
 

Toward a Social Covenant for the Common Good 
 

The Breaking Point 

Something is breaking –– not in any single place, nor along any single fault line, but across 
the whole architecture of the civilisation the modern West has built and exported. Those 
who are alert to the signs don’t lack for evidence. 

Democratic institutions, tested by crises that demand long vision and collective sacrifice, 
show themselves increasingly incapable of either. The power to shape the conditions of 
everyday life — to determine what people see, believe, buy, and aspire to — has migrated 
from publics and their representatives into the hands of a small number of private actors 
answerable to no community and with no commitment to the common good. 

The natural world, treated for three centuries as an inexhaustible resource rather than as 
the living commons upon which all life depends, now presents the accumulated bill. 

Inequality, long apologised for as the necessary price of dynamism, has reached 
concentrations that mock the very idea of shared citizenship. 

Trust — in institutions, in strangers, in the possibility of a shared account of reality — has 
thinned to the point where democratic deliberation itself becomes difficult to sustain. 

And beneath all of this, quieter but perhaps most consequential, there is a loneliness 
spreading through the social body, most visibly among the young, that no prosperity has 
been able to address, because it is not a failure of provision but of belonging. Everywhere, 
we see the near-disappearance of the formative institutions and practices — the schools, 
communities, traditions, and disciplines of inner life — through which the young 
historically have been shaped into persons capable of self-transcendence, solidarity, and 
the patient work of building something larger than themselves. 

These are not separate crises. They are symptoms of a single underlying failure: the 
exhaustion of a political imaginary built on the isolated individual, the sovereign self, the 
primacy of private interest, and the fiction that the common good can be achieved as the 
aggregate of private satisfactions. 
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The classical social contract tradition in the West, articulated by Hobbes, Locke, and 
Rousseau, ignores a fundamental truth. Each of these positions begins with the isolated 
individual and asks how society comes to be formed. Each reaches its characteristic cul-
de-sac: Hobbesian order purchased at the price of liberty; Lockean liberty purchased at 
the price of equality; Rousseauvian authenticity undone by its underestimation of the 
human need for formation and structure. 

That imaginary has run its course. What follows is an attempt to think past it — not with 
nostalgia for social and political arrangements that also have failed, but by recovering and 
articulating something older and more adequate to what we actually are: persons in 
relation, capable of flourishing only in common, bound to one another and to the living 
world by obligations that no contract of mere convenience can capture fully. 

_________ 

First Principle: The Inalienable Dignity of Every Person 

Before all social arrangements, before rights, before presumed contract, stands the 
recognition that every human being possesses an inherent dignity that is not earned and 
cannot be forfeited. It does not depend on ability, productivity, wealth, or social position. It 
cannot be granted by the state and cannot be revoked by it. This dignity is ontological: it 
belongs to the person simply by virtue of existing, prior to any achievement or failure, prior 
to any judgment by others. Any social order that treats human worth as conditional — as 
something to be justified by contribution or performance — has committed the 
foundational error from which all subsequent injustices flow. The hyper-concentration of 
wealth and the disposability of the economically redundant that are features of 
contemporary economies are not merely unjust arrangements; they are violations of this 
prior and absolute dignity. All subsequent principles are specifications of what this dignity 
requires in social life. 

Second Principle: The Prior Reality of Relation 

The classical social contractarians all begin with the individual — isolated, pre-social, then 
contracting into community. This is the original error. We must begin instead with the 
recognition, grounded in both Aristotle’s politikon zōon and in modern relational ontology, 
that the self is constituted in and through relation. There is no pre-social self from which to 
contract. The political question therefore is not “how do isolated individuals form a 
society?” but “what kind of community befits beings who are already and irreducibly 
social?” This shift moves the telos from security (Hobbes), liberty (Locke), or authenticity 
(Rousseau) to flourishing in common — eudaimonia not as private achievement but as 
shared condition. 

Third Principle: The Common Good as Architectonic 

Following Aquinas and, behind him, Aristotle: the common good is not the aggregate of 
private goods, nor is it the state’s interest as distinct from the citizen’s. It is the set of 
conditions — material, institutional, cultural, spiritual — within which persons and 



 3 

communities can flourish. This means that any new contract, directed to flourishing in 
common, must subordinate the right to accumulate to the duty to contribute. Property is 
not a natural right anterior to society; it is a social institution, justified only insofar as it 
serves the common good. It follows that the hyper-concentration of wealth and political 
power by the very few is not merely politically unfortunate but constitutively illegitimate 
within this framework. The common good is not achieved by summing individual goods; it 
is a shared reality that exceeds what any private arrangement can produce, and it can only 
be nurtured through collective effort and shared responsibility. 

Fourth Principle: The Universal Destination of Goods 

The goods of the earth — land, water, natural resources, and, in our time, knowledge, data, 
algorithms, and digital infrastructure — are destined for the use and benefit of all 
humanity, not merely of those who happen to possess them. Private property is legitimate, 
but it carries a social mortgage: it is justified only insofar as it serves the common good, 
and it is always subordinate to the prior claim of universal access. Extreme accumulation 
is not merely unequal — it is a violation of this principle, a privatization of what belongs by 
right to the whole human family. This has urgent contemporary application: the 
concentration of technological power — platforms, algorithms, artificial intelligence, data 
— in the hands of private transnational actors who recognise no democratic accountability 
is a new and pressing form of the same injustice that the enclosure of the commons 
represented in an earlier era. 

Fifth Principle: Solidarity as the Social Bond 

Where Hobbes’s bond is fear, Locke’s is interest, and Rousseau’s is the mystical general 
will, this new social contract’s bond is solidarity: the recognition that my flourishing is 
genuinely bound up with yours, not by sentiment alone but by structural reality. Solidarity 
is not charity dispensed downward; it is the acknowledgment of mutual dependence and 
mutual obligation across the whole community, including across generations and — given 
the ecological crisis — across species. Solidarity is both a principle and a virtue: as a 
principle it names the objective interdependence of persons and communities; as a virtue 
it demands the firm and persevering will to act for the common good with particular 
attention to those most in need. This has deep roots in Catholic social teaching, in Ubuntu 
philosophy, in the Confucian rén, and in the Stoic cosmopolitan tradition. 

Sixth Principle: Subsidiarity as the Structural Principle 

Power and decision should be exercised at the lowest level capable of handling them well 
— family, neighbourhood, municipality, region — with higher levels existing to support, not 
supplant, lower ones. This guards against both the Hobbesian Leviathan and the 
Rousseauvian absorption of the individual into the collective. It creates what we might call 
a layered rather than a pyramidal polity. Subsidiarity applies with particular urgency to the 
concentration of technological power: when private transnational platforms monopolize 
expertise, data, and decision-making authority over the conditions of everyday life, the 
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principle of subsidiarity requires that such processes be directed toward the common 
good with transparency, accountability, and meaningful forms of democratic participation. 

Seventh Principle: Social Justice and the Preferential Option for the Most Vulnerable 

Justice is not merely the fair distribution of existing goods. It requires that social, 
economic, and political structures be evaluated first and foremost by their treatment of 
those least able to defend themselves: the poor, the displaced, those excluded by the 
dominant economy, those whose dignity is least protected by existing arrangements. 
Injustice arises not only from individual wrongdoing but from structures and systems that 
produce exclusion almost automatically — structures of sin, in the language of the 
Catholic social justice tradition. Therefore, a social contract genuinely oriented toward the 
common good must apply a preferential hermeneutic: its first question is always what its 
arrangements mean for the most vulnerable, not for the median or the powerful. Justice 
also has a restorative dimension: it must reckon honestly with historical wrongs, with the 
wounds left by exploitation and exclusion, and with the ongoing consequences of 
injustices not yet healed. 

Eighth Principle: Virtue as Precondition, Not Merely Outcome 

The new contract cannot be merely structural — it must be formative. Institutions must be 
designed not only to constrain vice but to cultivate virtue: the habits of attention, solidarity, 
civic courage, and practical wisdom without which even the best constitutional 
arrangements decay. This answers Rousseau directly: virtue requires habituation, 
structure, and the friction of genuine institutions, not merely the declaration of a general 
will. This requires renewed investment in education as paideia — formation of character — 
and in the cultural and contemplative practices that sustain inner life. A polity of 
distracted, atomized consumers cannot sustain a common good framework regardless of 
its constitutional design. The formation of persons capable of genuine attention, solidarity, 
and self-transcendence is not supplementary to the political project; it is its necessary 
precondition. 

Ninth Principle: Integral Human Development 

Development is authentic only when it encompasses all dimensions of human existence — 
material, cultural, moral, relational, and spiritual — and when it extends to future 
generations and to the living world we share. Economic growth that increases 
consumption for some while displacing costs onto others, or that enriches individuals 
while degrading communities or ecosystems, is not genuine development but its 
counterfeit. The measure of a society’s progress is not its aggregate wealth but the quality 
of life available to all its members in all its dimensions. This principle applies directly to the 
question of technology: artificial intelligence and digital transformation must be evaluated 
not by their efficiency or profitability but by whether they genuinely help human beings — 
all human beings — to become more fully themselves, more capable of relationship, more 
free, and more dignified. Progress that enriches some while rendering others redundant, 
surveilled, or manipulated is not progress in any sense this framework can recognize. 
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Tenth Principle: The Contract as an Ongoing Covenant 

A true social contract is not the legacy of some long-ago founding moment. It must be a 
living relationship — continuously renewed through formation, practice, deliberation, and 
mutual accountability. This guards against the rigidity of fixed constitutional arrangements 
and against the fiction of tacit consent. Legitimacy must be earned repeatedly, not 
assumed from a mythical founding act. The social contract on this understanding is less a 
legal instrument than a moral covenant: an ongoing commitment, freely entered and freely 
renewed, to build and sustain the conditions of common flourishing. It binds not only 
citizens to one another but generations to one another and, given the ecological crisis, the 
human community to the living world that makes all community possible. 

_________ 

A Civilization of Trust – A Civilization of Trustees 

What emerges, then, is a covenantal vision of society: one that begins with human dignity, 
recognises that persons are formed in relation, and judges all institutions by whether they 
serve the common good across generations. Against the isolation of the market self and 
the abstractions of centralised power, it insists on solidarity, subsidiarity, justice for the 
vulnerable, and the careful stewardship of the earth and of inherited institutions. Indeed, 
the very survival of our civilisation depends on our willingness to reshape it so that these 
principles are no longer mere ideals but the lived architecture of common life. We don’t 
inherit the world as owners, but as trustees, and the measure of our politics is whether we 
leave to those who follow us a society more humane, more just, and more capable of 
flourishing in common. 
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