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Introduction

T
he earlier works of modern Catholic
social teaching understand the virtues
primarily in terms of the moral obliga-
tions of the state, wealthy persons, and

employers towards workers. For example, Leo
XIII writes in Rerum Novarum about “a dictate
of natural justice more imperious and ancient
than any bargain between man and man, namely,
that wages ought not to be insufficient to support
a frugal and well-behaved wage-earner.”1 In
Quadragesimo Anno, Pius XI comments on the
munificence of wealthy persons: “Expending
larger incomes so that opportunity for gainful
work may be abundant, provided, however, that
this work is applied to producing really useful
goods, ought to be considered, as We deduce
from the principles of the Angelic Doctor, an out-
standing exemplification of the virtue of munifi-
cence.”2 And St. John XXIII writes in Mater et
Magistra that the virtue of justice “is to be ob-
served not only in the distribution of wealth, but
also in regard to the conditions in which men are
engaged in producing this wealth.”3

With Paul VI’s Populorum Progressio, we see
a mention of the virtues of the worker himself:
“Bent over a material that resists his efforts, the
worker leaves his imprint on it, at the same time
developing his own powers of persistence, inven-
tiveness and concentration.”4 In this passage we
also see a contrast between the effect of work on
the world surrounding the worker and its effect
on the worker himself. St. John Paul II expands
this contrast into an explicit distinction between
the objective and subjective meanings of work in
Laborem Exercens. The objective meaning of
work is external to the worker: “Man’s dominion

over the earth is achieved in and by means of
work.”5 The subjective meaning of work is inter-
nal: “Man has to subdue the earth and dominate
it, because as the ‘image of God’ he is a person,
that is to say, a subjective being capable of acting
in a planned and rational way, capable of deciding
about himself, and with a tendency to self-real-
ization.”6 Given our common human nature, to re-
alize oneself is to become virtuous.

Work and the Intellectual Virtues

When Leo XIII wrote about “the misery and
wretchedness pressing so unjustly on the majority
of the working class”7 in 1891, work was under-
stood primarily as manual or physical labor: “To
misuse men as though they were things in the
pursuit of gain, or to value them solely for their
physical powers – that is truly shameful and in-
human.”8 Similarly, the Russian revolutionaries
symbolized labor with the hammer and sickle,
representing factory workers and peasant farmers.
But economic and technological developments
of the past century have brought about changes
in the way we work. Most workers today are not
performing manual work. At the same time, our
understanding of the nature of work has devel-
oped since the time of Rerum Novarum and the
Bolshevik Revolution.

Although “manual work” is frequently con-
trasted to “intellectual work,” the legitimacy of
the concept of “intellectual work” is a subject of
debate. The distinction between intellectual and
manual work is related to the distinction between
the liberal and the servile or mechanical arts. Bl.
John Henry Newman argues for a sharp distinc-
tion between the liberal and servile arts in The
Idea of a University:
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It is common to speak of “liberal knowledge,” of
the “liberal arts and studies,” and of a “liberal
education,” as the especial characteristic or property
of a University and of a gentleman; what is really
meant by the word? Now, first, in its grammatical
sense it is opposed to servile; and by “servile
work” is understood, as our catechisms inform us,
bodily labour, mechanical employment, and the
like, in which the mind has little or no part.9

Newman quickly qualifies this characteriza-
tion of servile work as minimally intellectual,
however, by acknowledging that some non-lib-
eral professions, including commerce, are highly
intellectual:

We contrast a liberal education with a commercial
education or a professional; yet no one can deny
that commerce and the professions afford scope
for the highest and most diversified powers of
mind.... Manly games, or games of skill, or military
prowess, though bodily, are, it seems, accounted
liberal; on the other hand, what is merely profes-
sional, though highly intellectual, nay, though
liberal in comparison of trade and manual labour,
is not simply called liberal, and mercantile occu-
pations are not liberal at all.10

Josef Pieper cites Newman approvingly and
argues that the concepts of “intellectual work”
and “intellectual worker” are erroneous. Pieper
identifies three sources of the mistaken concept
of intellectual work: “The first is the view which
regards human knowledge as exclusively at-
tributable to discursive thought; the second is the
contention that the effort which knowledge re-
quires is a criterion of its truth.” The third source
is “the social implication of ‘intellectual work’
that comes more fully to light in the expression
‘intellectual worker.’”11 Pieper explains that this
social implication involves the belief that all
workers, including intellectuals, must be useful
to society. He maintains that this contradicts the
essence of the liberal arts. In the conclusion of
his argument criticizing the concept of intellec-
tual work, however, Pieper allows that the liberal
arts are, in fact, useful to society, though not in
the way that the servile arts are useful:

Not everything is useless which cannot be brought
under the definition of the useful. And it is by no
means unimportant for a nation and for the reali-
zation of the “common good”, that a place should
be made for activity which is not “useful work” in
the sense of being utilitarian....

“It is necessary for the perfection of human so-
ciety”, Aquinas writes, “that there should be men

who devote their lives to contemplation”—nota
bene, necessary not only for the good of the indi-
vidual who so devotes himself, but for the good of
human society. No one thinking in terms of “intel-
lectual worker” could have said that.12

Newman and Pieper are mistaken in defend-
ing a dichotomy of the liberal and servile arts,
and Pieper is mistaken in rejecting the concept of
intellectual work. Several authors, including
some Dominicans, also find the concept of intel-
lectual work to be unproblematic.

Antonin-Dalmace Sertillanges, O.P. took the
name Antonin-Gilbert when he entered religious
life, and is known today by both names. He in-
cludes “intellectual work” in the opening sen-
tence of The Intellectual Life, published in 1921:
“When we speak of [the intellectual] vocation,
we refer to those who intend to make intellectual
work their life.”13 He also writes of the “labors
of the mind.”14 And he refers to those who an-
swer the call to the intellectual life as “workers”:
“The special asceticism and the heroic virtue of
the intellectual worker must be their daily por-
tion.”15

Raymond Smith, O.P. and Hugh McBrien,
O.P. published a pair of articles on the philosophy
of work in Dominicana in 1944. They interpret
Pius XI’s definition of work – “the application of
one’s forces of soul and body to the gifts of nature
for the development of one’s powers by their
means”16 – as distinguishing three kinds of labor:
spiritual, intellectual, and manual:

By spiritual labor is meant the work of the interior
life by which man is developed and perfected in
intimate union with God. Intellectual labor parti-
cularly stresses the activity of the mind, not
however to the utter exclusion of the work of the
hands. When the labor demands primarily the use
of the hands but at the same time the direction of
the intellect, it is called manual labor.17

The curse that followed the Fall of Adam is
not that we must work, but that our work has be-
come arduous. Smith and McBrien point out that
this is true also of intellectual work: “Common
to all these [three] degrees of work is the note of
arduousness. Experience shows the difficulty of
conquering the vices and passions within us. Nor
is anyone unaware of the difficulty in acquiring
intellectual knowledge.”18 This point is echoed
by John Paul II in Laborem Exercens: “All work,
whether manual or intellectual, is inevitably
linked with toil.”19
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Jacques Maritain seeks to ennoble manual
work by minimizing the distinction between
manual and intellectual work:

Genuine manual work is neither the work of a
beast of burden nor that of a robot, but human
work in which both body and mind are at play—
as they are also in the intellectual work of a writer,
a lawyer, a teacher, a doctor, etc., who cannot per-
form his own task without a certain dose of bodily
exertion. The difference is that in one case (manual
work) bodily activity plays the part of a (secondary)
“principal agent” activated by the mind, and in
the other case (intellectual work) the part of a
merely “instrumental agent” moved by the mind.
So both are, like man, made of flesh and spirit;
manual work and intellectual work are equally
human in the truest sense and directed toward hel-
ping man to achieve freedom.20

We should recognize a distinction between in-
tellectual and manual work, but at the same time
understand them as poles of a continuum, with no
separation of the two and with most work existing
somewhere between the poles. No one can repair
a furnace or farm a field or drive a truck without
thinking. At the same time, writing a work of
metaphysics involves, quite literally, manual ac-
tivity. Although working with a computer is cer-
tainly less physically arduous than picking up hay
bales or cement blocks with one’s hands, it can
lead to “repetitive strain injury.” And, compared
to watching a film or a football game, reading one
more chapter or writing one more page at the end
of a long day certainly seems like labor. Although
reading and writing are often pleasurable, they re-
quire effort and can lead to mental fatigue. The
domains of “intellectual” and “work” are not mu-
tually exclusive. While some kinds of work are
more intellectual than others, all human work is
to some degree intellectual. As Smith and
McBrien make the point, “To make manual labor
specifically distinct from intellectual labor by re-
ducing it to a mere mechanical exercise is to cease
to consider it as human.”21

Rather than distinguishing various kinds of
work with dichotomies such as intellectual and
manual, or liberal and servile, it would be more
helpful to distinguish them in terms of the differ-
ent intellectual virtues. Wisdom, understanding,
and science are virtues of the speculative intel-
lect. The liberal arts involve these virtues. Art and
prudence are virtues of the practical intellect.
Workers who make things exercise the virtue of
art. Public servants, lawyers, and administrators

exercise the virtue of prudence. Different kinds
of work involve different intellectual virtues. But
all work involves the intellect.

The distinction between the speculative intel-
lect and the practical intellect corresponds to the
distinction between the contemplative life and the
active life. It does not, however, correspond to
the distinction between rest and work. St.
Thomas Aquinas, O.P. argues that contemplation
does not consist in rest: “It is true that contem-
plation enjoys rest from external movements.
Nevertheless, to contemplate is itself a movement
of the intellect.”22

The work of an academic – research, teaching,
administrative service – is a mixture of contem-
plation and action. Research is more contempla-
tive, service more active. Aquinas explains that
teaching is both contemplative and active:

The act of teaching has a twofold object. For tea-
ching is conveyed by speech, and speech is the
audible sign of the interior concept. Accordingly
one object of teaching is the matter or object of
the interior concept; and as to this object teaching
belongs sometimes to the active, sometimes to the
contemplative life. It belongs to the active life,
when a man conceives a truth inwardly, so as to
be directed thereby in his outward action; but it
belongs to the contemplative life when a man
conceives an intelligible truth, in the consideration
and love whereof he delights.... The other object
of teaching is on the part of the speech heard, and
thus the object of teaching is the hearer. As to this
object all doctrine belongs to the active life to
which external actions pertain.23

Aquinas also comments on the relationship
between the contemplative and active lives. The
active life hinders the contemplative life in one
respect, but is conducive to the contemplative life
in another respect:

The active life may be considered from two points
of view. First, as regards the attention to and
practice of external works: and thus it is evident
that the active life hinders the contemplative, in
so far as it is impossible for one to be busy with
external action, and at the same time give oneself
to Divine contemplation. Secondly, active life may
be considered as quieting and directing the internal
passions of the soul; and from this point of view
the active life is a help to the contemplative, since
the latter is hindered by the inordinateness of the
internal passions.24

Smith and McBrien explain that, because
manual labor is both intellectual and manual, it
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has both subjective and objective meaning: “In
manual labor there is a twofold activity: the im-
manent action of the mind and the transient ac-
tion of the body directed by the mind. Man is
perfected through the intellectual operation. The
object is perfected through the transient activity
of the worker.”25 Because work is intellectual, we
can become virtuous through our work.

Matthew Crawford is both a political philoso-
pher and a motorcycle mechanic. He writes about
the intellectual aspect of “manual work” in Shop
Class as Soulcraft: An Inquiry into the Value of
Work: “This book grows out of an attempt to un-
derstand the greater sense of agency and compe-
tence I have always felt doing manual work,
compared to other jobs that were officially recog-
nized as ‘knowledge work.’ Perhaps most surpris-
ingly, I often find manual work more engaging
intellectually.”26 He argues, consistently with
Maritain and with Smith and McBrien, that “work
that is straightforwardly useful can also be intel-
lectually absorbing.”27

Although performing surgery and practicing
dentistry are more intellectual than repairing an
automobile and preparing a meal, all involve both
the intellect and the hands. They all require intel-
lectual virtues and all contribute to the common
good.

Work and the Moral Virtues

Work involves not only the intellectual virtues,
but also the moral virtues. All human persons de-
sire happiness and should pursue it by striving to
attain the moral virtues. Most adults spend one-
third to one-half of their waking hours working.

The process of becoming morally virtuous cannot
be separated from one’s work.

Sertillanges, in his book about intellectual
work, provides an account of the moral virtues
that is also relevant to what we call “manual
work.” He tells us, contrary to our materialistic
cultures, that the purpose of work is not to earn
money: “The priest has the right to live by the
altar and the man of study by his work; but one
does not say Mass for money and one must not
think and write for money.”28 This is true of all
professions, including business. We require a
supply of material goods in order to live virtuous
lives. But the purpose of work is to promote one’s
own good and the common good by simultane-
ously growing in the virtues and providing goods
and services that benefit other persons. In ex-
change for these goods and services, we should
receive remuneration sufficient to meet our needs
and those of our families. But financial and ma-
terial wealth should always be understood as
means to ends more important than financial and
material wealth. To convert the means into the
end is to live a disordered life.

A central theme of Sertillanges’ book is that
pride is inconsistent with the virtuous life and hu-
mility is an essential virtue: “All virtues are based
on the exclusion of the proud personality, which
resents order. Intellectually, pride is the father of
aberrations and of artificial and pretentious pro-
ductions; humility is the eye which reads in the
book of life and in the book of the universe.”29

Among the many virtues that Sertillanges dis-
cusses in relation to the lives of workers are con-
stancy, patience, and perseverance: “You must
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bring to your work constancy which keeps
steadily at the task; patience which bears difficul-
ties well; perseverance which prevents the will
from flagging.”30 Virtuous workers know when
to rest, but are not easily distracted in ways that
waste time and reduce productivity. Patience is
necessary, since our labors often do not bear fruit
immediately. And: “To persevere is to will; he
who does not persevere does not will, he only
plans. He who lets go has never really held; he
who ceases to love has never loved. Our destiny
is one; a work which is a part of it is still more
necessarily one.”31 Finally, one must bring the
work to completion: “If the requirements of these
three virtues are satisfied there is little fear that
the result will be mediocre or imperfect. How-
ever, it is a good thing to insist strongly on the
necessity of perfecting, and on the duty of bring-
ing to completion, whatever one has thought well
of undertaking.”32

Vincent McNabb, O.P. was – together with G.
K. Chesterton and Hilaire Belloc – one of the
founders of the movement or school of thought
that has come to be called “distributism.” The
central idea of distributism is that ownership of
property should be widely distributed. McNabb
exhorts us to leave the industrial cities and return
to the land, so that we can produce our own food
and practice the virtues of family and community
life: “To convert England means to convert not
its overcrowded towns but its undertilled and
under-peopled countrysides, where homes and
homesteads alone can safeguard the freedom with
which Christ has made us free.”33 McNabb also
tells us that money and material wealth must be
understood as means, not as the end: “The mere
seeking to have more and more wealth—and es-
pecially the seeking to have more and more
wealth by mere investments without any work—
is the sin of avarice.”34 And he applies the virtue
of justice to both prices and profits: “There is in
Ethics what is known as the ‘Just Price,’ meaning
also the ‘Just Profit.’”35

Marie-Dominique Chenu, O.P. is the “grand-
father of liberation theology,” because one of his
students, Gustavo Gutiérrez, O.P., became the
“father of liberation theology.” In his Theology
of Work, Chenu’s concern is not to discuss the
role of the traditional virtues in the lives of work-
ers: “It is no longer necessary to adorn the idea
of work with a veneer of virtues which, however
praiseworthy in themselves, are alien and irrele-
vant. In the long run, this can only confirm their

inapplicability—a mistake from a theological
point of view.”36 Nevertheless, Chenu does dis-
cuss the relevance of solidarity and community
to work: “The next step forward must be to inte-
grate the worker into the factory conceived as a
community, to ally technical improvements with
genuine participation based on the fraternal soli-
darity of the workers.”37

Virtuous work cultivates both the intellectual
and the moral virtues. All of the moral virtues are
connected to prudence, which is an intellectual
virtue: “One cannot have prudence unless one has
the moral virtues.”38 To become virtuous through
work is to become both intellectually and morally
virtuous.

Conclusion

Our lives should be directed toward true happi-
ness, both in this life and in the next. The only
way to pursue true happiness is to live a virtuous
life. Because work is a large part of our lives, we
cannot separate our work from the endeavor to
become more virtuous. Benedict XVI emphasizes
the relationship between our work and our sanc-
tification, and the role of the human person as the
subject of work: “It is necessary to live a spiritu-
ality that helps believers to sanctify themselves
through their work, imitating St. Joseph, who had
to provide with his own hands for the daily needs
of the Holy Family and whom, consequently, the
Church holds up as patron of workers. His wit-
ness shows that man is the subject and protago-
nist of work.”39 Similarly, Chenu writes of our
responsibility to promote our own development
through our work: “As labour becomes less de-
humanized and more socialized, it shakes off the
yoke of formal contract imposed on it by eco-
nomics, and is promoted to becoming a part of
life in general as lived by free men, conscious of
their responsibilities and working towards the
achievement of their development.”40 This is the
subjective meaning of work.
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