
  

 

COMMON GOODS OR COMMON INTERESTS: TWO 
VISIONS OF DEMOCRATIC SOCIETY1 
Leszek Koczanowicz 
SWPS University of Social Sciences and Humanities 
leszek@post.pl  
 
ABSTRACT: The purpose of this paper is to compare differ-
ent conceptions of democracy in order to find an answer 
to the question of how the integrating force is defined in 
each of them. For liberal democracy, based on the de-
scription of the individual as an autonomous and inde-
pendent entity, the question of the forces that allow the 
individual to harmonize his/her actions is crucial. One 
candidate for such a force is the common good, which, 
however, is conceptualized differently in liberal and com-
munitarian conceptions of democracy. I contrast these 
concepts with the pragmatic notions of democracy devel-
oped by John Ryder, in which a democratic society is 
integrated by common interests.  
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Liberal democracy, the aftermath of modernity, has 

always strived to define the rules that can coordinate 

and harmonize the actions of citizens. This struggle 

arises in the very core of liberal philosophy with its em-

phasis on the freedom and autonomy of the individual. 

Liberalism put forward the concept of the autonomous 

and independent individual whose actions are guided by 

rational motives. This individual rationality, in turn, 

should translate into collective rationality, which must 

lead to the realization of compromise in the public 

sphere. I will not delve into the complicated interrela-

tions among the varieties of liberalism, especially since 

there is extensive literature on this subject, but it is 

noteworthy that despite all the differences, the basic 

concept of human nature remains similar in them. These 

strands also reveal the basic hiatus, a breach in the 

transition from individual to collective rationality. In 

order to be able to act together, individuals must attune 

their views and coordinate individual actions. Such rec-

onciliation, however, presupposes a limitation of the 

freedom and autonomy of the individual and, therefore, 
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stands in opposition to the basic values of liberalism. 

This contradiction is described by Pierre Manent as the 

relationship between modern man and law which should 

be the cornerstone of political universality and common 

actions of citizens (Manent 1998, 204). 

Obviously, this issue can be overcome, and there 

seem to be two ways to unravel the problem of how it is 

possible for free and autonomous individuals to work 

together. The first way is based on the assumption that 

even if the actions of individuals are motivated by selfish 

interests, there are mechanisms that facilitate harmony 

regardless of the will of particular individuals. A classic 

example of such reasoning is the emphasis on the role of 

the free market in Adam Smith’s concept. The “invisible 

hand of the market” is supposed to work in this way. But 

obviously, for the actions of individuals to be harmo-

nized, a higher instance, surpassing individual actions, is 

needed. For Smith this would be the economic universe.  

The appeal of economics, however, is not convincing 

to the proponents of the second group of solutions, who 

accentuate the universal mechanisms of rationality 

which determine the actions of individuals in one way or 

another. In the background, obviously, stands Immanuel 

Kant with his concept of equality of rational individuals 

in the public sphere. This concept has appeared in nu-

merous variations up to the present. Despite their many 

differences, the most influential theories of liberal poli-

cies developed by Jürgen Habermas and John Rawls 

share the assumption of the possibility and even the 

necessity of rational politics.  

Nevertheless, it is worth noting right away that they 

are doubly exclusive. On the one hand, in such defined 

public sphere there are no persons who, for various 

reasons, are considered irrational. It is now known that 

European liberalism grew up on a colonial system, where 

the indigenous people were treated as people not fully 

aware of their goals, who must be directed by more 

developed individuals, i.e., European colonists.  

On the other hand, the whole realm of emotions, in-

terests or desires disappears from politics. Consequent-

ly, many of the demands made by people were treated 

as expressions of immature emotions. This tendency was 
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enhanced by treating the crowd as completely irrational 

and dangerous to the rationality that democracy re-

quires. The masses, therefore, are always dangerous, 

because they are not guided by reason, but only by their 

own interests, which rationality is supposed to surpass.  

In this sense, this concept is a mirror image of the 

one I mentioned earlier. In the first of them we are 

dealing with a game of selfish interests, and in the sec-

ond with rationality as mechanisms enabling the harmo-

nization of the actions of the individual. Despite these 

differences, there are clear similarities here. In both 

cases, we are dealing with separate individuals aware of 

their goals, which they pursue with full consistency. In 

each of these concepts the principles of the economics 

of capitalism with its emphasis on competition, and the 

principles of abstract rationality, are the external frame-

work that make it possible to build a society.  

Building a community on individual selfishness or in-

dividual rationality could never fully succeed. As we 

know, at the same time as the emergence of liberalism 

and liberal democracy, there appeared an opposing 

trend of thought centered on the community. These two 

tendencies would determine the main axes of the politi-

cal dispute throughout the period of modernity. On the 

one hand, the liberal side assumes the principle of a free 

and autonomous individual. Proponents of community, 

on the other hand, speak of man as an effect of cultural 

traditions. In the Enlightenment vision of society, univer-

sal values regulate the life of all societies, which is criti-

cized by anti-Enlightenment thinkers who point to the 

role of community values in regulating social life. There-

fore, they also contradict another dogma of liberalism, 

that is, the division into private and public spheres. Such 

a division is impossible if we are the result of tradition 

and our actions are determined by its norms. It is not the 

system of law that is the most important, but the rules 

enshrined in the values of the community. Liberal de-

mocracy presupposes conflict and constant tension 

between particular social groups, while the life of the 

community should proceed harmoniously according to a 

unified system of values. This idyllic vision of a commu-

nal society is tempting in every way, but reading the 

works of communitarians, we never know to what ex-

tent it is a presentation of a certain utopia, or to what 

extent it is a real description of the functioning of a 

society that has degenerated in modernity, but can still 

get back on the right path.  

The leading representative of communitarianism, 

Charles Taylor, in his search of answers to these ques-

tions, turned, as is well known, to Hegel, finding in the 

German philosopher the first formulation of the dilem-

mas of modernity: “[...] Hegel’s dilemma for modern 

democracy, put at its simplest, is this: the modern ideol-

ogy of equality and of total participation leads to a ho-

mogenization of society. This shakes men loose from 

their traditional communities, but cannot replace them 

as a focus of identity. Or rather, it can only replace them 

as such a focus under the impetus of militant national-

ism or some totalitarian ideology which would depreci-

ate or even crush diversity and individuality. It would be 

a focus for some and would reduce the others to mute 

alienation” (Taylor 1979, 116). This dilemma, according 

to the Canadian philosopher, was also acknowledged by 

other thinkers of the period with the most characteristic 

example of Alexis de Tocqueville. However, as Taylor 

states: “But whether we take it in Hegel's reading or in 

de Tocqueville’s, one of the great needs of the modern 

democratic polity is to recover a sense of significant 

differentiation, so that its partial communities, be they 

geographical, or cultural, or occupational, can become 

again important centers of concern and activity for their 

members in a way which connects them to the whole” 

(Taylor 1979, 118). The renewal of the community (or 

communities) and making them centers of identification 

is therefore a necessary condition for the creation of a 

democratic society. It cannot be a collection of individu-

als focused on their goals and needs, and connected only 

by formal relationships, primarily legal ones, or intimate 

relationships. There must be communities that give 

meaning to the lives of individuals and form the basis of 

their identity. Taylor’s later works, including above all his 

magnum opus, Sources of the Self, are an attempt to 
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answer the question of how it is possible in the world of 

modernity to have a community which, while forming a 

bedrock of the individual's identity, would not at the 

same time jeopardize his individuality.  

This question becomes even more urgent because 

the obvious form of community in modernity is the 

national community. As Terry Eagleton argues, the in-

vention of the modern nation has solved the problem of 

binding the special, the individual with universality,  

There is a political correlative of the unity of in-
dividual and universal, known as the nation-state 
[…] The nation is amorphous stuff, which needs 
to be shaped by the state into unity; its unruly 
elements will thus be reconciled under a single 
sovereignty. And since this sovereignty is an em-
anation of Reason itself, the local is thus raised 
to the universal. But since this process is happen-
ing all over the world, given that few movements 
are more international than nationalism, the na-
tion is elevated to global status in this sense too 
(Eagleton 2000, 58).  
 

The British philosopher rightly emphasizes that in the term 

nation-state the second part prevails over the first, which 

implies that the very idea of such a state allows a possibil-

ity of anti-democratic policies. It stems both from what 

Eagleton mentions and from the understanding of the 

community as a certain unity that actually excludes the 

disputes and conflicts that are inherent in democracy. The 

Israeli historian Zeev Strenhell draws attention to this 

aspect of the anti-Enlightenment community from which 

the modern nation-state emerged. “In Herder and among 

the Herderians, not only in Germany but also in France 

and Italy, there emerged cultural nationalism and its 

product, political nationalism, which, as one advanced into 

twentieth century, became more and more radical and 

more and more violent. Cultural nationalism very soon 

gave birth to the idea of nation state and its counterpart, 

the supremacy of the state and the idea that democracy is 

the enemy of the people” (Sternhell 2009, 101). 

To sum up the prior reflections, it can be said that we 

are dealing with a dichotomous division into two theoreti-

cal, liberal and community approaches. Each of them 

presupposes a certain version of the harmonization of 

social activities through more or less explicitly expressed 

mechanisms which transcend the individual. These mech-

anisms also define certain areas of society about which, as 

it is agreed, are excluded from any conflictual behavior. 

They are referred to as the “common good”. As B. J. Diggs 

notes, “[…] philosophers held quite particular views of 

what the common good consists in, and of what govern-

ment should do to promote it, they nevertheless agreed 

that it is the end of government, that it is a good of all the 

citizens, and that no government should become the 

perverted servant of special interests, whether these 

special interests be conceived on the pattern of Aristotle's 

‘interest of the rulers,’ or Locke's ‘private good,’ or Hume's 

and Madison’s ‘interested factions’, or Rousseau's ’partic-

ular wills.’ There is this much of a common-core meaning 

associated with the various traditional expressions and 

this much justification in tradition for two contemporaries 

having interpreted the statement ‘government should 

promote the common good’ as a way of saying ‘govern-

ment should be impartial’” (Diggs 1973, 283–284). The 

concept of the common good seems obvious in the model 

of liberal democracy, but it is nevertheless far from being 

clear.  

Two different meanings of the concept of the com-

mon good can be distinguished. The first of these con-

cerns solutions to social problems that are satisfying for 

all groups existing in a given society. They can be related 

either to goods that are shared and necessary for the 

whole community, an obvious example discussed recent-

ly are actions aimed at limiting climate catastrophe. In 

the second sense, it is about accepting certain formal 

rules governing political life, for example, the recogni-

tion of the results of elections or the system of legal and 

administrative institutions. The latter meaning also 

includes the ethical obligation to follow democratic rules 

and engage in political life, which is often referred to as 

republicanism.  

It is noteworthy, however, that the communitarian 

tradition draws attention to another aspect of the com-

mon good, that is, the value of the community. On the 

one hand, it is right to draw attention to the role of the 

community and to oppose the formalistic and procedural 
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approach presented by significant strands of liberalism. 

Communitarianism accentuates areas that, although 

they do not have formalized rules, nevertheless have 

norms functioning on the principle of commonly accept-

ed knowledge (tacit knowledge), which often play a key 

role in political decision- making. On the other hand, the 

values of the community, and especially of the national 

community, can lead to a significant reduction in the 

diversity of views or opinions that is necessary for the 

proper functioning of the democratic system. Therefore, 

the question of how much community democracy needs 

can turn into a question of how communities lead to the 

death of the democratic system.  

I think that the ideas developed in American pragma-

tism will be helpful in answering these questions. Here I 

would like to refer to John Ryder’s book The Things in 

Heaven and Earth. An Essay in Pragmatic Naturalism 

(Ryder 2013), in which a coherent system of pragmatic 

philosophy is outlined, inspired on the one hand, by the 

naturalism of Justus Buchler, and on the other by the 

social concepts of John Dewey. Already in the introduc-

tory parts of the monograph outlining the entire system 

we find an important statement: “Pragmatic naturalism 

enables us to avoid ideology” (Ryder 2009, 51). This 

thesis is developed in the next paragraph and illustrated 

by examples from the field of international relations: 

Pragmatic naturalism, by virtue of its experimen-
talism, is a corrective to ideology, and its intellec-
tual tradition is sufficiently sophisticated and 
broad in application as to provide a rich source 
from which we can draw. In 1916, in Democracy 
and Education, Dewey gave an initial definition 
of ‘democracy’ that included the necessity of cul-
tivating common interests with members of 
one’s own community and with those across 
borders. This characteristic of a democratic soci-
ety provides tools to reconceive international re-
lations and foreign policy. If a democratic nation 
should be expected to pursue and cultivate in-
terests with those abroad, then its foreign policy 
cannot be based solely, as foreign policy tradi-
tionally has been, on ‘national interest’, at least 
not as long as national interest is determined 
without a serious consideration of the interests 
of other nations (Ryder 2013, 51–52). 
 

In the quoted passage, Ryder draws attention to two 

extremely important issues. First, the anti-ideological 

nature of the pragmatic approach to politics. This ap-

proach dictates that we should not give in to abstract 

constructions, but each time turn to specific social prob-

lems and their solutions. In other words, certain societies 

in a specific historical and cultural context must find solu-

tions that are tailored to these contexts. In the following 

parts of the book, the author defines the specificity of the 

approach of pragmatic naturalism to social problems. “A 

pragmatist will treat the idea as a working hypothesis, to 

be accepted, revised, or abandoned according to the 

degree to which the results meet the desired ends” (Ryder 

2013, 212). This approach seems particularly important 

now, when we witness a wave of social movements re-

ferred to by a vague but impressionistic term “populism”. 

Ideological thinking leads us to consider populism in terms 

of deviation and a threat to liberal democracy. However, if 

we stick to an approach in which ideas are treated as 

working hypotheses, then we should consider what social 

problems underpin the emergence and popularity of 

populism. Only then will it be possible to assess to what 

extent populism is a threat to democracy and to what 

extent it is the necessary correction.  

Secondly, he states, following John Dewey, that in a 

democratic society, the members of a given community 

should be guided not only by the interests of their com-

munity, but also by the interests of other communities. 

Ryder states explicitly in the latter parts of the book: 

The principle we have articulated as central to a 
healthy, democratic society, however, holds that 
we are to look for, and when necessary create, 
common interests among groups and communi-
ties within a society. The democratic response to 
the existence of diverse national, ethnic, racial, 
and religious groups is not the separation, absorp-
tion, or even tolerance. The democratic response 
is to interact with one another in the pursuit of 
shared, common interests (Ryder 2013, 194). 
 

The two theses are the axes of Ryder's concept of de-

mocracy, which of course is strongly related to the John 

Dewey’s concept, but he nevertheless organizes and 

develops his ideas in the context of contemporary dis-

cussions of democratic principles.  

In the chapters devoted to social philosophy, the au-

thor paints a more detailed picture of a democratic 
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society, at the core of which are common interests. He 

emphasizes that his concept is a part of the current of 

thinking about democracy, which is described as roman-

tic. Its specificity is defined as follows: 

It is the sense of democracy in which democracy 
is to be understood as a way of life, and not 
simply as a form of government or a mechanism 
for making political choices. In this sense, de-
mocracy, as Dewey might have said, reaches 
deep into a society and a culture. Its purposes 
and ideals structure, so to speak, the way people 
live, the way they interact with one another, 
their aspirations, and their activities. This is a 
much richer sense of democracy than the more 
common political one, but it is therefore also 
more complex and difficult to realize (Ryder 
2013, 182). 
 

In this perspective, politics is not merely autonomous and 

external to people's everyday life, but even shapes and 

organizes it. The implication of this approach is the convic-

tion that there is no point in looking for some abstract 

essence of democracy, one final criterion, to distinguish a 

democratic society from one that is not. Democracy, in 

fact, is a living process that permeates and manifests itself 

in all areas of life. In this sense, democracy is an exercise 

in both intelligence and imagination: 

[…] democracy is a way of living predicated on in-
telligence in experience and judgment. Democ-
racy, in other words, rests not on blind custom, 
nor on dogma, nor on rigid ideology, nor on cli-
chés and slogans, but on the exercise of our col-
lective capacity to study ourselves and our 
world, to perceive its problems, and to apply in 
our lives a mode of interaction that opens to the 
possibility of new and creative solutions. It is an 
exercise in intelligence, and a necessary feature 
of democracy (Ryder 2013, 185).  
 

In his analysis and interpretation of John Dewey’s con-

cept of democracy, Ryder points out that, thanks to its 

openness to the future, democracy is an inexhaustible 

source of development and enrichment of experience. 

Dewey expressed it by defining democracy as a context 

“in which experience grows in ‘ordered richness’.” Ex-

plaining this essential, though not very clear phrase, 

Ryder points out that “The idea is that the most fruitful, 

the most ‘rich’, and in the end the most satisfying expe-

rience is that which most enriches an individual’s possi-

bilities. Since we are all basically social in our lived 

context, our possibilities, in a whole range of aspects of 

our lives, are themselves engendered in social contexts 

and through social relations […] When we project our 

experience […] when we order it so that it opens to 

future enriching possibilities, we are living the most 

human of lives” (Ryder 2013, 185–186). The enrichment 

of experience is therefore another feature of democracy 

in pragmatic terms. Democracy is a special political 

system in this perspective, because it makes it possible 

to harmonize individual experience with the social, if 

only by allowing free communication among individuals, 

but also among different social groups. Education is 

therefore of particular importance, as it creates the basis 

for the development of such a personality, which could 

be called a democratic personality. Distinguishing these 

features allows Ryder to formulate an elaborate defini-

tion of democracy: 

[T]he most significant component of that defini-
tion is […] the pursuit of common interests with 
those outside one’s immediate community. In the 
sense meant here, ‘community’ could be defined 
in terms of a wide range of criteria. It could be un-
derstood as a class, or race, or gender, or ethnici-
ty, or neighborhood, or nationality, or any one of a 
number of other traits. A democratic individual in 
this sense is someone who is inclined to look be-
yond his community to seek common ground, 
common interests, with members of other com-
munities; a democratic society is one that is char-
acterized by public policies and social habits that 
promote the pursuit of shared interests within 
and across its many internal boundaries and be-
yond its national borders (Ryder 2013, 188). 
 

In this definition of democracy, it is important to link de-

mocracy to community. However, unlike anti-enlighten-

ment ideologues, and also to a large extent contem-

porary communitarians, it does not stipulate that the 

values of the community are the foundation that organ-

izes social and political life, an absolute common good 

that cannot be rejected. Communities can differ, they 

can overlap and of course many of them can exist within 

one society.  

Another essential feature of this definition is the fig-

ure of the democratic individual. Democracy, contrary to 

the position of some liberals, cannot be based only on 

formal ties, especially legal ones. Democracy can only 
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exist because specific people are involved in maintaining 

it and, if necessary, defending it. These people must 

have a specific socio-psychological profile, that is, above 

all, the ability to “take the role of the other”, to use the 

concept introduced by Dewey’s friend and collaborator 

George Herbert Mead. Obviously, we have here a certain 

feedback loop, which is formulated in the following 

definition of the characteristics of a democratic society:  

[…] Dewey argues that a healthy community is 
one that fosters a proliferation of interests held 
in common, and that promotes ever-expanding 
and freer communication and interaction among 
groups and communities. A society characterized 
by those two traits is the ideal toward which we 
should strive (Ryder 2013, 191).  
 

In such an ideal democratic society, undisturbed commu-

nication will foster attitudes of understanding the inter-

ests of other groups and a willingness to cooperate with 

them. Consequently, individuals formed in this way will be 

inclined to think in terms of cooperation and attuning the 

interests of their group with other groups. An important 

role in achieving such an ideal is played by education, to 

which Ryder devotes much space in his book. If we talk 

about education, we mean, of course, education, which 

can “[…] instill in young people appreciation for open-

ended inquiry, for a hypothetical approach to problems, 

for a willingness, even an eagerness, to revise ideas in and 

through experience, and for the importance of the collec-

tive pursuit of solutions to shared problems” (Ryder 2013, 

221). Such education is different from what often prevails 

in modern schools of various stages, where the emphasis 

is often placed on preparation for the profession or the 

ability to function in a market-oriented society. It is inter-

esting that another confirmation of the importance of 

education for democracy was presented by a political 

psychologist Shawn Rosenberg, who recently put forward 

the thesis that the rise of populist sentiment is the result 

of the success of liberal democracy. It has over-developed 

procedures so that they have become unreadable for 

most citizens. As a consequence, the simple recipes of 

populists have become attractive because they make it 

easier for people to organize social reality. Rosenberg is 

quite pessimistic about the future of democracy, because 

it is almost impossible to reverse the complexity of mod-

ern democracy. The only way to combat the simplistic 

view of reality that has become the driving force of popu-

lism is to develop civic education (Rosenberg 2020). 

Talking about populism, we return to the main mo-

tif of our considerations, i.e., the mechanisms that 

make a naturally pluralistic democratic society work 

together, so that the actions of free and autonomous 

individuals are harmonized. I would like to remind you 

that in explaining this phenomenon, one can refer to 

the concept of the common good, which may include 

certain areas of social life excluded from disputes, such 

as health care or defense, but also intangible goods 

such as the procedures of democratic elections. For 

communitarians, on the other hand, the common good 

will be predominantly the values of the community, 

which warrant the unity of society. If we confront these 

concepts with the idea of democracy inspired by prag-

matic naturalism, it is clear that it distances itself from 

both trends. As Ryder argues: 

Insofar as these claims are reasonable and de-
fensible, they offer […] an alternative, and a dis-
tinctly pragmatist alternative, to the prevalent 
liberal and communitarian approaches to social 
and political theory […] They avoid the inappro-
priately abstract character of the liberal under-
standing of the individual, and they avoid the 
undesirable overemphasis on the importance of 
own’s own community. In their place the princi-
ple we have developed points to a kind of cos-
mopolitanism in which the richness and variety 
of individuals and communities flourishes only 
insofar as the interact with one another toward 
common ends (Ryder 2013, 200). 
 

It should be added to that conclusion that, given the 

anti-ideological nature of democracy inspired by prag-

matic naturalism, we must remember that the common 

goods are not defined abstractly either. They appear as a 

result of the play of common interests and, in their next 

reconfiguration, they can disappear, and in their stead 

new ones can appear.  

In this sense, the pragmatic project of democracy 

will also be corrective to the antagonistic concepts of 

democratic society developed today in the circle of neo-

Marxism. The leading representative of this trend is 
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Chantal Mouffe, who in her book The Democratic Para-

dox presented the concept of agonistic democracy, the 

core of which is the transformation of antagonism into 

agonism and the enemy into an adversary: 

Introducing the category of the ‘adversary’ re-
quires complexifying the notion of antagonism 
and distinguishing two different forms in which it 
can emerge, antagonism properly speaking and 
agonism. Antagonism is struggle between ene-
mies. while agonism is struggle between adver-
saries. We can therefore reformulate our prob-
lem by saying that envisaged from the perspec-
tive of ‘agonistic pluralism’ the aim of demo-
cratic politics is to transform antagonism into 
agonism. This requires providing channels 
through which collective passions will be given 
ways to express themselves over issues which, 
while allowing enough possibility for identifica-
tion, will not construct the opponent as an ene-
my but as an adversary. An important difference 
from the model of ‘deliberative democracy’ is 
that for ‘agonistic pluralism,’ the prime task of 
democratic policy is not to eliminate passions 
from the sphere of the public, in order to render 
a rational consensus possible, but to mobilize 
those passions towards democratic designs 
(Mouffe 2000, 102–103) 
 

In a democracy, therefore, there is no consensus of any 

kind, the only thing that can be achieved is respect for 

the formal democratic rules regarding elections and the 

seizure of power. Antagonism is indelible because in 

society there is always a clash of collective identities that 

are not rational. The obvious question that can be posed 

to this concept is whether such acceptance of the formal 

conditions of the democratic process is sufficient to 

recognize enemies as adversaries and to transform 

antagonism into agonism. I think a good answer to this 

problem is to realize that even in conditions of political 

conflict that cannot be reduced to rational solutions, 

there may be certain points of contact between warring 

groups that allow the conflict to be maintained within a 

democratic framework. Such a point of contact could be 

the common interest in maintaining the existence of a 

given society, or the belief that in the set of different in-

terests of a given group, only a small part of them is 

conflictual and the majority is nevertheless common 

with other groups. I think that in this case too it is neces-

sary to refer to the methodological principle that democ-

racy in pragmatic terms is definitely anti-ideological and 

anti-dogmatic. There are many different ways in which 

the interests of groups in a given society are arranged, 

and some of them may conflict. According to education, 

it is necessary to prepare citizens so that they are able to 

see the decisive importance of what is common in the 

search for a solution to social problems. In a society 

composed of so prepared citizens, the commonality of 

interests of various social groups will mitigate the antag-

onistic potential, and prevent it from a transformation 

into an all-out conflict that could undermine the founda-

tions of the democratic system.  
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