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Attainment of the Common Good is the Purpose of the Public Authority 

53. Men, both as individuals and as intermediate groups, are required to make their own specific 
contributions to the general welfare. The main consequence of this is that they must harmonize 
their own interests with the needs of others, and offer their goods and services as their rulers 
shall direct—assuming, of course, that justice is maintained and the authorities are acting within 
the limits of their competence. Those who have authority in the State must exercise that authority 
in a way which is not only morally irreproachable, but also best calculated to ensure or promote 
the State's welfare. 

54. The attainment of the common good is the sole reason for the existence of civil authorities. In 
working for the common good, therefore, the authorities must obviously respect its nature, and at 
the same time adjust their legislation to meet the requirements of the given situation .(37) 

Essentials of the Common Good 

55. Among the essential elements of the common good one must certainly include the various 
characteristics distinctive of each individual people. (38) But these by no means constitute the 
whole of it. For the common good, since it is intimately bound up with human nature, can never 
exist fully and completely unless the human person is taken into account at all times. Thus, 
attention must be paid to the basic nature of the common good and what it is that brings it about. 
(39) 

56. We must add, therefore, that it is in the nature of the common good that every single citizen 
has the right to share in it—although in different ways, depending on his tasks, merits and 
circumstances. Hence every civil authority must strive to promote the common good in the 
interest of all, without favoring any individual citizen or category of citizen. As Pope Leo XIII 
insisted: "The civil power must not be subservient to the advantage of any one individual, or of 
some few persons; inasmuch as it was established for the common good of all." (40) 

Nevertheless, considerations of justice and equity can at times demand that those in power pay 
more attention to the weaker members of society, since these are at a disadvantage when it 
comes to defending their own rights and asserting their legitimate interests. (41) 

The Spiritual, Too 



 

 

57. In this connection, We would draw the attention of Our own sons to the fact that the common 
good is something which affects the needs of the whole man, body and soul. That, then, is the 
sort of good which rulers of States must take suitable measure to ensure. They must respect the 
hierarchy of values, and aim at achieving the spiritual as well as the material prosperity of their 
subjects.(42) 

58. These principles are clearly contained in that passage in Our encyclical Mater et Magistra 
where We emphasized that the common good "must take account of all those social conditions 
which favor the full development of human personality.(43) 

59. Consisting, as he does, of body and immortal soul, man cannot in this mortal life satisfy his 
needs or attain perfect happiness. Thus, the measures that are taken to implement the common 
good must not jeopardize his eternal salvation; indeed, they must even help him to obtain it.(44) 

Responsibilities of the Public Authority, and Rights and Duties of Individuals 

60. It is generally accepted today that the common good is best safeguarded when personal rights 
and duties are guaranteed. The chief concern of civil authorities must therefore be to ensure that 
these rights are recognized, respected, co-ordinated, defended and promoted, and that each 
individual is enabled to perform his duties more easily. For "to safeguard the inviolable rights of 
the human person, and to facilitate the performance of his duties, is the principal duty of every 
public authority."(45) 

61. Thus any government which refused to recognize human rights or acted in violation of them, 
would not only fail in its duty; its decrees would be wholly lacking in binding force.(46) 

69. If, however, this juridical and political structure is to realize its potential benefits, it is 
absolutely essential that public officials do their utmost to solve the problems that arise; 
and they must do so by using policies and techniques which it is within their 
competence to implement, and which suit the actual condition of the State. It is also 
essential that, despite constantly changing conditions, legislators never disregard the 
moral law or constitutional provision, nor act at variance with the exigencies of the 
common good. And as justice must be the guiding principle in the administration of the 
State, and executives must thoroughly understand the law and carefully weigh all 
attendant circumstances, so too in the courts: justice must be administered impartially, 
and judges must be wholly incorrupt and uninfluenced by the solicitations of interested 
parties. The good order of society also requires that individuals and subsidiary groups 
within the State be effectively protected by law in the affirmation of their rights and the 
performance of their duties, both in their relations with each other and with government 
officials.(49) 
 
On  Justice 
 
91. Relations between States must furthermore be regulated by justice. This 
necessitates both the recognition of their mutual rights, and, at the same time, the 
fulfillment of their respective duties. 



 

 

 
92. States have the right to existence, to self development, and to the means necessary 
to achieve this. They have the right to play the leading part in the process of their own 
development, and the right to their good name and due honors. Consequently, States 
are likewise in duty bound to safeguard all such rights effectively, and to avoid any 
action that could violate them. And just as individual men may not pursue their own 
private interests in a way that is unfair and detrimental to others, so too it would be 
criminal in a State to aim at improving itself by the use of methods which involve other 
nations in injury and unjust oppression. There is a saying of St. Augustine which has 
particular relevance in this context: "Take away justice, and what are kingdoms but 
mighty bands of robbers "(56) 
 
93. There may be, and sometimes is, a clash of interests among States, each striving 
for its own development. When differences of this sort arise, they must be settled in a 
truly human way, not by armed force nor by deceit or trickery. There must be a mutual 
assessment of the arguments and feelings on both sides, a mature and objective 
investigation of the situation, and an equitable reconciliation of opposing views.  
 
Causes of the Arms Race 
 
109. On the other hand, We are deeply distressed to see the enormous stocks of 
armaments that have been, and continue to be, manufactured in the economically more 
developed countries. This policy is involving a vast outlay of intellectual and material 
resources, with the result that the people of these countries are saddled with a great 
burden, while other countries lack the help they need for their economic and social 
development . 
 
110. There is a common belief that under modern conditions peace cannot be assured 
except on the basis of an equal balance of armaments and that this factor is the 
probable cause of this stockpiling of armaments. Thus, if one country increases its 
military strength, others are immediately roused by a competitive spirit to augment their 
own supply of armaments. And if one country is equipped with atomic weapons, others 
consider themselves justified in producing such weapons themselves, equal in 
destructive force. 
 
111. Consequently people are living in the grip of constant fear. They are afraid that at 
any moment the impending storm may break upon them with horrific violence. And they 
have good reasons for their fear, for there is certainly no lack of such weapons. While it 
is difficult to believe that anyone would dare to assume responsibility for initiating the 
appalling slaughter and destruction that war would bring in its wake, there is no denying 
that the conflagration could be started by some chance and unforeseen circumstance. 
Moreover, even though the monstrous power of modern weapons does indeed act as a 
deterrent, there is reason to fear that the very testing of nuclear devices for war 
purposes can, if continued, lead to serious danger for various forms of life on earth. 



 

 

 
Need for Disarmament 
 
112. Hence justice, right reason, and the recognition of man's dignity cry out insistently 
for a cessation to the arms race. The stock-piles of armaments which have been built up 
in various countries must be reduced all round and simultaneously by the parties 
concerned. Nuclear weapons must be banned. A general agreement must be reached 
on a suitable disarmament program, with an effective system of mutual control. In the 
words of Pope Pius XII: "The calamity of a world war, with the economic and social ruin 
and the moral excesses and dissolution that accompany it, must not on any account be 
permitted to engulf the human race for a third time." (59) 
 
113. Everyone, however, must realize that, unless this process of disarmament be 
thoroughgoing and complete, and reach men's very souls, it is impossible to stop the 
arms race, or to reduce armaments, or—and this is the main thing—ultimately to abolish 
them entirely. Everyone must sincerely co-operate in the effort to banish fear and the 
anxious expectation of war from men's minds. But this requires that the fundamental 
principles upon which peace is based in today's world be replaced by an altogether 
different one, namely, the realization that true and lasting peace among nations cannot 
consist in the possession of an equal supply of armaments but only in mutual trust. And 
We are confident that this can be achieved, for it is a thing which not only is dictated by 
common sense, but is in itself most desirable and most fruitful of good.  


