and Belloc in serious danger of 
Pelagian hubris. In today’s world, however, human faith in humanity to solve 
human problems has reached such a level that I dare not trust myself, much less 
the self-promoting use of ecclesial pronouncements or the Conservative Party’s 
policy formulation process to understand fully the sources of Distributism in grace 
or its uses in redemption. Given their view of party politics it is unlikely that the 
founders of Distributism would have had a different opinion.61 The ‘liberalism’ 
which Christian Socialism, including its Distributist variant, was attacking was not 
simply the economic free-marketeering which Blond dislikes. It was the far broader 
liberal attitude towards freedom which Auden characterized so neatly as: 

 
...imagining that free discussion was all that was needed to let truth triumph, 
whereas unless people have substantially the same experience logical controversy is 
nothing more than systematized misunderstanding.62 
 

Freedom for Chesterton and Belloc and Reckitt and Demant, among so many 
others, was not the freedom of liberal democracy but the freedom to engage in 
purposes which are not political purposes in light of objectives which are not 
merely temporal, indeed purposes and objectives for which they have only the 
vaguest theological formulation. No thing or movement can be identified with 
such purpose although all of creation may be useful in suggesting it. And no 
political movement has the authority to co-opt such purpose as part of its 
repertoire. It is a purpose which can only be discovered in a relationship with one’s 
fellow that is controlled by divine gift. Distributism is, therefore, valuable but not 
for its direct political content. Rather it is valuable because it is an expression of the 
unique religious tradition of Anglo-Catholicism which continues to act as a cultural 
force driving us beyond politics. 
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8. K. L. Kenrick and G. K. Chesterton, What is Distributism? (London: Distributist League, 1926), p. 
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Cole, Guild Socialism Re-stated (London: George Allen and Unwin, 1920), p. 13. 

9. Cf. An Essay on the Restoration of Property: ‘The spirit of reaction must run through all our effort at 
the restoration of property’. Also Arthur Penty, Distributism: A Manifesto (1937), p. 9: ‘Distributists 
work for a return to the past… The modern world has been living on the spiritual capital of the 
Middle Ages’. 
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