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Abstract

Paradoxically, even though starting from a markedly individualist approach, the modern coun-
terparts of the classical idea of public good, the Rousseauian concept of ‘volonté générale’ and
the utilitarian notion of ‘public interest” both tend to supersede and neglect the individual’s will,
interest and rights. To be sure, the original Aristotelian understanding of the common good also
implies that in case of conflict the good of the community should take precedence over that of
the individual. Nevertheless, in the classical way of thinking the public and the private good are
seen as typically existing in harmony with one another rather than in a state of conflict. In this
chapter I seek to elucidate the ontological presuppositions and conceptual premises underlying
the classical theory of the common good which, in my view, allow to avoid both the reduction
and the opposition of the common good to individual goods and rights.

1. Introduction

In this chapter I will present, albeit in a tentative and sketchy way, the essential
outlines of a concept of the common good which is meaningful, coherent, viable
and at the same time compatible with the idea of individual rights. In doing so I will
use the more comprehensive and traditional term ‘good’ rather than that of ‘right’,
and I will rely mainly on the thoughtful analysis of ‘atomist’ and holist ontologies
offered by Charles Taylor (see esp. Taylor 1985, Taylor 1997a, Taylor 1997b), and
on the now classic essay of Péter Takacs (1998) on the common good.'

In his critical discussion of ‘Atomism’, the communitarian political philoso-
pher Charles Taylor describes atomism (or methodological individualism) as ‘a
vision of society as in some sense constituted by individuals’ for the fulfilment of
primarily individual ends, or as a class of political doctrines ‘which try to defend
in some sense the priority of the individual and his rights over society, or which
present a purely instrumental view of society’ (Taylor 1985, 187). From the atom-
ist point of view, all goods are — at least ‘in the last analysis’ or ‘in the last resort’ —
individual (Taylor 1997a, 128—-129). Taylor does not define here holism, but it is
not difficult to see that holism, on the contrary, conceives of society as a whole
and gives priority to the community over the individual. Furthermore, in the holist
perspective, there exist certain ‘irreducibly social goods’ (Taylor 1997a, 1344t.).

1 Henceforth I will refer to the German version of this essay (Takacs 2007).
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In his later study entitled ‘Cross-Purposes: The Liberal-Communitarian De-
bate’, Taylor presents a slightly different definition of atomist ontology, and, what
is more important, differentiates ontological questions related to the nature of so-
ciety or social life from so-called ‘advocacy issues’ concerning moral and political
standpoints. As regards the latter:

Here there is a gamut of positions, which at one end give primacy to individual rights
and freedom and, at the other, give higher priority to community life or the good of col-
lectivities. We could describe the positions on this scale as more or less individualist and
collectivist. (Taylor 1997b, 181)

It is a significant difference, first, that in the case of atomism and holism, Taylor
does not speak of degrees. Secondly, it seems clear to me that Taylor deviates here
from his original discussion of atomism which does not strictly distinguish between
ontological and political-moral questions. I think these two types of questions are
much more interrelated than Taylor allows in this later writing. Therefore I will
also draw, with some important reservations, on the conceptual framework pro-
vided by Fred D. Miller in his book on Aristotle’s Politics (Miller 1995, ch. 6). Ac-
cording to Miller, even though individualistic and holistic conceptions of society
have profoundly different implications, one should not speak simply of holism and
individualism but of a wide spectrum of possible positions ranging from extreme
individualism to extreme holism, including the intermediate standpoints of mod-
erate individualism and moderate holism; and the most crucial debates are to be
found in this ‘central” area. To this we can add that in all the divergent positions of
the scale ontological views seem to be interwoven with moral and political stances.

2. The problem

Theories of the common good are usually considered as reflecting a holist under-
standing of society, whereas doctrines of individual rights are generally regarded
as manifestations of the atomist view. This produces an apparent tension between
the two types of theories, which seems to be supported by the historical fact that
while on the one hand Aristotle, Cicero, Aquinas and other classical theoreticians
of the common good did not have a doctrine of individual rights, modern natural
rights theorists on the other had a strong tendency to reduce the public good to the
sum of individual goods or rights. Hobbes, for instance, clearly rejected any idea of
summum bonum (highest good),> and founded the state entirely on self-interest and

2 Hobbes categorically asserted (Leviathan ch. 11, 70): ‘there is no such Finis ultimus,
(utmost ayme,) nor Summum Bonum, (greatest Good,) as is spoken of in the Books of the
Old Moral Philosophers.’
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fear. Locke, in his turn, equated the public good with ‘the good of every particular
Member of that Society’ (Two Treatises of Government bk. 1, ch. 9, § 92, 210). This
ostensible opposition is overstated and formulated in an uncompromising fashion
by certain contemporary political philosophers representing the two respective tra-
ditions of thought, most particularly by Alasdair MacIntyre and Robert Nozick.
While for Maclntyre natural or human rights simply do not exist, and ‘belief in
them is one with belief in witches and in unicorns’ (MacIntyre 1981, 69), in Noz-
ick’s view ‘there is no social entity with a good that undergoes some sacrifice for its
own good. There are only individual people, different individual people, with their
own individual lives. [...] Nothing more’ (Nozick 1974, 32-33).

2.1 Solution 1

In seeking a common ground between the conception of public good and that of
individual rights, it is common and it seems logical — at least at first sight — to start
from two modern counterparts of the classical idea of common good, the Rous-
seauian concept of ‘volonté générale’ and the utilitarian notion of ‘public interest’,
considering that these ideas take an individualist view of political society. But
paradoxically, even though proceeding from the individual, both tend to supersede
and neglect the individual’s will, interest and rights (Takacs 2007, 534-536).

For Rousseau, the chief aim of the social contract is to find a ‘form of associa-
tion which will defend and protect with the whole common force the person and
goods of each associate, and in which each, while uniting himself with all, may
still obey himself alone, and remain as free as before’ (The Social Contract bk. 1,
ch. 6, 14). This markedly individualist approach notwithstanding, the ‘general
will’, as understood by Rousseau, has become a common scarecrow against the
idea of public good. This can be easily explained by the fact that it has virtually
nothing to do with the actual will of either the individual or the people, still it
‘is always right and tends to the public advantage’ (ibid., bk. 2, ch. 3, 25); and,
accordingly, ‘whoever refuses to obey the general will shall be compelled to do
so by the whole body. This means nothing less than that he will be forced to be
free’ (ibid., bk. 1, ch. 7, 18). Moreover, Rousseau emphatically insisted that each
individual should be perfectly independent of other individuals, but at the same
time totally dependent on the state, ‘as the strength of the State can alone secure
the liberty of its members’ (ibid., bk. 2, ch. 12, 48).

Bentham, as is well known, identified the common interest with ‘the greatest
happiness of the greatest number.” He considered the axiom of utility maximiza-
tion as ‘the measure of right and wrong’ (Bentham 1838b, Preface to the First
Edition, 227), and described individual ‘good’ or ‘happiness’ as the predominance
of pleasure over pain: ‘Nature has placed mankind under the governance of two
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sovereign masters, pain and pleasure. It is for them alone to point out what we
ought to do, as well as to determine what we shall do’ (Bentham 1838a, ch. 1, 1).
Bentham thought it possible to quantify happiness, and hence regarded ‘public
interest’ as the simple aggregate of the interests of individuals, having no separate
quality that would distinguish it from individual utility.® This, however, is not the
sole problem with Bentham’s theory. The utilitarian calculus does not take into ac-
count differences between persons. Consequently, it is indifferent as to how public
goods are distributed among the members of society, and can thus permit the sac-
rifice of the goods or the limitation of the fundamental rights of certain individuals
for the sake of general welfare (Takacs 2007, 535-536).

2.2 Solution 11

So this way seems to lead to an impasse. Another possible solution is to try to bring
the classical, ancient idea of the common good closer to atomist or nominalist on-
tology. This is the essential goal of Fred Miller’s reinterpretation of The Politics.
Miller maintains that Aristotle’s discussion of the common good or common ad-
vantage is open to different readings:

One line of interpretation is individualistic: to promote the common advantage is to pro-
mote the end of its individual members. The polis is happy or flourishing provided that
its individual citizens are happy. Hence, the best constitution must take seriously the fact
that its members are distinct individuals and must respect the interests of each of them.
Another line of interpretation is holistic: the polis resembles an organism in that it has
an end which is distinct from, and superior to, the end of its individual members. (Miller
1995, 194)

Miller argues that the Aristotelian concept of common good rests not upon a holist
but a ‘moderate-individualistic’ understanding of society, which does not differ-
entiate between the political community’s good and that of its members (Miller
1995, 204-205, 211-224). He claims, for instance, that Aristotle did not exactly
say that the good of the city-state exceeds that of a single individual, but only that
it is better to attain and preserve the good of the city-state (Miller 1995, 193).
However, this view does not seem convincing. First, this interpretation, as
we will see later in detail, is far removed from Aristotle’s original intentions and
words. To take only one illustration, in Book One of The Politics (ch. 2, 1253a, 14)
the Greek philosopher wrote: ‘The proof that the state is a creation of nature and

3 Seee.g. Bentham 1838c, pt. 1, ch. 15, 321: “This public interest which you personify, is only
an abstract term: it represents only the mass of the interests of individuals.’
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prior to the individual is that the individual, when isolated, is not self-sufficing;
and therefore he is like a part in relation to the whole.” Secondly, and more impor-
tantly, Miller’s reading of Aristotle leads to the same problem of reductionism I
have pointed out in the case of Hobbes, Locke and Bentham: in this perspective,
the public good signifies no more than the sum of the goods of individuals and
thereby inevitably loses its separate quality. Therefore, I think, it proves only that
certain moderate forms of individualism are not incompatible with the notion of
common good; e.g. one that holds that the individual’s good and perfection in-
cludes other-regarding virtuous activities and hence requires participation in the
political community (ibid., 200, 205).

2.3 Solution 111

Consequently, taking everything into consideration, the only alternative that
remains is to hark back to the original — ancient and medieval — Aristotelian con-
ception of the common good. Above all, it should be stressed that the question
whether to use the terms ‘will’ and ‘interest’ or the word ‘good’ is much more
than a /lis de verbis; it has real theoretical relevance. Although both Aristotle
and Thomas Aquinas used the phrase ‘common good’ (koinon agathon/bonum
commune) interchangeably with the expression ‘common advantage’ (koinon
sympheron/utilitas communis), the primary concept of Aristotelian ethics is the
‘good.’ This is in sharp contrast to e.g. John Rawls’s political philosophy which
gives priority to the notion of right over that of the good (Rawls 1971, 31-32).
Besides the fundamental significance of the fact that, in contrast to the diversity
of connotations of the words ‘will’, ‘interest’, ‘benefit’, ‘utility’, etc., the notion
of human ‘good’ self-evidently implies moral rightness, it also inherently involves
some sort of dialectic between the good of the community and the individual’s
good, which seems to be an organic element of any theory of the common good.

At the beginning of the Nicomachean Ethics, Aristotle declared politics to be
the ‘highest master science’ on the ground that

even if the good is the same for an individual as for a city, that of the city is obviously
a greater and more complete thing to obtain and preserve. For while the good of an in-
dividual is a desirable thing, what is good for a people or for cities is a nobler and more
godlike thing. (Nicomachean Ethics bk. 1, ch. 2, 1094b, 4)

This argument combines what might otherwise be seen as mutually exclusive
alternatives: the statement that the common good is the same as the individual
good, and the principle that the common good is superior to the individual good
(Kempshall 1999, 26). In asserting that happiness is the same for a single human
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being and for the entire polis, Aristotle meant that it is the same in kind, that is, the
same standard should be used in evaluating whether an individual human being or
a community of human beings is happy: the life of virtue (Miller 1995, 213-214).
On the other hand, Aristotle maintained that the common good of the city-state is
not only quantitatively but also qualitatively different from the individual good of
one person, inasmuch as ‘the state is by nature clearly prior to the family and to
the individual, since the whole is of necessity prior to the part’ (7he Politics bk. 1,
ch. 2, 1253a, 14).*

3. Ontology of the common good

If we approach Aristotle’s above assertions and their implications from the per-
spective of ontology, we can arrive at the conclusion that it is probably more than a
mere coincidence that the most influential theories of the common good have been
developed on the philosophical basis of moderate realism. It is certain that a coher-
ent doctrine of the common good must find a place on the spectrum of metaphysi-
cal views somewhere between extreme realism or holism and extreme nominalism
or atomism. But where exactly? Let us have a closer look at it.

An extreme nominalist or atomist conception of society bases political and
social cooperation exclusively on self-interest. Consequently, it acknowledges
only ‘convergent goods’ (in Taylor’s terminology), e.g. public safety, which are
manifestations of collective instrumental action. These goods are merely conver-
gent, because the fact that they are secured collectively does not in itself render
them ‘common’ in the strict sense:

It has nothing to do with what makes them goods. Security as a valued end is always se-
curity for A, and for B, and for C. It is in no wise a different good, let alone a more valued
one, because it is in fact ensured collectively. (Taylor 1997b, 191)

Contrary to this, the authentic notion of common good makes sense only if we ac-
cept the existence of ‘irreducibly social goods’, which are not ‘decomposable into’
or ‘reducible to’ individual goods. The examples given by Taylor are language,
culture, positive liberty as “participatory self-rule’, ‘frank and equal relations’, and
so on (Taylor 1997a, 134 ff).

Arguably, a meaningful concept of common good requires not only the rejection
of extreme atomism but also the accentuation of civic or political friendship, which
Aristotle called ‘the greatest good of states’ (The Politics bk. 2, ch. 4, 1262b, 34).

4 For a similar argument in Thomas Aquinas, see Summa theologiae 11allae 58, a. 7, ad 2.
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The Stagirite professed a thoroughly social view of human fulfilment. As Macln-
tyre points out, Aristotle thought that human beings can only achieve their proper
end within the polis, and he believed that ‘a community whose shared aim is the
realization of the human good presupposes [...] a wide range of agreement in that
community on goods and virtues’ and necessitates a special bond between citizens
(MaclIntyre 1981, 146). As Aristotle himself put it:

Friendship seems also to hold cities together, and lawgivers to care more about it than
about justice; for concord seems to be something like friendship, and this is what they aim
at most of all, while taking special pains to eliminate civil conflict as something hostile.
(Nicomachean Ethics bk. 8, ch. 1, 1155a, 144)

This opinion seems evidently to imply, pace Miller (1995, 207-209), a moderate
holist view of society.

On the other hand, a coherent concept of common good also excludes an ex-
treme version of holism, as represented, for instance, by the idealism of Plato or
Hegel, considering the state as the ultimate end of the individual, who exists for
the sake of the whole. In reality, good citizens are supposed to like the commu-
nity they belong to because the goal at which it aims — virtuous activity — is the
ultimate good at which human beings should aim (Kraut 2002, 353). As it is well
known, Aristotle overtly and vehemently opposed Plato’s theory of the ideal state,
especially the communistic tendencies inherent in it. In addition, he criticised the
Platonist doctrine that there is only one single form of Good, thereby endorsing a
certain degree of pluralism:

Unity there should be, both of the family and of the state, but in some respects only. For
there is a point at which a state may attain such a degree of unity as to be no longer a
state, or at which, without actually ceasing to exist, it will become an inferior state, like
harmony passing into unison, or rthythm which has been reduced to a single foot. (7he
Politics bk. 2, ch. 5, 1263b, 37)

This way, the moderate holist conception of the common good avoids the strict
subordination of the individual to the body politic, and regards the good of the
community as including the good of its individual members. Furthermore, it
is important to stress that according to the classical theory of the public good,
state power only acts as a defensor pacis; it safeguards, but does not itself de-
termine or create the common good. As Péter Takacs pertinently observes:
‘Nicht der Gesetzgeber sagt es, worin dieses Gut besteht, denn das ist auch fiir
ihn gegeben. Die Staatsgewalt ist weder Besitzer, noch Festleger oder Garan-
tie des Gemeinwohls, sondern sein Behiiter und den Moglichkeiten gemél sein
Forderer’ (Takacs 2007, 537).
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But what if John Rawls is right in affirming that in modern democracies the
pluralism of values is irreducible (Rawls 1987, 4) A tentative Aristotelian answer
to this embarrassing question, proposed by Richard Kraut, might be that even if
the members of a given society cannot achieve a consensus about what their good
or well-being is, they can still manage to agree upon a conception of good citizen-
ship as the common goal of the community:

The solution to this problem consists in rejecting its assumption that citizens can agree
that their city is pursuing the common good only if they achieve a consensus about what
well-being is. Suppose they have no such consensus, but nonetheless agree that their city
ought to promote the conditions that encourage each citizen to be a certain kind of person,
namely a good citizen. That, according to Aristotle, would be a way of promoting the com-
mon good, and not merely what seems good. (Kraut 2002, 398)

The citizens of such a political community, not sharing a common conception
of the good life, can take the good pursued through collective decisions to be
one thing, and the good pursued individually to be another, but so long as their
allegiance to the outcome of collective decisions is strong enough, the state will be
stable, and by fostering the virtue of the good citizen as an approximation of the
virtue of the good man, it will realise considerable value. (ibid., 399)

4. The common good and the individual good

It is a standard thesis of the classical doctrine of the common good that in case
of conflict the good of the community should take precedence over that of the
individual (Takéacs 2007, 531-533). As Cicero famously formulated this principle:
‘salus populi suprema lex esto’ (De legibus bk. 3, ch. 3, § 8, 91). Nevertheless,
in the ancient and medieval Aristotelian way of thinking the common and the in-
dividual good were seen as typically existing in harmony with one another rather
than in a state of conflict (Tierney 1997, 313). For, after all, these are but two
different aspects or levels of the same good, and the boundary between the two is
far from being impermeable. Accordingly, in this perspective the public good con-
stitutes, on the one hand, the indispensable condition of the attainment of private
good, and on the other hand, the good of the community presupposes that of the
individual. As Takacs underlines: ‘das Gemeinwohl von den Gesichtspunkten des
Individuums nicht getrennt werden kann [...] Ein Begriff des Gemeinwohls also,
der dem Individualwohl gegeniiber steht, ist unvorstellbar’ (Takacs 2007, 531).
Political goodness ultimately depends upon what is good for the individual mem-
bers of the state: it can attain happiness and the good life only because, and to the
extent that, its citizens are happy and live well (Miller 1995, 197).
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In order to illustrate this point, I will quote here three relevant and revealing
passages from three different representatives of the Aristotelian tradition. The first
is Aristotle himself, followed by the statements of two scholastic Aristotelians,
Thomas Aquinas and Francisco Suarez:

Everyone approves of and praises those who take special trouble to act nobly. And if eve-
ryone strives for what is noble and strains to do the noblest actions, everything will be as
it should be for the common interest, and individually each will have the greatest goods,
since such is virtue. So the good person should be a self-lover, since he will help himself as
well as benefit others by doing noble acts (Nicomachean Ethics bk. 9, ch. 8, 1169a, 176).

Since therefore every man is a part of the State, it is impossible for any man to be good
unless he is well adjusted to the common good; nor can the whole of anything be properly
composed unless its parts are well adjusted to it. Hence it is impossible for the common
good of the State to be secured unless the citizens are virtuous (Summa theologiae lallae
92,a. 1, ad 3, 98).

For, in the first place, the good of private individuals [...] forms a part of the common
good, when the former is not of a nature to exclude the latter good; being rather such that
it is a necessary requisite in individuals [...] in order that the common good may result
from this good enjoyed by private persons. (On Laws and God the Lawgiverbk. 1, ch. 7,
sect. 3, 91)

5. Conclusion

As it seems to me, the texts cited above clearly show the harmonious relation-
ship and interdependence of common and private good in Aristotelian political
and legal philosophy. In direct contrast to this approach, modern thought tends
to postulate their disharmony and conflict. And for the most part, the dichotomy
between the public and private good is transcended by reducing the common good
to the aggregate of individual goods. This way, the public good unavoidably loses
its independent quality. In the course of my argumentation, I have tried to recon-
struct, albeit in a sketchy and tentative manner, the ontological presuppositions
and conceptual premises that underlie the classical theory of the common good.
If these theoretical preconditions can be fulfilled, as I believe (and hope to have
demonstrated) they can, then both the Scylla of reducing and the Charybdis of op-
posing the common good to individual goods and rights can be avoided.
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