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STRENGTHENING THE COMMON GOOD.
THE RESPONSIBILITY OF STATES, 

INVESTORS AND INTERNATIONAL
ORGANISATIONS

Richard Ondji’i Toung, Cameroon

Introduction

The international trend to liberalisation and privatisation seems
to favour individual and private interests about the Common Good.
The growing gap between the poor and the rich increases social ten-
sions and conflicts in many societies. Business ethics with its empha-
sis on Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) looks for ways to recon-
cile private interests with the responsibility for the interests of the
different stakeholders and therefore the Common Good. What is the
responsibility of states, the private sector, especially the finance
sector, and international organisations to strengthen and to protect
the Common Good? This is the question of this article.

From the reading of Pavel Shashkin’s article on ‘Business Lead-
ership and Social Responsibility in a Transition Country’ in Russia,1

and from the article of Jeffrey D. Sachs on ‘Business Leadership and
Sustainable Development’, 2 both in this volume, it appears that – as
in contemporary Cameroon 3 and in international economic rela-
tions4 – the main concept they tackle in their studies is the Common
Good as a challenge, a stake or an objective to achieve. Shashkin, for
instance, asserts that the fair distribution of material welfare is an
actual topic in Russia and that ‘a socially responsible economic
regime’5 is to be created, while Sachs speaks about the necessity of
‘managerial governance’, about the ‘need of rigorous law’ and about
the ‘business community’.

Both authors speak about the social responsibility6 of states, gov-
ernments or corporations, and both worry about the solidarity in soci-
ety. They understand solidarity as an historical, social and anthropo-
logical link between people based in a unifying experience or tradition.

1. The Common Good as an Ethical Principle

What I call the theory of the Common Good in this essay is the
combination, the compilation and the organisation of ideas around



the notion of the Common Good. The Common Good is a principle of
political and social ethics. 7 As a general principle of decision in the
area of the realisation of justice, the Common Good must help indi-
rectly to satisfy the aspirations of individuals and society. According
to Plato and Aristotle, the public order is considered as reasonable
when the private and the collective material needs, and the individ-
ual pursuit of happiness, are reasonably held together. Thus, all ethi-
cal prescriptions on both the individual and social levels derive from
the concept of the Common Good which is to be seen as the supreme
good of the community (or, in Aquinas’ terms, the bonum commune),
to which these ethical precepts are subordinated, as they are subordi-
nated – in a teleological account – to the higher finality of the action.
The Common Good is justified in various ways as a rational superior
or divine interest.

As an ethical imperative of politics, the Common Good requires
both the distinction between private and general interests and their
mediation. The general interest is not the sum of the particular inter-
ests (as Vilfredo Pareto thinks8), but the juridical and political equi-
librium between the interests of the individuals and the social groups.
Such an equilibrium in states’ decisions ensures, I argue, just and
stable social conditions. 

The Common Good is therefore perceived as a general criterion for
the equilibrium of public interests, but it does not define its concrete
contents: the equilibrium of public interests must be reasonably legit-
imated as creating conditions which advance the quality of human
life. In sum, the Common Good presents the advantage of represent-
ing a general socio-political and ethical criterion from which we can
search the legitimacy of the equilibrium of public interests, which in
turn warrants a good human life. Therefore, the Common Good must
be the object of a social, political and economic consensus.

In the financial perspective, and according to the quarterly
Finance & The Common Good, the notion of Common Good ‘embraces
two separate concerns: the social concern where the question is what
the financial sector brings to the community; and the personal con-
cern where the question is how finance contributes to the growth and
self-realisation of each and every member of society’. 9

To examine the relationship between the present financial system
and the Common Good, the authors of this quarterly propose four
main avenues of research, which can provide a basic structure for
assessing how finance contributes to the Common Good:

The first concerns the changing relationship between politics and
finance and its impact on the Common Good. The second concerns
the way theorists approach finance and the role of the financial
sector. The third examines how finance, spurred on by theory, is
endeavouring to create a risk-free society. The fourth concerns the

Strengthening the Common Good 257



contribution of finance to other economic activities and its impact on
the Common Good. 

The ways in which decisions are made and in which individuals
and institutions approach and assume their responsibilities, are the
common thread in the above four avenues of research. Hence Finance
& Common Good analyses the relationship between finance and
common good in the perspective of responsibility. 

2. The Responsibility of States, Investors and International
Organisations

According to Claude Rochet, 10 economic performance and social
cohesion can only be reconciled if society is thought and construed
from the overall aim of enhancing the Common Good. In my sense,
thinking and governing society is the shared responsibility of states,
investors or managers, international organisations (therefore the
individuals in these institutions) at certain levels. 

3.1. States

In general, one of the main socio-economic responsibilities of the
state is to promote and defend social justice. In particular, at the
national and the international level, states have the responsibility of
regulating the market. For Philippe Quéau of UNESCO, the market
cannot regulate all. Issues like education, health, or social peace
belong to the political domain.11

3.2. Investors

In the second section of the above-mentioned issue of the quar-
terly Finance & The Common Good, 12 entitled ‘Using Investment and
Capital Remuneration as Instruments to Serve the Common Good’,
Luca Pattaroni wrote an article on the topic of ‘Responsabilités des
investisseurs: Fondements, limites et formes’. 13 As most authors, Pat-
taroni mentions that responsibility includes legal and moral aspects.
From this double reference he deducts two ways to conceptualise
responsibility in the fields of investment: first what he calls ‘negative
screening’, which is a rather limited way of assuming responsibility,
in which being responsible means refraining from committing illegal
or strikingly immoral acts, and second, responsibility based on con-
cern for the vulnerable, through which it is acknowledged that the
consequences of one’s power require more sustained forms of com-
mitment. This conception of responsibility presupposes constant
supervision and vigilance, and it attempts to influence businesses’
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strategies and is based on a genuine concern for the weaker rather
than on the mere quest for compromise between the motive of
enhancing profit and the wish not to break the rules. 

3.3. International Organisations

The international society as such is a virtual reality, nevertheless
one cannot analyse national phenomena without taking into account
the international environment and its actors. In the case of interna-
tional financial institutions such as the IMF, Jacques Généreux rightly
points out that, in order to foster international financial stability,
coercive intervention with regard to the distribution of losses result-
ing from financial crises (e.g. measures to ensure that national gov-
ernments comply with the rules) will only be possible if the interna-
tional financial institutions enjoy a high degree of authority and
political legitimacy.14 For him, the international financial institutions
will only enjoy political legitimacy if they have political executives
who guide and supervise their technical executives. Correspondingly,
Généreux’s political argument can also be applied to other interna-
tional organisations in their respective competencies (such as trade or
labour organisations). What we can underline here is the importance
of the political role and the responsibility of international organisa-
tions with regard to the realisation of the Common Good. In our opin-
ion, NGOs bear the same responsibility, though they do not have the
same power as intergovernmental organisations. 

3. Value-Based Business for the Common Good

The Common Good is both a socio-political and an economic
objective. In order to achieve this objective, business must be based on
values. Progress should be measured not by ‘whether we add more to
the abundance of those who have much [but by] whether we provide
enough for those who have too little.’ 15 In the present mixed economy,
moving towards this vision ‘requires hard-headed examination of
values and a careful assessment of the way in which processes such as
supply and demand are actually working’. Values such as trans-
parency, cooperative efforts, sustainability, freedom and equality can
help to lead to a greater Common Good.

According to the values mentioned above, Herman E. Daly, 16

through his book For the Common Good, gives some fundaments on
which these values are rooted and toward which economy has to be
redirected. The challenge is to put together these values which seem
to be sometimes contradictory or at least in tension with each other.
The fact that the current epoch is characterised by ‘opened economies’
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(Claude Rochet) and the development of technologies, notably com-
munication, raises hopes that it is possible to achieve a ‘reconciled per-
formance’, i.e. a reconciliation between economic performance and
social cohesion. 17 Such a conception corresponds to an account of
social ethics that favours an ethics of mediation. The private and the
public interests, the personal and the common good has to be recon-
ciled for a life in dignity and the survival of the planet. In the Fang cul-
ture, my own culture in Cameroon, the concept of anyôs 18 is a concept
of mediation which reconciles conflicts and community life. It has its
roots in family life, especially the resolution of conflicts among chil-
dren of the same family. The question is how to make this concept
fruitful for economic and political relations in society, beyond families.
The society as the family can be considered as a body like the body of
a human being (as Paul, the Apostle, did it in the New Testament for
the Christian parish). The body is only healthy if it integrates the plu-
rality of the different parts of the body to a harmonious unity. This is
the meaning of the Common Good as the benchmark for individuals,
states, the private sector and the international community.
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