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ABSTRACT: Since their emergence in ancient timdw;isfian monasteries have proven
to be among the most durable of all human instihgj and in the medieval centuries
made enormous contributions to the emergence oféiesivilization. They are
organized internally on socialist lines: monks avenproperty and owe total obedience to
the abbot, making the monastery a miniature ‘céptpdanned economy.’ A puzzling
contrast exists between the longevity of monasteaiel the transience of secular
socialist communes. This paper presents a thealatiodel which shows why voluntary
socialist communes might be viable despite ‘shgkproblems, yet fail due tturnover,
and howworship, which induces people with high ‘spiritual capital self-select into the
monastery and then grows that spiritual capitalufh ‘learning-by-doing,” can solve the
turnover problem and make a worship-based soc@isimune—a monastery—stable.
Monasticism, like the market, is a form of ‘sporgans order,” but unlike the market, it
does not depend on third-party enforcement (eygg, $tate) to function: this explains
why monasticism (unlike capitalism) was able tovdin the anarchic Dark Ages.
Monasteries, in principle and largely in practiass a form of society based oonsent

of the governed, unlike liberal states which preach but do not pcacconsensual
governance, and it is interesting to juxtaposadag live ‘social contracts’ of the

monasteries with the notional social contractshedrhl political theory.
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For man’s character has been moulded by his evayyadrk, and the material resources which he
thereby procures, more than by any other influemdess it be that of his religious ideals; and the
two great forming agencies of the world’s histoawé been the religious and the economic. Here
and there the ardour of the military or the arispirit has been for a while predominant: but
religious and economic influences have nowhere biéslaced from the front rank even for a
time; and they have nearly always been more impbttean all others put together. Religious
motives are more intense than economic, but thesctactions seldom extends over so large a
part of life.

- Alfred Marshall,Principles of Economics, “Introduction”

Introduction

Why are there monks and nuns? Why do some mewamneen under the influence of
this motive take vows of poverty, chastity (celijppand obedience? Why do
communities of such people adopt peculiar econ@mengements which prohibit
individual private property? And why have suchitasions been so successful
historically, lasting for generations, sometimedemsuch adverse circumstances that
few or no other institutions have been able to iserand made wide-ranging

contributions to learning and law, agriculture anchitecture, and technology?

Clearly, the quintessential motive for a monk on muto worship God. Alfred Marshall,
in the epigraph, emphasizes the power and pervaessgeof this motive. That human
beings desire to worship is not a phenomenon trabe readily explained in biological
terms, as for example, human desires for food, @eshelter, can be. So one might ask:
Why do humans want to worship God? That, howevemiamuestion for economists,
who tend to treat human motivation (the “utilitynfttion”) as a black box, relying on the

method of “revealed preference” to deduce humamegefom human actions.

If we are not to attempt to explain the worship im&tit might seem that we should treat
monasticism as a black box as well, e.g., “religiprst tell some people to become
monks and nuns.” But this is doubly inaccuratest foecause the monastic life is

optional—no Christian church has declared it t@ibleer necessary or sufficient for



salvation—second because monasticism itself wagwmented by Church hierarchs and
imposed from above, but is an example of what Hagdled “spontaneous order.” In

the emergence and spread of monasticism a sovisible hand seemed to be at work:
each individual ascetic or monk, to paraphrase A8amth, “neither intended to promote
[the emergence of monasticism], nor knew how muelwvas promoting it,” but in

seeking his own salvation by fleeing the worldwas “led by an invisible hand to
promote an end which was no part of intention,’ufo St. Anthony might have been
glad to see the movement he and others like hipired, just as a businessman might be

glad to discover that his quest for gain was pramgathe public interest as well.

Today we associate monasticism with rigid ruldse the Rule of St. Benedict. But St.
Benedict wrote his rule long after the emergenamahasticism and in the light of long
experience as an abbot. Though he probably inedvatsome ways, he was more a
codifier than an inventor. Also, his Rule enjoyedautomatic pre-eminence but
competed with other rules, emerging as the domjrrtnever the exclusive, paradigm
of Western monasticism only in the course of sdvaaturies. Moreover, actual
practices in Benedictine monasteries varied grebatth because the Rule was
sometimes modified or ignored in practice, and bseat left room for interpretation.
Yet there were repeatedturns to the Benedictine Rule, as later to the way ofF&ncis,
to the extent that we may speak of a monastic meéycle, in which monasteries relax
until they are seen as too worldly by zealots, Wtem seek to renew austere devotion by

founding new orders or reforming older orders frithin.

Alfred Marshall defined economics as “a study [fleatamines that part of individual and
social action which is most closely connected \thign attainment and with the use of the
material requisites of wellbeing” (my italics)—clearly distt, for Marshall, from the
spiritual requisites of wellbeing that a study of religiorght illuminate. Marshall might
approve of an economics of monasticism, whichnigdrt, a material phenomenon, and
in medieval Western Europe or Russia an exceedintgyesting and important one.
First, monks built, farmed, made machines, studiedte books, educated, settled new

lands, bought, sold, lent, borrowed, and probabkgnanvented. Second, and strangely,



monasteries did all this under internal constitwgithat can be describedsasialistic:
monks were completely forbidden to own individusdgerty, and had taken vows of
obedience, so that the monastery was (is) a mmg@a&ientrally planned economy. In an
age when “the magic of the market” is credited waitinacles and “communism doesn’t
work” is a truism, it may seem almost a paradox émiities organized internally on
socialist principles were able to survive at @t,dlone persist for centuries and make
great contributions to civilization. This is worttudying, but Marshall might have
thought—and many economists and laymen today ntinghit—that an economics of
monasticism should focus on the material and, spéakcommercial aspect of
monasticism and ignore theligious side of monastic life, as being outside an
economist’s competence. But can the material @isieonasticism be understood
without some insight into its spiritual impetustheXeason to think not is theecular
socialist communes have consistently faflefihe worship motive must be, somehow,

the secret of monasticism’s success, but how?

This paper develops a model of monasticism whiakufes a certain type of socialistic
commune (a monastery) which excels in a ‘specidlcsumption activity’ (worship)
the enjoyment of which is proportional to a spefwam of human (spiritual) capital
which is acquired through learning-by-doing. Amyranune competes for membership
with an outside world which offers a certain distition of ‘rewards’ to different
members of a population. Those who get the leakttive) rewards in the outside world
are drawn to the commune, so the higher utilityabi@mune can offer its members, the
more members it can attract. Within the commusieareable’ and ‘non-shareable’
goods are produced, and a larger membership resutisre shareable goods and higher
utility. This creates a possibility ofultiple equilibria: if the commune is large enough it
can provide sufficient utility to retain its membgbut if it is too small, its remaining
members wish to leave. The problem for communed ¢a this point a study of modern
secular communes confirms the theoretical predigi®turnover. Since only a small

proportion of the population wish to be memberarat given time, it is unlikely that a

! The one partial exception, the Israébbutzim, is the exception that proves the rule, since sevdentity
gives them a tenuous connection to religion evenafhy or moskibbutzniks are irreligious, and since
mostkibbutziim have retreated from their former communal lifestyl



large overlap will exist between peribdrembership and periag-1 membership,
making the equilibrium in which the commune existstable across periods. What
makes monasteries different is that when monksaind engage in worship (for which
the monastery provides an especially favorablerenment) they also build spiritual
capital, thus acquiring an increasing ‘taste for ‘productivity in’) worship, which
makes them unlikely to wish to leave the monastefyture. By this account, worship
has properties that resemble ‘addictive’ goods.r¥dalictum about religion being an
‘opiate’ turns out to be true, except that, uniigecotics, worship does not degrade
human faculties. The ‘addictive’ character of wapssolves the turnover problem and

enables monasteries to make (voluntary) socialismkw

Besides accounting for the robustness of monastjdise model sheds light on the
special institutional/constitutional aspect of msti@sm, perhaps its most interesting
feature. An ordinary market, with price equilibngt supply and demand, presupposes a
certain institution, namelgroperty rights, which must be well-defined and alienable in
order for people to buy and sell wares. Enforceroéproperty rights typically involves
some kind of state. By contrast, this model of asticism doesot depend on an
implicit assumption of enforceable property rightsis not clear whetheany specific
assumptions need to be made about the nature gadipation of the external society,
unless it is merely that the monastery not be dgsth by an externdbrce majeure.
Monasticism could survive the Dark Ages becauskkeimost markets, it was a form of
spontaneous order that did not require state esfieeat of property rights. More than
that, monasticism was, in principle and to a lasgent in practice, eonsensual, open-
access order, based on aocial contract—such as the Benedictine Rule—which anyone
could join. Oddly enough, the political theorigsderlying today’s most successful
states, such as those expressed in Locee@nd Treatise and in America’s Declaration
of Independence, posit a social contract as this basthe legitimacy of governments,
but the social contract is a fiction: citizens di really sign one, and the government
rules over them anyway. Monasticism is an exang@ehaps unique, of true

‘government by the consent of the governed.” Wbk might the monastic experience



have played in shaping the thought of monkish medigcholastics like Thomas

Aquinas whose thought about ‘natural law’ ultimgtghve rise to modern liberalism?
I. Background
(a) Literature review

The model developed here does not take any earbeel as a point of departure. A
number of literatures are relevant, including theoty of clubs (Buchanan, 1965), the
theory of household production (Becker, 1965) dredfamily (Becker, 1981), the theory
of ‘consumption capital’ (Becker and Stigler, 19And ‘rational addiction’ (Becker,
1988), old arguments about the viability of sosiadi(Mises, 1920; Lange, 1937), John
Locke’s Second Treatise on Government (1690) andrhe Calculus of Consent (1962) by
James Buchanan and Gordon Tullock, and especiallrénce lannaccone’s work on
church and sect (1988) and to a lesser extentligiotes ‘sacrifice and stigma’ (1993),
and even Ronald Coase’s theory of the firm (CoB887), but no familiarity with these
literatures is needed to understand the arguméatious historical writings on
monasticism were useful raw material but the hisgpaphical merits of particular works
were of little importance for my purposes. “Econcdhissues are dealt with from time to
time in the histories, but not in a theoreticaltformed way. The crucial question of why

monasticism is viable at all is generally not asked

There seem to be only a handful of papers thatddoeiregarded as ‘economics of
monasticism.” One of these, Roehl (1969)’s PhiBsettation in economics, resembles
the historical writings on monasticism in thatsitwell-researched but mostly
atheoretical. Roehl studies the divergence betwWgan” and “reality” in the medieval
Cistercian order. The Cistercian order was fourtdexkek a new monastic life, more
austere than that of the older Benedictine oréss entangled with the world, which

would not receive feudal dues or “live by the swafadither men.” Roehl finds that

2| owe a personal debt to lannaccone for openingyes to the possibility of applying economics to
religion.



Cistercian practice approximated this norm for on&wo generations at most, and that
the Cistercian order soon began acquiring moreslamai they could cultivate and letting
it to others, becomingentiers, like the Benedictines before them. Roehl trdatsas a
‘decline’ of the Cistercians, and attributes thelhe to falling recruitment ofonversi,

the ‘lay brothers,” due to competition from the mdimant orders, beginning in the™.3
century, for the allegiance of lower-class men wélgious aspirations. Roehl offers no
formal theory of why monasticism in general, or @istercian order in particular,

emerged and endured.

Davidson'’s study of the Cistercians (Davidson gtl#196) is an attempt, albeit
unconvincing, at theoretical explanation of theesrdDavidson argues that the
Cistercians were ‘retailers’ in the ‘salvation isthy,” and he attempts to apply the theory
of franchising to explain the Cistercian monastrixehavior and relationship with the
Church. For example, Church guidelines on penaaesalled ‘maximum’ and
‘minimum’ ‘resale prices’ for salvation to confesgisinners. But it would seem
appropriate to regard penance as a ‘price’ foressibn only inasmuch as penance
consisted of a payment to the confessor, and @rdetpe monastery as a ‘retailer’ only
inasmuch as fees for confessions and other reBgsewvices to the laity were
monasteries’ principal source of income. Given thadieval manuals of confession did
not focus on payments to confessors, a practicehwihifact the Church tended to
disapprove of (calling it ‘simony’), Davidson’s alaaterization of the Cistercians is
prima facie implausible and would need strong supporting ewide which Davidson
does not provide. In reality, Cistercians’ resesrcame mostly from working the land or
from donations by wealthy patrons. Again, Davidssiers to the distinction between
choir monks (who performed liturgical duties, anerg'more educated) and lay brothers
(who did farm work, and tended to come from thedowlasses) as ‘price discrimination’
in the ‘monastic labor market.” But what ‘priceag/involved here is not clear, since it
was against the Rule to put money wages at theskdpf monks for personal
consumption. Since monks wanted salvation at Esmstuch as the laity, it might make
more sense to regard them as the Church’s ‘customather than as its labor force.



Such difficulties suggest that the paradigm of meeercial firm is poorly applicable to

monasteries.

Rost et al. (2008)’s analysis of the ‘corporateegoance structure’ of Benedictine
monasteries faces the same problem of inaptnabe éfrm paradigm to monasteries.
The most interesting passage in this article fesent purposes is a numerical estimate of

the impressive longevity of Benedictine monasteries

[From a sample of] 119 institutions after the y#@00 AD... 17% of the monasteries were never
closed down; these institutions still exist todé of the monasteries were voluntarily closed. A
large proportion of all monasteries, 53%, brokelup to [external] institutional factors. These
monasteries fell victim to secularization or wergently closed during the Reformation. Beside
these outstanding events, a revolt of the peasatt® plague could also lead to break ups and

forced shutdowns...

Focusing on agency problems, 13% of the monaster@s up due to mismanagement, including
lack of discipline, insolvency or recruitment pretvis. An analysis of the particular monasteries
shows that the breakups were mainly due to a caatibimof all three factors. 7% disappeared due
to control failures, including hostile takeoveiBhe changes in governance structures are
revealing: 6% of the monasteries studied changedcinllegiate churches. To a large extent, these
changes indicate the monastic leaders’ desire &atltiv, since collegiate churches permit private

ownership and further liberties...

The findings on the reasons for closures indidadt 4 maximum of one quarter (26%) of the
monasteries studied were unable to survive dugda@y problems. The vast majority of monastic
houses were closed due to external institutior@bfa or they still exist today. On average,
monasteries survived 463 years, which suggestatetcy problems in Benedictine monasteries

are relatively small. These institutions are exebnstable. (Rost et al., 8-9).

An average longevity of 463 years makes monasterge durable not only than firms,
but even than most states. Rost et al. are chirgiyested in drawing lessons from the
successes of the Benedictines which can be applieorporate governance, and they go
on to explain some of the means by which monasteonére ‘principal-agent’ (or
‘agency’) problems. It is, however, far from clémmw the concept of agency problems is



applicable to monasteries. When a principal swcareemployer or an investor delegates
a task to an agent such as an employee or an esrige, it is usually unproblematic to
identify the interests of the principal and of #igent. An agency problem exists if these
interests diverge. But what are the conflictsndéiest among Benedictine monks, their
abbots, and the Catholic Church? Ideally, the gball three is the same: salvation.
Each monk hopes to save his soul. The abbot an@ltlarch also want him to do so and
govern him to that end. There is no conflict aénest. Perhaps, in practice, the motives
of monks, abbots, and the Church are not so puretas ideal case. But, if not, what
stylized assumptions would describe the deviatfoym this ideal so as to permit us to
characterize the situation as beset with agendylg@ms?

An example may clarify the difficulty. Suppose aeept the suggestion in the quote
above that some monasteries were converted inlegtall churches so that their
members could acquire wealth. Under what assumgptian this phenomenon be
regarded as an ‘agency problem?’ If the ‘princigathe Church, and the ‘agents’ are
the monks, are we to assume that monks desirelwehlte the Church wants them to
remain poor? But why should the Church want thathe Church wants to keep monks
poor to save their souls, it is odd that the maticuld be willing to take an action which
jeopardizes their salvation. Or, if the monks canvert their monastery into a collegial
church, gain a little private wealth, and still satieir souls, why should the Church
object? Rost et al. seem to think it is self-entddat for a monastery to break up so that

its members can seek wealth is an agency probleisnot.

What is missing from the literature is an econotheory of monasticism. It is not good
enough to try to cross-apply the theory of the firithose who participate or have a stake
in the operations of firms—owners, managers, wakeondholders, customers—have
private interests outside the firm, and are expktie Monks and abbots typically do

not. When they do, it represents an abuse. kenge is it the goal of a monastery to
“maximize profits.” Monks and nuns have goals (sfop and salvation, and probably
lesser things as well), but they seek to achiegmttvithin and through the life of the



monastery or convent. An analysis of monasticiga,an analysis of markets, should

begin with individual utility maximization.

(b) A brief history of monasticism

A brief history of monasticism will serve to acquaieaders with the phenomenon we
are seeking to explain. St. Anthony of Egypt (35b) is sometimes called ‘the father of

monasticism,” but we read in St. Athanasiust of . Anthony that:

For there were not yet so many monasteries [1Egiypt, and no monk at all knew of the distant
desert; but all who wished to give heed to thenesepractised the discipline in solitude near their

own village.

Clearly, Anthony was not the first hermit, and bied on others for instruction in the

monastic life:

Now there was then in the next village an old mdwo Wwad lived the life of a hermit from his
youth up. Antony, after he had seen this man, tedtdim in piety. And at first he began to abide
in places out side the village: then if he heard gbod man anywhere, like the prudent bee, he
went forth and sought him, nor turned back to ks @alace until he had seen him; and he

returned, having got from the good man as it wapphes for his journey in the way of virtué'...

Since Athanasius’sife is the oldest major source on monasticism, ancks8t. Anthony
seems not to have invented the monastic way eHifs innovation, according to
Athanasius, was to take it to the “distant desamd we cannot verify Athanasius’s claim
that “no monk had heard of” that idea before Antretthe origins of monasticism are
unknown. The fact that there seem to have beery imarmmits in Anthony’s youth
suggests that the innovation was probably developebendently by many people.

This suggests that some sort of social law, ratier the influence of a single

personality, was at work.

3 http://www.fordham.edu/halsall/basis/VITA-ANTONY it
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During his long life, Anthony acted as a guide apttual father to those who followed
him into the desert as disciples, but no regulanmmanal life was established. The word
‘monk’ comes from the Greakonos, meaning ‘alone,” and Anthony’s followers lived
alone in cells, in solitary spiritual combat witewils. Monastic community life emerged
as a retreat from eremitical rigors. St. Pachor(292-346) was a younger contemporary
of Anthony who became the leader of a large momasteumbering upwards of 1,000
monks or nuns.”obedient to Pachomius as abbot and to a Ruleer Réichomius’s rule
came that of St. Basil (330-379), and, most impulyathat of St. Benedict of Nursia
(480-547).

Benedict wrote his Rule, which later came to dot@n&estern monasticism, as an abbot
who had had both good and bad experiences. Ot e was living as a hermit,
some monks begged him to be their abbot, thentiderto poison him. He was not a
bishop or pope, in a position to impose his Rul®ther monasteries. Rather,
monasteries adopted the Rule because it was uséfahe time it attracted no great
attention: a biography of St. Benedict by Gregtwy Great and makes but a single
mention of the Rule, with no indication that Gregbad read it, and connecting it more
with the holiness of Benedict's life than with thieganization of monasteries. In the late
8" century, one Benedict of Aniane (the second SteBiet) dedicated his life to
advocacy for the Rule of St. Benedict and securadibminant position in Western
monasticism. It never enjoyed a monopoly, howelesh monks and Irish monastic
foundations on the Continent had different rulesré was a Rule of St. Augustine; and

later, in 1223, the Rule of St. Francis appeared.

We can describe the economic arrangements preddsipthe Rule of St. Beneditt,

anachronistically yet precisely, as socialist.sEiBenedict vehemently prohibits private

property:

The vice of personal ownership must by all meansub®ut in the monastery by the very root, so

that no one may presume to give or receive anythittgput the command of the Abbot; nor to

4 Lawrence, 7
5 Available online athitp://www.kansasmonks.org/RuleOfStBenedict.htmB#h
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have anything whatever as his own, neither a beoka writing tablet, nor a pen, nor anything
else whatsoever, since monks are allowed to hatteen¢heir bodies nor their wills in their own
power. Everything that is necessary, however, thagt look for from the Father of the
monastery; and let it not be allowed for anyonkawe anything which the Abbot did not give or
permit him to have. Let all things be common to @dl it is written. And let no one call or take to
himself anything as his own (cf Acts 4:32). Buaifyone should be found to indulge this most
baneful vice, and, having been admonished onceagaih, doth not amend, let him be subjected

to punishment.

Second, Benedict (following the Bible) recommengisiaciple of distribution

reminiscent of the modern socialist slogan:

It is written, "Distribution was made to everyoreearding as he had need" (Acts 4:35). We do
not say by this that respect should be had forgmaréGod forbid), but regard for infirmities. Let
him who hath need of less thank God and not giweteaadness, but let him who hath need of
more, humble himself for his infirmity, and not élated for the indulgence shown him; and thus

all the members will be at peace.

Concerning admission to the monastery, Benedictesdlclear that, while novices are
welcome to try the monastic life without commitmemntl membership in the community

is lifelong:

Let not anyone, newly coming to the religious life, granted easy entrance... If he promises to
persevere in his purpose, at the end of two mdathhkis Rule be read to him from beginning to
end, and let him be told: ‘Behold the law underehhyou wish to serve; if you can observe it
enter; but if you cannot, depart freely.”... Afthetlapse of six months let the Rule be read to him
so that he may know upon what he is entering.e I§tiil abides, let this same Rule be read to him
again after four months. And if, after having deliated with himself, he promises to observe all
its provisions and to obey all commands given hiran let him be received into the congregation.
But let him know that from that day forth he shait be allowed to leave the monastery nor to
withdraw his neck from under the yoke of the Rwhich it was open to him, during that long

period of deliberation, either to reject or to gutce

This was an innovation—in earlier times, monks daubve from monastery to

monastery or depart at will, a practice which Bectealludes to but condemns in the

12



Rule—and one which may seem harsh or retrogrefsinea modern perspective, as it
curtails individual freedom. Yet as Benedict psiotit, anyone is free not to join: “it was
open to [the monk], during [his novitiate], to rej@r to accept [the Rule].” A partial
exception to this was the institution of “child at#s,” who were dedicated to the
monastery by their parents well before the agdasurdtion (a practice later condemned
by the Cistercians and forbidden by the Churctr alfie 13" century). We will see in the
next section the theoretical reasons why the reqent of lifelong commitment can
contribute to monastic success. Certainly it setenie the case that the contributions of

monasticism to civilization after St. Benedict wegreater than those before.

The Rule of St. Benedict describesapen-access order: No restrictions, other than
requirements of behavior and commitment, are placegho can join, and worldly

distinctions of rank are to be abolished within thenastery:

Let him make no distinction of persons in the moeds Let him not love one more than another,
unless it be one whom he findeth more exemplagoiod works and obedience. Let not a free-

born be preferred to a freedman, unless thereiine sther reasonable cause.

Not surprisingly, rank was not easy for the mongstie overcome, and in later centuries
access to Benedictine monasteries was often rtestrio the noble classes, or was
conditional upon payment of fees or up-front cdnttions, to prevent members from
being a burden to the community. The Cisterciassored the open-access character of
the Benedictine monastery when the institutionlaf brothers’ opened up the religious

life to the lower classes.

The Rule also regulates the work, food, drink, @sation, and daily schedule of the
monks, placing much emphasis on liturgy and worsliipr six centuries thereatfter,
Benedictine monks were a pillar of medieval Westavilization. They preserved
literacy, and the texts of the classical heritaggplied much of the Church leadership,

drained swamps and cleared forests, advised kamgsbuilt abbeys and churches.
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In later centuries, the Benedictine tradition camexhibit a paradoxical form of
innovative conservatism, as later reform moveméikisthe Cluniac in the fOcentury
or the Cistercians in the $2sought taeturn to the Rule of St. Benedict, rejecting a
contemporary monasticism which they saw as haviog/g too lax and/or worldly and
lapsed from the Rule, even though in hindsighte¢hmsvements were clearly
innovations which pioneered new forms of monasti¢iand not merely resumptions of
older monastic forms. This pattern of (perceivéeday and (innovative) renewal
continued into modern times, with the Maurists, vilmd621 emerged to revive the
Benedictine spirit, and the Trappists, who startm$§j663 sought to revive strict
Cistercian observance. A similar pattern can le@ @ the Franciscans, where the
Capuchin Order was founded in thé"k@ntury as an offshoot seeking to renew the

pristine practices of St. Francis.

How did/do monasteries support themselves? Eveonsaare typically not
economically self-sufficient, so naturally monagsrare too small to supply all their
own needs. From the Egyptian desert to the pregnimonks have engaged in trades
and sold goods to lay people in order to purchasessities. Ancient Egyptian hermits
wove baskets; one modern Russian Orthodox monast&ashington (state) sells

coffee. Secular communes also produce goods fdragge with the outside world.

But monasteries also receive donations from thbftdi Does that give them an
advantage and explain their greater longevity?hdes, but pious donations can be
interpreted either assabsidy or as gpayment for services. Much of what monasteries
do, including the worship they engage in, has ofteen regarded by the faithful as a
public good, a good from which they benefit. Indlegome of the monasteries’ work,
such as the copying of ancient texts, would berdeghas a public good even from a
purely secular perspective. Liturgical, scribayeational and charity work, accepting
pilgrims, advising rulers, etc., was costly, absugla substantial part of the time and
resources of monks and nuns, making it difficuittieem to engage in enough manual
labor to support themselves. If this work is relgaras consumption, monasteries’ and

convents’ frequent reliance on pious donations tmgake them parasitic, but if it is
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regarded as a form of public service, pious donatere part of an exchange between the

monasteries and the world.

In Europe in the Middle Ages, monasteries playecdeative role out of proportion to
their numbers in most fields of human endeavomfpactical arts like agriculture and
industry to philosophy and high culture. A striggithymn to technology,” quoted in Jean
Gimpel's The Medieval Machine, shows how far the Cistercians had come in theotise

machinery (in particular, water-mills) by the mi@®lcentury:

Entering the Abbey under the boundary wall, whikb bk janitor allows it to pass, the stream first
hurls itself impetuously at the mill where in a teelof movement it strains itself, first to crusiet
wheat beneath the weight of the millstones, theshtike the fine sieve which separates flour from
bran. Already it has reached the next buildingeftlenishes the vats and surrenders itself to the
flames which heat it up to prepare beer for the kaptheir liquor when the vines reward the
wine-growers’ toil with a barren crop. The stredoes not yet consider itself discharged. The
fullers established near the mill beckon to it.tHa mill it had been occupied in preparing food fo
the brethren; it is therefore only right that ibskd now look to their clothing. It never shrinks
back or refuses to do anything that is asked €@me by one it lifts and drops the heavy pestles,
the fullers’ great wooden hammers... and spares, thaanonks’ great fatigues... How many
horses would be worn out, how many men would hasarywarms if this graceful river, to whom

we owe our clothes and food, did not labor for us...

When it has spun the shaft as fast as any wheehoam, it disappears in a foaming frenzy; one
might say it had itself been ground in the millealving it here it enters the tannery, where in
preparing the leather for the shoes of the mon&sdtcises as much exertion as diligence; then it
dissolves in a host of streamlets and proceedgalsmappointed course to the duties laid down
for it, looking out all the time for affairs reqing its attention, whatever they might be, such as
cooking, sieving, turning, grinding, watering, oashing, never refusing its assistance in any task.
At least, in case it receives any reward for wohich it has not done, it carries away the waste

and leaves everywhere spotless. (Gimpel, 5-6)

Gimpel adds that “this report... could have beentemi742 times over; for that was the
number of Cistercian monasteries in the twelfthtwsn and... it has been said that a
blind Cistercian monk moving into any of the moeasts would instantly have known

where he was. In certain ways the discipline inggldsy Saint Bernard on his monks—
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the rigid timetable, the impossibility of deviatifrpm the Rule without facing
punishment—brings to mind the work regulations tHahry Ford imposed on his

assembly lines.” (Gimpel 4-5)

Benedictine and Cistercian monasticism was peaaefidl, and agrarian. In the “high”
Middle Ages, i.e., the I2and 18 centuries, the monastic impulse was turned in new
directions by the Knights Hospitallers and Templariso combined monastic vows with
knighthood and fought in the Crusades, and bywloearders of mendicant friars,
founded by St. Francis and St. Dominic, who souglitze an apostolic life of poverty in
the midst of the new bourgeois towns of the Middliges. (The Franciscan family of
monastic orders has the largest membership in #tleolic religious orders today.) Also,
where the Benedictines had copied manuscriptsarght their own to read, the friars
entered the universities, where they lived in stamsion with the secular masters of arts,
but championed the introduction of Aristotle inbe tcurriculum, and produced some
great scholars, especially St. Thomas AquinasBB@&taventure, Duns Scotus, and Roger

Bacon.

Many monastic orders were founded in the Middle #Aged thereafter. The Carthusian
order, begun by St. Bruno (1030-1101), was offigibrn in 1140, along more
eremitical lines than the Benedictine orders. Thenaldolese order was founded by St.
Romuald (951-1027) around 1012, drawing inspiratiom the ancient eremitical
traditions of the Egyptian desert. The Capuchdeowas founded in 1520 by Matteo de
Bascio (1495-1552). Monasticism declined in inflce during the Renaissance and
Enlightenment, but large-scale closure of monassesias usually a result of political
upheavals. This occurred during the Reformatiath Wing Henry VIII, for example,
closing and expropriating the monasteries of Emgjlas did some German princes.
During the French Revolution the same fate belfilmonasteries in France, and those in
Russia during the Bolshevik Revolution. Monastitigersists to this day, though monks

and nuns comprise a much smaller share of the populthan at some times in the past.
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Needless to say this account is highly incompletéwnduly focused on Christian and
Western monasticism, but it may be sufficient kasirate some stylized facts of monastic

history, such as the following:

StyYLIZED FACT 1: Monasticism was originated by hermits and becaomemunal later.

STYLIZED FACT 2: A high degree of competition has existed witmonasticism among

orders and practices.

StyLIZED FACT 3: Monasteries adopted socialist economic arrangesmeternally.

StYLIZED FACT 4: Mature monasticism called for lifelong commitrhen

StyYLIZED FACT 5: Monasteries are highly robust institutions, vihstirvived the chaos of
the Dark Ages and many other calamities, and whinohke secular socialist communes
in modern times, were usually able to persist fmegations and centuries if not

destroyed by external force.

StyLIZED FACT 6: Monasteries made great contributions to civilmaand often

acquired great wealth.

StYLIZED FACT 7: There seems to be a monastic reform cycle, epeated decay and

renewal.

The model presented in the following two sectiofnsprovide explanations of all of the
above stylized facts except (2)—competition. Cotitipa is not addressed explicitly,
but since the model shows why the emergence of sticisan is a general pattern rather
than a singular event, the model may indirecthydptethat monasticism will arise

repeatedly, with consequent competition betweenasinorders.

Il. The Model
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(a) Sharing and shirking

Our point of departure has no special connectiaeligion, but, instead, with an
examination of a phenomenon that we may call ‘difde=goods.” Worship, which
distinguishes monasteries and convents from secatamunes, is introduced at a later
stage in the argument. Until then, the words ‘camei and ‘monastery’ will be used
interchangeably.

The concept of shareable goods resembles ‘clubsgjaod ‘public goods,” or may be
regarded as a special case of ‘transactions cadtswyever, it may not, on balance,
facilitate understanding to introduce any of tleisriinology. The idea is simply that
there are many goods which people who are livindgpénsame household can ‘share’:
that is, one member of the household can enjoy thighout detriment to other
household members’ enjoyment of them. A gardéibrary,® quiet and clean air, and
movies are a few examples. While food is not shareatdleking might be, if, say, the
marginal labor cost of doubling the recipe is ngigle. If people have a utility over

‘shareable’ and ‘non-shareable’ goods, as in Eqodtt),

(1) U=U(C,X);0U/dC>0; U /oX >0; 90U /0XdC< O

whereC represents shareable goodsnon-shareable goods, they may benefit from
being a member of household where they can pookahke goods with other people.

We ignore opportunities for trade with people adgsihe household, and since shareable
goods are non-rival and non-excludable for househw@mbers, and non-shareable
goods are treated as fungible, there is no incetivengage in trade. (We also ignore
redistribution of non-shareable goods within thenowne, partly because some such

goods, such as leisure, are non-transferable hwyeatThe usual distinction between

® Provided, of course, that the books are not usdtkavily that several people often need to ussahee
book at the same time.
’ At least if the room where the movies are beintcihved is not too crowded.

18



production and consumption therefore becomes ufilidipre. Instead, we may think in

terms of household production subject to a timestramt:

2 X =T; C=T.; T, +T. =1

whereTy is the time devoted to produciXgandTc is the time devoted to produciay
oU _odu

In a “Robinson Crusoe” case, the individual choosasdC such thata_x B E. If the

utility function is such that the Inada conditiaysply, we know that Robinson Crusoe

will produce some of both goods, i.e., there wdldn “interior solution.”

A member of a household, whether it be a singledfanousehold, a secular commune,
or a monastery or nunnery, gets to enjoy whatevaresble goods are produced by the

other members. His utility is:

U, =u(x,ci +ZCJJ
(3)

j#i

The availability of shareable goods produced bythowers the marginal value of
shareable goods to each household member and daosgsproduce less than he would
as Robinson Crusoe, and also, less than would toealdor the welfare of the
household, since producing shareable goods createsits for others which the

individual ignores. This effect may be called f&ing.’

Despite shirking, commune members will always htebeff than Robinson Crusoe.
First, they will never collectively produce lesastable goods than Robinson Crusoe
would, since in that case their marginal value wdé higher than that of non-shareable
goods and members would increase their shareabldsgooduction. Second,

cooperative production of shareable goods freedsmgto produce more non-shareable

19



goods. Therefore, commune members enjoy moretbfdmods than Robinson Crusoe.
Utility of commune members is therefore a monotaltycincreasing function of

commune size, as shown in Figure 1:

Figure 1: Utility risesas the commune gets bigger

Utility

Utility in
commune

C

N, commune size

(b) Competition between the monastery/commune la@dvbrid

Our one prediction so far—that communes can easitypete with the Robinson Crusoe
alternative—is realistic enough: very few peoplease to abandon society and live as
solitaries. But the main competition for monagte@nd secular communes is not
solitude but “the world”: that is, mainstream sdgieWhat the world has to offer varies
across time and space. The world may be a cagpitalirket economy, or agrarian
feudalism, a primitive tribal system as it was wisnPatrick brought monasticism to
Ireland, or the slave economy of ancient Romeortier to generalize across such
diverse situations, we offer a highly abstract espntation of “worldly opportunities” as
a distribution of utilities across a population ais organized in rank order of worldly

opportunities, from worst (left) to best (righty shown in Figure 2:
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Figure 2: "Worldly opportunities,” and her mits

Utility “Worldly opportunities

Would-be
“hermits”

Robinsor
Crusoe .|

N, N, population

In Figure 2, the A curve represents “worldly oppaities,” while the horizontal axis is
positioned to represent the utility of a Robinsongde. Importantly, the A curve as
drawn in Figure 2 startzelow the Robinson Crusoe level, implying that some pedh
individuals to be precise, are so disadvantagedarmworld, or find it so distasteful, that
they would exit and become hermits if they coulthe example of St. Anthony of Egypt
suggests that such “hermits” occur, but they areandy rare.

Figure 2 shows how to compare the world with Rosm€rusoe, but how do we
compare it with the commune? In fact, we can jpase theA andC curves from
Figures 1 and 2 directly, provided that we interpine axes carefully. The vertical axis
presents no difficulties: it represents utilityhath Figures. The horizontal axis in both
Figures representgrsons. However, in Figure 1, each point in the horizbatas
should be interpreted agjaantity of persons living in a commune or convent. InuFeg
2, it is most natural to interpret each point amgle person, positioned along the axis in
rank order of their worldly opportunities. Howeyefe can also interpret the horizontal
axis as a quantity of persons, and the pomtg) (in theA curve as representing a

proposition of the form: “there asepersons in the population whose worldly
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opportunities provide utility less thati’ Another problem is that we have so far ignored
differences of taste for the communal/monastic bigt this leads to the unwelcome
conclusion that those pursue the monastic life e the poorest worldly
opportunities, whereas in reality a person’s atgéttowards the communal/monastic life
clearly plays a role. We can therefore interpgnet\vertical axis as théfference between
utility from worldly opportunities and utility in aommune of size one, i.e., in Robinson
Crusoe isolation, with the added utility derivedrfr others joining the commune being
measured by th€ curve. The reward for this exercise in definitisrthat we get two

curves in utility-population space, as shown inuFeg3:

Figure 3: The commune and " theworld"

Utility
A
s
C
Robinsor E
Crusoe > { |
N: N N3 N, p0pu|at|0n

If the horizontal axis represents the individuatsoveomprise the population, each of
these individuals will be faced with a choice betwé¢he commune and the world. If an
individual joins the commune, the commune growsFigure 3, the first Nindividuals
would choose to join a commune of size zero, ticebe hermits, in preference to the
world. But a commune of size;Mould attract enough members to grow to sizeadd

a commune of size Nwvould attract still more members. Eventually, toenmune

would grow to an equilibrium size ofsN A commune larger thanzNvould lose
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members and return to size.Nn this system, then, there is a unique equuliar one
commune will exist, of size N Contrary to the truism, socialism works! Thatthe
benefits of sharing, even if offset by shirking,kma@ommunal life better than Robinson
Crusoe isolation, and are sufficiently appealingame members of society who are less

fortunate or more drawn to that style of life tokma commune possible.

(c) Multiple equilibria: commune or no commune?

The possibility, or not, of a viable commune, defgean the shape of ti#ecurve. In
particular, the “hermits” play a crucial role intalyzing the formation of communal
arrangements. Because they will retreat from tbddaand found a commune if one is
not available, no equilibrium without communes &xia the world represented in Figure
1. This gives us an explanation of stylized fagt that monasticism began with hermits,

and later gave rise to communities.

We may note here that Figures 3 and 4 suggest@areation of stylized fact (5), the
stability or robustness of monasticism, namely thatexistence of a monastery is an
equilibrium of the system. However, this argum&atild also make the unwelcome
(because false) prediction ttsatular socialist communes are robust. In any case, this
theoretical prediction depends on the perhaps elglioecause of the scarcity of hermits)
shape of thé curve in Figure 3. For this result changes ifAheurve is such that there

are no “hermits,” as in Figure 4:
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Figure4: If thereareno " hermits," a case of multiple equilibria

Utility

N, population

In the case shown in Figure 4, theretare equilibrium commune sizes:shnd 0.

Actually, there is a third as well:sN But the equilibrium at Nis unstable, since a
commune of size (Nt €) would grow size B while a commune of size N €) would
shrink to size 0. But the equilibria ag Bind 0 are both stable. If there is no commune (if
the commune has size zero), no one wants to starfjoin an empty one). If there is a
commune of size less than,/dome members will wish to leave it, and the comenwill
unravel. On the other hand, if there is a commafreze greater thanJNbecause curve

C is above curvd at this point, new members will want to join, andill grow to size

Ns. (Clearly, if curveA shifts still higher, there will be no equilibriuat all. Since there
are no restrictions on the shapefoéxcept that it be monotonic, there could also beam
than two equilibria, but this possibility is for iopurposes not interestingly different. Our

interest is in whether a commune exists at all.)

If there are multiple stable equilibria, what detares which equilibrium society will
arrive at? Here the conceptual tools of equilimrieconomics fail us, and we have to
adopt ideas from evolutionary economics, such #s@apendency. A simple

assumption is that if there are multiple equilibvidichever equilibrium prevailed at

24



timet will prevail at timet+1. If there was a commune (monastery), it willsis. I
not, none will appear. This threatens to creatmfamte regress, and raises the question:

How did monasteries appear in the first place?

There are two ways this might have happened. ©tieat some number of individuals,
between N and N, might have deduced that they would be betteif difiey all founded

a commune (monastery) together, solved whatevedowdion problems are involved,
and done so. Or, the emergence of monasteried beutxplain by shifts in th& curve
over time. Perhaps, even if there are no hermiisat, there might have been hermits
at timet-s, and these catalyzed the formation of monasteriesh can then endure
indefinitely without the appearance of any furthermits, at least until such time as the
A curve rises above th@ curve altogether. (Generally speaking, secularmanes
seem usually to have been founded by solving coatidin problems, while monasteries

have often been catalyzed by hermits.)

(d) Turnover and transience

But can we take for granted that if the world atei has a commune, the world at time
t+1 is able to “inherit” that commune? We must haanind both that there is turnover
in the population as a whole—there are births, d@egaths—and that individuals’
positions in the “worldly opportunities” distriboti are not necessarily constant from
period to period: many who prefer the commune taday prefer the world tomorrow.
So, to take an extreme case, can a commune suinalléhe members at tinteexit, and
a completely different set of people wishes to mtitimet+1? If not, how many

members must stay in order to keep the commune&goin

Stories might be told that would justify variousars to this question. However, the
most salient single answer is probably that theroane will survive if and only if the
number of members who stay is greater thartizt is, if the number of commune
members “inherited” from the previous period is @gio to make the system converge to

commune size § rather than to commune size 0.
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The next question is: How likely is any given commaumember at timeto stay in the
commune at timé+1? Since willingness to be a commune member dispen “worldly
opportunities,” the stability of commune memberstiepends on the autocorrelation of
worldly opportunities. First, let us take the extre case of no autocorrelation. For the
moment we will also ignore mortality. LetrNMe the threshold population needed to
sustain the commune gNve the equilibrium population of the commune, 8nthe share
of the commune in the population. What are thesdtldt a commune of size-
periodt will retain Nr members so as to persist until periedl? This is equivalent to
asking what the odds are of getting hNeads in N coin flips, with an “unfair” coin that

turns up heads on any given toss with probalityrhe answer is:

_ N! Qe N! Qe
P =Ry S g

N:! (1 Q) NeNe
+NE!(NE—NE)!SN (-9)

(4)

Now, equation (4) looks intimidating, but the keyto note tha§, the share of the
population that lives in the commune, must be smBtiekibbutzim may have comprised
as much as 5% of the population of localities nag¢saround World War Il. This is
probably the largest share of any society thatelas lived in secular, voluntary socialist
communes. Monks and nuns have probably never égsatbmuch more than 10% of
any population. Every term on the right-hand siflequation (1) is multiplied by S to
the power of N or higher. If, for example, S is 1% ang N ten, each term in equation
(4) will be multiplied by 13°. So we may conclude that, if there is no autagation in
individual willingness to be a commune member,grabability that a secular commune
will survive from one period to the next is veryaim If the coordination problem of
setting up a commune is at all difficult to solwes should expect to see the no-commune

equilibrium most of the time.

(e) The commitment problem: theory and evidence
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Monasteries and communes, then, are vulnerabld&b we may call aommitment
problem: their existence may be a momentary equilibriurthefsystem, but turnover

will tend to cause the system to revert to its o#&gpiilibrium, their non-existencdt

turns out that this problem is just what sociolb&esabeth Kanter (1972) diagnosed as
the most serious problem for utopian communitiehén19' century. Kanter found that

economic problemper se were generallyot insurmountable:

The successful nineteenth century [utopian communesnded, on the whole, to become
financially prosperous. Whereas in their earlyrgehey had suffered through periods of struggle
and hardship, by the time they dissolved they voéten wealthy, or if they had many outstanding
debts, these had followed a period of prosperikgnter, 157)

However:

For communes, the problem of commitment is cruc&hce the community represents an attempt
to establish an ideal social order within the lagwciety, it must vie with the outside for the
members’ loyalties... The problem of securing tatadl complete commitment is essential... A
person is committed to a group or a relationshigmhe is fully invested in it, so that the
maintenance of his own internal being requires Wieihahat supports the social order... he is

committed to the degree that he can no longer hiseteeds elsewhere. (Kanter, 1973, 65- 66)

Kanter finds that the degree of commitment is te dteterminant of the success of'19

century communes:

In long-lived communities of the nineteenth cenfumpup life was organized in such a way as to
support six commitment-building processes. The sinccessful groups tended to have, at some
point in their histories, a large number of coner®bcial practices that helped generate and sustain
the commitment of their members... The twenty-onsugoessful communes, by contrast, tended

to have fewer such commitment mechanisms and ikevesl forms. (Kanter, 75)

St. Benedict, too, appreciated the importance ofradment, as is shown in his
insistence that monks, once they have made theis vshall “not be allowed to leave the

monastery nor to withdraw their necks from underybke of the Rule.” If commitment
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is the problem, a vow seems to be an approprididico, and the use of monastic vows
is surely one reason why monasteries have beensnooessful than secular communes,
which have tended not to require vows. We havs @xplained stylized fact (4), that

mature monasticism calls for lifelong vows.

Vows, however, cannot be a complete explanatianarfastic stability, for two reasons.
First, if people are rational, they ought to foeetige possibility of future changes in their
desires, and be reluctant to take vows. Secowmdywas no guarantee that a person will
keep it, as one million divorces per year in thetéthStates show. St. Benedict made
provisions both for the expulsion of disobedienink®and for receiving back monks
who had left. Institutional economists understtrat contracts that are not incentive-
compatibleex post often fail to be observed, particularly in the ettse of third-party
enforcement. But it was more common for monksaepktheir vows, as the survival of
the monasteries shows. Why were monks and nufiagvib take vows, and why did

they keep them?

So far, we have arrived at an explanation of whynary socialist communes tend to be
transient, even though at any given time some peopl regard them as desirable and
really would benefit if they existed. What we hangt explained so far is why the same

transience is not observed in the case of monasteri

() The worship motive, spiritual capital and ‘learg-by-doing’

Since worship is clearly a major distinguishingtéea of monasteries vis-a-vis secular
communes, an explanation of the peculiar propeafi@sonasteries begins with an
inquiry into the nature of worship, and the humajogment thereof. That is to say, how

does worship enter the utility function?
The first thing to note about worship is that peophgage in very different amounts of it.

Some people do not worship at all, while some &seatnts, according to their

hagiographers at least, do little else. This temsulerges mathematically if we introduce
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in the utility function “spiritual capital” which akes worship more productive for some
than others. Second, it does not seem plausil@dppty the usual assumption of “non-
satiety” to worship: most casual churchgoers, ense safe to assume, would find it
tedious and burdensome to spend all their timeipgayr attending church even if they
had nothing better to do. Third, some environmanésmore suitable for worship than
others. Based on these stylized facts, but bgldimthe utility function in equation (1),

we can write down the following utility function evworldly goods and worship:

(4) U=U(C,X,W;AB,S)=AX*C*+sBW-W?

whereC=shareable goodX~=non-shareable goods, as before, but Méworship,
s=spiritual capital, and andB represent the conduciveness of the environment to
enjoyment of material goods and to worship, respelgt (For concreteness, | have
adopted a specific functional form instead of punrggreater generality by merely
describing its characteristics. Others may seealefme conditions for utility functions
necessary and sufficient for the emergence of ntimnas, if so inclined.)

As before, each individual faces a time constraint:

(5) XHCHW=T +T 4T, =1

Maximizing (4) subject to (5), and to the consttaithatWv> 0 andW < 1, we get the

following solutions:

0 1/2 Al2
2 2
W = ﬁ—é C=X= 1—§+é U= é+i—ﬁ+_(58)
2 4 2 4 8 2 16 4 4

1 0 sB-1

(6)
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Equation (6) shows that, for each variable, theeeh@o corner solutions and one interior
solution. IfsB <A/2, the lower bound on worship is binding: the indiial engages in

no worship at all. This result is realistic: sopsople do not worship. In fact, according
to this model, all individuals with positive spu#l capital would choose to engage in
some worship if there were no opportunity cost (the lolg atheist might try an
occasional prayer), but since there is an oppdstwaist, lows individuals will choose
W=0. If sB > 2+A/2, the upper bound on worship is binding. (Thiplies that the
person consumes “zer&’andC, not an inapt descriptive of some ascetic saliwss
provided that a minimaX andC necessary for survival is assumed. VB <sB < 2+A/2,
an interior solution will occur, and the individualll “consume” positive amounts of,

C, andw.

For our purposes, the crucial question is: willhgglevels of, of spiritual capital, make
a person more likely to enter (or remain in) a nsdey? Let the monastery and the
world be two environments, each of which has\aandB, that is, a rate of productivity
for secular goods (shareable and non-shareableg andduciveness of worship. We
may assume that a monastery is an environmentanigatively high value dB, that is,
a place conducive to worship. L&fonq represent “worldly opportunities,” which, as

before, varies among individuals.

Those for whonmAword < Amonasteynave an easy choice and prefer the monastery
regardless of their level af This raises an important issue: the monastery ma
especially if it is materially prosperous, attrpebple with no interest in its spiritual life

at all. (History seems to provide some exampld®)this we will return.

Those for whomAworid > Amonastenyface a more interesting choice.sk 0, they will
choose the world. Asrises, this initially has no effect, since the giaal value of
worship is still less than that of secular actesti But as rises further, they begin to
engage in positive amounts of worship, and atpbatt, the relative appeal of the
monastery begins to rise. At some points @ses indefinitely, people will wish to leave

the world and enter the monastery.
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(9) ‘Learning-by-doing’ and monastic stability

If membership in a secular commune depends onlyartdly opportunities, desire for
membership can be no more autocorrelated than thoddly opportunities. If
membership also depends on spiritual capital, whrelsumably is strongly
autocorrelated over time, this provides an extssoa for the membership of a monastery

to be consistent from one period to the next, sukging the commitment problem.

More importantly, worship seems to have a ‘learrbggloing’ character: the more you
do it, the more you like it. As religious peopladually learn the doctrines and grow in
appreciation of the rituals of their faith, theyngeally derive more net utility from
worship. {The Way of the Pilgrim, a spiritual classic by an anonymoud't@ntury

Russian, describes this process in an especialbsaible way.) Mathematically:

6F>0,6_F>0

s+1=F($,V\4),£ W

(7)

Monks and nuns engage in more worship than theydnauhe world, their spiritual
capital rises, and the probability that they wilstwvto stay in future rises relative to
otherwise-similar men and women who stay in theldvoForeseeing their future desires
to remain in the monastery, monks and nuns wilinoee willing to take vows. Thus, by
reducing turnover, worship and spiritual capitdi’edhe commitment problem which

makes secular communes tend to be transient.

At this point, we have explained stylized fact (&hirking creates problems for
voluntary socialist communities, but these aresatfts/ the advantages of sharing. What
makes communes transient is problems of commitmigloinasteries and convents are
able to get commitment from their members becausg $pecialize in worship, for
which they offer a more conducive environment ttr@nworld can. They therefore

attract people with high “spiritual capital,” that with a strong “taste for,” or
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“productivity in,” worship. Not only does the agtwrelation of spiritual capital make
members more likely to stay, but ‘learning by doimgvorship increases members’

commitment over time.

Yet one puzzle remains: if the secret to makingramune sustainable is to offer an
environment conducive to the enjoyment of a speeadlconsumption activity requiring
specific human capital acquired through learningdbing, why does that activity have to
beworship? Might there not be secular activities—music, saysurfing, or smoking
marijuana—that have these same properties? Hereayeappeal to Marshall and
suggest that the answer is “no.” Only religioratsreconomics as a “great forming
agency of the world’s history”; only religion hasdwhere been displaced from the front
rank [of man’s motivations] even for a time”; orihgligious motives are more intense
than the economic” and are sufficient to motivaie lifelong vows of celibacy that spare
communes the disruptive influence of families. Bhgized fact that only monasteries
have been able to sustain socialism can be the fmasan unusual application of
“revealed preference” to the effect that only wapshk valued highly enough among men

and women to be the nexus of successful commufetgéneration after generation.

We have now developed the model sufficiently toilbég apply it. Our first application
will suggest an explanation for the waxing and wgrof monasticism in history through

exploring the “comparative statics” of the model.

(h) Comparative statics

The main exogenous factor in this model is theitistion of relative “rewards” in the
outside world, the curve label@din Figure 5. This curve is upward-sloping by
definition, because individuals are positionedank order according to their relative
rewards in the world; but it might be higher or Exwsteeper or flatter, convex or

concave. And it might change over time.
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Figure 5: How world prosperity and crisis affects monasticism

Utility

______________ N, population

In Figure 5, four alternative distributions of @@ worldly rewards are showAl, A2,
A3, andA4. CurveAl implies that there are multiple equilibria, anchanastery can be
sustainable, though it will not emerge spontangorisione exists. CurvA2 also
represents a multiple-equilibria case, but herddiyprewards are relatively less
attractive, so a monastery should be easier tbledtaand sustain, and if it exists, it will
be somewhat larger. Cur# represents a case where rewards in the non-monasti
world are sufficiently unattractive that some peogbuld rather be hermits than live in
it, implying that the existence/emergence of a nsterg is theonly equilibrium. Finally,
CurveA4 represents a case where relative worldly rewarelsnaich more attractive, so
that there i$10 size of monastic community which can retain itsmhership. If the
distribution of relative worldly rewards shifts £a1, the monastery, if it exists, will

dissolve.

SinceA represents the distribution i ative worldly rewards, that is, the differences
between rewards in the world and as a hermit ritamaffected by both religious and
secular factors. If a great preacher or theolegi8h Bernard, for example, or John

Cassian—persuades a generation of young peoplaytm6t up for yourselves treasures
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on earth, where moth and rust destroy... but... tressiarheaven” (Matt. 6:19-20), the
relativesubjective value of worldly rewards may fall even if therenis change in the real
economy. Popular disillusionment with ecclesiadtaorruption, or the spread of a new
atheistic philosophy, might have the opposite effieavering the subjective value of
(formal) worship, and making the world relativelpra attractive. We will not explore

these possibilities further.

But economic progress or regress can also makedHd more or less attractive an
alternative to the monastery, and two importans@gbés in the history of monasticism
may be explained by this factor. First, the dexkmd fall of the Roman Empire,
beginning in the " century and accelerating after the sack of Romiéwandals in
410 A.D., seems to have had a calamitous impabvioig standards and security,
especially in the Latin West, and this probably&ased the relative appeal of
monasticism and accounted for the flourishing ohasticism in the (so-called) Dark
Ages. Second, in modern times, economic growthrstesdily raised living standards in
the West and many other places. This has prolvalllyced the relative appeal of
monasticism and accounts for its recent declineuh not disappearance). Note that

this does not necessarily imply that people aregimg in less, or less effective, worship.
() Local externalities of worship, and the monaséform cycle

We have assumed that monasteries can provide @moment more conducive to
worship than the world. If we examine why, we diger an explanation for stylized fact
(7), the monastic reform cycle, as well as a furthelanation for (1), hermits. Factors
of mere physical infrastructure such as churcloesg, statues of saints and Madonnas,
etc., as well as peace and quiet, no doubt exptaime of the religious appeal of
monasteries, but probably a more important factthe effect of one’s peers on one’s

own spiritual life. Here, adapting lannaccone @Q%e may adopt an assumption that:

(8) B= B(Mj: B(g),a_?>omi
n 0s
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That is, the higher the averagef the monastery’s members, the more conducitieeis
monastery as an environment for worship. Thisdeadan ironic result. The more
AmonastenfiSes relative té\yonqg, the lower thes that is needed to make the monastery
attractive to prospective members. Prosperityetioee lowers the quality of spiritual life
in the monastery by attracting less committed membEor members whosas higher
than the monastery average, the hermit option kdgihave advantages, since a solitary
life will raise the averagsand therefor®, i.e., conduciveness to worship. Thus, high
spiritual capital individuals have an incentivebecome hermits (in opposition to both
world and monastery) and more zealous memberstidigsd with the slide in a
monastery’s spiritual standards may withdraw anohébnew orders, as did the
Cistercians and the Capuchins. Interestingly, Bet's requirement for lifelong
monastic membership does not seem to have beenuol of an impediment to various
medieval innovators who wished to withdraw frondit@nal monasticism to become
hermits or found new orders.

We have explained stylized facts (1), (4), (5), &d To explain stylized facts (3) and
(6) requires a closer look at monastic constitigion

I1l. Monastic Constitutions

A monastery was as much like a state as like g fasnt governed the whole lives of its
members. We have seen that communes face shpkaidems, and so far we have
assumed that nothing is done about them; but glgazhn be Pareto-superior to
overcome the problem using rules and punishmettsvever, monasteries, unlike firms
and other private contractual arrangements amatigiduals, did not typically rely on
third-party enforcement. St. Benedict appealitaiparty enforcement only once, and
rather vaguely, concerning the election of abbots:

In the election of an Abbot let this always be aleed as a rule, that he be placed in the position

whom the whole community with one consent, in #er fof God, or even a small part, with
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sounder judgment, shall elect. But let him whmidé elected be chosen for the merit of his life

and the wisdom of his doctrine, though he be theitathe community.

But even if the whole community should by mutuahsent elect a man who agreeth to connive at
their evil ways (which God forbid) and these irrlagities in some come to the knowledge of the
Bishop to whose diocese the place belongeth, neighboring Abbots, or Christian people, let
them not permit the intrigue of the wicked to sweztébut let them appoint a worthy steward over
the house of God, knowing that they shall receibeantiful reward for this action, if they do it
with a pure intention and godly zeal; whereas,hendther hand, they commit a sin if they neglect
it.

We have seen already that a Benedictine monast@gaonsensual order. It is not
exactly a democracy, not only because the ableéded for life and has absolute
authority, but because of the way he is electedeBet appears to call for unanimous
election of the abbot (which would obviously crepteblems if the monks could not
come to agreement) but then, retreating, and segyrigmoring the alternative of
majority rule which would seem natural to a moddemocrat, he allows forrainority,
“even a small part, with sounder judgment,” to mtiedecision. Benedict’s call for
intervention by Church hierarchs or even what setemnsean secular rulers (“Christian
people”) to override the elections if the monkst (Inuvhose opinion?) elect an
unsuitable candidate, would seem to reduce the sternyés independence, but sustained
intervention by the state or appeals to seculas lare not envisioned. At any rate the
monastery is to be self-governing, and need no¢adp the state in the ordinary course
of things. Discipline within the monastery is ntained by harsh but generally non-
coercive measures, such as shunning (though Bengdict above beating). The
monastery is in this sense a different, and perhapsre fundamental, institution than a
market, for in market transactions, third-partyaenément is typically implicit. The
absence within the monastery of property rightsctviwould create a basis for appeals
for third-party enforcement, is linked to the maeag's independence.

The intellectual life of monasteries was importanthat it preserved literacy during the
Dark Ages, but also for another reason. For mbstiman history, thinkers and

philosophers have tended to rely on the patronageegowerful, though there were
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exceptions to this, for example in the democrac§eentury Athens, when the Sophists
were able to make their living educating middlesslaitizens. This position seems to
have affected the perspective of many philosophEos.example, Aristotle, who worked
for the royal house of Macedon for part of his hfed was a tutor to Alexander the Great,
argued that, while conquest was generally wrongag acceptable to conquer ‘natural
slaves,’ a category which included ‘barbariang,,inon-Greeks, such as those that

Alexander conquered in Persia and Egypt.

In the monasteries, perhaps for the first timeigtdny, the life of the mind had a lasting
refuge which, if not immune to occasional staterfgrence, did not depend on the
beneficence of the state for its sustenance. Aftetast of the philosophers of the
ancient West, Boethius (480-524), having writtesithbst famous workihe

Consolation of Philosophy, in prison, was executed by King Theodoric the @gith on
false charges of conspiracy, his friend Cassiod@musther scholar who had served in
Theodoric’s cabinet, retreated to the monasteiwdrium and initiated the work of
transmitting the classical legacy which would coué for centuries in monastic
scriptoria. The story of Boethius and Cassiodsgusbolizes the way learning retreated
to the monasteries and thereby freed itself froemthims of tyrants, even if it was a long
time before it came to rival the excellence ofaineients there. Many centuries later,
Thomas Aquinas, author of a comprehensive philasaplystem and probably the most
influential philosopher after Aristotle and befahe 17" century, was a member of the
Dominican “friars preachers,” a mendicant, or baggorder. This meant that Thomas
relied on the order, and thus ultimately on theadimms of the faithful, for his upkeep,

and not on princely patrons.

Bertrand Russell notes that, much later, the paligphilosophy of John Locke, leading
ideologist of the “Glorious Revolution” which laumed the constitution of modern,

liberal England, was in crucial respects derivearnfithe schoolmen:

[Robert] Filmer [against whom LockeS&econd Treatise is written], [a spokesman for] the most
extreme section of the Divine Right party... beginis pookPatriarcha: or The Natural Power of

Kings] by combating the ‘common opinion’ that ‘mankiregdiaturally endowed and born with
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freedom from all subjection, and at liberty to ckeavhat form of government it please, and the
power which any one man hath over others wassthigstowed according to the discretion of the

multitude.’ ‘This tenet,’ he says, ‘was first hagthin the schools’..(Russell, 618)

Locke... having shown the impossibility of [Filmenstion of] deriving the authority of
government from that of a father... sets forth whatbnceives to be the true origin of
government... He begins by supposing what he casitate of nature,” antecedent to all human
government. In this state there is a ‘law of nafusut the law of nature consists of divine
commands, and is not imposed by any human legislaten emerged from the state of nature

by means of a social contract which institutedl@evernment...

What Locke has to say about the state of naturgtemtaw of nature is, in the main, not original,
but a repetition of medieval scholastic doctring@bus Saint Thomas Aquinas says, ‘Every law
framed by man bears the character of a law ex&ztlyat extent to which it is derived from the
law of nature. But if on any point it is in cormfliwith the law of nature, it at once ceases ta be
law; it is a mere perversion of law.’... The viewtbé state of nature and of natural law which
Locke accepted from his predecessors cannot bé firemn its theological basis; where it survives
without this, as in much modern liberalism, it esttute of clear logical foundation. (Russell,
623-4)

If the roots of modern liberalism can be tracedkitadhe medieval schoolmen, the fact
that monasticism made it possible for thinkerswe &nd write independently of
governmental patronage, and from that positioretcetbp and publish theories
profoundly subversive of arbitrary state power saslthe natural law doctrines of
Aquinas, would seem to be of considerable histbsigmificance. Of course there were
other monks, such as Joseph of Volokolamsk fragtury Russia, who were powerful
defenders of divine-right absolute monarchy. Bbatever the ideologies espoused by
monks, the monastery itself embodied, from thefr@gg, a key feature of the kind of

order to which liberals aspired: government by eon®f the governed.

Thomas Jefferson, ifihe Declaration of Independence, wrote that:

We hold these truths to be self-evident, that @&hrare created equal, that they are endowed by

their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, th@tong these are Life, Liberty and the pursuit of
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Happiness. — That to secure these rights, Govertanaea instituted among Men, deriving their

just powers from the consent of the governed...

While these lines have reverberated through histad/inspired generations of American
patriots, there is something odd about them. Hoiwvpossible, let alone self-evident,
that “governments... derive their just powers from tonsent of the governed?” How
could such a government enforce laws? Do lawbreati@nsent to the laws they are
breaking? If not, how can the laws bind them#edgbn was writing the manifesto for a
revolution that sought to establish, and in duags®succeeded in establishing, a new
government. Would that government wait for unigéronsent before it began to rule?
Would it wait only for majority support, and if sshy would that suffice to establish its
claims? Would the Constitution which the revolatgave rise to be binding on future

generations, who had not consented to be ruletPby i

In the late 28 century, scholars James Buchanan and Gordon Kylto@he Calculus of
Consent (Buchanan and Tullock, 1962ttempt to re-conceive the kind of social contract
theory that the generation of the “Founding Fathefshe United States believed in,
using the conceptual apparatus of economic thedngy offer a “generalized economic
theory of constitutions,” according to which ramdividuals may agree to collective
decision rules, or constitutionsx ante, even if they anticipate thabme of the collective
decisions will be disadvantageous to them, on thargls that the establishment of the
constitution will provide them, in expectation, tenefits. Buchanan and Tullock insist
that the constitutional adoption decisionumanimous: this is required by their attempt to
conceive of a social contract as analogous to &ehaBut would it be possible, in
practice, for people to arrive at such an agreemguat basis for civil government?
Presumably not. Among other things, ‘hold-up’ peobs, where the last person or
persons to ratify the constitution would try toealthe terms of the deal in order to extract
all the surplus value for themselves, would makgotiations interminable. Even if a
social contract were established, its interpretatwould present insuperable problems.
Thomas Hobbes, ibeviathan, proposed an alternative social contract theoryghvh
vested all power, including all powers of interpitein of the laws, in the sovereign, and
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claimed that contracts extracted by fear are valide state might indeed be able to
achieve unanimous consent if it is authorized swdimited coercion to do so; but if, as
Locke and Jefferson (and Aquinas) believe, peogle& priori rights which must be
respected during and after the establishment dfgwvernment, unanimity in a large

population on the constitution becomes vanishimgigrobable.

Yet it is a different matter if, as in the casenanasteries, the membership is self-
selected, entering as adults into a community alitbady established rules. In that case,
there are no problems of endless negotiation, she®ule amounts to a take-it-or-leave-
it offer by the monastery. Indeed, it seems dleat a real constitution of consent would
have to take this form, beginning with a rule amehtallowing members to self-select
into the community, rather than attempting to brngre-existing community, e.g., based
on kinship, to consent unanimously to a rules interesting to contrast the real, live

social contracts of monasteries with the notionshoflern social contract theories.

Locke believed that property rights were naturaisteng in the state of nature, and that
the state’s job was not to assign, but to presttren. Jefferson agreed. For Hobbes, by
contrast, individual property was subordinate ®hll of the sovereign and to that
extent became nugatory. But the idea that propgytys are natural and prior to
government involves metaphysical claims which affecdlt even to express, let alone to
defend, today. Jefferson writes that the purpdgmeernment is to protect “life, liberty,

and the pursuit of happiness”; Buchanan and Tulecte that

Individual considerations of all possible colleetiaction may be analyzed, in terms of the costs-
minimization model, but it will be useful to “jungver” the minimal collectivization of activity
that is involved in the initial definition of humamd property rights and the enforcement of

sanctions against violations of these rights. (Buem and Tullock, 44)

As if the “definition of human and property righta’ere a minor affair. In fact property
is a very difficult matter, a vexed question theggires revolutions. Who gets what is
hardly the sort of question that the members afigarsal constitutional convention

would be able to agree on. In this case, it isrggting that the monasteries go to the
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opposite extreme of Locke and Jefferson, abolishingate property within the
monastery altogether. In any case, it is wortlaliexg that the British common law, now
practiced also in America and other former colowEBritain, was introduced not by any
democratic or consensual process, but by WilliaenGbnqueror, a Norman king who
had conquered a Saxon country and wanted to edtdblner control by sending out
royal judges. Property rights are hard to esthlidiscommon consent. Monasteries

simply did without them.

As consensual, open-access orders, monasteriggedrgadegree of independence from
the political and feudal powers of the time thatre&plain their disproportionate
contributions to civilization in medieval times.o@petition among monasteries and with
the world for members may also have given impatusanastic achievements. This is
not inconsistent with a simpler explanation of maiiaachievements which we have
already seen, without giving it much attention: conmes produce mokg, more of the
kinds of goods that are shareable within the hanlsehThe best example of this is
books. In the age of printing, to print a book dove reader is not wasteful. But in the
Middle Ages, when each book had to be transcrilyelddmd on costly parchment, unless
a reader-patron of this process were very rich,ymmaaders were needed to justify the
costs of making a book. Monasteries, which hadique concentration of literate people
in one place, naturally exhibited far more demamdd@nd supply of) books than any
other segment of medieval society. Even today,astamies often have libraries,
gardens, and other household shareable goodsdinglahurches) much superior to

those which ordinary citizens who are in some wagalthier enjoy.

In the Middle Ages, though, the principleembnomies of scale that made books possible
also made technological achievements possible, asithe water-mills of the
Cistercians, which secular society found diffidoltorganize. A reason is not far to seek.
Given the low level of development of commerciatitutions and the legal institutions
to protect them at that time, the monastery coudbiize more labor and other resources

for such projects than private commercial institas typically could. Later, with the rise
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of banks and joint stock companies and the likis, tble of monasteries became less

important.

A joint-stock company, like monastery, is a consahgno one becomes an investor,
manager, bondholder, or worker in a joint-stock pamny without agreeing to it) and
open-access (anyone can invest) collective endeayolike a monastery, however, it in
no way comprises a self-regulating social ordet jiitgtead, relies on third-party contract
enforcement provided by a legal system. In ordenéke such complex contractual
arrangements possible, a comparatively sophistidatgal system was needed, such as
was certainly not available in the Dark Ages andhaps not even in the Roman Empire.
Presumably, once such a legal sysisavailable, joint-stock companies and other
sophisticated commercial arrangements are mor@egftithan monasteries, and whereas
in medieval times monasteries were important indiffesion of such technologies as
water-wheels and clocks, in modern times corponatyay this role. But without the

monasteries, would sophisticated legal systemsleasss emerged?

And this leads us to a question of great intethstjgh too large to be answered here.
Locke and Jefferson were wrong: government is asetl on the consent of the
governed, but establishes authority, at least septe of its subjects, by force and fear.
But might liberal governance nevertheless be rootednsensual order by a more
indirect path? Monasteries are a real world exampktonsensual, open-access societies.
They are an alternative to the world; they “competih it; they offer an “exit” from it.
The emergence and growth of monasticism was comeanpous with the decline and
disappearance of slavery in Europe; the rise oflisgercian and mendicant orders was
contemporaneous with the fading away of serfdothénmore advanced countries.
Medieval monarchs found their power constrainethieyChurch, of which the
monasteries were a bulwark. The evolution of malitthought was guided by monkish
scholars. Meanwhile, the canon law and bureawcoatjanization of the Church served
as a model for the emerging legal and bureaudratititions of the European states.
Elections and orderly succession developed in theasteries and the Church far in

advance of their emergence and empowerment inaiftitutions of secular states.
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Finally, Plymouth plantation, though being Protastnd non-celibate, it was not a
monastery, resembles one in that the Pilgrimsffieah a corrupt world for the sake of
worship, from which their new society derived ithesion and robustness. If we cannot
truly say that “governments derive their just posvieom the consent of the governed,”
might it be true that the ideal of consensual govemt, a quixotic ideal on the scale of a
state or society yet a fruitful one rich in ameditive and liberal tendencies, is ultimately
derived from the centuries-long influence, pradtarad ideological, of consensual
governance in monasteries and other religious camtres?

Conclusion

Monasticism is an important historical phenomenoiving unusual economic
arrangements. In aspiration and to some extergrapfly in practice, the ordinary self-
seeking behavior that economists have long assameadnatter of course motivates
people’s economic behavior is completely and deditety abolished in the monk. The
monastery is organized as a sort of socialist congxar miniature socialist republic
specializing in worship. The puzzle is why monasin has been so successful when
other socialist experiments have repeatedly failElde answer proposed here begins by
showing that the standard explanations for whyasisen fails—a lack of incentive-
compatibility, and the problem of calculation—aegisus but not insurmountable for
small, voluntary communes. The real problem faiast communes isommitment:
people’s preferences and outside opportunitiesatable, and this variability will result
in high turnover of membership which will cause coumes to dissolve. Monasteries
solve the commitment problem by offering an envinent conducive to the enjoyment
of a specialized ‘good,” worship, whose value taratividual increases with the
accumulation of ‘spiritual capital,” which in turncreases through learning-by-doing.
This gives monks a reason to stay, and reducesuern The unique efficacy of worship
in providing a basis for a socialistic communal vedyife seems to reflect the unique
place of worship in the human utility function, whiallows it to crowd out all other
desires. A model of this kind can explain why naii@sm emerged spontaneously and

has persisted for centuries and millennia.
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While monasticism took shape as a spontaneous,@aeéiformal ‘rules,’ like that of St.
Benedict, were only introduced later to codify avdify traditional practices,
monasteries were always based on a ‘social corituentike most social orders, which
are based on accidents of birth and on coerciam @ahen, as in the case of modern
liberal states, they claim to be based on conséfitile the monastic social contract
resembles those of Locke’s and Jefferson’s theariéging consensual, in its absolute,
hierarchical character and its lack of individughts and especially property rights, it
resembles rather the authoritarian social contfielobbes. One conclusion that
becomes evident in examining the contrast betwemmastic practice and social contract
theory is that if social contracts are to be regdrds real or potential historical events,
they must emerge like monastic rules, governing theé population of those who
specifically consent to them. Also, the contrastfcms doubts about the possibility of

pre-constitutional property rights.

The success of monasticism in medieval times, &ndisproportionate contributions to
civilization, may in most cases reflect little mahan economies of scale and gains from
cooperation, along with the surplus resulting froglibacy and freedom from
childrearing costs; but it was the consensualgctilist lifestyle of the monasteries that
enabled them to achieve these gains at a time wiegrwere difficult to achieve through
private contract. Later history has shown that asticism is not the only solution to
problems of cooperation and institutional stabijliiyt it is doubtful that civilization
would ever have arrived at the institutional tedbges that the West enjoys today if its
development had not been accelerated by monastid/ghile no activity other than
worship seems to have enough of a place in the hurigy function to provide a basis
for collectivism as a complete way of lif@niversity faculties may be another example of
an institution based on a specialized consumpttinity (studying arcane subjects), the
enjoyment of which is enhanced by a form of condionpcapital (knowledge and
research skills) which is acquired through leardaygdoing. They bear some
resemblance to monasteries in being places ofipiégre supported in large part by

charitable donations from the outside, within whiehtives other than profit are
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dominant. More broadly, nonprofits and non-goveental organizations (NGOSs)
resemble monasteries in that members (employeeshtears) forgo worldly
opportunities for the sake of service to a morahld Such examples suggest that the

economics of monasticism may have as much conteanpas historical relevance.
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