THE COMMON GOOD IN CLASSICAL POLITICAL PHILOSOPHY
V. Bradley Lewis
The term “common good” names the end (or final cause) of political and social life in the
tradition of moral thought that owes its main substance to Aristotle and St. Thomas
Aquinas. It names a genuine good (bonum honestum) and not merely an instrumental or
secondary good defeasible in the face of particular goods. However, at the same time, it
does not override or subsume such goods. The good of individual persons and other
groups is in an important way constitutive of the common good in this classical
conception. To see this we need first to consider the way the classical view understands
the good of individual persons and then turn back to the common good. After discussing
several important aspects of the political common good I will then consider a common
objection to the notion of the common good and suggest some unresolved problems.
I. The Good of Persons
Human beings are understood in the classical tradition to be rational animals and
political animals. The most basic meaning of the first formulation is that human beings
act for reasons: their deeds are intelligible by reference to their reasons. What makes
human action ‘action’ as distinct from mere ‘behavior’ (snoring or stroking one’s beard
while speaking) is the presence of some reason.1 Reasons, on this view, are not merely
justifications, but causes. Reasons are understood to be ‘goods.’ The basic meaning of
good here is simply ‘desirable.’ The centrality of reasons understood as goods allows us
to criticize action both internally (does it really achieve the goal set for it by the reason?)
and externally (is the reason a good reason?). The external account and criticism of
reason is possible because the proximate reasons/goods for any particular action can
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usually be referred to some more distant and general reasons/goods and all of them to
some ultimate framework of intelligibility: the good for human beings as such, the human
good.2
Aristotle took it as unproblematic that the complete human good be named
“happiness” or “flourishing” (eudaimonia), although the specific content of happiness he
took to be quite controversial.3 Proceeding dialectically, Aristotle ruled out various
candidates for the human good: pleasure, honor, money (Aquinas later ruled out more in
a similar way, for example, power); and arrived at a formulation holding that happiness
names not some one thing, but a type of life, one characterized by rational activity in
accordance with the virtues in a complete life.4 That is, happiness is about living a life of
actions carried out for the best reasons, reasons one apprehends and makes one’s own in
large part as an effect of properly ordered desires and dispositions: the virtues. It is at
this point that one confronts Aristotle’s other general formulation about human nature,
that man is a political animal.
If the human good requires the virtues, the development of the virtues, one’s
moral development, is the most important prerequisite for living the type of life that can
be described as eudaimōn. Such development is impossible for one to pursue or achieve
in isolation from other persons. This development requires the initial care provided by
parents without which no human being can even begin his or her moral development, but
continues with the aid not only of parents, but of teachers, co-workers, and friends. It
also requires an environment that includes the structures practices and the institutions to
support them in pursuit of which one develops the virtues. Such things include not only
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schools, but athletic teams, chess clubs, and all the other human associations that provide
the contexts for rational action through which persons aim at their good.
The actions and associations that make up the ordinary context of human life are
manifold and interact with one another in countless and complicated ways. They require
two types of coordination: first, the individual person must integrate the various goods
and pursuits that make up his or her daily affairs into the overall good that is happiness or
flourishing and that gives life its end; second, these various practices, institutions and
actions must be coordinated by the larger human community. It is this second social
dimension that suggests Aristotle’s thesis that man is a political animal, since the political
community (the “city” or polis in Aristotle’s own idiom) is the highest type and
coordinates the actions of persons and associations within it. This coordination of
actions, practices and institutions is what we usually mean by the common good.
The classical notion of the common good then is rooted in an account of human
nature that characterizes man as a rational and a political animal and these two predicates
are closely related to one another. One’s development into a human person fitted to
pursue happiness, a life of rational actions in accord with the virtues, is made possible by
a complex of relationships to other persons often structured as associations or
communities for the pursuit of goods common to many persons. The political community
is the paradigmatic such community, but not the only one.5
II. Aspects of the Common Good
The end of human association, then, is also a good, a good that makes that
association intelligible. It is usually called the common good. The common good names
the regulative principle of social and political life. Its most basic meaning is that the

V.B. Lewis, The Common Good in Classical Political Philosophy (3 November 2005), page 3

community and its institutions should serve the good of all its citizens and not just the
restricted good of a particular ruler or class.6
Two important aspects of the common good, which indicate its complexity
deserve some initial treatment. First, the notion of the common good as an expression is
equivocal in nature. Second, the classical notion of the common does not name a term
opposed to the “individual,” good, but rather is correlated to particular goods. Let us
take these features in order. The equivocity of the phrase common good (bonum
commune) in the thought of Aquinas has been helpfully described by Gregory Froelich.7
Froelich distinguishes three senses to the phrase “common good(s)” in Aquinas. First
there are goods that are common by predication, that is things that are potentially and in
the abstract good for anyone, like food, money, exercise, or knowledge. These are
common goods in the sense that certain characteristics are common to human beings and
thus a part of human nature. But when discussed in this way they do not refer to any
actual things, but are rather abstracted. That money is a common good for human beings
says nothing about whether some amount of money is good for me at this moment.
Moreover, once one is talking about some actual thing in the world rather than an
abstraction, the commonality fades: the actual five dollar bill in my pocket is no longer
common—it’s mine alone.
A second sense of common refers to common goods, that is, goods that are real
and not abstract, but actually owned by everyone, although not enjoyed by anyone in
particular unless distributed to them from the common stock, at which point they become
private. The U.S. government once owned most of the land in the United States west of
the Mississippi River. Under the provisions of the Homestead Act, signed into law by
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Abraham Lincoln in 1862, any head of a household 21 years of age could apply for a
grant of up to 160 acres of land for a filing fee of $18. If after five years he could show
that he was living on the land and had made efforts to improve it, it became his legal
property. The land was a common good in the sense of being part of a common stock,
but once distributed by the federal government it became private property. Neither of
these first two senses describes what we ordinarily mean by the political common good.
The third sense of common good identified in Aquinas’s writings by Froelich is
the one we need. A thing can be common to real individual persons by causality. This is
true of any cause “which while remaining numerically one extend to many effects.”8
This is particularly true of causes that are also ends, goods that are sought, “final causes”
in classical terminology. The common goal of an army is victory and while victory is
one, it is also victory for each particular soldier. St. Thomas mentions in particular that
the order of an army is also a common good, since it cannot do anything without it.9 The
political common good is common in this sense. It is the complete internal order of a
political community, which, like the order of the army is both one and is also good for
each citizen. In the classical tradition the common good is also known as general justice,
the relationship of order and reciprocity between fellow citizens that establishes the
context in which each can pursue and enjoy his own perfection.10 The common good of
any community, then, is an order of parts that explains and enables their coherence and
activity without damaging their own internal integrity.11 The specifically political
common good does this most completely, although not exclusively.
A second feature of the common good concerns its relationship to particular
goods. It is often thought that the common good is rightly contrasted to the individual
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good. This is a mistake. As a number of philosophers have pointed out “individual” as a
metaphysical category usually concerns matter. In ordinary language we can see this in
the way the term is used: we refer to individuals as shorthand for individual human
beings, but we can also refer to individual paper clips, bricks, doughnuts or atoms.
Individual means ‘materially separate’ and that is all.12 Slogans like the “rights” or
“dignity” of the individual are thoroughly unhelpful since the category “individual” tells
us nothing about what in virtue of which human beings should be accorded dignity or
rights. For that we need something like the notion of the “person.” Personhood
necessarily includes moral agency and rationality as well as individuality.13
The proper contrast to ‘common’ good is ‘particular’ good. Moreover,
‘particular’ means particular in relation to common and vice versa: the notions are
correlative. There are many common goods and corresponding particular goods in human
affairs, and they indicate the manifold and complex character of human affairs. The good
of the individual human person is particular in relation to the common good of the family
or the larger community. But the good of the family is also particular relative to that of
the city, as is the good of the town, the province, the postal service, or ministry of
defense. The good of the produce department can be particular relative to the common
good of the grocery store, although—and this is something that will become more
important later—the particular good of the produce department is also constitutive of the
common good of the grocery store. This is also true of other particular goods. The
particular is not the rival of the common, but its correlate. Moreover, these particular
goods can be thought of, again, as the twentieth-century French philosopher, Yves
Simon, noted, as two types: some refer to particular groups or parts within the whole, like
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the village in relation to the province or the household in relation to the polity; others
refer to particular functions, like trash collection, sewage maintenance, or financial
service. In both cases coordination is required to order particular goods within the larger
context of the common good, and this is particularly true of the second type.14
In looking more specifically at the common good, it is important to avoid two
notions that are inconsistent with the classical understanding of it. The common good
should not simply be identified with the state, nor should it be identified with what
economists call “collective goods.” Let us consider the second of these first. Collective
goods are goods that cannot be enjoyed by one without being enjoyed by many.15 The
most common examples economists use to illustrate collective goods are things like
roads, street lamps, clean air, and water. While many people use these, nevertheless they
are enjoyed by persons individually, and this fact makes possible the main threat to the
maintenance of collective goods: the so-called ‘free rider problem.’ The theory of
practical reason and ethics that goes along with this view of collective goods is
utilitarianism, where the goods of individuals (defined by something sufficiently abstract
to elide controversy) are summed and weighed against one another to arrive at judgments
about public policy.
Truly common goods by contrast are enjoyed not by individuals only but by
persons in their relation to others. Moreover, the common good in the broadest sense can
never simply be understood as an aggregation of separate useful goods material or
spiritual. The whole is in this case necessarily more than the sum of its parts and the
independent goodness of the whole is what seems to make intelligible the loyalty of
citizens, even their sacrifices of closer particular goods.16 At the same time, if we
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understand the common good to be constituted by some set of conditions supportive of
and/or constitutive of genuine human flourishing, then we see immediate conflicts with
utilitarianism. For one thing, calculations of the greatest good of the greatest number
could not override those conditions considered constitutive of the flourishing of all
persons in the community: protections of the dignity of persons usually denoted today by
the term ‘human rights,’ are among these, but again, rights in this context need to be
understood as constitutive of human flourishing of persons related to one another as
members of a community aiming at the common good, not as individuals whose
relationship is essentially one of competitive bargaining and competition.17 Goods
considered in this sense remain private: collective goods are thus not common goods, but
what Simon called “interdependent private goods.” The model for human relationships
of this type is the contract, and that has long been the controlling metaphor of political
philosophers whose views are essentially individualistic and/or utilitarian.18
Simon helpfully suggested three marks or signs that suggest the presence of a
genuine common good.19 The first is collective causality, i.e., that actions can be traced
to the community and not simply to individual members or parts. The Redskins lost the
game to the Giants, not simply a collection of individual players exercising independent
causal force; the 101st Airborn Division defended Bastogne against the German Seventh
Panzer Army, not just several thousand individual men incidentally wearing the same
type of clothing. The second characteristic is that the actions of the community pursue a
goal shared by the members. Simon adds that this implies “my knowing that the others
know and desire the same object and want it to be effected by the action of our
community.” John Searle refers to this sort of phenomenon as collective intentionality
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and asks how it is possible. It is possible, not by summing up the intentions of many
individual persons or positing the existence of a super “organic” mind made up of
individuals, but by the presence of what he calls “we-intentions,” that is, the individuals
who make up the community all think that “we believe: or “we intend” some goal.20
How much agreement is necessary for one to be able to recognize a genuine common
good? How deep must the agreement be? These questions are too complex to go into
here, but they are important. Suffice it to say that agreement can exist on a continuum of
breadth and depth. More will be said about this below. The third sign is communication
among the members that reinforce the goals and existence of the community, what Simon
calls “communion causing communications,” and which include many symbols and
practices, e.g., flags, songs, ceremonies, parades, etc. The presence of such things
indicates, at a minimum, that the body in question wishes to be a community with a
genuine common good and not merely a partnership instrumental to the partners.21
Such a community is and often has been in history the political community, but
this is not always the case, and it is not always the case that the political community
should be understood by reference to the modern national state. First, the state as we
understand it and the doctrine of sovereignty that defines it is a modern phenomenon.22
In Aristotle’s account it is the city that is the essential context of social life, indeed the
word “politics” is derived from the Greek word for “city” (polis). The crucial thing for
Aristotle is that the city is a context in which citizens understand and mutually deliberate
about the common good. Moreover this good is seen to include the character of the
citizens. A city unconcerned with the character of the citizens is a city “in name only”
according to Aristotle. A community that is defined by a concern for preventing
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members harming one another and promoting mutually beneficial commercial
transactions is said rather to be an “alliance” (sumachē).23 The character of the city is
related to its size. A smaller “face to face” community is fitted to take an effective
interest in the character of its members. A large relatively anonymous society is less
fitted to doing this and probably cannot do it without a regime of surveillance that most
people would find oppressive.24
As one might think from the account of signs of the common good presented
above, however, common goods are promoted by sub-political groupings of various types
related to one another in various ways. The family promotes a kind of common good
relative to its members as do local communities and voluntary associations. Moreover
the common good must be conceived relative to the level of association under
consideration. The common good of the modern national state is, so to speak, thinner
than it would be in a city. Indeed, in many modern cases the common good of a national
state is so thin as to suggest that the state isn’t a city in Aristotle’s sense, but rather more
like (but, still, more extensive and substantive than) what he would call an “alliance.”25
There is nothing necessarily untoward about this; it is a development provoked by large
scale changes in the character of political organizations in Europe beginning in the
medieval period and carrying into early modernity.26 It is simply important that one bear
in mind the morally less extensive possibilities of the modern state and the transfer of
those capacities to other types of associations better suited to their cultivation.27 This
entails many questions we cannot go into here.
What should be emphasized here is that there is a large and manifold web of
associations organic and factitious in modern social life. Many of them support the
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maintenance of common goods to their constituents of varying thickness and specificity.
Just as many such associations are below the level of the state, some transcend the state,
e.g., the Church, but also the international community which can be seen to have
associated with it common goods of a certain albeit limited kind.28
III. The Common Good, Government, and Subsidiarity
Both the good for individual human persons and the common good are thus
highly complex. The individual human good is a variegated arrangement of particular
goods that are constitutive of that person’s overall good. The common good is even more
complex since it includes the goods of persons arranged in various and iterated ways.
Most importantly, we can say that the common good is constituted by particular goods.
Moreover, the common good requires that particular goods be cared for by particular
persons. To see this we must examine the relationship between human action and the
common good a bit more carefully.
Human acts are classically understood in terms of their objects, intentions and
circumstances. The object specifies the kind of act one is considering, for example,
driving my car, drinking a beer, or writing a paper. In order to drive my car I must act in
a certain way, that is, I must act so to achieve that object. I must get in the car, turn the
ignition, depress the accelerator, pay attention when moving, etc. The circumstances
describe aspects of my action that are a bit more remote. Driving my car is in itself a
perfectly reasonable activity. However, certain additional conditions may make it less
reasonable, e.g., driving recklessly, without a license, or in a severe snowstorm.
Circumstances do not change the nature of an action, but they do condition actions in
ways that can make them more or less reasonable. Finally, intention describes the larger
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purpose or end of my action. I am driving my car for some reason: to relax, to get to
work, or, if I happen to be a cabbie, I drive because it is my work.29
Now let us apply this analysis to some issues connected to the common good.
Specifically, we need to ask who is responsible for the common good, in what
circumstances, and by what kinds of actions. As Simon remarks, all good citizens are
expected to will the common good.30 This is what it means to be a good citizen: one
wishes the best for the community and supports it as a member of the community.
However, not all citizens do or must will the common good in the same way. To will the
common good as all good citizens do is to will it as a kind of intention in the sense
described above. Another way to put this is to say that one can will the common good
formally.
Some persons, however, must will the common good not just formally, but also
materially. This means that they must will it not just as end, but as object. Their specific
actions are actions that materially advance and maintain the common good. The most
characteristic example here is, of course, the persons who make up the government or
management of any community. It is the special responsibility of government to promote
and maintain the common good of the society in a material way. Collecting taxes, paving
streets, enforcing the law, and defending the country from external threats are all material
aspects of the political common good that are typically the concern of government.
The vast majority of persons who will the common good formally, but not
materially do, however, will other things materially: particular goods. Persons will their
own good formally and materially and pursue it in a variety of ways. Moreover,
particular persons will the goods of their families, churches, civic associations, and
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workplaces. They do not will these things against the common good, and those
responsible for the common good materially considered do not will the common good
against the many particular goods. Indeed, that particular goods are maintained by
particular persons is itself constitutive of the common good.
This is because of the great complexity of human society. The paradigm case of
the common good is that of the whole society, the political community, which necessarily
encompasses the manifold sub-political associations. These associations promote goods
that are both particular goods and goods for society as a whole. This is especially clear
with the family, which best assures the care and education of children and provides for
the basic sustenance and care of all the family members. Thus, while the government
does not perform these functions directly, it has a great interest in their being performed
and the family is recognized as the naturally best means of doing this. The work of the
family contributes to the common good as do the works of many other human
associations.
The common good is served then by particular goods being maintained by
particular persons and by the common good as a whole being a separate and distinct
material concern. This is a division of labor and responsibility that serves the overall
common good in various ways. Plato famously considered the possibility of a political
community maximally unified and controlled by a ruling class for whom private property
and the family were abolished. This arrangement, foreshadowing in some respects the
totalitarian systems of the twentieth century, was explicitly rejected by Aristotle.
Aristotle held first, that a genuine city was not to be understood by analogy with a single
human being, as Plato had suggested, but as a complex unity of differentiated parts all
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contributing something different to the whole. Aristotle argued that the unity of the city
should not be seen in centralized ownership of property or control of life, but rather in a
common ethos or understanding of the city’s good on the part of citizens, something to be
cultivated by civic education, not communism. Similarly, Aristotle maintained that
common ownership of property was less likely to promote the common good than private
ownership. Common ownership would lead to what economists sometimes call a
“tragedy of the commons” in which no one exercises adequate care for common
resources (what belongs to everyone belongs to no one). Private ownership, together
with a sense of the common good, would more adequately guarantee that the particular
goods of the family and economy were properly cared for.31
This is related to the principle usually known as “subsidiarity.” Subsidiarity holds
that social functions that can be performed at a lower level should not be performed at a
higher level.32 This principle itself is grounded in the diversity of functions and goods
that make up society and the good of autonomy itself for persons and groups. Persons
more fully pursue and maintain particular goods when they can do so freely and
according to their own practical reason.33 A free society allows for the cultivation of
more goods and allows for their cultivation more fully than one that is centrally directed
and in which all parts are considered mere instruments for the transmission of central
authority.34
The complex functional differentiation of modern society is reflected in the
complexity and functional differentiation of government itself. Government, especially
at the national level, contains a multitude of divisions reflecting lower levels of
administration, but also specific functions. Beneath the national government are state,
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county, and municipal governments. Within each of these there are separate departments,
and this is true at the federal level as well. Each of these departments has a certain set of
mandates, both legal and policy-based, but the divisions are generally given autonomy to
carry out their responsibilities in a way that best accomplishes their missions. The
correlate distinction between common and particular then exists within the main agency
concerned materially with the common good. The functions of finance, law enforcement,
defense, etc., are themselves particular with respect to the overall direction of
government policy exercised at the highest levels of (in the American case) the three
coordinate branches of the United States government and residing ultimately in the
people.
In speaking of the common good, I have mostly referred to government. The
reason for this is that the political common good is the central case here to which others
are related by analogy. The political common good is the central case because it is most
encompassing, that is, its sphere can take in and direct all the others. It is for this reason
that some thinkers in the classical tradition referred to the political community as a
“perfect” community. “Perfect” here means complete, lacking nothing. One of
Aristotle’s definitions of the city was a community of people that is self-sufficient
because it included everything necessary for a good life.35 Throughout I have assumed
that common and particular goods are analogical in character and exist at various levels
and with respect to various functions in society. The political common good remains
distinct in its comprehensive character. It is true, nevertheless, that in modern life nongovernmental organizations, including those associated with the professions, cross
political boundaries and exercise considerably more influence than in earlier ages.

V.B. Lewis, The Common Good in Classical Political Philosophy (3 November 2005), page 15

IV. Criticisms of the Common Good
I now want to consider a common criticism of the notion of the common good and
respond to it by noting two important characteristics of the common good. It is often said
that the common good is far too vague a notion to be very useful in political philosophy.
This criticism is due, I think, in no small part to the somewhat exaggerated claims for it
sometimes made by its defenders—as if the phrase “common good” named a genre of
political theory or some complete account of politics available to answer all questions
and solve all problems. The common good stated in such an abstract way is a vague and
unhelpful notion. Looking at why this is in a bit more detail, however, answers the
objection.
I want to suggest two restrictions or conditions on any real working out of what
the common good means. First, the common good is always worked out practically.
Second, it is always worked out in particular and local circumstances. As suggested
above the common good is the good of a community and the good is an end pursued by
that community. The principle of human actions according to both Aristotle and Aquinas
is to be found in their ends. Human beings act on the basis of reason—they apply their
reasoning to action as the pursuit of goods. When people act for ends as a community the
good they pursue is a common one. Therefore, the pursuit of the common good has the
same characteristics qua action as the pursuit of the good by individual persons. The
pursuit of the common good is the work of practical reason. Human affairs, however, are
so various and complex as to admit of a great range of possibilities. Practical reason
contends with many variables and so cannot be precise in an abstract sense in the same
way that theoretical reasoning is when constructing demonstrative arguments. The sorts
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of rules and principles that guide human conduct in the abstract are always, as Aristotle
notes, prefaced by the qualification “characteristically and for the most part.”36 The
complete specification and rectitude of practical judgments can only be seen in the
concrete decision against the backdrop of all known variables. This is even more true for
the common good, since there are even more variables present. To summarize: since the
common good names a judgment of practical reason about the good of a particular
community, it cannot be defined with much specificity in the abstract. If this were
possible politics would be replaced by political philosophy. Philosophy concerns the
vindication and criticism of basic principles, but the material pursuit of the common good
is the business of the more practical arts.
For quite similar reasons, the political common good must be worked out
particularly and locally, that is, with respect to particular times and places. What
constitutes the common good of a particular community at a particular time is not a
matter of theory, but of practice, indeed of prudence. It cannot be spelled out in detail
apart from all the manifold peculiarities of the local situation. And, again, those who can
do this spelling out are persons with knowledge of the particular local situation, not
philosophers.
V. Conclusion: The Common Good in Question
I want to conclude by noting some unresolved problems. First, even within the
ambit of classical and Christian thought about the common good there is serious
disagreement. Some contemporary thinkers would contest the account presented above
as insufficiently attentive to disjunctions between the classical notion of the common
good and modern political institutions. I have, of course, already suggested that there are
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tensions and problems here (in section II). Alasdair MacIntyre, for example, has gone
much further in suggesting that the institutions and practices of the modern state are
incompatible with any classical notion of the common good and concluded that the
common good can only be pursued at the politically local, that is sub-national, level by
communities that in some sense reject the claims of the state to moral legitimacy.37 I
have already said that the common good in large and diverse modern societies is
necessarily thinner in character than in an ancient city, but that does not seem to me from
preventing it from being a common good at all. John Finnis, on the other hand, has
argued that Aquinas’s view of the political common good should be understood as
limited and instrumental and thus rejects the more expansive view of it found in most of
the classical tradition.38 Here it seems to me that even the thinner common good
appropriate to modern societies is nevertheless more than simply instrumental, but this
question cannot be pursued here.
These issues are parts of ongoing debates within the community of thinkers who
claim allegiance to the classical Thomistic-Aristotelian tradition, as is the account of the
common good I have sketched out above—and sketching is all I can claim to have done.
It is not the sort of account that would be given by a classical liberal or post-modernist.
Moreover, it is not one that would gain immediate endorsement in the pluralistic moral
and cultural environment of today. My defense in this matter can only be that the notion
of the common good itself comes out of the classical and Christian tradition of political
thought and anyone who finds it useful or even necessary for sound reflection on political
things must inevitably confront other aspects of its context. Some defensible notion of
the common good, however attenuated, would seem to be the only alternative to force or
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some type of non-rational persuasion in attempts to justify the exercise of power in
society. A vigorous discussion of both agreements and disagreements about how to
conceive of the common good would seem a salutary starting point for a higher level of
political and social debate.
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Political philosophy are the theories and ideas of those who believe that they have an answer to the questions that politics raise in
society. The.Â The questions that these political philosophers set out to answer range from describing what the state of nature is to
what type of regimes are necessary to tame and organize the nature of man. The ideas that they come up with are not all that original.
Plato, an early political philosopher and student of Socrates, set out to come up with a society that would function properly. His ideal
society would consist of rulers, guardians, and the masses. All of which are molded at a young age to play a societal role in order to
contribute to the betterment of their social arena. Political philosophy, also known as political theory, is the study of topics such as
politics, liberty, justice, property, rights, law, and the enforcement of laws by authority: what they are, if they are needed, what makes a
government legitimate, what rights and freedoms it should protect, what form it should take, what the law is, and what duties citizens owe
to a legitimate government, if any, and when it may be legitimately overthrown, if ever.

