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The Common Good and Rights
A Neo-Communitarian Approach

Amitai Etzioni

The moral value of human rights and liberty is so central
to scholars, activists, and citizens in the West that they are
taken as more or less self-evident truths. This essay shares
this assumption. However, it asks: Do human rights and
liberty provide a sufficient moral foundation for a good
society? And if not—what must be added? If commitment
to the common good is an essential part of our shared moral
understandings (or ought to be), how can the commitment
to the common good be reconciled with our commitments
to human rights and liberty? Part I of the essay outlines the
case for including the common good as a central part of
our public morality. Part II deals with the issues that arise by
combining the commitment to rights with that to the com-
mon good.

The Common Good. Unlike the moral claims posed by
rights, those posed by the common good are far from self-
evident to many in the West. Many libertarians and some
liberals hold that each person should rule on the good for
herself and that society ought to base its public policies on the
aggregation of individual choices. They shun more robustly
communal formulations of the good because they fear that
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