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The first of many issues in examining the “common good” is that it either has many definitions – making it a complex and uncertain concept – or no definition at all. The common good is an idea that has evolved over time; its use is dependent strictly on interpretation and it cannot be defined in absolute terms. To simplify what would otherwise be an excruciating exercise in philosophical reasoning, the common good is often defined by the sum of its two parts: “common” and “good.” This method is best exemplified in Bruce Douglass’s “The Common Good and the Public Interest,” in which he dissects the political implications of each facet of the concepts of “common” and “good.”
 While Douglass leaves the reader without a clear definition of the common good, he is persistent in separating the common good from its equally controversial counterpart: interests.


Here lies another example of why the common good is so difficult to conceptualize as a political entity. Is the common good separate from public interest, as Douglass argues? Is public interest a key component in acting towards the common good? Is the common good simply a battle between the majority and minority opinions and interests? All things considered, the traditional concept of the common good as it has evolved over time is too ambiguous to simply state that it is a clash of interests. Just by itself, the subjective conflict of what is “good” rejects the possibility of the common good being practical: someone will inevitably lose. In the end, it is questionable whether the “common good” currently exists at all.


Due to the impossibility of total consensus, the common good has lost out in favor of individualism. Lois Dupré makes the argument in “The Common Good and the Open Society” that the common good cannot eradicate individualism and thus there is no turning back from this trend.
 Here is yet another problem with the common good: it has evolved over time from a religious-based “supernatural good” to merely a shadow of its former self.
 Does this diminish the aura of the common good? Absolutely. However, this alone does not prove the thesis that the common good is simply a battle of interests.


In The Common Good, Marcus G. Raskin argues that the common good is completely estranged from interests.
 In fact, Raskin argues, they are each other’s antithesis; “…we either seek our own personal interest at expense of others or we seek the common good.”
 Raskin, who covers the topic with undertones of pessimism, calls upon society to reaffirm pluralism and concludes that the common good is worth working towards.
 While the contrast of his cynicism and his optimistic conclusion is quite distracting, his argument that the common good is a non-static reflection of a social dynamic is nothing to dismiss lightly.
 Raskin provides the perfect example of why the common good cannot be simply defined as competition between various interests.


In regards to the developing nature of the common good, the evolution of the common good since its conception must yet be analyzed closer. Both Dupré and Raskin have pointed out that the common good has changed, but knowing the extent of the change is critical.
 Dupré, for instance, focuses on the gap between the Middle Ages and the eighteenth century in which human nature was philosophically allowed to separate itself from the evolving political structures.
 He uses the example of John Locke, whose goal was to promote and defend constitutional government, to argue that the common good had been reduced  “to a collective well-being of its individual members.”
 So in fact, according to Dupré, the belittling of the common good as political philosophy has been in exercise since the late seventeenth century at the latest.


Therefore, since the global expansion of classical liberalism, the condition has existed in which individualism constantly picks away at the prestige of the common good concept. This is the point at which the common good becomes both indefinable, since it cannot be used to justify monarchical action as it had in the Middle Ages, but also more complex as it thus becomes more of a catchphrase than a tangible philosophy. However, the social condition of the common good persisted; the common good has become more about what is common in society, while the “good” pertains more to a personal individualistic good. It is in this respect that Dupré regards the “social genius” of the Founding Fathers of the United States, who balanced the magnitude of individual liberties while being “preoccupied with questions of social system.”


It is this social matter that is the barricade in interpreting the common good and individual interests. Martin E. Marty takes the position in The One and the Many that the stories of American history “deal with struggles for the common good and with crises when such a good eludes them.”
 This statement makes perfect sense if the complexity of the “common good” is substituted with the broad concept of American society. The common good is therefore a struggle for the progressive advancement of society so that moral cancers, such as slavery, are treated and removed from society. Conflicting with this definition of the common good are interests. While one could take the high road and argue that it is in the best moral interest of society to abolish a negative aspect of society, the concept of what is negative and positive becomes distorted by whose perspective is being offered. The issue of race is the ultimate, sad example in American history of moral repugnance being widely accepted a sizable portion of the population. It was the morally correct thing to end slavery, for example, but not all members of society considered the end of slavery to be “good,” and thus the deficiency of what is “common” is all to evident.


Marty, in contrast to Douglass, Raskin, and Dupré, makes the argument that individuals can still pursue the common good while maintaining their own group interests.
 This argument, while eloquently dictated and refreshingly hopeful, is completely wrong. The example of race relations can be used once again to disprove that group interests can be held in harmony with the common good. The Ku Klux Klan and neo-Nazis can have their group interests, but they will never have a chance of being accepted in pursuing “common good” in the context of American society. This line of thought logically concludes again with the big question: is the common good simply a battle of interests?


No, the common good cannot be plainly described as a battle of interests because there is no longer a true conception of the common good; it is a symbolic phrase that was diluted in the wake of global enlightenment and has become nothing more than a romanticized notion. Pursuing the common good is now a rhetorical method in gaining approval by emitting the appearance of trying to appease everybody and claiming moral superiority over conflicting viewpoints. In addition, the rise of individualism, as hammered upon by Dupré, makes the common good concept entirely irrelevant. Subsequently, classical liberalism, as Dupré argues, cannot solve the complex social and political problems of modern democracies.


Furthermore, the conclusion of the common good being the dominance of one interest over another leaves much to be desired. Primarily, it must be dismissed that personal or public interests are competing towards the common good. Interest groups or individuals can claim their position would benefit every single aspect of society, but this is simply not the truth. Individuals have, quite naturally, individual interests. While it takes a collection of individuals to have group interests, the group is still a collection of individual thinkers with individual agendas. This simple reality should not be so quickly dismissed as a cynical view of politics. An argument stating that individuals cannot, philosophically, pursue an unbiased “common good,” is not dismissal of the positive or negative intentions of human beings. Regarding the positive, there are remarkable people who dedicate their entire lives to the most worthy of causes, yet it must be recognized that there is always a counterbalance.


This is not to suggest that humankind intends to be “evil” whenever they run counter to the socially accepted definition of the common good. Every component of political argument must be viewed within its own context and examined carefully as such. What, then, is “evil”? There is no answer: it is subjective. For example, most of the Western world in the 1930s believed that Adolf Hitler was “evil”; yet he was adored in Germany because he was fighting for them.
 A less morally perverse example is the American Revolution. If the revolutionaries were fighting for the common good, whose common good were they fighting for? Certainly the British scoffed at the notion that the revolution against them was being waged for the common good.


To conclude, the pursuit of the common good as a practical objective is outdated and pointless. Bruce Douglass is correct in describing the common good as a “traditional notion.”
 Modernity killed the common good as a political goal. Individualism and the interests that branch from natural rights and democracy have twisted the concept of the common good into a vague, multifaceted series of social norms and euphemistic answers to moral questions. The common good cannot simply be a dominance of an interest over another because the common good is not an entity: it is a metaphysical concept that is exploited by interests to persuade more individuals to their cause.

Bibliography

Books:

Kramnick, Isaac, and Theodore J. Lowi, eds. American Political Thought. New York: 
W. W. Norton & Company, 2009.

Marty, Martin E. The One and the Many: America’s Struggle for the Common Good. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1997.

Raskin, Marcus G. The Common Good: Its Politics, Policies and Philosophy. New York: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1986.

Articles:

Douglass, Bruce. “The Common Good and the Public Interest.” Political Theory, Vol. 8, No. 1 (Feb., 1980), 103-117.

Dupré, Louis. “The Common Good and the Open Society.” Review of Politics, Vol. 55, No. 4 (Autumn, 1993), 687-712.

� Bruce Douglass, “The Common Good and the Public Interest,” Political Theory Vol. 8, No. 1 (Feb., 1980): 104.


� Louis Dupré, “The Common Good and the Open Society,” Review of Politics Vol. 55, No. 4 (Autumn, 1993): 706.


� Dupré, 691.


� Marcus G. Raskin, The Common Good: Its Politics, Policies and Philosophy (New York: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1986), 37-9.


� Raskin, 25.


� Raskin, 7, 336.


� Raskin, 27, 318.


� Raskin’s example of the common good in modern terms is the prevention of nuclear annihilation. Raskin published The Common Good in 1986 and was highly critical of President Reagan’s escalation of the Cold War, as well as Reagan’s other “bizarre” policies.


� Dupré, 694.


� Dupré, 696-7.


� Dupré, 699.


� Martin E. Marty, The One and the Many: America’s Struggle for the Common Good (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1997), 179.


� Marty, 21.


� Dupré, 705.


� Hitler’s approval ratings (98.8% in March 1936), along with most aspects of his life, are obviously controversial. Repression and exodus of Hitler’s opposition from Germany played a factor. It must also be noted that the German public did not know about the Third Reich’s most infamous assault on humanity, the “Final Solution” (The Holocaust), until after World War II had capitulated.


� Douglass, 103-4.





