
POLITICAL
ETHICS

ETYKA-POLITYCZNA-ENG_strony-tytulowe.qxp_2020  18/03/21  09:41  Page 1



SOCIAL DICTIONARIES
Series edited by

Wit Pasierbek and Bogdan Szlachta

POLITICAL ETHICS
Edited by Piotr Świercz

Other volumes:

RELIGIOUS PEDAGOGY, Edited by Zbigniew Marek and Anna Walulik

PUBLIC POLICIES, Edited by Artur Wołek

ETYKA-POLITYCZNA-ENG_strony-tytulowe.qxp_2020  18/03/21  09:41  Page 2



EDITED BY

Piotr Świercz

S O C I A L
DICTIONARIES

IGNATIANUM UNIVERSITY PRESS

KRAKOW 2021

POLITICAL
ETHICS

ETYKA-POLITYCZNA-ENG_strony-tytulowe.qxp_2020  18/03/21  09:41  Page 3



© Jesuit University Ignatianum in Krakow, 2021

Publication financed within the “DIALOG” 
programme of the Minister of Science and Higher Education
for the years 2019-2021

Reviewers
prof. dr hab. Wojciech Kaute
dr hab. Dariusz Kubok, prof. US

Translated into English by
Ewa Pałka 

Proofreading
Michael Timberlake

Editing and proofreading 
Anna Grochowska-Piróg

Cover design
Studio Photo Design – Lesław Sławiński
Layout and typesetting
Jacek Zaryczny

ISBN 978-83-7614-497-9

Ignatianum University Press
ul. Kopernika 26 • 31–501 Krakow, PL
tel. +48 12 39 99 620
wydawnictwo@ignatianum.edu.pl
http://wydawnictwo.ignatianum.edu.pl

Printing and binding 
Kowalcze Małgorzata Zakład Poligraficzny “SINDRUK”



Contents

Foreword 7

Introduction 9

Piotr Świercz
Political ethics 13

Piotr Świercz
The foundations of human social behaviour 31

tomasz Homa
Political community 49

sebastian ŚPiewak
Goodness 69

Jacek surzyn
Justice 87

Jacek surzyn, Piotr Świercz
Equality 105

marek rembierz 
The person and the human individual 123

Jacek surzyn
Freedom 145



Contents6

mariusz woJewoda
Responsibility 165

Przemysław Żukiewicz
Leadership 183

tomasz słuPik
Civil disobedience 201

anna skolimowska
International relations 217

sławomir sowiński
Political decisions 239

mariusz woJewoda
Violence 257

aleksander stęPkowski
Human rights 277

Jarosław cHarcHuła
Cultural rights 297

antoni skowroński, marek Żmudziński
Ecology 311

marek rembierz 
Migration 327

Jadwiga Potrzeszcz
Law and morality 347

rocco d’ambrosio
Catholic political ethics 363

List of authors 383



Foreword

In 2019, the team members of the Ignatian Social Forum decided to 
continue the work that was initiated by the publication of the Social 
Dictionary in 2004. Scientists from both Polish and foreign academic 
 centres contributed to this publication, which contained over one hun-
dred extended essays that discussed the findings of recent humanities 
and social science research.
 This new project is more extensive than the original Social  Dictionary. 
The aim of the project is to present the state of knowledge from within 
various fields of humanities and social sciences as they are at the 
beginning the third decade of the 21st century. They plan to show man, 
who is developing within diverse civilizations, cultures and societies, 
who adheres to many religions, and who honours diverse patterns of 
behaviour and products that condition his behaviour. However, rather 
than divide the humanities and social sciences according to the fields 
and disciplines listed by various international or national (departmental) 
institutions, we will divide them according to research areas that have 
been investigated by “offi cially acknowledged” scientific disciplines, with 
the use of a range of methods that yield a more comprehensive, inter-
disciplinary view. The research subject areas include issues considered 
particularly important to the humanities and social sciences in the 21st 
century that relate to man and his social environment, political and public 
affairs, and international relations. The analyses, which consider diverse 
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research perspectives, allow a multi-faceted approach to problems that 
are typically addressed by only one discipline and broaden the horizons 
of the research under taken by the Authors of the articles. They look 
for an “interpretative key” that will allow them to present the most sig-
nificant issues related to each of the main categories; sometimes these 
issues are controversial or debatable among scientists. These research 
areas give the titles to the four volumes of the new Social Dictionary. 
This “interpretative key” would not be important if the articles published 
in each volume resembled succinct encyclopaedic entries; however, 
it becomes significant because the entries take the form of 20-page 
articles that follow a uniform pattern. The considerations presented by 
the authors are devoted to the essence of the analysed category: its his-
tory, subject matter, and practical recommendations. Written by Polish 
scien tists representing not only different academic centres and scientific 
disciplines but also different “research sensibilities”, they are based on 
theoretical reflection accompanied by practical considerations. We also 
treat Catholic social teaching as one of the “interpretative keys” because 
it is impossible to ignore twenty centuries of the legacy and richness of 
Christianity.
 We hope that this volume will satisfy the Reader as it offers not only 
an opportunity to learn about scientific approaches to the vital problems 
faced by contemporary man, states, and societies, but also an insight 
into sometimes difficult aspects of modernity as viewed from a Catholic 
perspective. We also hope that the Reader will appreciate the effort 
of Polish scientists who, while undertaking original reflection on these 
issues, go beyond mere presentation of other people’s thoughts, as they 
are aware of the importance of the intellectual achievements of Polish 
science.

Series editors
Wit Pasierbek and Bogdan Szlachta



Introduction

It may seem somewhat surprising to approach the topic of political 
ethics from a contemporary context rather than from a solely historical 
one. Since the time of Aristotle, ethics has undoubtedly been a work 
of reason, and yet we live in times in which (as suggested by Jean-
François Lyotard) the era of great metanarratives has passed, and in 
the entire history of Homo sapiens there has probably never been less 
foundation for our belief in the possibility of a rational understanding of 
social and political life. That being the case, do the authors of this Social 
Dictionaries. Political Ethics intend to lay the foundations for a new 
metanarrative? Alternatively, do they suggest that a historical model 
from the past might exist that fits our times and requires only minor 
modernization at most?
 We have no doubt that history magistra vitae est although only to 
a certain extent, because, unlike historiosophy, history seems to be 
a linear phenomenon. In a literal sense, the events of the past will 
never be repeated; each era has its own characteristics, its own specific 
problems and challenges. Sometimes these problems and challenges 
may indeed be a peculiar variant of what has passed before. However, 
they are often completely new and unprecedented, and in this respect 
it seems that the period in which we are living now is entirely original. 
While not rejecting the wisdom of history, we cannot expect to find any 
easy answers or proven models in it. 
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 So, is it now time for a new metanarrative? The answer has to be no, 
and for two good reasons: ontological and epistemological. The ontologi-
cal reason can be summed up thus: in a globalized, extremely pluralistic 
and multidirectional world, such a metanarrative does not exist because 
it simply cannot exist. Although speculation belongs more to the realm 
of futurological and speculative science fiction than to the realm of the 
humanities and social sciences, we can speculate that, with the ever 
expanding and consolidating nature of globalization, new and as yet 
unknown foundations for some other global metanarrative will emerge. 
Perhaps. However, at present, the social, political, and economic reali-
ties of a globalizing world do not seem to be an environment that is con-
ducive to such solutions.
 The epistemological argument is rather trivial: even if it were possible 
to develop such a metanarrative, it would require the gigantic efforts of 
a huge, interdisciplinary, international team of researchers. Such meta-
narratives are not created overnight, not even within years or decades. 
They are the result of a long process of accumulation and include the 
integration of various cultural, socio-political, legal, and economic phe-
nomena. They are a bit like myths in that they are not created ad hoc at 
a desk but are the result of a process that often involves the activity of 
many human generations.
 Since the authors of Social Dictionaries. Political Ethics are not pro-
posing that we simply copy historical ideas or that we should construct 
a new system, what is the essence of their considerations?
 Firstly, we are guided not by minimalism but by an intentional restric-
tion of the way in which we address the analysed concepts. Per analo-
giam to the distinction between systematic and systemic philosophy, it 
can be said that we have adopted a systematic perspective that leaves 
building a system aside. This systematic perspective is characterized by 
the description and analysis of concrete issues and by the presentation 
of proposals that are not so much ready solutions so much as direc-
tions towards which both concrete actions and the discourse on political 
ethics should be directed.
 Secondly, although we are oriented towards contemporary problems, 
we are aware that the ethical-political discourse and its fundamental 
notions and values are very deeply rooted in history and the intellectual 
tradition. That is why we do not forgo historical analysis. We attempt 
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to grasp the historical determinants of ethical-political reflection and 
indicate the changing context and the phenomenon of conceptual-axi-
ological ambiguity that is linked to these changes. Consequently, when 
we find it advisable to clarify and specify analyses, we offer definitions 
and our own approaches to the issues being discussed.
 Thirdly, we do not limit ourselves to the traditional cognitive instru-
ments of ethics and philosophy. Social Dictionaries. Political Ethics is the 
fruit of interdisciplinary studies. First, we take advantage of the achieve-
ments of the humanities and social sciences, including, for example, 
history, theology, political science, and sociology. We also reach for 
theories and data from the natural sciences. After all, we are a part 
of nature, and many research disciplines in this branch of knowledge 
(e.g. neurology, primatology, palaeoanthropology, evolutionary psychol-
ogy, and endocrinology) contribute a great deal of valuable information, 
theories, and hypotheses concerning various aspects of human life and 
behaviours, including social behaviours and morality.
 The wide range of topics addressed in this volume testifies to the 
characteristics outlined above. These topics cover not only issues of 
traditional interest to political ethics (the common good, justice, free-
dom, and equality) from the perspective of contemporary needs, but 
also issues that have relatively recently found their way into ethical and 
political discourse (ecology and cultural rights). Our intention is that the 
Readers of Social Dictionaries. Political Ethics will find it a source of 
inspiration and an aid to their reflection on political ethics and will appre-
ciate the importance of political ethics, both in cognitive and practical 
terms.

Volume editor
Piotr Świercz
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Political ethics

summary
DEFINITION OF THE TERM: Political ethics is a set of moral principles 
that constitute the criterion for political and legal decisions and actions 
that are taken. they are also used to assess the political and legal activity 
of individuals, organizations, and political parties.

HISTORICAL ANALYSIS OF THE TERM: the principles that guide 
political life have been reflected on throughout european history from 
antiquity to the present day and have yielded a range of proposals that 
are, at times, contradictory.

DISCUSSION OF THE TERM: the fundamental problem is the formula-
tion of the most important criterion for moral and ethical evaluation; this 
can be, for example, the common interest, the common good, or being 
pro-social.

SYSTEMATIC REFLECTION WITH CONCLUSIONS AND RECOM-
MENDATIONS: Globalisation, multiculturalism, and democracy pose new 
challenges for humanity. It is therefore necessary to coordinate actions 
on a global scale, which requires developing basic shared principles. 

Keywords: political ethics, common interest, common good, being 
pro-social, justice
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definition of the term
Before attempting to define political ethics, it is necessary to define 
morality and ethics and to clarify the relationship between them. 
 Morality (in Latin: moralis, moralitas – “manners” or “proper behav-
iour”) is the ability to distinguish between intentions, judgments, deci-
sions, and actions that are considered appropriate and those that are 
considered inappropriate. Appropriate actions are considered moral 
actions, while inappropriate actions are considered immoral. Everyday 
language often uses synonymous terms, such as right and wrong, good 
and bad, ethical and unethical. 
Ethics (in Greek: ethikos – “linked with manners”, “reflecting character”, 
“tactful”; ethos – “custom”, “habit”, “disposition”, “character”) originally 
meant the study of human character, courage (in Greek: areté; in 
Latin: virtus – “bravery”, “courage”, “virtue”) in actions, and appropriate 
conduct. 
 Etymologically speaking, ethics and morality are the same phenom-
enon, which is the source of many difficulties in discussing the relation-
ships between them. Most often, we assume that ethics is a theoretical 
reflection of morality. Morality indicates specific behaviour in specific 
situations, whereas ethics strives to systematise these indications and 
justify and/or explain them rationally. As a result, ethics tends to create 
coherent systems within which it rationally justifies, explains, and gener-
alises the guidelines for formulating moral judgments, making decisions, 
and implementing these decisions. In pursuing its aim, ethics usually 
makes an effort to define such concepts as “good” and “evil”, “justice” 
and “injustice”, “courage” (“bravery”, “virtue”), and “vice”. 
 In everyday language, the terms “morality” and “ethics” are often 
used interchangeably. However, many researchers believe that accu-
racy and precision require that they be differentiated. Consequently, the 
use of the term “moral” (“immoral”) only makes sense in the context of 
a specific ethical system. For example, polygamy is immoral in the light 
of Catholic ethics but not in the light of Islam or Mormonism. So, how 
are we to understand the term “ethical” (“unethical”) in light of this fact? 
If we assume that unethical is that which goes against particular ethics, 
it may be the case that “unethical” and “immoral” are the same from the 
perspective of a particular ethical system; however, it might be assumed 
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that “unethical” describes what is unsystematic and unjustified. Within 
this approach, the specific act of an individual, which might be “moral” 
from the point of view of a particular ethical system, may also be “unethi-
cal” if the individual is unable to justify the motives for his judgments or 
acts. 
 At this point, I propose a slightly different way of approaching these 
concepts which is rooted, to some extent, in their traditional use. In view 
of our growing knowledge of the foundations of moral behaviour in some 
animal species (see the article Foundations of human social behaviour), 
I propose understanding the term “morality” as the fundamental patterns 
of interindividual behaviour among people and our closest relatives 
(I will allow this definition to be extended to cover other animals if further 
research makes it legitimate), especially from the Hominini tribe. These 
patterns often differ in terms of their complexity, which results from the 
different sizes and structures of societies that have not been systema-
tised in the form of a written or unwritten code of conduct, regardless 
of how significant and complex this code is and what its rationale is 
(ancestral customs, the will of god(s), rational thought, etc.). Further, 
I suggest that all codes, even the most basic ones, be termed ethics. 
Consequently, I assume that emotions are the source of morality (there 
is more on this topic in the article Foundations of human social behav-
iour), while reason is the source of ethics. Paraphrasing Aristotle, it can 
be said that the difference between people and the animals which are 
our closest relatives does not boil down to the fact that only people 
distinguish between what is right and wrong but to the fact that only 
people conduct rational discourse on this subject and create rational 
systems of behaviour.
 While using the term political ethics, therefore, I am referring to an 
ethical system that indicates norms that are appropriate for political 
decision-making and political activity, thereby regulating the necessary 
and possible scope of activity of political authorities. These norms regu-
late relationships between states, between a state and an individual, 
and between a state and other social groups, as well as the behaviour 
of those who govern and those who are governed.
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Historical analysis of the term
The oldest-known written code that regulated the various human activi-
ties within a community was created in the 18th century BC by Babylonian 
King Hammurabi. The Code of Hammurabi contains 282 laws regulating 
such matters as contracts, transactions, appropriate wages, family law, 
and issues related to military service. Slightly later, the Hittites created 
treaties and law codes that included texts that were written between 
the Old Kingdom period (1650–1500 BC) and the New Kingdom period 
(1500–1180 BC). In addition to regulating many areas of life in legal 
terms, they also established a proper relationship between the suzerain 
and the vassals. Mesopotamian legal texts are considered the source of 
Biblical legal codes such as the Decalogue, the content of the Covenant 
from the Book of Exodus (Genesis) and from the Book of Deuteronomy 
(Deuteronomion, Deuteronomium). Various attempts to date these texts 
suggest that they were written between the 10th and 6th centuries BC. 
According to some researchers, the Decalogue was inspired by Hittite 
legal treaties (they point to the same structure being used and to the 
figure of God-Suzerein), while the legal solutions of Genesis and Deu-
teronomion reveal traces of the influence of Mesopotamian legal codes. 
 The beginnings of philosophical reflection on the norms that should 
be followed by political authorities had already appeared in Pre-Socratic 
philosophy; however, the extent to which we can talk about ethics in this 
context is debatable. Many authors think that all practical aspects that 
are present in Pre-Socratic philosophy stem from epistemological and 
ontological reflection. This is particularly transparent in the context of 
arche/archai philosophy, in which the principles of cosmic order play the 
same role on each ontological level. For example, harmony (harmonia) 
enjoys a special status in Pythagorean philosophy, as it plays a unifying 
role at the level of the macrocosm (the world as a whole), the cosmos 
(the state), and the microcosm (the human soul).
 In the general opinion of researchers of Greek philosophy, a new way 
of discussing the rules of conduct for the individual and for the state 
appeared with Socrates’ dispute with the Sophists, namely Protagoras 
of Abdera and Gorgias of Leontini. Without touching on the complicated 
and controversial issue of the Socratic problem, the dispute can be sum-
marised in the following way: it is most likely that the Sophists were the 
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first to present a different approach to ethical issues. It is possible that 
legal context played the greatest role here, as this method of argumen-
tation was useful in court proceedings. Both Protagoras and Gorgias 
built a model of argumentation that was based on conventionalism 
and utilitarianism. This was rooted more within the criticism of existing 
ontologies, which emphasised a relativist and relational epistemological 
approach (and rejected the notion of absolute truth), than in Sophists’ 
positive ontological proposals. Socrates probably started his dispute 
with this very position.
 Post Socrates, criticism of this Sophist model was advanced by 
Plato, who interpreted and developed Socrates’ method. His concepts 
primarily referred to Pre-Socratic reflection (e.g. that of the Pythago-
reans and the Eleatics). For Plato, the criterion for all actions was the 
highest principle of existence, namely Good, which was a measure of 
justice. The most important theses of Plato’s philosophy concerning the 
principles of political life include the need to strive for the stability of the 
state and the interests of those who are governed rather than those who 
govern. In his reflection on political power (by analogy with the human 
soul), Plato also included reflections on the “cardinal virtues” (hai protai 
aretai), i.e. justice (dikaiosyne), prudence (sophia), fortitude (andreia), 
and temperance (sophrosyne); he considered their harmonisation to be 
a necessary condition for the best political system to exist. 
 Aristotle is considered the creator of ethical reflection. In his view, 
the principles of political life should be primarily subordinated to the 
common interest (to koine sympheron), which is, in a way, a combina-
tion of the interests of those govern and those who are governed. Only 
political systems and political actions whose aim is the common good 
deserve to be called “proper”. Aristotle also developed the science of 
virtues (aretai) as he recognised – as Plato had – that their proper hier-
archy and implementation was necessary for the happy life of both the 
individual and the polis to be achievable.
 Rapid development of ethical reflection took place during the Hel-
lenistic period. The most important schools of philosophy at that time, 
i.e. the Stoics, the Epicureans, and the Cynics, put ethics at the centre 
of their philosophical proposals. Their starting point was the individual, 
his happiness, and the principles that regulated his appropriate deci-
sion-making and behaviour. Political ethics was given far less attention 
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because it was believed that politics should either be completely rejected 
(lathe biosas, “live hidden”, according to the Epicureans’) or is neces-
sary only to maintain order and, according to the Cynics’ autarkeia, 
deemed unnecessary to a philosopher’s truly happy life. Finally, ethics 
was considered an element of the order that was set by Destiny (the 
Stoics’ pronoia), according to which one must fulfil one’s duties in har-
mony with reason and aretai. Diogenes the Cynic introduced the idea 
of kosmopolis, which was especially advocated by the Stoics (including 
Epictetus).
 Christian revelation brought a very different understanding of ethical 
issues that was based on the eschatological perspective, in which the 
primary goal of every person is eternal life. Until Christianity was recog-
nised as the state religion of the Roman Empire (399 AD), reflection on 
political ethics was not a key theme of Christian thought. Saint Augustine 
Aurelius, who considered world peace to be the most important objec-
tive of the state, believed that a Christian was a peregrinus, i.e. a free 
man, but one without civil rights. The situation changed with the alli-
ance of the throne and altar, which necessarily entailed the search for 
a Christian political system and Christian political ethics. The category 
of the common interest (utilitas communis) was subordinated to the prin-
ciple of the common good (bonum commune). This view was most fully 
expressed in the political and legal writings of Saint Thomas Aquinas. He 
considered revealed divine law (lex divina) to be both the source of the 
commandments that governed the realization of the ultimate goal, and 
the final, unerring criterion for resolving political and legal disputes that 
arose from different interpretations of natural law (lex naturalis), which 
were expressed in various, often contradictory state laws that consti-
tuted human law (lex humana). Consequently, it was acknowledged that 
the Church, as the depositary of divine law, was higher in the hierarchy 
than the secular authorities which were the creators of human law, and 
that divine law was the source of human law. The revealed absolute 
truth was considered the highest criterion for political ethics because 
only this enabled the realisation of the common good.
 Niccolò Machiavelli’s views played a significant role in the history of 
ethical and political ideas. He rejected the proposal to subordinate poli-
tics to the absolute good and considered the behaviour of the state to be 
the most important criterion for political decisions and actions. No code 
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of ethics should be taken into account by those in power when stability, 
strength, and the existence of the state are at stake. Even actions that 
would be considered disgraceful in relation to individuals and the private 
sphere are appropriate if they contribute to strengthening the state. In 
this way, Machiavelli gave new meaning to the concept of virtù, which 
he understood as the courage to control one’s own destiny (fortuna) at 
both the individual and the state level.
 Machiavelli’s views have built the foundations for modern political and 
ethical-political reflection. One perspective that reflected on the nature 
of man questioned the Aristotelian and Thomistic idea of the zoon poli-
tikon/animal politicum. This perspective assumed that almost all people 
are egoists pursuing only their own interests without paying attention 
to the common good. This new view of human nature was most fully 
expressed by Thomas Hobbes, according to whom there was no justice 
or injustice in the state of nature. Justice was established in the act 
of making a collective covenant (contract) between all subjects, which 
occurred when a political state was created. From that point on, the state 
determined what was right and what was wrong, and the only obligation 
of the state towards its subjects was to protect their lives. People agreed 
to sign a social contract in order to leave the state of nature, in which 
they had lived in a state of war against each other.
 David Hume criticised Hobbes and his thesis about the purely selfish 
origins of the state, justice, and the law. He saw the sources of moral-
ity primarily in feelings rather than in reason. For Hume, reason was 
a slave to feelings. Although he did not question the significance of 
selfishness and self-interest, he emphasised the role that feelings play 
in human behaviour, as feelings lead to sympathy. In itself, sympathy is 
not a feeling but a type of psychological mechanism that allows access 
to the  feelings of others. Understood in this way, sympathy is a source of 
approval for actions that are intended for the common interest; it is also 
a source of rejection for actions that are motivated solely by egoism. Jus-
tice was established on the basis of selfish motives, but its long-standing 
upholding and approval resulted from sympathy and pro-social motives.
 Jean-Jacques Rousseau also criticised Hobbes’ theory and disagreed 
with his pessimistic and egoistic views on human nature. He sought the 
reasons for the improper functioning of states in the flawed construction 
of the social contract that, in his opinion, realized the private interests of 
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the ruling group. According to Rousseau’s theory, the key condition for 
the realisation of the common interest was to create conditions that 
would allow the formulation of the general will (la volonté générale). This 
will was the highest criterion for political and social equity and justice.
 Rousseau’s political and ethical theories inspired others, including 
Immanuel Kant, who considered autonomy of the will (as opposed to 
its heteronomy) to be the essence of properly understood ethics. His 
theory of moral imperatives became the basis for an autonomous and 
at the same time universal ethics, which was intended to be the foun-
dation for appropriate legislation. His categorical imperative postulates 
that everyone should be guided in their actions by the principles that 
they would like to become universal principles. The materialisation of 
the categorical imperative or, in other words, its transformation into 
a practical imperative, requires indicating a universal end. Only rational 
beings can be such an end. On the basis of the material categorical 
imperative, Kant created a project for a legal and political system that 
took into account both the autonomy of the individual and the universal-
ity of legal principles. He described this project as the Kingdom of Ends 
(Reich der Zwecke). Kant’s ethics and political philosophy are definitely 
anti-utilitarian and follow the fiat justitia et pereat mundus [let justice be 
done, though the world perish] principle.
 Utilitarianism, of which Jeremy Bentham and John Stuart Mills were 
the most prominent representatives, put forward the thesis that hap-
piness is the goal of human life, and the quintessence of happiness 
is pleasure and lack of pain. This understanding of happiness is the 
criterion for assessing the ethics of political activity. Thus, the aim of the 
legal system should be to establish laws that guarantee as much plea-
sure and as little pain for as many individuals as possible. Utilitarianism 
is the foundation of liberal democracy.
 In the 19th century, industrial, economic, and technological develop-
ment brought enormous transformations to the social, economic and 
political structure of Europe. New social and political tendencies emerged 
that perceived social, political, economic, and ethical reality from different 
perspectives. Karl Marx, the creator of historical materialism, introduced 
the theory of class struggle into European thought, according to which 
the relations of production were the basis for all social relationships, and 
the state was an instrument of class rule. Ethics (whether individual or 
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socio-political) were only an extension of a particular formation of the 
relations of production. The realisation of the class interests of the most 
progressive social class, i.e. the proletariat, was the criterion used to 
evaluate socio-political activity ethically. 
 The establishment of the official doctrines of Catholic Social Teach-
ing can be seen as a response to the growing influence of socialist and 
communist ideas, bearing in mind the negative aspects of the capitalist 
system. Referring to the teachings of Saint Thomas Aquinas, it postulates 
building a political and socio-economic system based on three pillars: 
the common good, the principle of social solidarity, and the principle of 
subsidiarity.
 The 20th century brought new challenges and proposals that were in 
most cases rooted in previously formulated ethical and political concepts, 
which were then adapted to the changing context. After World War II, the 
Universal Declaration of Human Rights was adopted, which was largely 
based on the philosophy of personalism. This catalogue of norms and 
postulates is intended to protect every individual from the abuse of 
political authorities. In the 21st century, as globalisation progresses, it is 
becoming increasingly urgent that a formula for political and economic 
activity is developed that is universal enough to allow as many countries 
and societies as possible to cooperate whilst at the same time allowing 
the interests of individual political entities to be realised and their identi-
ties to be preserved.

discussion of the term
Today, political ethics must address global and human challenges. The 
first question that should be asked is whether any ethical proposal that 
would be universal is necessary and is possible to create. 
 In recent decades, the most pressing threats to humanity have been 
environmental changes and terrorism. According to the vast majority 
of climate specialists, global warming, which has been caused mainly by 
human activity, requires action on a global scale. Local initiatives are not 
enough; it is necessary to formulate a programme that will coordinate, 
implement, and control the strategies of states and economic entities 
globally. 
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 Since 11th September 2001, the activities of various terrorist groups, 
especially Islamic terrorists, have resulted in thousands of deaths, an 
escalation of armed conflicts in many regions of the world, a humanitar-
ian crisis in Syria, and a wave of refugees from conflict areas. Effective 
counter-terrorism measures require broadly understood cooperation 
between the international community as a whole. 
 The war on terrorism requires the international counteraction of 
armed conflicts and supervision of compliance with conventions when 
conflicts occur, especially with regard to civilians. Initiatives that aim 
to achieve reconciliation and the restoration or establishment of last-
ing peaceful relationships between conflicting parties are a particularly 
important challenge.
 Poverty and extreme poverty, often bordering on the struggle for sur-
vival, is another characteristic feature of our times. Even in the richest 
countries such as the United States, the gap between the richest (1% of 
the total population) and the rest of society is colossal. It is hard to 
believe that in the greatest superpower in the world the level of poverty 
equalled 11.8% in 2018 (according to official data provided by the US 
Government). In many regions of the world, the problem of poverty is 
linked to a lack of universal access to medical services and education. 
This widens the existing gap in living standards and puts a significant 
proportion of the human population in a situation in which there is no 
hope or prospects of change.
 Civil rights are another contemporary challenge that involves iden-
tifying and observing them as well as and counteracting discrimination 
on the basis of gender and/or being a member of a national, ethnic, 
or sexual minority. Many countries lack media that are independent of 
the government; on the other hand, if they exist, they are frequently 
subjected to various forms of harassment by the authorities. As a result, 
the media’s freedom of expression is often not exercised or is largely 
marginalised. The internet does little to counteract restrictions on free-
dom of expression, as it itself is subject to significant restrictions in many 
regions of the world.
 In the modern world, in which the process of globalisation is irrevers-
ible, there are no local problems – only local effects of global problems. 
A global perspective is necessary when discussing issues that are politi-
cal, social, economic, or environmental. Undoubtedly, discussions on 
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a universal model of global cooperation have been held, but the claim 
that international cooperation should be implemented on a large scale 
raises a number of controversies. How will decisions be made on an 
international scale? How far can these decisions interfere in the inter-
nal affairs of individual states? What issues should be addressed and 
regulated by the international community and to what extent? Finally, 
does the need for closer cooperation on a global scale really necessitate 
the addition of an ethical model or is purely practical cooperation on 
economic and legal grounds sufficient?
 Legal regulations and economic activity play an extremely impor-
tant role, but intergovernmental action alone may not be enough. The 
governments of individual states do not operate in a vacuum and are 
largely dependent on the opinions, views, and values held by citizens 
and various interest groups within states. This becomes apparent when 
one views the proposed initiatives related to climate change. Bearing 
in mind the economic interests of particular branches of industry (for 
example, the mining industry) as well as the opinions of those members 
of society who do not accept the proposed measures (as these opin-
ions translate into electoral votes), the governments of many countries 
appear unwilling to take up and implement the principles that have 
been suggested. Global challenges require something more than the 
sovereign decision of an individual state because their effectiveness, 
although undoubtedly necessary, is insufficient in the end. A system that 
is based on the sovereign decisions of individual states hinders (or even 
prevents) the long-term, consistent development of a system that will 
not only improve on the already existing flawed decisions but will also 
counteract activities that threaten the peaceful and stable coexistence 
of culturally diverse human societies. Thus, it is necessary to build some 
form of global community. This type of community, like any other human 
political community, requires the development of a fundamental model 
of political ethics which will embrace fundamental values that guarantee 
the sustainable and just development of the entire human population.
 The postulate for political life to be based on ethical principles (both 
internally and in international cooperation) raises a difficult problem from 
the outset: who would decide on the form and content of these prin-
ciples, and on what criteria? This is not only, or even primarily, a matter 
of procedural issues. In multicultural countries, and especially in the 
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international environment, it is extremely difficult to agree on a common 
ethical formula. 
 The second key problem is the question of what the subject of politi-
cal ethics should be: is it politics understood as a process, or politics 
understood primarily from the perspective of the objectives? These two 
possibilities do not have to be treated separately as the ethics of politics 
can apply to both equally. 
 The basic principle of political ethics should be its democratic nature. 
Neither a pluralist society, and such are the communities of most coun-
tries in the world (probably all of them), nor the international community 
can appeal to a single authority. In such diverse environments as human 
societies, it is impossible to indicate or establish an authority that is 
commonly accepted. At the same time, the democratic nature of political 
ethics reveals the primary, most fundamental value which is the main 
postulate of political ethics: every human being is a value and an end in 
himself and must not be sacrificed in the name of achieving other values 
and ends. History has shown us that rejecting this formula can result in 
the authoritarian and arbitrary setting of goals that serve the interests of 
certain individuals rather than those of the common good.
 The lack of universally accepted authority does not mean a total 
epistemological void with the unconditional relativism that would result 
from this. We have two basic, universal sources of information and 
methods that define the framework for the possible diversity of opinions. 
These sources are science and the rationality of both argumentation 
and justification. Of course, science and reason are unable to show 
us the values that we could consider appropriate for the realisation of 
political objectives, but they may demonstrate the lack of legitimacy 
of certain proposal, the flaws in the arguments, and the inconsistency of 
the justifications. The issue of global warming and the role played by 
human activity in this process serves as an excellent example here. 
Science, education, and a rational way of conducting disputes should be 
promoted in the best interest of all political communities and the entire 
global population. A deliberative democracy promises better ethical 
prospects than its opposite, i.e. an agonistic democracy. It seems to be 
the conditio sine qua non for lasting cooperation both within the state 
and internationally. The ability to hold discussions with participants who 
are willing to understand the arguments of their interlocutors and to work 
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out a common position rather than try to win is the only way to over-
come the phenomenon known as the “tribalism of truth”. In principle, 
the boundaries of the rationality of a discussion should be determined 
by science (although there may be issues on which science is silent) 
and the rational consistency of arguments and justifications. These 
requirements for formulating ethical principles, namely democracy, sci-
ence, and rationality, should create an environment that is conductive 
to multicultural discourse. This will make it possible to reach agreement 
and develop a common position, despite sometimes-fundamental differ-
ences in the understanding of what is moral and what is immoral.
 Political ethicists do not object (at least declaratively) to the claim 
that political objectives should be ethical. I believe that the thesis 
that politics should be an activity aimed to achieve what is right, just, 
and beneficial for the community (in everyday language “the general 
public”) is trivial. Claiming that the methods of achieving these objec-
tives should be subject to ethical evaluation just as much as policy 
objectives are is no longer irrefutable. An example of an area of state 
activity in which ethically questionable activities are explicite is spying. 
The very terms “spy” and “spying” are so pejorative that we commonly 
use their synonyms, e.g. “intelligence officer”, “intelligence”, “intel-
ligence services”, and we often reinforce an obvious dichotomy: we 
gather intelligence, while our opponents spy. From the perspective of 
deontology, any political activities that conflict with ethics should be 
unequivocally condemned, while the perspective of consequential-
ism admits to the possibility that ethically questionable actions are 
permissible if they are justified by a state of necessity. Adopting this 
second perspective raises the question of the forms of social control 
over the application of this “state of necessity”. It is not a question of 
controlling how the conditions are formulated but of controlling how 
they are implemented. By its very nature, such control could only be 
post factum. This is probably the reason why the ethics of the political 
process, that is to say, of the means to achieve political objectives, is 
one of the major challenges faced by ethical reflection. 
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systematic reflection with conclusions 
and recommendations
Fruitful analysis of political ethics requires prior consideration of the 
notions of community, political community, and the various pro- and 
anti-social factors that are present in human nature (understood as the 
biologically determined basis of human behaviour). It is necessary to 
understand the mechanisms that have driven the evolution of human 
communities, the determinants and historical contexts of their various 
models, the most important factors that strengthen the stability of com-
munities, the causes of conflicts, and the weakening of bonds, or even 
their complete disintegration.
 A key concept in the reflection on community and political ethics is 
the common good. On the one hand, it is the quintessence of the whole 
community’s aspirations – a kind of concretisation of all the causes, 
motives, and aims of its members. On the other hand, it is a criterion for 
evaluating all political and economic decisions and actions. However, 
while a general, formal concept of the common good can be expressed 
in terms that are not related to concrete material data (as such, it is the 
highest criterion of equity in the socio-political sphere), the concretisa-
tion or materialisation of the common good requires sensitivity to the 
changing context and changing needs of all elements of the community. 
In this way, a kind of feedback is created between the concept of the 
common good and the members of the community and the basic values 
of the system.
 The most significant values include the special status of the human 
individual (a human person), his rights, and his freedom. In fact, both 
notions – political community and the common good – recognise that 
the realisation of the interest of each individual who co-creates a com-
munity is a necessary condition for the realisation of the very idea of 
community. This issue is closely linked to the concept of justice and 
equality. The development of an optimal relationship between justice 
and equality lies at the heart of cooperation. Situations in which social 
inequalities are expressed in varying levels of influence on political deci-
sions regarding access to such goods as health care, education, and 
housing will lead to numerous negative consequences. These include 
the marginalisation of significant parts of society, an undermining of the 
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very essence of community, the loss of credibility of the entire socio-
political system, and a resultant indifference to community matters. The 
crisis of representative democracy, which has been talked about for 
some time with regard to European civilisation, and of which, with some 
success, authoritarian forces are trying to take advantage, may have its 
origins in the fundamental sense of a lack of political and legal agency. 
Initiatives that promote citizenship and a shared responsibility for and 
real influence on political, legal and economic decisions and activities 
seem to be a necessary element of ethical and political demands in the 
21st century, and they are as significant as responsible political leader-
ship. The effectiveness of initiatives that are aimed to strengthen the 
sense of civic responsibility for political activity requires two more fac-
tors: access to reliable information (a matter of journalistic ethics) and 
courts that are fully and truly independent of other branches of power. 
 Thinking in communal terms also means protecting all minorities (cul-
tural, religious, national, ethnic, and sexual) and eliminating discrimina-
tion. Exclusion from the community, or discrimination against individuals 
who are different from the typical representatives of a given population 
(whether local, state, or global) solely on the basis of their atypicality 
and diversity, should be regarded as one of the most morally shocking 
aspects of our times, especially in view of World War II. The issue of 
human and cultural rights undoubtedly belongs to the most pertinent 
areas of ethical-political discourse. 
 The multiplicity of themes that are of interest to political ethics and 
their global context inevitably raises questions and doubts: is the whole 
project striving for utopia? Is it possible to bring about a situation in 
which at least some of these challenges are addressed in at least parts 
of the world? Will it be possible to develop a formula that will really 
contribute to increasing fruitful cooperation, peaceful conflict resolution, 
and greater respect for the dignity and rights of every human being? 
Even if the answers to all these questions were to be negative and it was 
not possible to implement even a single objective, it is still necessary to 
address the problem of political ethics for several reasons. The first is 
for the sake of cognitive reasons because political ethics is, in a way, an 
interdisciplinary meeting platform for various areas of knowledge, includ-
ing philosophy, psychology, sociology, political science, anthropo logy, 
evolutionary psychology, neurology, endocrinology, history, economics, 
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theology, etc. Knowledge and understanding are values in themselves. 
It is difficult to find a more important subject of knowledge that addresses 
the necessary conditions for the good life of a political community. 
 The second reason is practicality, as addressing the issue of political 
ethics in social discourse has an impact on the political system (at least 
potentially). It is more than likely that there will be readers who will be 
inspired by certain issues and then share their thoughts and observa-
tions with others. For social discourse to be undertaken, it has to be 
initiated by someone, and it is precisely researchers and scientists who 
seem to be the most predestined to do so. On this point, one can be 
sure of only one thing: if we consider that ethics is unable to influence 
the sphere of politics, this will remain the case.
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the foundations of human social behaviour

summary
DEFINITION OF THE TERM: Any discussion devoted to the subject 
of political ethics must include analyses of the biological determinants 
of social forms of human life and behaviour, including the pre-cultural 
foundations of morality.

HISTORICAL ANALYSIS OF THE TERM: Philosophical discussions 
devoted to the political and social nature of man have reached the level at 
which their speculative nature makes it impossible to continue any fruitful 
dispute. In this situation, an interdisciplinary approach that necessitates 
accounting for the findings of the natural sciences is required. 

DISCUSSION OF THE TERM: the natural sciences provide data on the 
social nature of man and the foundations of human moral behaviour that 
offers an innovative view of human nature and moral and ethical issues.

SYSTEMATIC REFLECTION WITH CONCLUSIONS AND RECOM-
MENDATIONS: Juxtaposing contemporary scientific knowledge with 
philosophical reflections that were developed during various historical 
periods requires a creative, interdisciplinary approach.

Keywords: evolution, evolutionary psychology, empathy, reciprocity, 
Dunbar’s number
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definition of the term
In relation to the ethical and political nature of man, the perspective that 
emphasized the specificity of humans and the non-animal nature of their 
ethical and political behaviour prevailed for centuries or even millennia. 
Of course, the similarity between man and other animals was acknowl-
edged, and man was even called a specific zoon or animal. Justifica-
tions for the political and ethical nature of man were sought exclusively 
in human reasonableness, which was associated with spirituality rather 
than corporeality, regardless of whether or not this “spirituality” was 
substantially different from matter. Man’s “animality” explained all his 
“bodily and physiological” aspects but excluded his inner life, which was 
perceived as the function of the soul.
 The development of the biological sciences led to a situation in which 
the “corporeality” of man’s inner life could not be called into question. 
The whole sphere of human inner life has to be put in the biological 
context which defines it and in the main theory on which our biological 
knowledge is based, i.e. Darwin’s theory of evolution, which treats natu-
ral selection as the main, non-random instrument for regulating random 
genetic variability.
 From the perspective of the biological sciences, we can divide the 
issues discussed in this article into the following three areas:

1. the origins of the communal life of Homo sapiens in the context 
of the evolution of animal social life forms;

2. the evolution of the brain of Homo sapiens and its functions, struc-
ture, and physiology;

3. the foundations and origins of human moral behaviours against the 
background of similar animal behaviours.

 Summing up, the aim is to understand the relationships between the 
communal (herd) life of Homo sapiens, their moral behaviour patterns, 
and the structure of the human brain in the light of Darwin’s theory of 
evolution and natural selection. 
 From a philosophical perspective, this problem was formulated within 
the classic concept of the zoon politikon (zoon koinonikon), i.e. the rela-
tionship between politics (community) and human reasonableness, both 
of which are aspects that define human nature in relation to the rest of 
the living world from the perspective of the biological sciences.
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 To complete the definition, it is necessary to clarify which disciplines 
of the biological sciences are most pertinent to the discussion. These 
are primarily paleoanthropology, primatology, neurology, evolutionary 
psychology, and endocrinology. 

Historical analysis of the term
Any attempt to formulate a concept of human activity (in either a descrip-
tive or a normative form) must refer to the concept of human nature itself. 
In European civilization, taking into account both the pre-philosophical 
systems of thinking that were developed in the Mediterranean basin 
(Egypt, Greece) and those of the ancient Middle East (Sumer, Akkad, 
Mesopotamia, Palestine), as well as the philosophical concepts that 
were created in ancient Greece, man is understood as a special animal, 
or to put it somewhat anachronistically, as a special animal species. 
 The first attempts to define a concept of human nature can be traced 
back to the oldest known literary work in the history of mankind, i.e. the 
Epic of Gilgamesh, in which man is defined as a being between animals 
and gods. This status is related to the process of self-domestication, as 
a result of which man rid himself of the characteristic animal tendencies 
of fighting and dominating and replaced them with cooperation within the 
community. The fully mature, rational concept of the relationship between 
human nature and socio-political life was formulated within Greek phi-
losophy. In this context, Aristotle and his concept of zoon politikon are 
most often mentioned, but a similar approach can be found in the works 
of many earlier Greek thinkers, e.g. Pythagoreans or Plato. The two 
main human characteristics presented by Greek philosophers – the zoon 
politikon (zoon koinonikon) and the zoon logikon (zoon logistikon) – are 
closely related. This means that man is an animal in possession of rea-
sonableness, which is a feature unique to the species and which enables 
him to reveal his second unique feature, namely his political nature. The 
common manifestation of these two features is man’s ability to build com-
munities that are based on the distinction between that which is just and 
that which is unjust. Of particular importance is that Aristotle believed the 
feeling of community was not guided by personal interest, which means 
that even though it does not offer any personal benefit, people prefer 
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communal life to a solitary life. The common interest (to koine sym-
pheron) is only an additional factor that strengthens this natural tendency 
of human nature. Aristotle understood reasonableness as a feature that 
qualitatively distinguishes man from other animals. Thus, by linking the 
distinction between justice and injustice to reasonableness, Aristotle 
denies the possibility of an ethical life to other animals and reserves it 
exclusively for man. It is impossible to separate reasonableness and 
community within human nature, as a human community is constituted 
by selfless, rational reflection on justice.
 The approach to man as a communal and rational animal that was 
present in Greek philosophy was adopted by Christian reflection, but 
with a crucial amendment that inscribed the concept of zoon politikon 
within the whole of the Christian Revelation. First, this strengthened the 
opposition between man (created in the image and likeness of God) 
and other living creatures. Second, together with the doctrine of original 
sin and the thesis that human nature is tainted as a consequence of 
that sin, the realization of man’s ultimate goal requires turning to the 
revealed truth. However, in the legal doctrine of Saint Thomas Aquinas, 
the meaning of revelation (lex divina) goes beyond its eschatological 
aspect. In his Treatise on Law (ST I-II qs. 90–105), Aquinas empha-
sizes that lex divina should be applied when a dispute concerning the 
interpretation of lex naturalis reaches a point at which it is impossible 
to formulate an unambiguous interpretation that forms the foundation 
for lex humana. In such a situation, lex divina provides a solution by 
pointing to the correct understanding of lex naturalis: man is not only an 
animal politicum et animal sociale but also an animal rationalis, there-
fore the proper functioning of a human community requires something 
more, i.e. turning to the revealed truth. 
 The problem arises when more than one subject pretends to be the 
depository for the revelation. Within Christianity itself, there are many 
contenders for this title, especially when taking into account all of the 
revealed religions in the world and the ambiguity of the criterion for 
distinguishing the revealed religions from other types of worship. As 
a result, this leads to a further increase in the number of those who claim 
that they are in possession of the supernatural absolute truth. 
 The problem of the ambiguity of who is the depository of lex divina 
becomes particularly pressing in the context of the Reformation. This 
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movement also brings a view of human nature that differs from that 
adopted in Thomistic philosophy and creates a basis for questioning the 
concept of zoon politikon, which was most fully expressed in Thomas 
Hobbes’ Leviathan, published in 1651. According to Hobbes, man is not 
a communal animal by nature but an individual who is motivated by 
egoism and only strives to pursue his own interests. Although he points 
to the role played by natural law in the state of nature, after the introduc-
tion of the social contract (or rather the covenant) into a political state, it 
is a sovereign who is the only legitimate source of law within which the 
criterion of what is right and just is established. 
 However, none of the parties who disputed the political nature of 
mankind had (or could have) arguments that today might be consid-
ered scientific. When we compare the arguments used by Aristotle 
and Hobbes, we can see certain similarities between them. Both use 
examples that support their concepts and make the arbitrary generaliza-
tion that people either seek the company of others or, on the contrary, 
derive no pleasure from the company of others but instead suffer many 
annoyances and inconveniences whilst in company. Is it possible that 
this dispute could be settled based on the history of ideas or the broadly 
understood humanities? If not, could the conclusions reached by both 
parties be at least clarified and substantiated? How is it possible to draw 
such different conclusions from observing the same phenomena? Aris-
totle and Hobbes were separated by several centuries, and the contexts 
in which they formulated conclusions from their observations were so 
different that it makes it understandable that such different interpreta-
tions could be drawn. Of course, context can explain certain aspects 
but not everything, as completely contradictory positions can develop 
within the same context. In today’s interpretations of the relationship 
between human nature and politics that are formulated from within the 
same external context, we find both Aristotle’s and Hobbes’s versions. 
So, how is this possible?
 An attempt to answer this question involves an aporia similar to the 
one described by Sextus Empiricus in his commentary on Protagoras’ 
principle anthropos metron (homo mensura). A meta-perspective would 
be necessary to resolve the dispute; however, this is impossible within 
the framework of the history of ideas as whatever the proposal is it will 
turn out that it is either the former or the latter. Hence, we need to go 
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beyond the perspective of the history of ideas and turn to the contempo-
rary natural sciences, as they form the foundations for the formulation of 
the above-mentioned meta-perspective.

discussion of the term

The modern biological sciences provide us with a considerable amount 
of data on the social behaviour of animals, their origins, and their vari-
ants. Research on social life also allows us to show that there are some 
foundations of morality that are present in the behaviour of some ani-
mals, in human moral behaviour, and in ethical systems. Our analyses 
will therefore be divided into the biology of social behaviour and the 
biology of moral behaviour.

the biological foundations of social behaviour

Natural selection, which is the most important instrument for the evo-
lution of all living organisms and consequently the most important 
factor responsible for biodiversity, operates primarily on the level of the 
individual. Instances of group-level selection (especially kin selection) 
always seem to be part of a more general individual interest principle. Of 
course, this benefit is understood in a particular way because it refers to 
our effectiveness in the preservation of our own genes for future genera-
tions. So, if natural selection works on the level of the individual, how 
did social life among animals develop? In answering this question in 
the context of natural selection, the perspective of the individual and its 
evolutionary interests must be taken into account. 
 Life on our planet depends on solar energy that is supplied to Earth 
by photons, which are fundamental particles of light emitted from the 
sun. Solar energy, accumulated by photosynthetic organisms, forms 
the basis for the entire energy chain on earth. Unlike photosynthetic 
bacteria, archaea, protists, plants, and a very few chemosynthetic bac-
teria, animals are not autotrophs (self-sustaining organisms) but het-
erotrophs (like fungi, some bacteria and protists, and a very few plants) 
and so they feed on other living organisms. In the process of evolution, 
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herbivorous animals were the first to appear and were later followed by 
carnivorous animals, i.e. scavengers and predators. The beginnings of 
social life among animals can most probably be linked to the “arms race” 
between herbivores and predators. Herbivores joined to form groups in 
order to increase their individual chances of surviving being attacked 
by a predator. It should be emphasised that the animals that form into 
a group (herd) do not “care” about the interests of the herd (it is not even 
possible to say what such interest could be); they only care about their 
own interests. Staying in a herd can be beneficial to a potential victim of 
an attack by a predator for several reasons: 

• first, the number of potential victims matters, as the more members 
there are in the herd, the less likely it is that a particular individual 
will be attacked;

• the size of the herd often ‘surprises’ a predator, which can result in 
difficulty for the predator in choosing a potential prey;

• being in a group allows for better time management. It is easier to 
make proper use of the time needed for nutrition, rest, social inter-
actions, reproduction, etc. when one can afford periods of reduced 
vigilance thanks to the presence of other individuals. A herd can 
remain vigilant at all times, freeing up its individual members from 
this constant need.

 In response to the herbivorous herd strategy, predators developed forms 
of group hunting that led some species of predatory animals to develop 
herd life forms. However, other than the obvious interests to its members, 
life in a herd also involves costs that are borne by each individual:

• increased sensitivity to various infectious diseases which spread 
more quickly among social species than among those who prefer 
a solitary life;

• life in a herd generates conflict situations between individuals 
that cause stress and can often exert a negative effect on their 
health. In addition, the stress that is associated with relationships 
within the herd (which is not usually especially intense) can often 
last longer than the stress caused when attacked by a predator. 
It seems that the long duration of stress has a greater impact on 
health than its intensity. 

 Among mammals, the most advanced forms of social life are found 
among great apes (Hominidae), cetaceans (Cetacea), and elephants 
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(Elephantidae). It is assumed that the level of advancement of social 
relationships is correlated with the presence of von Economo neurons 
(VENs), also called spindle neurons, in the brain. These are prob-
ably related to self-awareness, which seems a necessary condition for 
empathy (De Waal, 1997, 1998; Sapolsky, 2017).
 Let us have a look at social life in our developmental line and in our 
closest living relatives, starting with a brief taxonomic characterization 
of our species. Homo sapiens belongs to the Hominoidea superfam-
ily, which comprises two distinct families: Hominidae and Hylobatidae. 
The Hylobatidae family includes gibbons and siamangs, which are also 
known as lesser apes or smaller apes. The Hominidae family (great 
apes) includes two subfamilies, Homininae and Ponginae. The present-
day representatives of the Ponginae subfamily are the three species 
of orang-utan (the genus Pongo). Homininae (great African apes) are 
formed of two tribes: Hominini and Gorillini. Gorillini are two species of 
gorilla (the genus Gorilla). Until recently, the Hominini tribe was divided 
into two tribes, Hominini and Panini, but the findings of the latest molecu-
lar research have convinced taxonomists to classify Panini as Hominini. 
The Hominini tribe consists of three living species, Homo sapiens, Pan 
troglodytes (the common chimpanzee), and Pan Paniscus (the dwarf 
chimpanzee, also called the pigmy chimpanzee or the bonobo), and 
extinct representatives of three genera: Homo (including Homo habilis, 
Homo erectus, and Homo neanderthalensis), Australopithecus (including 
Australopithecus afarensis and Australopithecus africanus), and Ardipi-
thecus (Ardipithecus kadabba and Ardipithecus ramidus). The social life 
of Hylobatidae takes the form of family life. Gibbons live in pairs that 
occupy a specific territory and are the only completely monogamous 
species in our superfamily. Orang-utans are mainly loners: the male ter-
ritory covers the territory of several females, and the manifestations of 
social life mainly concern the females’ relationships with their offspring. 
All Homininae are known to follow more complex patterns of social 
life. Gorillas form communities called harems, in which one adult male 
(silverback) lives with several females and their offspring. Both species 
of chimpanzees live in groups consisting of many adult individuals of 
both sexes and their offspring. A characteristic feature is promiscuity, 
i.e. a form of sexual life in which potentially all females mate with all 
males. The herd structure is hierarchical. Among Pan troglodytes, the 
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highest position in the hierarchy is occupied by the alpha male, while for 
Pan paniscus the highest position is usually the alpha female. The social 
life of chimpanzees is also characterized by a fission-fusion feature: at 
different parts of the day, the herd breaks down into smaller groups or 
merges into larger ones (Kaleta, 2014).
 There is no doubt that social life is a permanent feature in our devel-
opmental line (Ardipithecus, Australopithecus, and Homo). It is certain 
that this feature was common to all ancestors of Hominini (about 7 mil-
lion years ago). In form, it was probably most similar to the one we can 
observe today among chimpanzees, i.e. relatively large groups compris-
ing many adult females and males. 
 Comparative studies have found a relationship between the size of the 
frontal lobe and the size of the group among Primates, thanks to which 
it is possible to determine the maximum group size that is characteristic 
of a given species. In the case of Homo sapiens, this size is expressed 
by Dunbar’s number, which is 150. This means that a human being can 
have meaningful relationships with no more than 150 other representa-
tives of his species at the same time. This was probably the upper limit 
of the size of the primitive groups of Homo sapiens, i.e. hunter-gatherers 
(Dunbar, 2005; Dunbar, 2014). 
 Compared to other contemporary species, Homininae was a much 
larger group. The functioning of such large groups of Homo sapiens 
required different time budgets and different methods of maintaining 
social ties (called social grooming). This is related to the development of 
speech as a new way of communicating, for example, as well as to the 
development of extraordinary capabilities of the mind, which is known 
as theory of mind. It is disputable whether it is only people that possess 
theory of mind (as they operate at a second intentional level), but even 
if we assume that Cetacea and the genus Pan have reached this level, 
Homo sapiens are capable of a completely different understanding of 
social relationships: most people operate at level five and some even 
at level six. This ability is fundamental to our ability to function in much 
larger groups and, obviously, it is much more complex in terms of social 
relationships (Dunbar, 2005; Dunbar, 2014).
 It should be emphasised that Homo sapiens family life did not pre-
cede herd life (as was assumed by Aristotle) but was formed within it. 
The primitive family groups that formed the smallest unit of the herd life 
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of fission-fusion groups were matriarchal, i.e. they consisted of mothers, 
their children, and related females. Biparentalism is rather absent in herd 
species among mammals. Among our closest relatives, only gibbons 
exhibit signs of it, although their social life takes place within families 
rather than herds. As far as the model of the sexual life of Homo sapiens 
is concerned, monogamy is not our default preference. From a global 
perspective, monogamy is not the only or even the most culturally pre-
ferred form of sexual relationship, but it is simply the most common 
and is social monogamy rather than sexual. For example, the average 
member of a contemporary hunter-gatherer community has 6–12 more 
or less permanent relationships (ranging from several months to several 
years) with the opposite sex in his life. 
 Endocrinology provides extremely interesting information on the 
functioning of different levels of social life. Oxytocin is a hormone that 
is responsible for stimulating friendly interpersonal relationships (for 
example, it plays a great role in the relationship between parents and 
children). The problem is that oxytocin is not a hormone of universal 
love or friendship. On the contrary, by strengthening our ties with indi-
viduals who are close to us, it generates and strengthens our hostility 
towards others. Oxytocin is believed to lead to the dichotomy of Us vs 
Them (Sapolsky, 2017). The biological factor that is responsible for an 
individual’s openness and friendliness towards some people is also 
responsible for his shunning of those that he perceives as a threat to his 
loved ones, and it reinforces his hostility towards them.
 Whilst resorting to oversimplification, let us risk the following thesis: 
the functioning of the state must overcome/weaken/harmonize “fun-
damentally natural” (biological) obstacles, such as Dunbar’s number, 
oxytocin, the lack of a natural propensity for monogamy and the phe-
nomenon of “Us vs Them”, without which Homo sapiens would not be 
herd animals. At this point, the role of religion in creating social bonds 
must also be mentioned. All religious cults create strong bonds between 
their followers, but the great Religions of the Book and the larger well-
organized cults have a special role to play in this regard. The latter 
are capable of including large societies, which differ in terms of race, 
language, culture, and socioeconomically, into their communities. The 
problem is that each religion also creates an “us vs them” mentality 
that leads to hostility between members of the group and those who 
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are outside of it (Dunbar, 2014). The larger the religion is in terms of its 
ability to unite a large and highly diverse group of people, the greater the 
hostility to other external groups. This social aspect of religion seems 
to be the most important source of hostility towards Others (“It’s not 
religiosity that stokes intergroup hostility, it’s being surrounded by core-
ligionists who affirm parochial identity, commitment, and shared loves 
and hatreds”, Sapolsky, 2017, p. 626).
 Contrary to Hobbes, the thesis that Homo sapiens are herd animals 
by nature (tribal and communal) is undoubtedly true, but we should take 
into account the fact that at the heart of the herd lies the interests of 
the individual. However, this does not give rise to the claim that the 
community is more important than an individual, or that the tendency to 
prefer communal life is selfless. However, the further thesis that Homo 
sapiens is also a zoon politikon by nature seems highly questionable 
(and is contrary to the opinion of Aristotle). For example, many commu-
nities introduce various rules to eliminate or at least minimize the issue 
of nepotism. Regardless of the varying degrees of success that have 
been achieved by large political communities in this matter, nepotism 
seems to be impossible to eradicate. Nepotism is so deeply rooted in 
our biology that, with few exceptions, its “naturalness” is certainly more 
“natural” than the apparent “naturalness” of political behaviours.

the biological basis of moral behaviour

Morality, ethics, and the ability to make a reasonable distinction between 
what is right and what is wrong, just and unjust, good and bad, were until 
recently considered to be exclusively human qualities. Generally speak-
ing, the sources of morality were sought in the rational nature of man, 
which was his differentia specifica, and/or within religion, especially the 
Religions of the Book or the revealed religions. Since the publication of 
The Origin of Species by Charles Darwin in 1859, many researchers 
have turned to evolutionary biology for information about the sources of 
moral behaviour. Sociobiology, created by Edward Osborne Wilson, has 
played a ground-breaking role in this respect. The essence of sociobiol-
ogy can be summarised in the claim that various types of behaviour, 
both individual and social, can be (at least partly) explained by natural 
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selection (Wilson, 1975). Treating this perspective as the logical conclu-
sion to the theory of evolution through natural selection, researchers 
who look for sources of morality in pre-cultural determinants were in 
need of strong evidence from the animal world. 
 The results of a study of the tufted capuchin, Cebus apella, which was 
carried out in 2003 by two scientists, Sarah Brosnan and Frans De Waal 
(Brosnan and De Waal, 2003), were key in this respect. The experiment 
was as follows: two capuchins were placed in two cages that were located 
next to each other. The researchers handed the capuchins an object that 
they were to give back. They were rewarded for the task when they had 
performed it properly. The first capuchin received a piece of cucumber as 
a reward that it accepted without reservation. Then the second capuchin 
received a grape as a reward. The first capuchin, seeing this difference 
in the reward that had been received, refused to continue the task in 
exchange for a piece of cucumber, instead demanding a grape too. The 
level of opposition grew even more when the second capuchin received 
a grape without having done any work. This experiment revealed two 
observations. First, the capuchins showed a sense of equality that can 
be considered the basis of a sense of justice; second, it is precisely this 
“sense” that indicates the primacy of the emotional source of justice, as 
opposed to rationality, which seems to be secondary. 
 Further research has broadened our knowledge concerning the 
sources of morality. First, the sources were confirmed in experiments 
conducted among many other groups of animals, including chimpan-
zees, dogs, ravens, and various species of macaques. The research on 
chimpanzees brought results that are even more interesting. In certain 
situations, not only did a chimpanzee which was paid less refuse to 
work, but the chimpanzee that received the more valued prize also 
refused to work. Thus, the hypothesis that a reaction to unequal pay 
is triggered only when we have been wronged, i.e. that this reaction is 
motivated by our directly understood egoistic interest, was falsified. In 
order to explain this unusual behaviour, which is seemingly contradic-
tory to natural selection, we must refer to the phenomenon of reciprocity.
 Next to kin selection, reciprocity or reciprocal altruism is another vital 
form of altruistic behaviour among animals. Reciprocity is defined as the 
behaviour of an individual that is aimed at helping another individual and 
which incurs certain costs during the process. The helping individual 
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has an expectation that the favour will be reciprocated, either directly 
by the individual to whom the favour has been rendered or by another 
member of the group. The two basic areas of behaviour in which recip-
rocal altruism is observed among primates are related to social groom-
ing and the formation of coalitions within the herd. Manifestations of 
this behaviour are much less frequent when sharing food, which is only 
observed among capuchins and chimpanzees (other primates share 
their food almost exclusively within matriarchal family groups). There 
is also a kind of feedback between reciprocal altruism and the stability 
of the group. Among corvids (Corvidae), for example, reciprocity usu-
ally takes the form of a direct, immediate exchange. This is because 
corvids do not form permanent communities, and it is very unlikely that 
a favour that is not reciprocated at the time will be repaid in the more 
distant future (De Waal, 1997). The situation is different for species that 
form permanent groups as their members can afford more frequent and 
riskier altruistic “investments”. Consequently, altruistic behaviour further 
increases the integrity of the group. 
 Another extremely important element of moral behaviour is empathy. 
Frans de Waal is one of the main proponents of the thesis, which is sup-
ported by numerous examples from the observation of various primates, 
that empathy is not the reserve of man. Of course, we must be care-
ful when talking about empathy because certain behaviours that may 
appear to be empathetic can be merely learned responses to specific 
signals that have been received from other individuals in the herd. Such 
concerns relate to certain behaviours that can be observed in dogs and 
even among non-human primates, and researchers tend to consider 
these behaviours as learned adjustment rather than as empathy. This 
is not the case with great apes who exhibit strong signs of empathy, 
which is described as cognitive empathy by de Waal (De Waal, 1997). 
Furthermore, empathy in great apes is associated with concern for other 
representatives of the group, for strangers and even for other species.
 According to de Waal, reciprocity (reciprocal altruism) and empathy 
form the two pillars of moral behaviour. Reciprocity is the basis for fair-
ness, and empathy is the basis for sympathy, both of which have been 
observed in the alpha male leader in chimpanzees. 
 The stereotypical image that has penetrated human culture of an 
alpha male in a herd of animals gives him the primary attributes of 
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physical strength, even brutality, and a kind of egocentrism, i.e. only 
taking care of his own interests. An alpha male is an individual who 
exclusively uses his position to monopolize access to females and to the 
tastiest and most nutritious food, which he is ready to take away from 
every member of the herd using his brutal strength. Of course, such 
alpha males have been observed among chimpanzees, but they are 
not typical. Moreover, the sympathy of herd members is openly directed 
towards a different type of leadership that is aimed at easing tensions 
within the herd: a leader tries to avoid conflicts and reconcile them when 
they happen. As a rule, the leader also supports herd members that are 
weaker and lower ranking in the hierarchy (De Waal, 1998). One alpha 
male was observed personally taking care of an orphaned, several-
month-old male to whom he was unrelated (in the case of chimpanzees, 
it is difficult to be 100% sure about blood relations due to promiscuity) 
and who occupied the lowest position in the hierarchy. 
 The two pillars of morality – reciprocity and empathy – create an 
appropriate behavioural environment for the cooperation that is key for 
the successful functioning of the group. Cooperation is a necessary con-
dition for the proper functioning of the group, and it is the most important 
integrating factor. The greater the sense of cooperation that engages 
all members of the group, the more cohesive the group is. At the other 
end of the spectrum, there is a total lack of cooperation, which is then 
not a group but rather a loose set of individuals (an agglomeration or 
conglomeration). Although a possible lack of empathy does not prevent 
cooperation (cooperation is observed in many species that probably do 
not feel empathy), this cooperation is of a different nature (e.g. it is more 
task oriented), and the bonds between group members are looser. A feel-
ing of non-reciprocity, on the other hand, can completely destroy any 
semblance of cooperation and, consequently, also destabilise the group.

systematic reflection with conclusions 
and recommendations
Analysis of the political nature of man from the perspective of the biologi-
cal sciences compounded by the related issues of political ethics offers 
a completely new approach to these issues and poses new problems and 
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challenges. These can be divided into general and specific issues. The 
general issues are centred on human nature itself, including its political 
components and their practical and ethical implications. Specific issues 
include, for example, legal regulations concerning gender identity, the 
concept of marriage and family, and the criminal justice system.
 The most general conclusion of the research on the biology of social 
behaviours is that man is both a social animal and a moral animal. We 
share both of these characteristics with our closest living relatives, i.e. 
the great African apes, especially chimpanzees and bonobos. This 
means that our last shared ancestor must have possessed them too. 
At the same time, this natural community of Homo sapiens is limited by 
Dunbar’s number. The human brain has adapted to functioning within 
relatively small communities in which it is physically possible to stay in 
touch with all other members. 
 Morality is based on empathy and a sense of reciprocity, which clearly 
suggests that the sources of morality are emotional rather than rational 
(in the history of philosophy, David Hume was a proponent of this thesis; 
more on this issue in the article entitled Political Ethics). This thesis is 
confirmed by neurological research indicating that moral decisions and 
choices are rooted in the “emotional” parts of the brain (Sapolsky, 2017). 
In addition, this research reinforces the thesis that large communities in 
which empathy and reciprocity are scarce must encounter great difficul-
ties in maintaining cohesion. The specificity of human reasoning should 
also be pointed out. Reasoning has not evolved because of the need 
to discover the truth (cognitive reasoning) but because of the need to 
lead a social life (social reasoning), and it has been influenced by the 
increasing and consequently changing ways in which human herds/com-
munities function (Dunbar, 2005, 2014). In other words, the main aim of 
human reasoning is not to seek the truth or optimal social solutions but 
to pursue one’s own interests, whilst making sure that others do not 
pursue their own interests at one’s expense. An example of this state 
of affairs is the typical situation that occurs during public debates when 
parties fail to listen to the arguments of their opponents and stick to the 
stance of their group, even when the facts are against them (Gorman 
and Gorman, 2017).
 Building and maintaining the cohesion of a society that is as large and 
diverse as a state community is an unimaginably difficult task. We must 
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admit that this task exceeds the natural capacity of the human brain, but 
at the same time we must take into account the natural characteristics of 
the human being, including his tendency towards empathy and reciproc-
ity. Otherwise, it is impossible to build lasting cooperation that is, after 
all, the basis for the proper functioning of all groups. We must not under-
estimate the foundations of our nature, i.e. our biological determinants. 
Contemporary biological knowledge renders the antithesis of nature vs 
nurture erroneous and useless (Ridley, 2003); however, as a result we 
are faced with the ethical and social squaring of the circle, which still 
lacks its π.
 The wide range of detailed issues gains new perspectives by taking 
into account the data provided by the biological sciences and requires 
further research. The question of free will and agency is probably fun-
damental. There is no doubt that in neurobiology we can still speak of 
the existence of the will (want, desire, craving), but it is increasingly 
problematic to maintain that it is free (Sapolsky, 2017). Issues directly 
related to free will include justice, guilt, and the criminal justice system 
(Sapolsky, 2017).
 Another controversial issue is that of gender identity and the natu-
ralness of homosexual relationships. Comprehensive research on 
homosexuality among animals has provided us with a huge amount of 
material in the light of which a denial of the naturalness of this phenom-
enon has no basis. Although this does not necessarily lead to consent to 
the legalisation of homosexual relationships, it forces the opponents of 
such decisions to provide arguments other than that they are allegedly 
contradictory with nature.
 The most important conclusion from the above considerations is that 
our knowledge of nature, i.e. the biological foundations of our behav-
iour, forces us to rethink and reformulate many theories concerning the 
social and political nature of man, as well as the essence and sources 
of morality and ethical systems. Neurology has a special role to play in 
this respect: we are brains, both as individuals and as societies.
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Political community

summary
DEFINITION OF THE TERM: Although the term political community 
is ambiguous (it is derived from the Greek etymology of the political), 
a political community can be understood as a community of people living 
in a state. this understanding of the term is the denotative horizon of the 
considerations presented in this article.

HISTORICAL ANALYSIS OF THE TERM: this section presents multiple 
interpretations that are focused on the nature of this political body: 
its sense of community, corporationality, and associationality. these 
interpretations reveal a whole range of approaches, inspirations, con-
tinuations, and polemics that, though different, constitute a network of 
interconnections and/or mutual references.

DISCUSSION OF THE TERM: this section shifts the focus of the dis-
cussion from the nature of a political community body to its political 
characteristics.

SYSTEMATIC REFLECTION WITH CONCLUSIONS AND RECOM-
MENDATIONS: this section raises numerous issues that require consid-
eration, including the dispute concerning the form of political associational-
ity, the bindings of political beings, the essence of the political and ethicality 
in relation to that which is political, the essence of the political in relation 
to that which is ethical, and contemporary concepts of civic-mindedness.

Keywords: political body, corporation, state, the political, civic 
society
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definition of the term
Political community is a concept that has multiple meanings; this stems 
from the numerous ways in which its constituent parts can be under-
stood when each term is treated separately: what a community is, how 
to understand the political and that which is political. Also of interest in 
this article is their combination in the form of a political community.
 Starting with the Greek etymology of the first constitutive part of the 
term political community, i.e. (the political) in its meaning as intended in 
the Athenian polis, it can be assumed that the term primarily refers to 
a civic community (politike) that is co-created by its members who are 
entitled to participate in its governance and its judicial system (courts), 
i.e. its citizens (polites). In this sense, a political community can be 
defined as the state that one belongs to; at the same time, one is the 
state, which follows Aristotle’s notion, expressed in Book VIII of his Poli-
tics: “we ought not to think that any of the citizens belongs to himself, 
but that all belong to the state, for each is a part of the state” (Aristotle, 
2006, 1337 a, p. 214). This understanding of a political community as 
a political body that is generally referred to as a state is the denotative 
horizon of the considerations presented in this article.

Historical analysis of the term

Etymologically, the term political community (from the adjective political 
[politikos] that takes its name from the noun citizen [polites + ikos]) is 
understood as a civic community that is called a state. Though seemingly 
obvious in terms of its meaning, the term has proved highly problematic 
since its first appearance in antiquity through to the present day.
 Aristotle differed from his master Plato when indicating the role 
and overriding purpose for which a political community (synonymous 
to a state in terms of its meaning) is created. According to Aristotle’s 
Politics, a political community “comes into existence for the sake of 
life, it exists for the good life” (Aristotle, 2006, 1252 b, p. 27), and its 
primary task is to make citizens virtuous and just (cf. Aristotle, 2006, 
1280 b, p. 88). However, according to Plato, a community is created 
due to “the fact that we do not severally suffice for our own needs, but 
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each of us lacks many things” (Plato, 2003, 369 B, p. 62). As indicated in 
The Republic, its objective is for people “to dwell together and practice 
an interchange of giving and taking” (Plato, 2003, 369 C, p. 63).
 Similarly, a wide range of solutions related to the understanding of 
citizenship, its importance, inheritance, recognition and/or acquisition – 
as enumerated by Aristotle in Book III of Politics – reveals that in antiquity 
this constitutively important factor of a political community that gives itself 
the form of a state was already understood in many different ways.
 In the Roman tradition of republican statehood, an outstanding 
representative of this trend, Scipio, discussed the meaning of political 
community, which he termed a republic, in Cicero’s dialogue entitled 
On the Republic (De re publica). He perceived the term as referring 
to a community of citizens defined as “the association of the entire 
number, bound together by the compact of justice and the communica-
tion of  utility” (Cicero, 1999, 39, p. 26) and who care about the common 
cause. He also considered a political community, which is somewhat 
complementary to the above definition, as a form of coexistence: “the 
first cause of this association is not so much the weakness of man, as 
the spirit of association which naturally belongs to him” (Cicero, 1999, 
39, 26). I mention Scipio’s reason for forming a community in the context 
of his reflection concerning the nature of a political community in the 
form of a republic as it is worth paying attention to its similarity to Aris-
totle’s statement that “man is by nature a political animal; and so even 
when men have no need of assistance from each other they none the 
less desire to live together” (Aristotle, 2006, 1278 b, p. 84).
 The above convergence of both thinkers seems to point to an impor-
tant feature shared by both the Greek and Roman perceptions of a polit-
ical community, namely its metaphysical embedding in the universal 
order of nature governed by unchanging laws, here in the realm of the 
human, individual and collective cosmos. This embedding recognizes 
that human nature entails being a social being and that a political com-
munity offers the best possibility for the highest form of its expression.
 In modern times, we have become increasingly distanced from the 
Greek and Roman legacy that focused on the community-centric nature 
of human beings and their humanity, which is partially fulfilled in the 
various forms of a sense of community and fully fulfilled in a political 
community. Modern thinkers developed their own understanding of man, 
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society, and the political state body and emphasized existential individu-
ality and man’s agency (which is prior to any form of their socialisation), 
which led to redefining the essence of the Greek and Roman perception 
of the political community of a state. To provide examples of the most 
important turning points in the modern debate devoted to these aspects, 
I refer to the thoughts of Thomas Hobbes, John Locke, Jean-Jacques 
Rousseau, and John Stuart Mill.
 In his theory of state that was presented in Leviathan, Thomas 
Hobbes (1588‒1679) does not use the terms political community or civic 
community, as these notions are alien to his naturalist and mechanistic 
theories of the human being and the state. According to Hobbes, there 
is no such thing as a community, whether political or civic. However, 
what does exist is a multitude of people who are selfish by nature. 
These people, despite their asocial nature, can together form a col-
lective person that represents them and at the same time is a political 
person with a corporate rather than communal (as in the Greek-Roman 
tradition) nature that is equipped with political attributes. This political 
person is a mechanistically understood state, which “is but an artificial 
man, though of greater stature and strength than the natural, for whose 
protection and defence it was intended” (Hobbes, 2009, p. 82). Thus, 
Hobbes rejects the notion of a community for metaphysical and anthro-
pological reasons and introduces the notion of a corporation (a collective 
person/collective body) in its place, which he defines as “any numbers 
of men joined in one interest or one business” (Hobbes, 2009, p. 310). 
Such corporations can be states, i.e. political persons holding sovereign 
authority, political bodies, and legal persons, which Hobbes classifies as 
regular corporations, i.e. those in which “a multitude of men, are made 
one person, when they are by one man, or one person, represented” 
(Hobbes, 2009, p. 310). Nonetheless, they are corporations in a way that 
significantly differentiates them. Only the state is both an absolute and 
independent corporation, and thus it is not subject to any other than its 
own representation (cf. Hobbes, 2009, p. 310) and enjoys absolute sov-
ereignty. However, political bodies and legal persons, also being regular 
corporations, are dependent political corporations (cf. Hobbes, 2009, 
p. 310), i.e. subordinate to some sovereign power, “to which everyone, 
as also their representative, is subject” (Hobbes, 2009, p. 310). Sub-
ordinate political systems “are those which are made by authority from 
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the sovereign power of the Commonwealth” (Hobbes, 2009, p. 310) and 
can “oblige them to any other law than that which is common to all other 
subjects” (Hobbes, 2009, p. 318).
 Understood in this way, political bodies, whose diversity “is almost 
infinite”, “are not only distinguished by the several affairs for which they 
are constituted, wherein there is an unspeakable diversity; but also by 
the times, places, and numbers, subject to many limitations” (Hobbes, 
2009, p. 316), and are components of a state “which resemble the simi-
lar parts, or muscles of a body natural” (Hobbes, 2009, p. 310).
 In this way, Hobbes’ absolute and independent corporation – a political 
collective person in its highest form, i.e. a sovereign state – differs sig-
nificantly from a political community in its republican, Greek and Roman 
sense. This is in terms of both (a) the number of people that constitute 
that community who, bound together by a covenant of all with all, do 
not become citizens of a state established by themselves (cf. Hobbes, 
2009, p. 258) but become its subjects and servants (cf. Hobbes, 2009, 
pp. 326‒332) and in terms of (b) the internal structure that is typical of 
that state, whose constitutive criterion is not a sense of community but 
one of corporationality that aggregates political dependent corporations in 
a multi-component, centrally driven mechanism. Moreover, it should also 
be observed that although the signatories of the covenant who establish 
the Hobbesian state belong to the state as its subjects once it is consti-
tuted, the state that they have established does not belong to them but 
solely to itself as the sovereign which, by becoming their political repre-
sentative, embodies their collective person (cf. Hobbes, 2009, p. 257).
 John Locke (1632‒1704), who, like Hobbes, belongs to those who 
advocate the ideas of the state of nature and a social contract, adopts 
a radically different position concerning the nature of the human being 
and the state. According to Locke, a human being who is in the state 
of nature is not at war with all (which is what Hobbes believes) but at 
peace. Furthermore, according to Locke, a political body created by 
humans by means of a contract of all individuals is not a corporation 
in its Hobbesian meaning but is a community. As Locke claims in Two 
Treatises of Government, 

Where-ever [...] any number of men are so united into one society, as to quit 
everyone his executive power of the law of nature, and to resign it to the public, 
there and there only is a political, or civil society (Locke, 2015, p. 306).
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Established in this way, Locke’s society, equipped with the political 
authority entrusted to it, is a political community that should be under-
stood as an “any independent community, which the Latines signified 
by the word civitas, which is best expressed in our language by the 
word, commonwealth, and most properly expresses such a society 
of men” (Locke, 2015, p. 333). Nonetheless, what is important to 
understand is that it is a community that is established because of the 
inconveniences of the state of nature rather than due to the inborn 
need to associate with other people, as indicated by Aristotle and 
Scipio. Moreover, the primary reason for a political community is not to 
create “virtuous and just citizens” (Aristotle, 2006, 1280 b, p. 88) but 
to “avoid and prevent” such inconveniences (Locke, 2015, p. 307) and 
to protect the property of its members-citizens, i.e. their “life, liberty, 
and estate” (Locke, 2015, p. 329). Thus, as a community established 
for such a precisely defined reason, it does not place Scipionic care 
for the community, which was the basic criterion of civic ethos for the 
Athenians and the Romans, at the centre of its members’ civic atten-
tion. Instead, it requires that they care in order to secure their benefits, 
as a political community is obliged to protect the individual property 
of every one of its citizens, which is why it was established. Thus, the 
Lockean political community is both within Greek and Roman repub-
lican thinking and outside of it, and it gives rise to its modern trend, 
which can be termed republican-liberal.
 In his understanding of the essence of a political community, Jean-
-Jacques Rousseau (1712‒1778) criticizes the ideas concerning the 
state of nature proposed by both Hobbes and Locke. He interprets this 
state differently, more as the state of some “primitive independence” 
(Rousseau, 2010, p. 17). He understands this state of nature to be the 
state of the natural drive for self-preservation, which is characterised 
by the absence of any moral relationships and obligations towards one 
another (cf. Rousseau, 1956, p. 170), stating that while people “are 
living in their primitive independence, they have no mutual relations 
stable enough to constitute either the state of peace or the state of war” 
(Rousseau, 2010, p. 17).
 However, Rousseau’s concept of a political body established thanks 
to a social contract, in which he totally rejects Hobbes’ definition, is in 
line (though only partially) with Locke’s concept of a political community 
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established as a result of such a contract. He believes that an act of 
association under the contract consists in the following:

Each of us puts his person [met en commun sa personne] and all his power in 
common under the supreme direction of the general will, and, in our corporate 
capacity, we receive each member as an indivisible part of the whole (Rous-
seau, 2010, 23).

Thanks to this act of association, the socially unconstituted mass of 
those who conclude the contract become both people who are “the real 
foundation of society” (Rousseau, 2010, p. 21) and society, which is 
by its very nature a self-determining, i.e. political, association that is 
characterised by its proper social status (cf. Rousseau, 2010, p. 26). 
According to Rousseau, its essential features include the “civil liberty” 
of every individual and “the proprietorship of all he possesses” (Rous-
seau, 2010, p. 26), as well as “moral liberty, which alone makes him 
truly master of himself; for the mere impulse of appetite is slavery, while 
obedience to a law which we prescribe to ourselves is liberty” (Rous-
seau, 2010, p. 27).
 As Rousseau explains, 

this act of association creates a moral and collective body, composed of as 
many members as the assembly contains votes, and receiving from this act its 
unity, its common identity, its life and its will. This public person, so formed by the 
union of all other persons, formerly took the name of city (civitas), and now takes 
that of Republic or body politic; it is called by its members State when passive, 
Sovereign when active, and Power when compared with others like itself. Those 
who are associated in it take collectively the name of people, and severally are 
called citizens, as sharing in the sovereign power, and subjects, as being under 
the laws of the State (Rousseau, 2010, p. 23).

 In this way, under a social contract, a political body constituted as an 
association is, by its nature, a political community (cf. Rousseau, 2010, 
pp. 27‒30), whose social ties are created by whatever is common in the 
divergent or even clashing interests of its members, i.e. wherever all 
those interests converge (cf. Rousseau, 2010, p. 31).
 Introduced by Rousseau to a political community understood in 
this republican-liberal way, the novum is, above all, the differentiation 
between the private will of its every member treated as the individual 
man, which is also termed the particular will (cf. Rousseau, 2010, p. 25), 
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and the general will of its members treated as citizens. The differentia-
tion consists in the fact that “the particular will tends, by its very nature, 
to partiality, while the general will tends to equality” (Rousseau, 2010, 
p. 31). Another novel element is also the claim that “the general will 
alone can direct the State according to the object for which it was insti-
tuted, i.e. the common good” (Rousseau, 2010, p. 31).
 Another novum seems to be equating the common good of this type 
of community with the common interest of its citizens. This equation 
shifts the civic attention from Locke’s clearly defined protection of every-
one’s property, i.e. their life, liberty, and estate, to the common interest 
of all citizens; this common interest requires being defined each time by 
the general will: here, it is the point of intersection of citizens’ particular 
interests as the bearers and exponents of their private wills (cf. Rous-
seau, 2010, p. 31).
 John Stuart Mill (1806‒1873), a representative of empirical natural-
istic factualism, rejects the social contract theory shared by Locke and 
Rousseau as the basis of a hypothetical social order and claims in his 
treatise entitled On Liberty (1859) that “society is not founded on a con-
tract, and […] no good purpose is answered by inventing a contract in 
order to deduce social obligations from it” (Mill, 2012, p. 178)  1. He also 
accepts the existing factuality of social life, stating that 

everyone who receives the protection of society owes a return for the benefit, 
and the fact of living in society renders it indispensable that each should be 
bound to observe a certain line of conduct towards the rest (Mill, 2012, p. 178).

What is more, he does not accept the theory of the general will of Rous-
seau’s society, but he shares his concept of the state of nature being 
a state of savage independence. At the same time, he is inspired by 
Rousseau’s idea of a social state which, in his opinion, 

is at once so natural, so necessary, and so habitual to man, that, except in 
some unusual circumstances or by an effort of voluntary abstraction, he never 
conceives himself otherwise than as a member of a body (Mill, 2012, p. 43).

1  Mill directly talks about the fictitious nature of the social contract in his treatise 
Utilitarianism, published in 1863 (cf. Mill, 2012, p. 76).
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Nonetheless, unlike Rousseau, he indicates that its significant feature 
is, in his opinion, the natural desire that belongs to the natural social 
feelings of mankind to live amicably with other people (Mill, 2012, p. 42).
 Mill assumes the factuality of life in the state of society and shares 
the concept of man as a progressive being with Wilhelm von Humboldt 
(1767‒1835), who affirms the “absolute and essential importance 
of human development in its richest diversity” (Mill, 2012, p. 93) and 
accepts Humboldt’s two conditions required for this development: liberty 
and the variety of situations. Mill uses these concepts to formulate the 
basic principle that governs both liberty belonging to society, which is 
understood as “civil or social liberty”, i.e. power that can be legitimately 
exercised by society over an individual (cf. Mill, 2012, p. 93), and liberty 
belonging to an individual, i.e. his independence from society.
 When this principle is applied to society, Mill states, 

the sole end for which mankind are warranted, individually or collectively in 
interfering with the liberty of action of any of their number, is self-protection. That 
the only purpose for which power can be rightfully exercised over any member 
of a civilized community, against his will, is to prevent harm to others. His own 
good, either physical or moral, is not a sufficient warrant (Mill, 2012, p. 102).

When referring to a human being as a member of society, he says, 

He cannot rightfully be compelled to do or forbear because it will be better for 
him to do so, because it will make him happier, because, in the opinion of others, 
to do so would be wise, or even right. These are good reasons for remonstrating 
with him, or reasoning with him, or persuading him, or entreating him, but not 
for compelling him, or visiting him with any evil in case he do otherwise (Mill, 
2012, p. 102).

As 

The only part of the conduct of any one, for which he is amenable to society, 
is that which concerns others. In the part which merely concerns himself, his 
independence is, of right, absolute. Over himself, over his own body and mind, 
the individual is sovereign (Mill, 2012, p. 103).

 Defending such understood liberties that serve to realize the 
unchanging interests of man as a progressive being in the social state 
in which Humboldt’s concept of human development is respected, Mill 
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represents a stance similar to Locke’s and Tocqueville’s and empha-
sizes the need for disinterested benevolence towards others. He sees 
the desired factuality of this benevolence most particularly in the partici-
pation of the individual in the social and political life that he advocates, 
within the local liberties granted to them by the state, because actions 
undertaken within these liberties are 

in truth, the peculiar training of a citizen, the practical part of the political educa-
tion of a free people, taking them out of the narrow circle of personal and family 
selfishness, and accustoming them to the comprehension of joint interests, the 
management of joint concerns – habituating them to act from public or semi-
public motives, and guide their conduct by aims which unite instead of isolating 
them from one another. Without these habits and powers, a free constitution can 
neither be worked nor preserved, as is exemplified by the too-often transitory 
nature of political freedom in countries where it does not rest upon a sufficient 
basis of local liberties (Mill, 2012, p. 220).

 According to Mill, a society that takes into account both its factu-
ality and its ideality is a civilised community that develops thanks to 
the progress of human affairs. This community is consistent with Hum-
boldt’s principle of development and is guided, as its basic principle, 
by its natural civic or social liberty that respects the inviolability of the 
individual liberty of its members. In this community, supposedly, people 
“have become capable of being improved by free and equal discussion” 
(Mill, 2012, p. 103).
 Mill’s ideal of a political community is a liberal and democratic repub-
lic. It is liberal due to the individualism of its members; it is democratic 
due to the way in which it is governed by “good government”, i.e. one 
whose major element is “the virtue and intelligence of the human beings 
composing the community” and whose most important point is “to pro-
mote the virtue and intelligence of the people themselves” (Mill, 2011, 
p. 36)  2. According to Mill, the ideal of the best form of government is “that 

2  “The first question in respect to any political institutions is how far they tend to 
foster in the members of the community the various desirable qualities, moral and 
intellectual; or rather (following Bentham’s more complete classification) moral, 
intellectual, and active. The government which does this the best has every likeli-
hood of being the best in all other respects, since it is on these qualities, so far as 
they exist in the people, that all possibility of goodness in the practical operations of 
the government depends” (Mill, 2011, p. 36).
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in which the sovereignty, or supreme controlling power in the last resort, 
is vested in the entire aggregate of the community, every citizen not only 
having a voice in the exercise of that ultimate sovereignty, but being, at 
least occasionally, called on to take an actual part in the government by 
the personal discharge of some public function, local or general” (Mill, 
2011, p. 56).
 Describing the ideal political community as a liberal democratic 
republic and with respect to the main reason for its existence and 
functioning, Mill seems to approach Aristotle’s concept of the state as 
the spoudaia polis, with the ultimate reason for its existence being the 
state’s concern for virtue (cf. Aristotle 2003, 1280 b, p. 88). Nonetheless, 
it differs from this both in terms of its liberal democratic understanding of 
the connection between a community and its citizens and the affirmation 
of the latter in their human development.

discussion of the term

Contemporary reflection on the notion of a political community seems 
to shift the focus from the nature and essence of this body (understood 
in terms of a corporation, a community, an association, or actuality), 
whose functioning is compared by Hobbes, Locke, Rousseau, and Mill 
to the machine  3, to the first element of this term, i.e. to the political of this 

3  According to Hobbes, “that great Leviathan, called a commonwealth or state […] 
is but an artificial man” (Hobbes, 2009, p. 82). Locke talks about man as an admi-
rable engine (cf. Locke, 2015, p. 165) and about absolute power and tyranny as 
a vast engine (cf. Locke, 2015, p. 177). Rousseau compares society created by 
association that is pursuant of the social contract to a political machine that should 
be understood as this community (communauté) in the context of the reflection on 
liberty as a guarantee of the personal independence of every citizen, saying “In this 
lies the key to the working of the political machine [l’artifice & le jeu de la machine 
politique]; this alone legitimises civil undertakings” (Rousseau, 2010, pp. 25‒26). 
The idea of machinery and its quality is also used by Mill, e.g. in his reflection 
concerning the goodness of a government: “We may consider one criterion of the 
goodness of a government the degree in which it tends to increase the sum of 
good qualities in the governed, collectively and individually; since, besides that their 
well-being is the sole object of government, their good qualities supply the moving 
force which works the machinery. This leaves, as the other constituent element of 
the merit of a government, the quality of the machinery itself; that is, the degree in 
which it is adapted to take advantage of the amount of good qualities which may 
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body, focusing on what the political is and how it relates to an individual 
and to the community he co-creates.
 Taking the above into consideration, my intention is to outline con-
temporary theories concerning the political community as exemplified 
by the ideas of Carl Schmitt, Karl R. Popper, and Hannah Arendt.
 In his work entitled State Ethics and the Pluralistic State (1930), Carl 
Schmitt (1888‒1985) considers erroneous the widespread idea that 

the concept of the political means some peculiar substance existing beside 
other substances of “social associations”, that it has some separate content 
besides such phenomena as religion, economy, language, culture, or law, and 
that, consequently, a political group can be placed next to other groups, such 
as the Church, a corporation, trade union, a nation, or to different religious or 
cultural communities (Schmitt, 2012, pp. 237‒238).

According to Schmitt, the political is not a substance but a dynamic state of 
“certain unity”, i.e. a degree of its specific intensity: “Understood properly, 
the political solely means the degree of intensity of a certain unity. This is 
why a political union may have and comprise various contents” (Schmitt, 
2012, p. 238). This peculiar degree of intensity, irrespective of the content 
it refers to, is always “the most intense degree of a political unity based on 
which the most intense differentiation into a friend and an enemy is also 
carried out” (Schmitt, 2012, p. 238). As more precisely explained in Der 
Begriff des Politischen (1932), the enemy mentioned above 

is not […] merely any competitor or just any partner of a conflict in general. He is 
also not the private adversary whom one hates. An enemy exists only when, at 
least potentially, one fighting collectivity of people confronts a similar collectivity. 
The enemy is solely the public enemy, because everything that has a relation-
ship to such a collectivity of men, particularly to a whole nation, becomes public 
by virtue of such a relationship (Schmitt, 2012, p. 256).

Therefore, the enemy threatens “the real possibility of physical anni-
hilation” (Schmitt, 2012, p. 260). A politically understood friend is the 
opposite of such a defined enemy. Thus, according to Schmitt, these 
are not metaphors but realities with a concrete existential sense, given 
the real possibility of their realization (cf. Schmitt, 2012, pp. 255‒265).

at any time exist, and make them instrumental to the right purposes” (Mill, 2011, 
pp. 36–37).
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 A political unity decides (entscheidet) in matters of vital significance 
for society which is its bearer, and that is why the political (defined in 
this decisional and existential way) “is the ultimate unity”. According to 
Schmitt, this unity belongs by nature to neither one particular form of 
human community nor to one type of content. On the contrary, 

every social group of any type and of any content becomes political to the extent 
that it participates in the decision. As the political does not have its own sub-
stance, the point of the political can be reached from anywhere, and every social 
group, including the Church, a trade union, corporation or nation becomes politi-
cal, and thus national, if they approach the point of utmost intensity (Schmitt, 
2012, pp. 238‒239).

 Bearing in mind Schmitt’s concept of the political, in which there is 
a constitutive link between what belongs to politics and what belongs 
to a state (which assumes that the degree to which a given community 
heads toward the political expresses the degree to which that commu-
nity is heading toward being a state), it should be observed that the 
nature of such a community does not seem to play any significant role 
in this concept. Here, nature embodies what belongs to politics and 
what belongs to a state (i.e. the fact that it is a community, association, 
corporation, or any other form of social association). For Schmitt, a key 
criterion for being a state is not dependent on the type of community but 
its ultimate unity, i.e. its reliable and sovereign political unity, a unity that 
is able to politically differentiate between a friend and an enemy.
 Schmitt’s reflection concerning the belief in the slow demise or even 
the death of state as a sovereign unity and as a whole, which was wide-
spread in the first decades of the 20th century, along with his views on 
Anglo-Saxon “pluralist” theories that reduce the state to the “level of one 
of many social unions and associations which exists beside others but 
never above them” (Schmitt, 2012, p. 229), can be treated as an impor-
tant addition to this understanding of statehood, which in the Staatsethik 
und pluralistischer Staat is also termed a community. Addressing both 
these concepts, he writes: 

In this way, their authors wish to negate the idea of a state as the utmost form 
of unity embracing the whole; consequently, they wish, above all, to undermine 
the ethical significance of the state as a special and highest kind of social bond 
that cannot be compared with any other kind of association that is practiced by 
people (Schmitt, 2012, pp. 228–229).
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 Like Schmitt, Karl R. Popper (1902‒1994), does not focus his atten-
tion on the associative nature of a political body in the sense of its being 
a corporation, community, association or suchlike. However, contrary 
to Schmitt  4, he considers the organicist and non-organicist theories of 
state as being of fundamental significance for his reflections on the two 
forms of society, namely closed and open society, which he perceives 
as the constitutive basis of the character that distinguishes the political 
existence of a society, i.e. the fact that it is a state. Defining the closed 
society as “magical or tribal or collectivist society” (Popper, 2010, p. 250), 
and the open society as one “in which individuals are confronted with 
personal decisions” (Popper, 2010, p. 250), and also claiming that the 
closed society is an expression of the organicist theories of social life, 
Popper (a) distances himself from those theories and their applications 
(believing that they are “veiled forms of propaganda for a return to tribal-
ism” [Popper, 2010, p. 251], i.e. to the closed society that “resembles 
a herd or a tribe” [Popper, 2010, p. 250]), and (b) convincingly argues 
that the Greeks started the great revolution “which, it seems, is still in its 
beginning stages – the transition from the closed to the open society” 
(Popper, 2010, p. 253). More specifically, the transition to a society that 
is (a) striving to rise socially (cf. Popper, 2010, p. 251); (b) functioning 
“largely by way of abstract relations, such as exchange or co-operation” 
(Popper, 2010, p. 253); (c) marked with the “strain created by the effort 
which life in an open and partially abstract society continually demands 
from us – by the endeavor to be rational, to forgo at least some of our 
emotional social needs, to look after ourselves, and to accept respon-
sibilities” (Popper, 2010, p. 254); Popper loftily describes this effort “as 
the price to be paid for every increase in knowledge, in reasonableness, 
in co-operation and in mutual help, and consequently in our chances 
of survival, and in the size of the population” (Popper, 2010, p. 254); 
(d) confessing a new faith in “reason, freedom and the brotherhood […], 
the only possible faith of the open society” (Popper, 2010, p. 265).
 The open society, understood in this way, is already present although 
not everywhere and not fully (cf. Popper, 2010, p. 252). It is a progressive 

4  Making the political the foundation of his concept of a state, Schmitt omits as insig-
nificant the “question of what the state is in its essence – a machine or an organism, 
a person or an institution, a society or a community, an enterprise or a beehive, or 
perhaps even a basic procedural order” (Schmitt, 2012, p. 245).
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mass emancipated from the tribal community and inspired by the new 
faith which, according to Popper, is characterised by responsible indi-
vidualism, egalitarianism, competition, cooperation, and mutual aid, as 
well as openness to the unknown, the uncertain and dangerous, having 
reason as its guide (cf. Popper, 2010, p. 287). 
 In her understanding of a political body, Hannah Arendt (1906‒1975) 
represents the position that refers to a political community that is 
modelled on the Greek polis as a specific “organized form of human 
communal life” (Arendt, 2007, p. 143), which is the political form that 
was defined by Aristotle (cf. Arendt, 2007, pp. 144‒145). What seems 
to make her thought particularly interesting in the context of reflecting 
on the political body that is a state as a form of political community is 
her reflection concerning the political in such a community. Thus, like 
Schmitt, she is focused on the essence and place of the political in the 
space of human collective life that assumes the form of a political being.
 Starting with the statement that “Politics is based on the fact of human 
plurality” (Arendt, 2007, p. 124), which is characterised by the principle 
of human differentiation that makes room for “the individual, and that 
means for anyone who is different” (Arendt, 2007 p. 124), and also 
places fundamental importance on the distinction between an abstract 
human being as a species and people who are existentially concrete and 
unique in their individuality, Arendt rejects the centuries-long interpreta-
tion of Aristotle’s concept of a human being as zoon politikon, according 
to which “there is something political in man that belongs to his essence” 
(Arendt, 2007, p. 125‒126)  5. She claims that “This simply is not so; man 
is apolitical. Politics arises between men, and so is quite outside of man. 
There is therefore no real political substance. Politics arises in what 
lies between men and is established as relationships” (Arendt, 2007, 
125‒126).
 Her perception of the space that is characteristic of the political char-
acter of such a community differs from Schmitt’s ideas. In her concept, 

5  According to Arendt, Aristotle “meant […] merely that it is unique to man that he can 
live in a polis and that the organized polis is the highest form of human communal 
life and thus something specifically human, at equal remove from the gods, who 
can exist in and of themselves in full freedom and independence, and animals, 
whose communal life, if they have such a thing, is a matter of necessity” (Arendt, 
2007, p. 145).
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it is not the degree of utmost intensity of a certain unity, i.e. the reliable 
and sovereign political unity, but the specific space that is possible only 
between people, “a realm in which we can be truly free, that is, neither 
driven by ourselves nor dependent on the givens of material existence” 
(Arendt, 2007, p. 126). A constitutive feature of this space is freedom 
which “exists only in the unique intermediary space of politics” (Arendt, 
2007, p. 126). As opposed to Schmitt’s differentiation between the friend 
and the enemy, Arendt’s definition of freedom underlies the ultimate 
sense of the political of a political community. At the same time, in this 
understanding, a community – with its characteristic space where every-
one “is equal among equal” (Arendt, p. 146) – is truly free. It is definitely 
not Schmitt’s community of decisions of a reliable and sovereign political 
unity but a community of the freedom of speech of its equal members; 
a space that, as any human space does, “simultaneously gathers them 
into it and separates them from one another” (Arendt, 2007, p. 136).

systematic reflection with conclusions 
and recommendations
Contemporary forms of political organization of human coexistence 
both within national states, whose validity and topicality seems to be 
confirmed with renewed energy by the pragmatics of life that are con-
trary to their predicted disappearance, and within supra-national bodies 
(for example, the European Union) that, accompanied by disputes and 
challenges, seem to add a number of important issues to philosophical 
reflection regarding political community and other forms of association-
ality. These include, among others:

• Dispute concerning the form of associationality of contemporary 
national and supra-national political entities (see Homa, 2013), 
which is most apparent during discussions concerning the shape 
of the European Union.

• A binding of such political beings (see Homa, 2017), i.e. the socio-
creative and social factors of contemporary associations in the 
political forms of their expression.

• The essence of the political, its theoretical redefinitions and practi-
cal realisations in political life.
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• Ethicality in relation to that which is political and the issue of the 
political in relation to that which is ethical in contemporary con-
cepts of a political community.

• Contemporary concepts of civic virtue, particularly civic participa-
tion and responsibility in the social space.

References

Arendt, H. (2007). Polityka jako obietnica, trans. W. Madej and M. Godyń. 
Warszawa: Wydawnictwo Prószyński i S-ka.

Arystoteles. (2006). Polityka, trans. L.M. Piotrowicz. Warszawa: 
Wydawnictwo Naukowe PWN.

Cyceron, M. Tuliusz. (1999). O państwie. In: Cyceron, M. Tuliusz. (1999). 
O państwie. O prawach, trans. I. Żółtowska. Kęty: Wydawnictwo 
ANTYK.

Hobbes, T. (2009). Lewiatan, czyli materia, forma i władza państwa 
kościelnego i świeckiego, trans. Cz. Znamierowski. Warszawa: Fun-
dacja ALETHEIA.

Homa, T. (2013). Obywatelskość. Wybrane europejskie ujęcia filozo-
ficzne i kulturowe. Studium historyczno-hermeneutyczne. Kraków: 
Wydawnictwo Ignatianum – Wydawnictwo WAM.

Homa, T. (2017). Wspólnotowość. W poszukiwaniu spoiwa wspólnoty 
politycznej. Kraków: Akademia Ignatianum w Krakowie – Wydawnic-
two WAM.

Locke, J. (2015). Dwa traktaty o rządzie, trans. Z. Rau. Warszawa: 
Wydawnictwo ALETHEIA.

Mill, J.S. (2001). Utilitarianism. Kitchener, Ontario: Batoche Books.
Mill, J.S. (2011). O rządzie reprezentatywnym. In: Mill, J.S. (2011). 

O rządzie reprezentatywnym and O zasadzie użyteczności, trans. 
J. Hołówka. Warszawa: Hachette Polska.

Mill, J.S. (2012). Utylitaryzm. O wolności. Warszawa: Wydawnictwo 
Naukowe PWN.

Platon. (2003). Państwo, trans. W. Witwicki. Kęty: Wydawnictwo ANTYK.
Popper, K.R. (2010). Społeczeństwo otwarte i jego wrogowie, vol. 1, 

transl. S. Amsterdamski. Warszawa: Wydawnictwo Naukowe PWN. 
Rousseau, J.-J. (1956). Rozprawa o pochodzeniu i podstawach nie-

równości między ludźmi. In: J.-J. Rousseau, Trzy rozprawy z filo zofii 
społecznej, trans. H. Elzenberg. Warszawa: Państwowe Wydawnic-
two Naukowe.



67Political community

Rousseau, J.-J. (2010). Umowa społeczna. In: J.-J. Rousseau, Umowa 
społeczna. List o widowiskach, trans. W. Bieńkowska. Warszawa: 
Wydawnictwo Naukowe PWN.

Schmitt, C. (2012). Teologia polityczna i inne pisma, trans. M.A. Cichocki. 
Warszawa: Wydawnictwo ALETHEIA.





sebastian Śpiewak
University of Silesia in Katowice
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-0194-7162

Goodness

summary
DEFINITION OF THE TERM: Goodness is that which is positively evalu-
ated, chosen, or desired.

HISTORICAL ANALYSIS OF THE TERM: the history of this concept 
includes the development of holistic theories of goodness in ancient and 
medieval times, including its metaphysical and theological justifications, 
and reflections on goodness in modern times, which are limited to the 
area of subjectivity.

DISCUSSION OF THE TERM: Contemporary discussions on goodness 
have been influenced by metaethical considerations regarding the mean-
ing of value judgements and by reference to historical findings, especially 
those formulated by david Hume.

SYSTEMATIC REFLECTION WITH CONCLUSIONS AND RECOM-
MENDATIONS: Considerations devoted to goodness are determined 
by its complex nature, so they should take into account not only the 
accuracy of linguistic analyses of the term but also the relationships that 
exist between goodness and human nature and goodness and social life.

Keywords: goodness, value, naturalistic fallacy, metaethics
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definition of the term

Goodness (in Greek: ἀγαθόν and καλόν, in Latin: bonum), which 
(alongside truth and beauty) is one of the three highest values, defines 
the broadly understood concepts of choice, approval, and objects of 
desire. The positive evaluation of what possesses goodness is per-
formed either because of the expected results (the goodness of means, 
also called instrumental goodness) or because of goodness itself 
(goodness as the objective). In philosophical reflection, the distinction 
between the goodness of means, i.e. goodness because of something, 
and the goodness of a purpose, which is known as non-relative good-
ness, is most often sanctioned by specific conditions that define the 
latter as autonomous goodness (goodness per se). The metaphysical 
meaning of goodness can be simplified to mean a) a principle of being, 
either in the sense of giving goodness to everything on a participatory 
basis, or as the final cause for everything; b) a concept that is supra-
categorical and interchangeable with the concept of being. Moral 
goodness is a criterion for the evaluation of human action, disposition, 
and character.

Historical analysis of the term
The first philosophical attempt to analyse goodness was undertaken by 
Socrates. He explored the application of the value judgement of “good” 
(ἀγαθός) by linking it to excellence (ἀρετή) and placing it in the context 
of the people who lived in ancient Greece. Changes in the political struc-
tures that led to the formation of the Greek polis entailed devaluing the 
aristocratic sense of “being good” in favour of promoting an adequate 
preparation for life within a democratic society. This allowed the Soph-
ists to claim that they were able to teach perfection, thanks to which 
a person would become a good citizen. Perfection took the form of 
formal rhetorical-dialectic proficiency, which was based on relativistic 
assumptions. Thus, goodness understood as usefulness, which was 
supposed to be fostered by Sophistic perfection, depended either on 
an individual person (Protagoras’ homo mensura principle) or on given 
circumstances and situations (Gorgias’ kairos concept).
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 Socrates and the Sophists shared the conviction that there is a close 
relationship between goodness and usefulness, but Socrates accused 
the Sophists of lacking reliable knowledge concerning who or what the 
predicate “good” might be assigned to, and in what sense. Unlike the 
Sophists, he believed that an unequivocal answer to this question was 
possible if it resulted from a dialectic analysis of moral problems, espe-
cially the general concepts contained within the various perfections that 
were present in society. The Socratic notion of goodness was based on 
the assumption that the goodness of everything was the efficient reali-
sation of its characteristic function. This meant that there was no such 
thing to which goodness could be attributed regardless of its utility, and 
utility was always determined by a given purpose. The value of perfec-
tion, which was equated with knowledge, stemmed from its usefulness 
to a human being, and specifically to the soul that ruled over the body. In 
Socrates’ philosophy, perfection (ἀρετή) is what allows the soul to achieve 
its purpose and therefore be good. The goodness of the soul was under-
stood as the ultimate goal and the highest value that gave meaning to the 
hierarchy of other goods (material and bodily), which, depending on their 
use as directed by knowledge, can bring about both good and bad results. 
During his trial, Socrates called upon the citizens of Athens to care for 
their souls (ἐπιμέλεσθαι τῆς ψυχῆς) as he believed that the greatest good-
ness for man is to reflect the perfection of the soul. The goodness that one 
discovers should prevent bad behaviour, which leads to Socrates’ ethical 
intellectualism, according to which man only ever wants goodness, never 
evil. Whenever evil is done, it is done involuntarily out of ignorance.
 Socrates dealt with ethical issues by looking for definitions of gen-
eral concepts, while Plato believed that these concepts related not to 
the changing world of the senses but to the world of ideas. This also 
applied to the notion of goodness, which Plato considered primarily 
in metaphysical terms and secondarily in ethical-anthropological and 
socio-political terms. As an object of the “greatest study”, the idea of 
Goodness (ἰδέα τοῦ ἀγαθοῦ) was given higher status than justice and 
the other virtues, which were considered a source of all usefulness and 
goodness. For only Goodness itself, understood in the same way as all 
Plato’s other ideas, i.e. as unchangeable, eternal, and as being exactly 
what it is, meets the requirements of Plato’s idea of goodness: self-
-sufficiency, sufficient definition, and perfection. Goodness stands out 
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among other ideas and reveals in itself the features of the principle of 
the One (the Unity – ἔν), which is the subject of unwritten doctrines. It is 
not simply that the value of other ideas and their manifestations means 
they are closely related to the idea of Goodness. Goodness can be com-
pared with the sun: the latter makes objects visible and is necessary for 
their growth and nourishment, while the former makes it possible for 
things to be (their ontological aspect); it also allows things to be known 
(their epistemological aspect) and towers over everything it legitimises. 
This means that Goodness is characterized by absolute transcendence. 
It is not so much a being, but it goes beyond being (ἐπέκεινα τῆς οὐσίας). 
Goodness, which is sometimes equated with beauty, is also the ultimate 
goal of human desires, the deification of which is Eros, who is praised by 
Plato in his Feast. As long as this goal is directed towards good objects, 
it will not be satisfied by the permanent possession of goodness itself, 
which would be equivalent to achieving happiness. The close relation-
ship between the ideas of beauty and goodness makes it possible to 
emphasize the ethical, anthropological, and socio-political aspects of 
the notion of goodness, which consists in making man similar to what-
ever he has turned his whole soul into in the process of philosophical 
cognition and then in following the divine ideal order in his private and 
public life.
 In Aristotle’s philosophy, the general characteristic of goodness can 
be summed up as equating it with the purpose of all desires. This term 
is used in the metaphysical concept of the unmoved mover: its mode 
of existence is goodness (καλόν), which makes it function as a primary 
cause of movement in the world. Understood in this way, this principle 
also guarantees goodness in the world, which manifests itself as a form 
of ordering that is related to purpose. While addressing Plato’s theses, 
Aristotle argues that there is no single, unambiguous and common idea 
of Goodness that encompasses its many different manifestations, and 
the word “goodness” has as many meanings as the word “being”. It is 
defined according to a categorical scheme whose main principle is the 
priority of the first category over all other categories. Thus, goodness 
can be analysed in different ways, depending on the activity pursued 
and the goals chosen. Aristotle is particularly interested in the supreme 
goodness, which is the ultimate goal. People desire the ultimate goal for 
its own sake and desire all other things (which are indirect goodnesses) 
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for the sake of the supreme goodness. He equates this understanding 
of goodness with happiness (εὐδαιμονία), which is supposed to meet 
the basic requirement of ultimacy – it cannot serve another, superior 
purpose. Moreover, the concept of εὐδαιμονία is in line with the condi-
tion of the self-sufficiency of the supreme goodness, which means that 
only this goodness is responsible for the value of life, and other factors 
(e.g. external goods) do not matter. Understood in this way, goodness 
cannot be part of a sum because increasing it by even the smallest 
element would make it more valuable and worthy of choice, which would 
be contrary to the initial assumption of its ultimacy. These two conditions 
make it impossible to equate the supreme goodness (εὐδαιμονία) with 
wealth, privilege, or honour, for example. Another formal condition of the 
supreme goodness reveals its concrete content; it should be adapted to 
intellectual activity, which is the characteristic function of human exis-
tence. Then, “[...] the supreme goodness is an activity of the rational soul 
in accordance with virtue, and if there are more than one virtue, in accor-
dance with the best and most complete” (Aristotle, 1956, p. 22). Thus, 
the supreme goodness appears as a form of theoretical contemplation 
(θεωρία), which, by satisfying Aristotle’s requirement to live according to 
reason, brings man’s activity closer to its border form and the gods and 
fulfils the highest possible level of happiness. In view of the limitations 
of human nature and the fact that man lives within society, Aristotle also 
takes into account the essential value of external goods and prosperity 
(e.g. wealth, political influence, contacts, noble birth, good looks, good 
health, and satisfying one’s needs) in his concept of happiness.
 The issue of goodness became the main issue for philosophers of 
the Hellenistic period, who focused mainly on the practical aspects 
of philosophy. Two schools of philosophy from that period, Stoicism 
and Epicureanism, presented contrasting views on what goodness is, 
although both based their theoretical justification on the concept of 
nature. According to the Stoics, the highest and the only conceivable 
goodness is virtue, which is self-sufficient, and nothing more is required 
in order to guarantee a happy life. Virtue lies in making choices that are 
in harmony with nature. This leads to the concept of οἰκείωσις, which 
is a form of natural kindness towards oneself. This is expressed as the 
desire to preserve one’s own being, which for man is realized at the level 
of reason that distinguishes humans from other beings. Thus, goodness 
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appears as a distinctive human ability to preserve and develop the 
logos, which is part of the universal logos. Goodness is then understood 
in an absolute rather than a relative sense. It justifies its special position 
amongst other objects of choice because its value is supposed to stem 
directly from its essence rather than from its size (or intensity) in relation 
to something else, just as the sweetness of honey can be recognized 
by its own taste, and not as a result of comparing it with something else. 
The undifferentiated quality of goodness leads to the thesis that only two 
predicates – good or bad – can be attributed to human deeds. 
 For the Epicureans, goodness is equated with pleasure (ἡδονή) and 
fulfils the condition of the highest goodness that was set by the Stoics: 
as something to which everything applies, and it itself applies to nothing 
else. Nature itself shows that all living creatures (including man), from 
the time of their birth, even before they develop reason, are willing to 
seek pleasure and reject everything that is contrary to it. The functioning 
of this principle is reliably communicated by the senses, which refer to 
what is overt and certain. Just as the senses cannot be wrong about 
experiencing the warmth of fire, the white of snow, the sweetness of 
honey, they must correctly inform us about the value of pleasure. Such 
goodness, however, is not limited to sensuality and corporeality alone, 
which distinguishes these views from the Cyrenaics’ teachings. In Epi-
curus’ philosophy, it is acknowledged that pleasure and pain come from 
the body and have a connection to it, but it is their spiritual forms that 
are more important. The body only experiences current states and is 
insensitive to past and future pleasure and pain. However, it is different 
for the soul, where goodness and evil are also related to remembered 
past events and to future things that are expected. In this sense, Epicu-
rean hedonism values spiritual pleasures higher than bodily pleasures. 
It also manifests itself in the way we understand the supreme goodness, 
which cannot be thought of as having varying degrees of intensity. Plea-
sure understood as sensory stimulation does not meet this condition. 
Therefore, the supreme goodness can only be a kind of pleasure that, 
occurring under various possible forms, excludes growth and decline. 
This is katastematic pleasure (καταστηματική), which “is experienced 
after all suffering has been removed”.
 Within Christian thought, the issue of goodness is considered in the 
context of revelation, especially in the concept of a personal God who 
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freely created the world from nothing (ex nihilo). This builds the founda-
tions for the metaphysical, moral, and social sense of the concept of 
goodness. For St. Augustine, goodness is equivalent to being, especially 
the Supreme Being that is God. In his dissertation which argues against 
the Manichaean doctrine of substantial intrinsic evil, St. Augustine argues 
that evil is the privation of good: it is a lack of goodness which results 
from the radical difference between God and his creation and from the 
hierarchy of the latter. All created beings correspond to their God-given 
nature and exist at some level of the realisation of goodness in a pro-
portion that can be measured, formed, and ordered. All nature is good, 
down to the lowest possible level – that of prime matter. The Creator is 
the ultimate raison d’être of goodness in the world, and His antithesis 
is not evil but simply nothingness, in which the lack of nature reaches 
its ultimate end. Augustine also equates goodness with free will, which 
belongs to the order of things as desired by God. However, because free 
will was created, it cannot be considered as complete goodness, which 
explains the possibility of sin. Free will belongs to intermediate goods. 
Thus, unlike virtues (which cannot be used improperly), free will is not 
the essential content of morality, but it stands higher in the hierarchy than 
goods belonging to the body. What unites it with the latter is that its value 
is dependent on the way it is used; it acquires the right meaning within 
the area of morality, in which choice plays the instrumental role. Under-
stood in this way, the direction of will towards proper goodness, which 
can only be that which is higher than the goodness of human nature 
and thus a goodness that is unchangeable and common, guarantees 
happiness. This sinking of the human soul into the Highest Goodness is 
defined as the highest personal goodness of man. In a social sense, the 
highest absolute goodness is the “peace of eternal happiness”, which is 
the most fundamental and common goal of Christians at all times and of 
all earthly communities that constitute the City of God. The importance 
of the peace of earthly states constitutes the highest temporal goodness, 
which is relative, but its value must be considered in view of the realisa-
tion of the City of God. The peace of earthly states includes all other 
goods useful to Christians, which do not, however, lead to the ultimate 
goal that results from common faith and love for the Highest Goodness. 
 According to St. Thomas, goodness is understood as a transcen-
dental concept, i.e. as supra-categorical and interchangeable with the 
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concept of being. Goodness is a way of being (modus essendi) that is 
founded in the very essence of things. It differs from being only mentally, 
not materially, and provides additional positive information in relation 
to the volitional function of the soul. The key feature of this relation-
ship is that it has a perfecting nature and assumes its direction towards 
a goal, which determines the primary sense of goodness. Its secondary 
meaning boils down to indicating the means of achieving this goal. In 
an absolute sense, i.e. by its very nature and not because of something 
else, Goodness is God. It is only in relation to the Creator that the good-
ness of creation acquires meaning. Its essence requires subordination 
to the first principle, which cannot have a purpose beyond itself. On the 
one hand, this means that a being called into existence is goodness not 
by its essence but by participation; on the other hand, it highlights the 
universality of goodness in a world desired and created by God, who 
created it voluntarily and not because He had to. When every being is 
considered in relation to the will of its Creator, it appears to be good. 
Thomas’ solution is based on the analyses presented by Boethius in 
his 6th-century treatise entitled “How can substances be good in virtue 
of the fact that they have being when they are not substantial goods?” 
(De hebdomadibus). Here, by means of a thought experiment, Boethius 
showed that only the existence of God, who is nothing other than good-
ness, makes it possible to explain the goodness of a complex accidental 
being as completely different from substantial goodness, which is its 
source (Boethius, 1926). Assuming that being and the attributes that 
accompany it within creation form a whole and that God does not 
exist, then the problem that appears is defining what being is and what 
goodness that is not attributed to being is. They can be matched when 
it is assumed that the cause of the existence of things lies in the will 
of the Creator. Thus, being and its attributes can be called good. The 
close relationship between reality and goodness is evident in Thomas’ 
concept of the composition of essence and existence. Existence itself 
contains the idea of the goodness-goal, which consists of two elements: 
1) the appetite for what has not yet been achieved; 2) the attainment 
of a goal is to love it and to abide by it. Goodness perfects the way in 
which existence exists; if every being is entitled to goodness, it is good. 
In the concept of St. Thomas, everything desires goodness (omnia 
bonum appetunt), and the direction towards goodness is made possible 
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in two basic ways. In the case of natural beings other than man, there 
is a natural inclination towards the right goods that is responsible for 
this direction. This has been provided by God in order that these natural 
beings can act independently while fulfilling the will of the Creator. Man, 
however, occupies a special position among creatures because he is 
able to turn towards his goal and through himself become acquainted 
with it. The human will is characterized by a tendency that has been 
instilled by God, but this tendency is exclusively turned towards the 
ultimate goal (ultimi finis), which is understood only in general terms 
as happiness, which is the fulfilment of man in goodness. The way to 
achieve this depends on man’s own free activity, which is supported by 
knowing that the goal is the principle of the means of appetite.
 In modern philosophy, notions of goodness have been largely 
determined by interest turning towards subjectivity and problematizing 
the possibilities of knowing the world. A sense of goodness was not 
searched for within its metaphysical character but in human actions and 
in the specific actions of the body or soul. According to Descartes, virtue 
is the supreme goodness and consists in constant and unshakable 
actions that are based on what the mind recognizes as the best action. 
This goodness is the only goodness that fully depends on our free will. If 
this will is used correctly, its highest value is indisputable. Passions of the 
soul are relatively good because by nature they are meant to preserve 
the human body. Their activity, however, can mislead and direct the will 
towards apparent goodness, and therefore they require the control of 
reason, under whose direction they can add pleasure, which is shared 
by the soul and the body, to happiness resulting from virtue. 
 This subjective sense of goodness is particularly evident in the 
naturalistically oriented philosophy of Thomas Hobbes, who treated 
human passions as the measure of goodness. According to Hobbes’ 
nominalism, goodness cannot mean any general or real object, or even 
a general idea. Goodness loses its objective dimension and becomes 
only a word, the content of which is determined by a concrete person’s 
constant pursuit of selfish goals. By nature, every human being cares 
for his own goods, including his safety. The conflicting interests of indi-
viduals can only be reconciled by means of a social contract which is 
guaranteed by the privileged position of a sovereign, to whom society 
assigns the task of determining what is good and bad.
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 John Locke also associated the state of the soul with goodness. In 
a general sense, goodness is what causes or strengthens our pleasure or 
reduces our pain. However, understood in this way, this is not the same as 
moral goodness. The essential role of goodness is played by its relevance 
to law, and in particular to the law that is set by God, who is good and 
wise. However, moral goodness is subjectively motivated. Divine law, 
having a higher status than the law of the state and the law of tradition, 
remains the ultimate instance of morality, in which goodness means that 
man’s deliberate actions conform to the rule set by God. For man, this is 
sanctioned by the reward of pleasure and the punishment of pain.
 An even further reaching thesis was proposed by David Hume, who 
developed an idea that was previously voiced by thinkers such as Lord 
Shaftesbury and Francis Hutcheson: moral goodness (and evil) is not 
a matter of reason but of feelings. This brings the issue of morality closer 
to one of aesthetic judgment. Reason, unlike emotion, cannot be a direct 
cause of action. It has a purely instrumental function in relation to feelings: 
it determines the output data which are the subject of moral judgement. 
It comes down to a pleasant feeling of approval or an unpleasant feeling 
of reprimand, both of which result from the specific structure of humans. 
This “internal sensitization or taste” is supposed to be responsible for the 
empirically certain fact that people distinguish between moral goodness 
and evil; they choose the former and reject the latter. In his response to 
the question of what specific characteristic of an act a man is sensitized 
to, or what actually evokes a sense of approval and deserves to be 
described as “good”, Hume points to the usefulness of an act or to the 
principle of an emotional response (sympathy) that is based on sharing 
other people’s feelings of happiness and sadness. It is also manifested 
by the tendency to take an interest in the public good. 
 The interpretation of human activity according to the principles of 
hedonism and utility, which appeared in the British empiricism of the 
17th and 18th centuries, was strengthened in the utilitarianism of Jeremy 
Bentham and John Stuart Mill. In their reasoning, goodness functions 
as a synonym of pleasure and happiness, and the principle of utility is 
the criterion for the moral evaluation of acts and laws: good acts lead 
to an increase in the overall sum of pleasure, while bad acts lead to 
a decrease in the overall sum of  pleasure. This principle applies to 
both an individual and to society as a whole, and the aim of the latter 
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is to evaluate and multiply the common good, which is understood as 
the sum of the happiness of its members. While Bentham’s version of 
utilitarianism was based solely on the quantitative nature of pleasure 
that could be measured (the felicific calculus), Mill’s concept introduced 
a qualitative differentiation of pleasures into lower and higher ones, 
with the principle of valuing the latter higher than the former, in spite of 
the radical quantitative difference between them. Thus, the main goal 
of man was spiritual self-development, which, according to the initial 
principle of utilitarianism, would be conducive to the good of the whole 
of society. 
 Goods understood maximalistically play a key role in Immanuel 
Kant’s philosophy. According to Kant, the only thing that is intrinsi-
cally good and good without qualification is a good will, which is the 
condition for all other goods (e.g. intellect, talents, personal qualities, 
wealth). The latter are good in a limited and relative way because they 
can serve moral acts, morally indifferent acts, and even evil acts. By 
definition, only a good will cannot be used in an improper way under 
any circumstance. It is good not because of any purpose external to it 
(even happiness): it is good in itself by virtue of its own intrinsic value. 
This would mean that the  goodness contained within a good will could 
not result from a good act, or vice versa. If a good act is not performed 
(e.g. external circumstances prevent it) but there is a moral intention to 
perform it, this does not diminish the absolute value of a good will. In 
the case of human beings, such an approach to goodness must take 
account of their weaknesses and the dialectic split between a priori 
moral law and empirical maxims (based solely on inclinations), thus 
leading to the concept of duty. Duty acts as a condition of a good will, 
which is a specifically human feature, and the difference between an act 
performed exclusively in accord with (lawful) duty and an act from duty 
should be emphasised. Only the latter fulfils the requirements of the 
a priori principle of morality, in which – contrary to empirically oriented 
ethics – there is no room for motivation (e.g. the passions of the soul, 
the expected outcome, happiness as the goal) other than compliance 
with the universal law of practical reason. Thus, by implication moral 
goodness is not the result of an action but is contained within the human 
person who acts according to it. Using the categorical imperative, practi-
cal reason itself is able to judge what is good (resulting from duty) and 
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what is bad. In Kant’s view, ethics leads to religion. The sense of moral 
goodness turns out to be the highest goodness, which is understood as 
the expected match between morality and happiness. This convergence 
is only made possible by the following practical premises: a) the exis-
tence of the immortal human soul, which allows the realization of the 
ideal of a match between intentions and the moral law; b) the existence 
of the highest and omnipotent moral instance (God), which will ensure 
that happiness matches moral perfection. Happiness is therefore nei-
ther an essential human goodness nor the objective of ethics, as the 
latter merely instructs how a finite rational being can become worthy of 
happiness.

discussion of the term
Largely, contemporary approaches to goodness have been shaped by 
metaethical discussions concerning the sense and meaning of judg-
ments and value judgements, especially in the context of naturalism in 
moral philosophy. The linguistic functions of the adjective “good” were 
first discussed within George E. Moore’s intuitionism, where the defini-
tion of the term “good” was considered a fundamental problem of ethics. 
Criticising naturalistic and metaphysical ethics, Moore argued that the 
judgements in which goodness was defined were not analytical but 
synthetic, i.e. they identified “goodness” with something other than itself 
(e.g. with pleasure or utility). Therefore, definition here is a process of 
analysis (breaking down the concept into simpler descriptive features); 
as such, it assumes the complexity of the object to be defined. When 
this object is simple, as is the case with such features as “yellow” or 
“good”, definition is impossible (Moore, 2003, pp. 10–11). Simple con-
cepts, being unbreakable terms of thinking, are in fact the material of 
definition and are intuitively treated as specific “data of ethics” (Ross, 
1930, p. 40). This means that a person can decide if something is good, 
even if he is not able to define the content of the word “good” correctly. 
This is not the case with the concept of “what is good”: it is always more 
or less complex and expresses all those things to which the simple con-
cept of “good” applies; however, it also allows for other judgments, thus 
making a definition possible (Moore, 2003, p. 14). A given term can then 
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be defined by a simpler category of attributes, which, in addition to 
“good”, constantly accompany it, e.g. “pleasant”, “useful”, “worthy of 
desire”. However, this leads to mistakenly equating the notion of “good” 
with these attributes, which is called a naturalistic fallacy. This concept 
equates the quality of “good” with a natural feature, i.e. an empirical 
nature (Moore, 2003, p. 21) or any other feature, also metaphysical in 
the broad sense of the word, including the proposals of such thinkers as 
Spinoza, Kant or the Stoics. The deceitfulness of this fallacy is particu-
larly evident when we ask whether all the elements of the definition of 
the term “goodness” are good in themselves. However, such a question 
is sensible when considering natural language and common sense and 
does not lead to the expected truism (Moore, 2003, pp. 24–25). Intu-
itionists such as Moore, Harold A. Prichard, and William D. Ross claim 
that the concept of goodness is independent of the empirical compo-
nents of the world. This is a development of Hume’s thesis regarding the 
impossibility of deriving normative sentences from purely factual prem-
ises. The solution proposed by intuitionism indicates the necessity of 
explaining the specific status of goodness, especially in relation to purely 
descriptive content. It is also a leading theme of emotivism, as repre-
sented by Alfred J. Ayer and Charles L. Stevenson, among others. Ethi-
cal terms do not enrich the content of a statement with some new ele-
ment, but they express approval or disapproval that is felt by the person 
who formulates the judgment, which reveals the similarity of contempo-
rary emotivism to the findings of the philosophers representing the 
English Enlightenment. The function of moral concepts is also fulfilled 
by a descriptive sentence if it is expressed in a tone of indignation or 
accompanied by exclamation marks (Ayer, 1946, p. 107). Ethical judge-
ments are therefore not characterised by any objective legitimacy and – 
as they express feelings – they say virtually nothing (Ayer, 1946, p. 108). 
Deprived of their descriptive character, they do not provide information 
about the interests of individuals or communities (which is contrary to 
the views of Hobbes and Hume) (Stevenson, 1937, p. 18). Their purpose 
is not to reveal any facts but to express the speaker’s feelings and to 
evoke similar feelings in the recipients of the utterance (Ayer, 1946, 
p. 107). Stevenson’s contribution to emotivism consisted in assigning 
a persuasive and suggestive meaning to value concepts, which is used 
to arouse specific emotions, to direct people’s attitudes, and to change 
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their interests in a desired way (Stevenson, 1937, p. 18). In this form, 
emotivism makes it possible to retain at least a relative sense of “good”, 
without making it a pseudo-concept devoid of any meaning, as happens 
in Ayer’s logical-positivist version (Ayer, 1946, p. 112). According to 
Stevenson, a word has an emotive meaning when its content, by virtue 
of its history of use, evokes emotional reactions in people (Stevenson, 
1937, p. 23). He distinguishes descriptive and dynamic functions of 
language. The former is about transmitting and explaining beliefs, while 
the latter is about expressing feelings, creating a certain mood, or per-
suading people to take a certain action or develop a certain attitude 
(Stevenson, 1937, p. 21). When a person assigns the attribute of “good” 
to something, he: a) dynamically expresses his own feelings about it, 
and b) by means of the emotive meaning of the adjective “good”, he 
simultaneously suggests that his interlocutor should also consider this 
evaluation to be correct (Stevenson, 1937, pp. 24-25). However, meta-
ethical inquiries into the meaning of goodness conducted by both intu-
itionists and emotivists do not allow us to understand the specific nature 
of normativity contained in moral goodness against the background of 
other moral applications of this feature (e.g. “good dinner”, “good music”). 
According to intuitionists, in both cases this quality would be reduced to 
a further indivisible element which can only be described as “good is 
good”. At most, it is possible to distinguish different classes of objects to 
which the feature “goodness in itself” is applied intuitively (Ross, 1930, 
p. 86). Similar conclusions are reached by emotivists, who emphasise 
that the analysed feature is not divisible into further elementary compo-
nents, as this could reduce it to merely a category of interests. This 
would distort the emotive meaning that “floats” around the term “good” 
(Stevenson, 1937, p. 26). While it is admitted that the undifferentiated, 
emotive meaning of this word may differ in moral and extra-moral use, 
this would depend on a number of factors, although boiling down the 
meaning of goodness to its functionality as a suggestion tool in both 
uses seems more important (Stevenson, 1937, p. 26). An attempt to 
overcome these difficulties was made by Richard Hare, who practised 
metaethical inquiry not only in the spirit of Hume’s empiricism but also 
in the spirit of Kant’s philosophy. This allowed him to supplement the 
key distinction between factuality and evaluation (in Hare’s terminol-
ogy, descriptive and prescriptive meaning, respectively) with the 
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characteristics that are present in morality. The term “good” is a value 
term and as such includes an unchanging prescriptive component: to 
describe something as “good” in linguistic practice always means rec-
ommending it when faced with a choice. This recommendation is made 
based on certain criteria which are related to the changeable descriptive 
meaning (recommended items have different characteristics), although 
they are not reduced to it entirely (Hare, 1991, p. 118). It is not possible 
to derive a prescriptive meaning solely from descriptive premises (Hare, 
1991, p. 94). “Good” is therefore the name of a specific characteristic 
(the descriptive features) of a given object, according to established 
criteria; the person formulating the judgement sincerely considers these 
criteria to be value criteria. Here, authenticity is necessary in order to 
speak of a properly evaluative sense of goodness, which can also have 
a descriptive function when it provides information about standards 
recognised by someone else (a conventional use), or in the case of 
irony (Hare, 1991, p. 125). According to Hare, it is wrong to think that the 
term “good” has different meanings in extra-moral and moral senses. In 
both cases, its meaning is reduced to “commanding” and is therefore an 
evaluative meaning. The difference lies in the descriptive component 
based on which the evaluation standards are developed. When we rec-
ommend using the word “good” in a moral sense, it is always (directly or 
indirectly) man himself, with the important condition that the word “man” 
cannot carry an instrumental sense (Hare, 1991, p. 145I). The goodness 
of man is so important to us because we are human beings. This seem-
ingly trivial explanation is inspired by Kant, because accepting the 
judgement that a given act of man in certain circumstances is good 
leads to the conclusion that it would be good if in similar circumstances 
the person who formulates this judgement did the same (Hare, 1991, 
p. 141). Thus, moral goodness cannot be a matter of taste or a private 
expression of emotions in which a difference of opinion would be accept-
able, because it contains a claim to universality, which reflects the 
unchanging and primary prescriptive function that is typical of a value 
term. Moreover, for Hare, the standards that “good” refers to in its moral 
use seem to have a cooperative sense and to assume social life 
as a proper arena to realise morality. Therefore, Hare can overcome 
a problem faced by emotivists, which is that only someone living in com-
plete isolation would agree to limit moral goodness to what he considers 
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right (Hare, 1991, p. 142). In this sense, goodness implies the existence 
of tension between individuals, which is conditioned by disagreement 
over different understandings of what is good. This, however, does not 
have to cancel out the communal sense of goodness, which assumes 
that such conflicts are an irremovable fact of social life (Vossenkuhl, 
2012, p. 280). 

systematic reflection with conclusions 
and recommendations
Prescriptivism captures the issue of goodness in a more comprehen-
sive way than intuitivism, especially emotivism. While maintaining an 
important distinction of Hume’s law, which cannot be overlooked in 
contemporary discussions on goodness, it points to the need to univer-
salise value terms. This is important for those contemporary concepts 
that – following the classic interpretation of goodness – emphasise its 
social sense (goodness as the common good). However, the problem 
lies in how particular standards for the evaluative use of this term are 
chosen. Admittedly, there is the possibility of factual practical argumen-
tation (e.g. the possibility to ask directly about the criteria of goodness, 
which is expressed in the formula “why do you think X is good?”). How-
ever, according to the thesis that no prescriptive proposal can be based 
solely on descriptive premises but there must always be at least a value 
premise, the criteria for accepting this premise are not clear. This gives 
rise to the suspicion of decisionism and subjectivism (MacIntyre, 1995, 
p. 326) and opens up the possibility of further discussion on goodness, 
in which other (non-linguistic) factors that influence its understanding will 
be taken into account. In particular, there seems to be an urgent need 
to justify the existence of goodness that is proper to human beings as 
this would satisfy the vision of a fulfilled and happy life, both individually 
and in the context of social structures (Vossenkuhl, 2012, p. 279). Such 
goodness, as the history of the development of this term reveals, can 
be closely linked to considerations on human nature. Such a theoretical 
strategy, however, would mean defending the objectivism of the sense 
of goodness, which, largely due to analytical philosophy, has been 
lost today at the expense of a return to some form of naturalism (Foot, 
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2001, p. 44), against which twentieth-century metaethical criticism was 
directed. The perceptible disadvantage of contemporary reflection on 
goodness, which stems from the assumptions of the linguistic paradigm 
of philosophising, is the impossibility of indicating some higher instance 
of valuation (moral or metaphysical) that would make the standards 
of evaluation and human actions comprehensible and would point to 
the universal character of goodness as one of the highest values. The 
historical equivalent of such an instance was the highest goodness or 
intrinsic goodness distinguished in terms of its status. The very essence 
of the question of goodness requires formulating its comprehensive con-
cept, i.e. one that takes into account both the detailed, analytical, and 
critical aspects of analyses of the language of valuation, as well as the 
relationship between the concept of goodness and the characteristics of 
human life and human aims and aspirations. 
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Justice

summary
DEFINITION OF THE TERM: the term ‘justice’ first appeared in antiq-
uity. the classic definition of justice, which was formulated in roman law, 
describes it as due payment.

HISTORICAL ANALYSIS OF THE TERM: In Greek philosophy, justice 
was associated with the category of goodness. According to Plato, justice 
was equated with harmony and order and was the opposite of chaos. For 
Aristotle, justice was tied to the category of the distribution of goods.

DISCUSSION OF THE TERM: In modern times, justice is primarily asso-
ciated with the development of liberalism. the classic concept of justice 
was formulated by John rawls, who defined it as fairness. rawls intro-
duced two principles of justice: one concerns freedom and civil rights; 
the other concerns the right to equal opportunities for all individuals. 
rawls’ concept of justice was criticised by robert nozick, who rejected 
any link between justice and the arbitrary distribution of goods. In his 
opinion, the solution to the problem of justice lies in minimising the role 
of the state and enabling individuals to act without restriction.

SYSTEMATIC REFLECTION WITH CONCLUSIONS AND RECOM-
MENDATIONS: the most important aspect in any analysis of justice is its 
relationship with the legal system and with the principle of equality.

Keywords: justice, distributive justice, freedom, equality, minimal 
state
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definition of the term
The term justice was defined by the Roman lawyer and theoretician 
Ulpian (Gnaeus Domitius Annius Ulpianus), according to whom justice 
was the constant and perpetual wish to render to everyone his due 
(iustitia est constans et perpetua voluntas ius suum cuique tribuere). 
This definition was mentioned in the famous Digest, also known as the 
Pandects (Iustiniani Augusti Digesta seu Pandectae), which is a codifi-
cation of Roman laws that was made by order of Emperor Justinian I in 
the 6th century AD. This definition explicitly refers to law (Latin ius) and is 
historically treated as the classic definition of justice. Apart from its legal 
definition, justice can be defined in several other ways. For example, in 
a religious sense, justice is a certain moral virtue that man has received 
from God that is linked to his actions. In the Catechism of the Catholic 
Church (CCC 1807), justice is defined as a moral virtue that consists 
in “the constant and firm will to give their due to God and neighbour”. 
Justice can also be philosophically expressed as relating to goodness. 
In a social sense, it can also be understood in the following three ways: 
1. the individual’s activity within the community; 2. the activities of the 
authorities and the state; 3. the functioning of the judiciary system as an 
instrument of law enforcement within the community.

Historical analysis of the term
The ancient Greek word for justice was διϰαιοσύνη, which had an obvious 
connection with the goddess Dike. In this sense, justice was linked with 
divine provenance and was a measure by which gods settled disputes and 
conflicts. The goddess Dike was one of the three Horae and was believed 
to be the daughter of Zeus and Themis; she was responsible for punish-
ment, judgement, and sentencing. In this sense, Dike was the guardian 
of world order and harmony and acted in the name of their observance. 
Her symbol is the scales, on which human deeds are weighed. The Greek 
word διϰαιοσύνη can also be analysed from the perspective of its core 
διϰαιο, which originally meant Dike’s actions, which were always under-
stood as “just”, hence the term “justice”. Here, the Greek word διϰαιο was 
merged with the Latin word ius, which led to the binding of justice to law.
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 Justice first appeared in the writings of Plato, particularly in his work 
The Republic, which has the word “justice” in its subtitle. In his writings, 
Plato treats justice as the equivalent of the highest idea of goodness; 
as such, justice has both an ontological and an epistemological dimen-
sion. When considering the treatment of justice, Plato was not so much 
concerned with the question of whether justice exists but rather with the 
issue of what justice is. In his opinion, the existence of justice is not sub-
ject to doubt, but the problem lies in how to recognise and understand 
its essence. For this reason, as a measure (weight) of the assessment 
of all human activity, justice translates into the possession of the virtue 
of fortitude. Here, Plato links divine harmony and order with the evalua-
tion of human activity, which translates into the shaping of community life 
into a proper (just) order. In this sense, a system of community life, i.e. 
a state, is just when it is fully harmonised and ordered, so it lacks nothing 
and is not chaotic. According to Plato, such a state can only be built on 
the basis of the harmony that exists in the soul of every individual, which 
involves discovering his abilities and his place in the world and in the 
social structure of the polis. The inner harmony of the soul translates into 
the harmony of the community, which builds the political dimension of 
justice as the realization of the idea of goodness in the form of the ideal 
state, i.e. Kallipolis. Plato combines the philosophical aspect of justice, 
which is related to the superior, eternal, and absolute idea of goodness, 
with its socio-political dimension. This requires defining the necessary 
conditions for the realisation of justice in the three aspects mentioned 
above: the activity of the individual, the activities of the authorities, and 
the legal system. In an ideal state, all individuals act in a just manner 
because everybody occupies his right place in the social structure (there 
are three castes in an ideal state: workers/producers, soldiers/guardians 
and philosopher kings). Thus, total harmony and order are maintained, 
which defines and describes the Platonic definition of justice. 
 Aristotle distinguishes three kinds of justice. First, he observes 
that the function of justice is the proper distribution of broadly defined 
goods or values, which are understood differently in relation to different 
groups. In a democratic system, the highest value is freedom; so, in 
a democracy, justice means freedom that is distributed to all individuals 
who are members of a community. In an oligarchic system, the highest 
values are wealth and birthright, so justice refers to these values. In an 
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aristocratic system, justice is the proper distribution of the highest value, 
i.e. the virtue of fortitude. Aristotle points to an important aspect of jus-
tice which ultimately determines its meaning. Justice is not only used to 
establish and grant rights that are due to particular individuals but also 
to ensure the proper distribution of valued goods in a given community 
when they are scarce and thus not everyone can have them. Hence, it 
can be said that justice defines the criteria and rules for the distribution 
of these values/goods, and this leads to its political dimension in terms 
of defining the vision of a community-state that is capable of ensuring 
the clearly defined distribution of socially desirable values/goods.

discussion of the term 
In modern times, it is the social and political dimension of justice that 
is prevalent. In this sense, two opposing concepts of justice emerged 
in the 20th century which were linked with the views of John Rawls and 
Robert Nozick. Within these concepts, and in the dispute between these 
two antagonists, the whole tradition and history of the issue of justice 
culminates both in the dimension of the individual’s harmony of the soul 
as indicated by Plato, which translates into the order of social life (the 
ideal state), and in the search for the ultimate criterion of goods distri-
bution to individuals within the political order. Thus, in a strict sense, 
the concept of justice is closely related to the concept of equality and 
freedom. 
 The concept of justice that was proposed by John Rawls fits in with 
the understanding and treatment of justice that is related to politics and 
philosophy, and in the notion of political philosophy. The term political 
philosophy that is employed here comes from Leo Strauss’ definition in 
his text entitled “What is political philosophy?” (Strauss, 1999). Accord-
ing to Strauss, political thinkers describe and define models of political 
life, while political philosophers evaluate them in terms of goodness and 
evil. In other words, the essence of political philosophy is to reflect on 
political and social life models, ideologies, and socio-political systems 
in terms of their ethical value. Rawls’ theory of justice is examined here 
from within the framework of political philosophy, which seeks to verify 
its moral reference (whether or not it is a concept leading to goodness) 
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rather than its effectiveness. Rawls assumed that his theory of justice 
would bring good (i.e. moral) results, so it can be treated as a certain 
panacea for the ills of the liberal-capitalist world. 
 Anglo-Saxon political culture is rooted in modern concepts of the 
social contract and analyses of the antisocial nature of man. Philo-
sophically, it is associated with the empirical approach (from a genetic 
perspective) that has developed in modern times. Genetic empiricism, 
which assumes the primacy of cognition over ontology (metaphysics), 
is at the same time considered a modern version of ancient scepticism 
and, primarily, of the nominalism of the late Middle Ages. The latter trend 
had a fundamental impact on the philosophical foundations of socio-
political concepts, including the idea of liberalism developed within 
Anglo-Saxon political culture. Philosophically, liberalism assumed the 
ontological autonomy of an individual (individualism); epistemologically, 
it was related to scepticism based on the limited cognitive abilities of 
a human being as an individual, along with the certainty of cognition 
that resulted from the certainty of perception (the famous esse est per-
cipi), i.e. the primacy of sensory cognition over rational cognition. These 
assumptions led to the acknowledgement that it is impossible to achieve 
complete and ultimate cognition, which transferred to the understanding 
that science-knowledge is a constantly verified but progressive process 
in which the whole can never be grasped. 
 The aforementioned assumptions and their consequences influenced 
our understanding of the concept of man and his social and political life 
in general. The drama of the human being was addressed by such think-
ers and theorists as Thomas Hobbes, John Locke, David Hume, and 
George Berkeley, all of whom analysed what they saw as the unnatu-
ralness of social life, that is, the originally asocial character of human 
nature. This approach was based on specific philosophical assumptions 
that emphasised empiricism, sensualism, and methodological scepti-
cism. From this perspective, the existence of society, community, and 
the state is “unnatural”, although this does not preclude the need for the 
existence of the state and community in the political dimension. This 
tension between the asocial nature of man and the necessity of com-
munal life led to the emergence of the concept of the social contract, in 
which autonomous individuals freely agree to give up aspects of their 
natural freedom in order to gain other benefits necessary for life, such 
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as safety and preservation of life. According to Hobbes and Locke, the 
benefits of a social contract far outweigh the loss of primary, natural 
freedom, if only because it is only within society that the freedom that 
is naturally due (albeit to some extent diminished) can be realised. The 
role of the state becomes crucial when we think about protecting a con-
tract that guarantees freedom, which includes the obvious provision that 
the social contract is also binding to the authorities or a sovereign. If the 
state authorities or a sovereign do not fulfil their obligations, or if they 
exceed them, society members have the right to oppose them (accord-
ing to Hobbes, the state is headed by a sovereign whose will is final and 
who has a wide scope of competences to act in his role as a guardian 
responsible for respecting and protecting the social contract). Thus, 
the social contract is a contract entered into by free individuals and the 
authorities; members of a community-society always remain agents 
of this community-society (which is guaranteed by the ontic principle: 
because there are only individuals, nothing general exists) rather than 
objects within any state structure or for any authorities. There are at 
least two “technical” models that indicate this relationship between an 
individual and the authorities/state. One was represented by Thomas 
Hobbes, who talked about the direct relationship between each indi-
vidual and the sovereign and his cession of full power to the sovereign in 
order to enforce the rights guaranteed by the social contract. The second 
model was proposed by John Locke, who pointed to the dual nature 
of the social contract, which in the first phase (the primary contract) 
binds individuals into a community, which Locke termed ‘peopling’. The 
second phase (the secondary contract) binds together the community-
society and the authorities. Locke’s model assigns an important role to 
society, which in a sense becomes an agent in the relationship between 
the authorities and a state. These two proposals, presented here in 
great simplification, introduce different consequences to the practice of 
social life and, above all, place the prerogatives of a state in relation 
to individuals differently. Leaving aside the fundamental differences 
in the details, it should be assumed that in liberalism, the authorities 
always play a servant role towards state agents (i.e. free individuals); 
at the same time, the relationships between individuals (i.e. agents) in 
the area of social space must be based on formal regulations and sanc-
tions. These regulations and sanctions are the law, so the state, which 
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is based on the social contract, is the state of law, whose main principle 
of functioning and normalising social relations is the rule of law.
 One of the fundamental aspects of this concept, which constitutes 
the basis for liberalism, is the issue of justice, which is the postulative 
assumption that there is equality between the agents of the social 
structure. This equality stems from nature, i.e. from the fact that every 
human being is born as an autonomous, unique, ontologically absolute 
individual who is entitled to total freedom and has the right to private 
property. Justice, therefore, is based on the assumption that freedom 
and the right to private property must also be respected at the social 
level, so justice must become one of the fundamental principles of 
building a commonwealth. The issue of justice has therefore become, 
in a way, the centrepiece of discussions held within the framework of 
liberalism. Of primary importance here was (and is) the transformation 
of justice from the level of philosophical debate into a form of legal sanc-
tion that takes into account all the fundamental principles of liberalism, 
which include the progressive nature of human and social life, opposi-
tion to the view that absolute rights or rules govern social life and human 
individual autonomy, and the free will of unconstrained activity. Social 
and political pluralism was expressed primarily through criticism of all 
dogmas stemming from religious and philosophical assumptions. From 
this perspective, the question of the just normalization of social relations 
has taken on particular significance, as it is the basis for building proper 
and beneficial relationships within the community. 
 The issue of justice did not just appear in modern times with the liberal 
ideas described above. This subject was addressed in ancient Greece, 
where it was of interest to the first thinkers who analysed political issues. 
The best example of ancient consideration of this topic is Plato’s reflec-
tion and his work The Republic. This work is a discussion about what 
justice is, and the various ways to define it fill almost the entire first 
part of this voluminous text. It provides an almost complete list of the 
ways in which justice is understood, and any subsequent consideration 
of this issue refers to it to a greater or lesser extent. The modern trend 
of contractualism is no exception. Apart from fundamental differences 
regarding the causes and effects of the social contract and its moral 
and political consequences, there is consensus in the modern concept 
of the authorities and the state regarding the meaning of justice. John 
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Rawls’ ideas therefore fit in with traditional discourse on this issue, and 
his references to the liberal idea in both a positive and a critical sense 
are particularly important. Rawls remains an influential contemporary 
debater of the issue of justice, especially in the context of modern liber-
alism and its related trends: utilitarianism and communitarianism. 
 Rawls’ theory of justice can be applied to both classical liberalism 
on the one hand and communitarianism on the other. The sense of 
Rawls’ deliberations and his approach to justice may only become fully 
understood when they are placed in relation to both liberalism, which 
he supported, and in relation to the criticism of his solutions which grew 
out of the communitarian approach. Such an approach seems to be 
desirable in all respects, as it is only in this context that Rawls’ concept 
of justice takes on full, dynamic meaning and becomes more readable 
and thus understandable. 
 Two of Rawls works, which are separated in time by more than two 
decades, are crucial when seeking to understand his concept of justice. 
The first is A Theory of Justice from 1971, in which he presented formal 
conditions for the postulate of justice that are based on two principles, 
which can be tentatively compared to Kant’s imperatives that function 
in the area of morality (Rawls, 1971, 1994, 1999, 2001). In this book, 
Rawls constructed a specific formal model that he considered neces-
sary to describe and define what justice is and should be. The second 
work, entitled Political Liberalism (written twenty years later, in 1993), is 
a modification of the original concept of justice and was written from the 
perspective of liberalism (Rawls, 1993, 1998). The second work can be 
seen as the result of two decades of discussions between Rawls and 
various authors regarding his first work. In a sense, both his books form 
a whole. The first tries to show a theoretical, formal model of justice, 
in which the author intended to create an “objective” or true model of 
justice that was devoid of all burdens associated with accepting any 
dogmatic basis that might determine that understanding of justice. In the 
second book, which is enriched by discussions of his theories, Rawls rids 
himself of his earlier naive conviction that it is possible to build a formal, 
dogmatically unencumbered model of justice and instead seeks to solve 
the problem of justice on the grounds of liberalism. 
 In a methodological context, it is worth referring at this point to the well-
-known position of Jerzy Szacki, who believed that analysis of political 
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thought from the perspective of the history of ideas could be conducted 
in two ways. The first way, called presentism, consists in the analysis of 
answers to “eternal questions” concerning specific socio-political issues; 
the second way, contextualism, mainly reconstructs the historical context 
of a given author’s thoughts (Szacki, 2002). While considering the con-
cept of justice, especially in the case of Rawls’ ideas, it is worth relying 
on presentism, which seems all the more valuable because it fits better 
into the broad context of understanding philosophical-political problems 
and avoids getting entangled in details, which can sometimes obscure 
the essence of the view or thought being studied because it only allows 
a historical reconstruction of “what the author had in mind”. Presentism 
can transport us into the centre of a discussion about justice that is 
devoted to the examination and evaluation of Rawls’ proposals without 
becoming the main issue itself. Rawls’ concept seems to be a starting 
point for a multifaceted discussion on justice and the importance of the 
human condition in social and state terms. 
 As is presented in the Theory of Justice, Rawls’ concept of justice 
can be described as a formal theory that resembles Kant’s imperatives 
in which the author refers to the principle of “justice as fairness”, i.e. 
a justice that is linked with impartiality and fairness and thus grants 
everyone the same opportunities. Like Locke, Rousseau, and Kant, 
John Rawls turns out to be a thinker who supports the idea of the social 
contract, but he treats it differently. Rawls’ principles of the theory of 
justice are based on disregarding the current real state of society and 
instead refer to a fully theoretical construction, i.e. a theoretical assump-
tion that Rawls calls the original position. Thus, we have an imaginary 
social fabric that is unencumbered by historical and real determinants 
and which enables individuals to define the structure of society in an 
absolutely free manner. In this respect, Rawls essentially imitates the 
intention expressed by Immanuel Kant, who clearly indicated that all 
moral and political principles, including all theoretical models, must not 
be based on empiricism and experience but must refer to reason and 
its principles. Kant best presented this position in his work Perpetual 
Peace. A Philosophical Sketch, in which he addressed the issue of 
a philosopher’s “theoretical dreaming” and the confrontation of the 
“practicing politician” with “political realism” (Kant, 2012). To a certain 
extent, Rawls takes over Kant’s postulate and implements it into an 
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interesting procedure that is supposed to enable man to make a fully 
“pure” and unconstrained choice, which, in his opinion, may foster the 
discovery of natural intentions by which man is guided in his social 
activities. Captured in this way, a human being is in his natural state, 
which may lead to the constitution of justice that will be justice for all. 
Rawls assumes that when individuals do not know what place they are 
intended to occupy in the social structure, there is the greatest chance 
of building a truly just society and state without those privileges that 
could determine the decisions made by individuals. He calls for this 
system of justice to be based on two principles. The first is the difference 
principle, which states that any departure from the principle of equality 
is only possible and justified if it benefits the least advantaged members 
of the community, because the protection of their interests should be 
the guiding principle of justice. It is therefore a concept that points to the 
principle of egalitarianism, which has given rise to a great deal of con-
troversy and polemics by shattering the liberal image of human nature 
and the natural, innate abilities and talents that should be protected and 
developed within the state. The second principle is meritocracy, which 
is the creation of appropriate institutions and mechanisms at the level 
of society and state that will ensure the implementation of the difference 
principle. This principle is intended to translate easily into a community 
of equal opportunities, even if this is only a postulate of potential (i.e. 
one that only creates opportunities). 
 Rawls assumes that his theory of justice is dynamic and one that must 
constantly be revised. An expression of this is his second great work 
entitled Political Liberalism (Rawls, 1993, 1998), in which he does not 
withdraw from his earlier ideas but moves from the stage of theoretical 
assumptions to a real, political approach to justice. In this work, he modi-
fies his theory of justice and transforms it into a concept that takes into 
account the inalienable realities of political life. He marks the moment of 
“political justice”, i.e. remembering the communal character of society, 
which is not only the sum of its elements (a simple combination of atom-
ised individuals) but also a separate entity that guides the behaviour of 
an individual and must be taken into account in the development of the 
principles of justice. This is why Rawls has transformed his theoretical 
concept of justice into the practical dimension of community life with its 
enormous diversity, pluralism, dynamic progression, and, ultimately, the 
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impossibility of achieving full knowledge (epistemological scepticism). 
Of course, all these assumptions are commonly accepted assumptions 
of liberalism, which is why, for Rawls, liberalism has become the refer-
ence point for his concept of justice. However, it must be remembered 
that Rawls does not view liberalism as a universalist doctrine but merely 
seeks to emphasise its political nature. 
 In assessing Rawls’ theory of justice, it is important to mention its 
negative and positive impact. His ideas were criticised by, for example, 
Alasdair MacIntyre, Charles Taylor, Michael Sandel, and Michael Walzer, 
and supported by Ronald Dworkin, Stephen Macedo and, above all, 
Jürgen Habermas, among others. Robert Nozick’s ideas occupy a spe-
cial place in relation to Rawls’ concept as well as in relation to contem-
porary considerations on the concept of justice in general. 
 Nozick’s primary accusation of Rawls’ theory of justice refers to its 
being based on the hidden and restrictive assumption of distribution as 
the basis for creating all fair social ties, even if Rawls does not explicitly 
admit this. Accordingly, Nozick points to other grounds on which any 
considerations that are devoted to justice should be based, which is 
primarily highlighting the procedural nature of justice and the closely 
related understanding of justice in holdings. In his opinion, the role of the 
state is crucial: the state is understood as the structure that is supreme 
regarding all human relationships in the public space, and the structure 
of such a state should be kept to an absolute minimum. Thus, Nozick 
is considered the contemporary protagonist of the idea of the minimal 
state. In this understanding, the state fulfils a minimal role in the form of 
establishing fundamental support for the concept of procedural justice. 
 For Nozick, a minimal state is definitely only a “night watchman”, as 
its role is limited to passively safeguarding the order and rules that are 
binding in a given community. This famous definition of activities that 
are limited to protecting citizens against the unlawful use of violence, 
theft, or other frauds clearly indicates the practical and administra-
tive role of the state. For Nozick, ensuring compliance with the rules 
seems to be an entirely sufficient condition for maintaining the principle 
of social justice and fulfils the salutary function of maintaining social 
peace and defending against conflicts that can effectively ruin social life. 
He strongly emphasises the protective role of the minimal state, which 
leads to a situation in which any symptoms of social control that are 
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related, for example, to the distribution of goods, are an undesirable and 
harmful occurrence. Social justice is therefore achieved at an individual 
level through an individual’s realization of his intentions that are compat-
ible with his talent and skills. Nozick suggests that the emergence of 
various types of state institutions that only perform the above-mentioned 
procedural functions may result from its citizens’ bottom-up initiatives. 
Thus, their existence has a completely different origin from those that 
have been established by a distributive state and in this sense are more 
widely accepted and more effective. In his opinion, the foundation of jus-
tice serves to emphasise and protect the opportunities for the realization 
of individual human activity. This activity manifests itself in the produc-
tion of goods that become the property of those who produce them. Of 
course, as a result of free exchange, these goods can be taken over by 
others who acquire them following binding rules that are respected by all 
those that are protected by the state. Thus, goods become an element 
that differentiates community members, but this is not at all a manifesta-
tion of injustice, even though it leads to inequality. This is the result of the 
unconstrained activity of citizens, and if this activity takes place within 
a framework that is strictly defined according to generally accepted and 
respected rules, this does not necessarily lead to conflicts and tensions 
within the community. Nozick is of the opinion that tensions and conflicts 
have other sources that are linked to the functioning of different types of 
regulation. He believes that these regulations negatively interfere with 
those contracts concluded within the capitalist structure that are signed 
by people who are free and legally sane, i.e. those who are guided by 
reason and take responsibility for the consequences, including the risks 
arising from contracts to which they agree. The most important argu-
ment used by Nozick in his book Anarchy, State, and Utopia seems 
to be the example of the famous basketball player Wilt Chamberlain 
that demonstrates the wider context of the activity of free unconstrained 
people (Nozick, 1974, 2010). Having the freedom to dispose of their 
own goods, people display widespread generosity without being forced 
to share their income with others. This was the case with Chamberlain, 
a basketball star to whom supporters and fans donated large sums of 
money as they were so moved by his talent and efforts. As a result, the 
athlete became a very wealthy man. This is the principle on the basis 
of which the whole of society functions. Whilst fulfilling their desires and 
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needs (entertainment in this example), people freely transfer part of their 
wealth to those who satisfy their needs, which consequently make this 
group much richer than the rest of society. In Nozick’s opinion, there is 
no injustice in this, and it is a perfect example of the bottom-up mecha-
nisms that guide a community that is made up of free and unconstrained 
individuals. Such activities could also limit the sources of conflicts, as 
opposed to rigid top-down regulations and distribution that fuel such 
conflicts. 
 Thus, the minimal state pursues justice in the context of the absolute 
protection of an individual. This is not based on any top-down distribu-
tion of goods and privileges. The state’s monopoly refers only to protec-
tive functions, which is why this model of a state fully realises its natural 
necessity. Nozick believes that justice is not material justice (i.e. based 
on the imposed distribution of goods) but justice in holdings, i.e. justice 
based on equal and unconstrained access of all individuals to commonly 
available goods. In this context, there are three stages in the proper 
acquisition of goods. The first stage is to ensure full and unconstrained 
access to goods in a functional sense. All members of a given com-
munity or nation must have an equal opportunity to acquire all goods. Of 
course, not everyone is able to acquire these goods, but what matters 
is the opportunity itself, because this is the basis of a sense of justice in 
acquisition. The next stage is the opportunity to transfer goods, which 
also takes place within a clearly defined and equal framework for all. 
The next and final stage is to maintain full protection of properly acquired 
goods, i.e. the absolute protection of property. 
 Nozick believed that the basis for lasting justice is to maintain 
unchanged and adequate conditions for the first two stages. Acquisition 
and transfer are closely linked. Initial acquisition seems crucial in this 
regard as it triggers and conditions the general transfer of goods within 
the community. For this philosopher, the initial right to private property is 
linked to the work that has been put into it, so the original owner is the 
generally understood “producer” of goods. This seems to be the basis 
for launching any “transfer” of goods. 
 The transfer of goods is based on the principle of voluntary exchange 
between the original owners of goods. Voluntary exchange seems 
to be the only and sufficient condition for fair transfer. Based on this 
premise, Nozick strongly criticises the principle of distributive justice, 
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which interferes with the free transfer of goods through top-down regula-
tions, because he believes that such action consequently contradicts 
this very idea of free transfer. In his opinion, any control of the process 
of exchanging, acquiring, and disposing of goods is unacceptable and 
even immoral because it imposes top-down regulations that violate an 
individual’s internal freedom, understood as the right to make decisions 
freely, even if such activity carries the risk of failure. Therefore, if any of 
the restrictions that are imposed on an individual are unacceptable, the 
consequence is that the individual with full and exclusive rights to all the 
goods he has acquired cannot be required to hand over any of those 
goods to a state that would further administratively distribute these goods 
to other members of society in the name of levelling the playing field. 
Thus, Nozick removes the need to impose such regulations, although 
he does not rule out the possibility that an individual may distribute his 
goods to other members of society whilst being guided by the principle 
of equal opportunities. However, as he claims, this would be an action 
based on the free and uncoerced decision of an individual who gives 
up his goods in the name of the realization of his moral convictions or 
social inclinations. Such an action would be legitimate and would be in 
line with the model of procedural justice as presented by Nozick.

systematic reflection with conclusions 
and recommendations

The concept of justice seems a central issue in political reflection. Based 
on the reflections of Plato and Aristotle, it can be assumed that justice is 
a certain measure of the evaluation of social relations. It thus becomes 
the basis, or at least a necessary point of reference, for any consid-
eration of how to approach and order the place of a human being in 
a community and of those relationships that exist between members of 
a given community, nation, or state. In this context, justice is inextricably 
linked to equality and law. The final measure of justice, therefore, is the 
assessment of the legal status of a particular community, and it is here 
that the tension between the concepts of lex and ius appears. 
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summary
DEFINITION OF THE TERM: In trying to define the term “equality” in 
its socio-political context, we will use two different reference points: the 
first is having a “sense of equality”, and the second is the Aristotelian 
distinction between numerical and proportional equality, the latter of 
which plays a special role. 

HISTORICAL ANALYSIS OF THE TERM: this section concisely presents 
the prevailing attitudes to the idea of equality from antiquity to modern 
times. Particular emphasis is placed on the most important sources of our 
modern and contemporary understanding of this idea.

DISCUSSION OF THE TERM: this section analyses various aspects and 
ways of understanding the concept of equality in a socio-political context, 
with emphasis on equality before the law, equality of political rights, and 
social equality.

SYSTEMATIC REFLECTION WITH CONCLUSIONS AND RECOM-
MENDATIONS: this section discusses the most important socio-
economic and political challenges that are related to the idea of equality, 
including the need to take into account the demand for a more egalitarian 
distribution of goods and to broaden the scope of the political subjectiv-
ity of the individual.
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definition of the term
It is an extremely difficult task to define the concept of “equality” from 
the perspective of philosophy and political ethics. One could even be 
tempted to put forward the thesis that “equality” is one of the most con-
troversial, unclear, and ambiguous concepts in reflection on ethics and 
socio-politics. At the same time, together with justice and freedom, it is 
one of the most basic and necessary concepts in this reflection. 
 In our attempt to define the term “equality”, we want to stress two 
issues. The first is the ambiguity of this term in political reflection. In 
one sense, it refers to decision-making equality, i.e. the equal value of 
each citizen’s vote. In the second sense, it refers to distributive equality, 
i.e. the equal distribution of national income or equal benefits resulting 
from the social contract. 
 The second issue is addressed in the article The foundations of human 
social behaviour, which discusses the emotional sources of equality, 
i.e. having a sense of equality. Observations of monkeys and great apes 
revealed a sense of equality in relation to being equally rewarded for 
the performance of a shared task. This relatively simple case captures 
the main characteristic of a “sense of equality”, namely, that “cost” and 
“profit” must remain proportional regardless of who performs an activity. 
The question arises of whether a “sense of equality” manifests itself in 
any way before inequality is perceived. Or rather, does the experience 
of inequality give rise to objection, which manifests itself as a “sense of 
equality”? The latter thesis seems more convincing, although it can be 
argued that for the experience of inequality to lead to objection, a fun-
damental and embryonic form of a “sense of equality” must already 
exist. Research in developmental psychology indicates that the original 
specific default in human relationships is a “sense of equality”. A child’s 
sense of justice initially only manifests itself through a “sense of equal-
ity”; it is only at a slightly older age that they take into account various 
social aspects, which leads to their acceptance of and even preference 
for non-egalitarian solutions. 
 Bearing in mind this emotional source of equality, we propose the 
following definition of equality – or rather, the idea of equality – as it is 
an attempt to justify the formulation of the supra-subjective criteria that 
regulate our “sense of equality” rationally. In order to provide a complete 
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definition of equality, several other aspects of this concept require fur-
ther discussion. 
 As many authors observe, “equality” is a term that needs to be dis-
tinguished from either “identity” or “similarity”, although, in a sense, the 
latter is implied by “equality”. A necessary criterion for the application of 
the concept of equality is to relate it to at least two different objects. In 
this way, equality is inseparably linked with diversity (Gosepath, 2011). 
 In ancient Greece, Aristotle indicated the difference between numeri-
cal equality and proportional equality, considering the latter to be just 
in general terms, while the former is just only in specific situations. We 
argue here that with regard to decision-making equality, the numerical 
model seems the most appropriate solution (this issue is elaborated on 
in the last section). This is slightly different with regard to distributive 
equality. When we explore this issue further, we encounter problems with 
the criterion of what we consider to be just. Let us hypothesize that the 
advantage of proportional equality over numerical equality results from 
taking into consideration the balance between the “costs” and “profits” 
that were mentioned above. Let us use a trivial example to illustrate 
this. Two employees do the same work. One of them lives right next 
door to the workplace, and the other has to commute to work by public 
transport. Numerically equal pay would mean that the commuter makes 
less profit because he bears more costs. The compensation of these 
costs by the employer (e.g. refunding a monthly travel pass) leads to 
just proportional equality, i.e. an equal balance between costs and prof-
its. The criterion here is equality understood as proportionality. However, 
it is very rare to achieve the desired proportional effect as simply and 
easily as in the above example. Socio-political reality is generally far 
more complex; the number of factors that have to be taken into account 
is much greater; and they are very often subjective and very difficult (or 
impossible) to measure. Nevertheless, justification from the perspective 
of proportional equality will always be the foundation here. 
 Let us try to clarify the definition proposed above, taking into account 
the points that have been made so far. The idea of equality is an attempt 
to rationally justify or formulate the suprasubjective criteria that govern 
a natural-emotional “sense of equality” concerning the relationships 
between two or more different (non-identical) entities, with the aim of shap-
ing these relationships according to the model of proportional equality.
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Historical analysis of the term
One could risk the thesis that, at the dawn of history, there was no idea of 
equality in a socio-political context within the known political formations 
and systems. In the Mediterranean basin in the Bronze Age and the 
early Iron Age, pastoral authority was the norm. This rejected the idea of 
equality and treated people in terms of a quasi-species hierarchy: rulers 
were viewed as part human/part gods and were predestined to perform 
their pastoral role over human beings, who were likened to sheep and 
were lower in the hierarchy. This was followed by the concept of the 
divine origin of power, which took the form of an individual who had been 
chosen and anointed by god/gods. Although this was no longer linked 
to the concept of a quasi-species difference, it nevertheless remained 
anti-egalitarian.
 The idea of socio-political equality most probably emerged in ancient 
Greece. The first democratic political systems were established there, 
although it is true that today it would be difficult to define them as such. It 
is possible that discussions concerning the law of nature were at the root 
of ancient egalitarian ideas. Classically understood, the law of nature 
was seen as might makes right, which defined a strict hierarchy and 
regulated the relationships between different levels and elements of the 
hierarchical community (e.g. Homer’s epics). The Sophists advocated 
the epistemic equality of all people (Protagoras’ anthropos metron/homo 
mensura) and linked this to the equality of participation in shame and 
justice, which was treated as the necessary foundation of the effective 
functioning of human communities and as the basis for the justification 
of Athenian democracy.
 In the social and political context, Christianity maintained and even 
strengthened its anti-egalitarian position. It did this by unequivocally 
recognising the origin of all authority from God, referring to the principle 
of organicism, and emphasising the need to maintain the socio-political 
hierarchy. At the same time, Christianity introduced a specific idea of 
equality before God and – continuing the Roman legal tradition – upheld 
the view that from the perspective of the law of nature, all people are 
born free (Brown, 1988).
 Disputes about the importance and role of authority are at the root 
of the fundamental changes that took place during the Reformation era. 
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The authority of the Pope and the Church and the monopoly that the 
Christian religion held over the definition of what constituted goodness 
in public life were rejected, which led to questioning of the legitimacy of 
a political authority that appeals to God’s will and God’s plan. Thomas 
Hobbes’s theory of the creation of a state and political authority by 
means of a social contract (covenant), which was presented in his work 
Leviathan, should be considered crucial to this discussion. Every indi-
vidual agrees to abide by the social contract and co-exist with every 
other individual in the community. This idea of the social contract results 
from Hobbes’ assumptions concerning natural equality (but not identity) 
that exists between people in the state of nature. People are born equal 
and as such participate in this covenant on equal basis. However, this 
equality ends at the moment the covenant is made (Hobbes, 2013).
 The concept of a social contract was further developed by John Locke 
who, as was the case with Hobbes’ theory, placed the social contract 
in the context of a hypothetical state of nature in which all individuals 
are free and equal. The social contract confirms the fundamental equal-
ity between people that exist in a political state, but this is limited to 
equality before the law. The factor that introduces social and economic 
inequality is private property, i.e. one’s estate. In an attempt to legitimize 
the justice of this inequality, Locke argued that where there is surplus 
wealth, one’s estate is solely the result of one’s industriousness. In the 
light of this argument, it could be claimed that equality of opportunity is 
fully preserved in this respect. It is not so much the system but the indi-
vidual that is responsible for the inequality that arises in society. Indeed, 
while Locke’s assumption of surplus wealth could have some legitimacy 
in relation to the American continent (although this must also be consid-
ered doubtful), this argument is completely unfounded with reference 
to Europe: socio-economic inequality is a necessary consequence of 
Locke’s concept of private ownership (Brown, 1988). 
 This issue was addressed by Jean-Jacques Rousseau, who clearly 
pointed to the inequality and hence the injustice of the social contract, the 
essence of which is to protect private property. How does it benefit those 
who have no property? Rousseau argues that equality cannot be reduced 
solely to equality before the law, as eventually it will become completely 
unenforceable. The ideal of equality therefore also requires that the social 
and economic aspects be taken into account (Rousseau, 1956).
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 From a socio-political point of view, the documents that represented 
a significant stage in the development of the idea of equality were the 
United States Declaration of Independence (1776), the Constitution of 
the United States (1787–88), the United States Bill of Rights (1789), and 
the Declaration of the Rights of Man and of the Citizen (1789), which 
became the preamble to the French Constitution of 1791.
 The second half of the 19th century brought a slow rise in the popular-
ity of egalitarianism, which manifested itself, to varying degrees and in 
different ways, in political trends such as liberalism, Marxism, social-
ism, and anarchism. Egalitarianism was accompanied by an increasing 
awareness of growing social needs and the expectation that appropriate 
action would be taken by the state, which would implement a represen-
tative system that was based on democratic procedures.
 In Western civilisation, the events of the 20th century, which included 
two world wars, led to the triumph of political egalitarianism that mani-
fested itself in the spread of liberal democracy. Socio-economic egali-
tarianism remains a very controversial idea, but at least some aspects of 
it are gaining increasing recognition among politicians, economists, and 
the general public alike. 

discussion of the term
The subject literature discusses several categories of equality. Each of 
them leads to specific political and social consequences and, to a large 
extent, shapes the model of community life. Each category of equality 
directly introduces us to the complex and dynamic political processes 
that have been shaping our understanding of politics for centuries. One 
might risk saying that equality has the greatest impact on the socio-
political processes that take place before our eyes and shape modern 
politics. 
 The basic form of equality that has been shaped by a long historical 
process is equality before the law, which is the main determinant of our 
understanding of equality today. Within any community (society), equal-
ity before the law seems to be key in describing any relationship that 
occurs within such a structure. In other words, individuals’ relationships 
within any socio-political structure are always determined by reference to 
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generally adopted and accepted rules, which are commonly understood 
as legal rules or laws. Laws not only describe but also shape the relation-
ships between people in a society because they determine the effective-
ness of these relationships; laws are also used to judge the effectiveness 
and fairness of actions that are taken and accepted by members of the 
community. For obvious reasons, the function of legal rules is twofold. 
On the one hand, clear rules protect the security of actions taken by an 
individual, including his interactions with other individuals. This offers an 
individual a wide choice of possible actions by providing clear boundar-
ies for the implementation of his specific, subjective plans and intentions 
within the limits of possibility. An individual achieves a sense of security 
and a certain comfort that usually translates into positive outcomes for 
himself and for others through his initiatives, actions, and attitudes. On 
the other hand, these legal principles protect the safety of individuals by 
restricting their activities using the threat of penalties for exceeding the 
legal boundaries of an action. This is a very important aspect because 
the inevitability and severity of potential penalties will generally prevent 
people from taking actions that would benefit them but be harmful to 
others. Therefore, laws should also be used to punish those who break 
the generally adopted principles. This was how Immanuel Kant, who did 
not have a high opinion of human nature, understood equality and social 
justice. He believed that people have a much greater tendency to do 
evil when they are convinced that they can avoid sanctions. Kant also 
believed that man is potentially evil by nature and that is why – in order 
to maintain the functionality of social life, of which the state is ultimately 
the apotheosis – the state must apply the law uncompromisingly. The 
state must justly support law-abiding individuals and those who break 
the law (for whatever reason) must be punished. Kant legitimised the 
existence of the state by the inevitability of the application of the law in 
it and not by its citizens possessing impeccable moral backbones (thus, 
in his opinion, the good state could be made up solely of “devils” as long 
as it was based on the rule of law). 
 Thus, if one of the main types of equality is that of equality before the 
law, then, as a result of the historical process, the state as an institution 
(or a set of institutions) is the final element in shaping and defining the 
law; this is possible because the state possesses formal tools for creat-
ing legislation and a range of means for the absolute enforcement of the 
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law. The state creates three structures that are necessary for the law to 
be effective and, consequently, for the establishment and preservation 
of justice. These structures have specific functions: the legislative func-
tion, which defines the laws that are applicable to a given community or 
society; the executive function, which is related to the implementation 
and application of established law; and the judicial function, which fairly 
assesses those who have broken the law and punishes them in accor-
dance with the rule of law. In this context, it can be said that a member 
of a community becomes a subject of the state and, for this reason, is 
bound by the laws that have been established in this state. If an individual 
within a community is subject to the laws that are binding in his state, 
that means that all other members of that community are also subject 
to these laws in the same way and based on the same principles; this 
is how we understand equality before the law. The main premise of this 
understanding of equality is not the generality of the law (by its very 
nature, the law must be general because it concerns the general public) 
but that the individual is subject to the law. In other words, equality in 
this sense is based on being subject to laws that must apply universally 
to all citizens of a state. This status of subjection must be neutral and 
imposed regardless of any differences that may exist between individu-
als in a given society, such as social class or economic status, and must 
not lead to offering privileged access to various benefits and goods for 
certain individuals or groups. Legal equality that is based on subjec-
tion must maintain maximum uniformity in its content. Sometimes this 
requirement gives rise to controversy and doubts because possibilities 
that are linked to class and economic determinants certainly have an 
impact on human actions and their consequences, and these are sub-
ject to legal assessment. Social status, understood as inequality, often 
determines human actions, which is contrary to the principle of equality 
of all before the law that results from being subject to it. In order to 
uphold the principle of equality, the law must be applied impartially. In 
practice, this boils down to the principle that penalties are imposed for 
offences committed against the law and are therefore not dependent on 
the social differences that may exist between individuals. The penalty 
for an offence must be identical regardless of the status of the person 
who commits the offence; gender, family and social background, finan-
cial status, or level of education cannot change the rules of the law. 
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Generally, the demand for impartiality boils down to the principle that the 
law must be the same for the rich and for the poor. The same applies 
to differences in society: age, education, gender, social awareness, or 
physical and biological determinants. The idea of equality before the law 
calls for this very condition for equality to be vouchsafed and this task is 
most often assigned to the state. The state must therefore play a protec-
tive role, which translates into a universal interest because it means that 
every individual benefits from the existence of the state, which protects 
his right to equality.
 Another form of equality is equality with regard to political rights. 
First, it must be emphasised that rights in the political sphere are directly 
linked to the law, so equality in the political sphere is also determined 
by equality before the law. However, equality before the law does not 
have to be the same as equality in the process of creating laws. Of 
course, this can create tension because members of the community 
that are equally subject to the law have a legitimate claim to participate 
in the creation and implementation of the law on an equal footing. This 
seems to be a natural and unquestionable condition for maintaining 
equality because there must be a full symbiosis between the law, its 
consequences, and participation in its creation. People become aware 
of this symbiosis when they participate in the social life of their commu-
nity: active participation in the creation of laws results in much greater 
consent to their observance, which is a simple factor in the participa-
tion of individuals in social and political life. From the perspective of the 
individual citizen, it would appear that he is willing to accept the personal 
sacrifices he must make in order to comply with the law, i.e. he will fulfil 
the requirement of equality before the law only if he has a sense of 
influence over shaping the law and access to the tools that will enable 
him to do so. One might think that there is a symbiosis between equality 
before the law and political equality: to achieve full equality in one, one 
must also achieve the same in the other. We see this interdependence 
in contemporary political life. 
 In the sphere of political equality, the first issue is to establish a mini-
mum of conditions (or the boundary for conditions) that must be met in 
order to acquire political rights. The most popular solution (the easiest 
one) sets the age limit for allowing an individual to participate directly 
in the creation of political law. The age that is considered sufficient to 
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make informed and responsible decisions about one’s life is generally 
set at 18. When this age is reached, a person obtains political rights, 
although these are not complete as there is a more or less well-justified 
sphere of rights where this age barrier shifts further upwards for various 
reasons (e.g. passive suffrage to certain public offices and positions 
at the age of 21, the age of criminal liability for certain crimes, etc.). 
Intellectual immaturity related to age is the most frequent condition for 
introducing certain restrictions, but it may also be immaturity caused by 
a mental disability. From this perspective, it seems justified to exclude 
children and people with serious intellectual disabilities from equality in 
terms of political rights. The criterion for deciding whether an individual 
can participate in the political life of the state and influence lawmaking 
is then transferred to biological and medical factors that are, in principle, 
universally accepted and not questioned. These provisions are most 
commonly applied to the right the vote, which forms the largest share of 
all political rights. These rights are necessarily subject to certain restric-
tions, and it is not possible to apply the principle that the right to vote 
should apply to all members of a community or state in the name of 
equality, as is rightly the case with equality before the law. 
 When discussing the issue of equality regarding political rights, 
attention must be paid to the dual nature of these rights, which can 
be broadly described as their formal and factual dimensions. With the 
obvious limitations indicated above, the formal dimension of political 
rights refers to the rule stating that, within the framework of the adopted 
principles, political rights are granted to all members of a given com-
munity regardless of their family background, economic status, or the 
social role that they perform. It can be considered that the principle of 
universality on which democracy is based in the modern world is thus 
validated. In a formal sense, the inalienable principle of political equality 
is preserved. However, the equality of political rights also has a practical 
dimension which is not as clear and simple as its formal dimension; on 
the contrary, it greatly complicates the picture. The equality of political 
rights refers to the indisputable influence exerted by a whole range of 
factors related to the diverse relationships that exist between people 
that have a dynamic impact in every society. By this, we mean taking 
into account the social, class, and economic factors that are present 
in a given society. Thus, despite the formal condition of equality of 
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rights, there is no doubt that the positions of the rich and the poor are 
quite different, thus determining their political potential and their ability 
to enjoy equal rights. For example, this can be observed during every 
election campaign: a candidate who has more financial resources (or 
who is supported by private wealthy people or various social institutions) 
gains a decisive advantage over his less well-off rivals, which usually 
translates into better voting results. A richer candidate can afford to buy 
more media airtime, print more electoral leaflets, organise more lavish 
campaign meetings for voters, and pay more experts for assistance. All 
these do not guarantee immediate success but undoubtedly translate 
into an election result. We often fail to acknowledge that in this rivalry it 
is not only the candidate’s economic resources that play a role but also 
his way of life, which results from his wealth (for example, simply by 
being able to use one’s time freely). For a prospective candidate who 
has to devote a lot of time to work and risks losing his job if he fails to 
perform his professional duties, this competition is certainly not equal 
at the starting point and is much more difficult to enter into. Thus, real 
political equality is illusory, even though it is formally preserved. For 
this reason, the supporters of political equality strongly emphasise the 
need to take account of non-formal factors (e.g. wealth) in the formation 
of rules that are to guarantee the equality of all citizens with regard to 
their political rights. Therefore, in addition to the task of fully protecting 
the equality of individuals before the law, the state must also exercise 
control in situations in which finances may greatly limit equality in the 
political sphere. Thus, the idea of the state reducing economic inequali-
ties acquires political justification as it serves to maintain equality in 
this area. However, the restrictions imposed by the state (e.g. on the 
financing of political campaigns) can have a negative effect as they are 
understood as restrictions on individuals’ activity and, consequently, on 
their freedom to make decisions and invest their own capital as they 
wish. In other words, top-down restrictions on political activity lead 
directly to the issue of restricting personal freedoms because the citizen, 
as a member of a state, is then unable to carry out his plans freely and 
in an unconstrained manner. 
 The social position that an individual occupies within the community 
is also a factor that can strongly influence equality. This raises the issue 
of equality in the social dimension: on the one hand, we are addressing 
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equality in relation to social status; on the other hand, we are dealing 
with a social hierarchy that is based on the dominance of one person 
over another. The impact of social status on equality is indisputable and 
is a source of permanent social tensions that need to be addressed, thus 
effective ways of solving these problems are required. Status inequal-
ity can stem from different sources, including inequality resulting from 
a person’s economic situation. However, status inequality always leads 
to far-reaching and unfavourable transformations in social life, usually 
involving the ghettoisation of entire social groups, which has a strong 
and toxic impact on people’s sense of justice and is conductive to creat-
ing a real sense of inequality and social injustice in a divided society. 
A good example here is the existence in many cities of districts that 
are isolated from one another. This isolation is often informal because 
it is not officially established in any way, but it does create real condi-
tions that contribute to inequalities in the way in which these districts 
and the people who live in them are treated in various areas of social, 
political, and economic life. It is common knowledge that a place of 
origin or a place of residence can stigmatise people and result in their 
unequal treatment, not only in private interpersonal contacts but also 
in dealing with institutions, offices, and various representatives of the 
state. It is also believed that some groups of citizens occupy a higher 
position in life because of their social conditions, e.g. gender, family 
background, profession, or even their political convictions. This creates 
a specific pattern of inequalities in human relationships in which those 
higher in the hierarchy seem to have (informally) more rights than those 
that are lower down. This conviction works both ways: it is not only 
the privileged that believe it but also, in a sense, the underprivileged 
that are inclined to think so too. The mutual acceptance of this divi-
sion and its consequences are harmful and lead to the consolidation 
of inequalities in a given society despite the undisputed fact that the 
state maintains (and enforces) both equality before the law and political 
equality. Protecting social equality seems to be an important condition 
for maintaining equality in general because it creates a sense of social 
solidarity, and the isolation of various social groups leads directly to the 
breakdown of human unity and weakens the community. These pro-
cesses become particularly evident at times of crisis when the sense of 
solidarity and the acceptance of onerous sacrifices must be based on 
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a sense of justice and equality. If this sense of solidarity is absent, the 
potential for social mobilisation will be low and the efforts of the whole 
society to overcome the crisis will fail to bring about the desired results. 
It should be emphasised that a society built on status equality must be 
based on healthy interpersonal relationships that are free from such 
common phenomena as selfishness, snobbery, and disrespect. The 
effort to build a society in which these are reduced to a minimum pays 
off, as it leads towards a civic society in which mutual relationships are 
based on individuals’ competences, achievements, or needs, without 
paying attention to an excessively diverse social status that distorts the 
relationship of equality.

systematic reflection with conclusions 
and recommendations
As the results of numerous sociological and socio-psychological stud-
ies demonstrate, the above negative assessment of the existing socio-
political structure and organisation and the view that they are unfair 
results primarily from recognising the differences in the socio-economic 
status between inhabitants of a given region or state rather than being 
confronted with an absolute criterion of justice or a stable pattern of 
living standards. This sense of injustice mostly stems from the distor-
tion of the fundamental “sense of equality”. In societies where the vast 
majority of the national income is shared between a small group of 
individuals and the difference in living standards between this small 
financial elite and the rest of society is growing astronomically from 
year to year (for example, in the United States where CEOs’ salaries 
have increased by 940% since 1978, while workers’ salaries have only 
increased by 12%; Mishel and Wolf, 2019), it is more than likely that an 
ever-increasing sense of injustice and, as a consequence, a tendency 
to question the sense of the whole socio-political system will occur. 
In order to reverse this process, a more egalitarian model for the dis-
tribution of wealth must be introduced, which may be one that takes 
into consideration the idea of a basic income. A more egalitarian model 
of access to education and healthcare should also be ensured; this is 
especially true of the United States.
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 The issue of political equality is extremely important today. A model 
that emphasises formal political equality prevails in democratic countries 
(which are usually liberal democracies); in this model, anyone who is 
not deprived of civil rights has an active and passive right to vote; how-
ever, the implementation of formal requirements cannot be regarded as 
satisfactory. There is a growing conviction in liberal democracies that, 
despite the unhindered realization of formal democratic procedures, 
the actual decision-making of individual citizens, their influence on the 
functioning of the political system and the setting of economic, social 
and political objectives, as well as the selection of measures for their 
implementation, are all decreasing. According to some researchers, 
the liberal-democratic system is becoming increasingly similar to an 
oligarchy in which a very narrow elite, which consists of the leaders of 
the main political parties and the richest citizens, has a real influence 
on decisions and actions in the public sphere. In public discourse, there 
are even voices (importantly, not on the margins of the political scene 
but in the mainstream media) advocating the need to revise the basic 
assumptions of the political system and to formalize the actual powers 
of the political and economic elites (Azari, 2020).
 Whilst risking simplification, we can say that there are two options: 
1) the formalisation of non-egalitarian political and economic practices, 
and 2) the adaptation of political and economic practice to match the 
assumptions of political egalitarianism. The first option is based on various 
intermediary bodies, such as representative bodies, electoral colleges, or 
political parties. Increasing their powers at the expense of those of the 
general public would lead to a situation in which the popular vote is used 
simply to approve nominations that have been appointed by the elites and 
would be accompanied by a lack of real control over the actions of the 
authorities. What is more, this approval is largely propaganda, resembling 
authoritarian systems in which the supposedly democratic institutions are 
mere facades. In such authoritarian systems, the election of the president, 
for example, is fully controlled by the ruling group. What matters here is not 
the victory of the ruling elites’ candidate, but the scale of the victory (often 
60, 80, or perhaps even 95%). In liberal-democratic systems, especially in 
systems with two parties (this is particularly evident in the United States), 
regardless of the electoral turnout, representatives of the political and eco-
nomic (republican or democratic) elite are guaranteed electoral success. 
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The choice the US voter has in the presidential election is the smallest 
possible: he chooses between one of two candidates. What is more, he 
does not do this directly but through electoral colleges. If we add to this 
the important issue of financing elections, we discover that, according to 
some researchers, we are dealing with a system in which around 0.02% of 
citizens have a real influence on political decisions (Lessig, 2019). Indeed, 
it is difficult to conceive of a more non-egalitarian model of governance.
 The second option aims to broaden democracy by increasing the 
real influence of each citizen on the decision-making process and his 
influence on the implementation of and control over political activities. 
Primarily, the process of nominating candidates and the way in which 
political activities are financed should be democratised. Undoubtedly, 
it is worth considering introducing institutions of direct democracy, e.g. 
referendums, into the system.
 It is impossible to build a social and political community without 
taking into account a “sense of equality”, as it creates the natural and 
moral foundations of all social relationships. The realisation of a “sense 
of equality” should take place in relation to both decision making and 
distributive equality. We should strive not only for numerical political 
equality, which is at the heart of democracy, but also proportional equal-
ity in the distribution of a national income, which is at the heart of the 
system of social justice.
 As has already been emphasised in the section devoted to the defini-
tion of equality, its inalienable aspect is non-identity, i.e. the difference 
between subjects who are considered equal. This diversity does not 
have to hinder the realization of the idea of equality but, on the contrary, 
can support and strengthen it. What is necessary for this to happen is 
the absence of the isolation and segregation of cultural and ethnic com-
munities. The American experience and the total failure of the “separate 
but equal” principle should be a source of inspiration for all researchers 
of social and political life, especially those within political science, social 
psychology, and sociology.
 A necessary condition for the realisation of the idea of equality in 
both political and socio-economic terms is a continuous increase in the 
open-mindedness and scientific awareness of the whole of society. It is 
impossible to imagine overcoming the diverse and still extremely numer-
ous social superstitions and stereotypes that hinder the realisation of 
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the idea of equality without equal and universal access to a modern 
education system. Only education can lead to universal acceptance of 
the postulate that – despite the individual (biological and personal) and 
group (ethnic and cultural) differences between people – treating the 
idea of equality as the foundation of social and political life will build 
a reality in which it is possible to harmoniously combine individual self-
-fulfilment with a fruitfully functioning community. 
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the person and the human individual

summary
DEFINITION OF THE TERM: the term person is linked to the terms 
individual and individuality. due to the unique features that are ascribed to 
a person, including his inalienable dignity, it is almost impossible to define 
this term precisely and that is why it is treated as a primitive notion.

HISTORICAL ANALYSIS OF THE TERM: It is necessary to begin the 
historical analysis of the terms ‘person’ and ‘individual’ with the con-
temporary intellectual and practical challenges because they justify the 
view that the history of these concepts is a significant research area. In 
this article, the notions of a person and an individual are analysed, with 
particular emphasis on Polish ethical thought and the ethical thought that 
is grounded in Christianity, (a choice that is dictated by the subject matter 
rather than any particular worldview). 

DISCUSSION OF THE TERM: As the term ‘person’ seems impossible to 
define and refers to an individual’s experience of “being a person”, the 
understanding of this term will always be problematic. on the grounds of 
ethics, it is necessary to return continuously to its understanding in con-
nection with dynamically changing values in order to avoid trivialisation of 
the understanding of the person and the individual. 

SYSTEMATIC REFLECTION WITH CONCLUSIONS AND RECOM-
MENDATIONS: At the same time, systematic reflection must also prob-
lematise apparent certainty regarding the meaning of “frozen” concepts. 
Analysis of the concepts of the person and the individual also reveals their 
practical and pedagogical dimension, with a constant call to learn to “be 
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a person” in accordance with personal dignity (especially when personal-
istic paidea is confronted with various forms of collectivism). 

Keywords: person, individual, substance, reasonableness, 
reflection, collectivism
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definition of the term

Antoni Siemianowski, the ethicist-personalist, draws attention to the 
source of the enduring difficulties in defining the person: “experiencing 
the fact that we are a person [...] cannot be closed in precise unambigu-
ous concepts and definitions” (Siemianowski, 2018, p. 69). Following 
this path, he paints a clear vision of a person who 

[...] not only is indefinable because of his singularity, uniqueness, and dignity, 
but [...] [is] elusive to an outsider. He exists only [...] in-himself-for-himself and 
is cognitively accessible only to himself. I always remain someone radically 
separate, someone in-myself-for-myself only (Siemianowski, 2018, p. 81). 

 This does not mean decreeing a monadic self-closure, but it is the 
beginning of analyses which make us aware of the manifold radicalism 
that accompanies reflection on the person and the individual.
 If a man is a person, as personalists claim, and not just and primarily 
a natural and social being (shaped or entirely determined by natural and 
social forces), then a person is such a peculiar reality that not everything 
is possible: not everything can be done with a man. A person is a being 
that – thanks to his unique endowment – is irreducible to other forms of 
existence in the natural and social environment. Despite various handi-
caps, despite psychophysical breakdowns or moral collapse, a person 
possesses an inalienable personal dignity (given to him) which is beyond 
the reach of forces that aim – in the fashion of some ideology, and com-
bined with biotechnology – to radically transform the way in which man 
exists (i.e. to deprive him of his previous human attributes and to equip 
him with different properties) or even to completely destroy the humanity 
in him. If it is claimed that a man is not a person and does not pos-
sess the ontic properties of a person, then anything is possible. If there 
are no limits in the treatment of man as a natural and social being, the 
ruling will (e.g. the will of political or religious authorities) can do anything 
with him if this will is combined with enough power to realise its wishes 
and desires and overcome any resistance that it encounters on the way 
(e.g. humanity can be entirely annihilated). A person who is “endowed” 
with inalienable dignity has boundaries that, ontologically speaking, are 
unattainable for the ruling will that ruthlessly strives for the realization 
of various ideological and religious visions linked with the creation of 
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a “new man” and “new mankind”, even if this will is armed with the most 
powerful force and aspires to gain total control. This basic understanding 
of a person is intertwined with the understanding of man as an irreduc-
ible individual who is capable of building relationships and bonds with 
other equally oriented individuals. An individual such as this cannot be 
entirely reduced to a multiplicity of phenomena that can be generated or 
annihilated by natural and social forces (e.g. by a collective body). 
 Looking for a concise and normative (binding) explanation of the 
value and meaning of being a person, a “personalistic norm” can be for-
mulated which states that a person (categorically) must not be treated 
as a means that leads to achieving some goals. At the same time, 
a person must be treated as an end in itself that is irreducible to other 
ends, and as an especially precious intrinsic value that is irreducible to 
other values (uncountable and non-exchangeable for other goods) and 
cannot be sacrificed to achieve them. Only in a heroic act of his own will 
can a person offer himself (making himself a gift of exceptional value) 
and transcend himself, affirming and protecting in this unique way the 
endangered value of another person in order to attest that a person 
must always be treated as an end in itself. This approach recognizes 
the duty to create the power of autonomous values and the ends to 
which they lead, which are values that are appreciated for their own 
sake (the attitude of selflessness) and are not dependent on obtaining 
any benefit; in fact, it is accepted that these unique values rightly require 
the sacrifice of other (also important) values. 
 In the context of the discussion on the concept of the person, Boethius’ 
understanding of the person is often quoted and interpreted:

The Greeks […] gave to the individual subsistence (subsistentia) of rational 
nature the name hypostasis, while we through want of appropriate words have 
kept a borrowed term, calling that persona what they call hypostasis (Boëthius, 
2007, p. 125)  1

1  “Boëthius understands individuality as a numerical difference which is [...] a source 
of plurality, while accidents constitute the principle of individuation [...]. […] [The 
principle of individuation] points to the […] feature of individuality called incom-
municability (incommunicabilitas). […] [There are] differences in scope between 
the terms “person” and “individual”: every person is an individual, but there are 
individuals that are not persons. […] [this allows] differentiating between the causes 
(principles) of individuation (principium individuationis) and the causes of being 
a person (principium personalitatis)” (Koszkało, 2013, pp. 74–75).
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Understanding the person as “an individual substance of rational nature” 
is considered to be grounds for developing a personalistic vision of the 
person:

From the metaphysical perspective, a person is a being. His agency (substantia) 
determines his being, based on which a man retains an unchanging identity 
throughout his life. […] The second feature […] is the individuality of a person, 
his uniqueness and concreteness, which is composed of a great number of 
material and formal determinations. A man as a person is an individual although 
this term is of a general nature (Chudy, 2009, p. 40).

 To make the classical position more specific, Wojciech Chudy 
(1947–2007) distinguishes three (defining) features of a person, all of 
which are linked to dignity: reasonableness, freedom, and reflection. 
Starting from the formula Homo est animal rationale, he assumes that 
“‘the animal nature’ of man, his sensuality and drives are subordinated 
to [...] reasonableness”, and freedom manifests itself in the ability to 
make decisions independently and be responsible for one’s actions (as 
even under duress, one can “say «no»”). Reasonableness and freedom 
are expressed in the “ability to recognize the truth”; a person is able to 
“recognize the truth (reasonableness) and opt for truth (freedom)”. The 
ability to reflect is also an attribute of being a person: “man is aware of 
those elements that constitute him. He is aware that he is rational and 
free and [...] stands out from the natural world [...] as he possesses 
a specific value. In the most general perspective, this means «to be 
a person»”. Reasonableness, freedom, and reflection are manifestations 
of “the specificum of humanity, which is [...] the value that constitutes 
a person”, and this value is personal dignity (Chudy, 1996, pp. 216–217; 
see Mariański, 2016; Dancák 2017, pp. 19–31)  2.

2  “What escapes rational understanding […] [is] dignity which contains an element of 
ontic (metaphysical) transcendence, an element that is a mystery. Only this element 
fully allows man to be a person. The element of personal dignity determines that 
[...] theology and religion can talk about the human person holistically because the 
truth about man as a person is most fully expressed by his likeness to God. […]. [...] 
man has, in his essence, a non-relative value; he cannot be treated as something 
relative. This concept gives rise to [...] metaphysical optimism. [...] a person – his 
metaphysical, ontic value – is hidden under the surface of various [...] phenomena 
connected with human life [...]. [...] a person who is confined to a bed and [...]... who 
does not have [...] intellectual functions is also a person [...]” (Chudy, 1996, p. 217).
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 Certain reservations can be raised regarding these metaphysical 
(metaphysical-religious) interpretations of the unquestionability of the 
ontic status of man as a person (including dignity, individuality, unique-
ness). This is especially the case if one does not share this “metaphysi-
cal inclination” with its apodictic formulas and if one negates the validity 
of beliefs about inalienable dignity which are permanently attributed to 
a person and which axiologically distinguish him from other people. If 
one has a vision of man that is totally different from a personalistic vision, 
one can be convinced that the special status of the person/individual is 
one of metaphysical fictions and illusions, but even then it is possible 
to acknowledge that these are (at least) useful fictions and that they 
are illusions that (at least to some extent) allow us to make human life 
better. Without indicating ontic grounds and without claiming the truth, 
this rather pragmatically motivated and not metaphysically deep way 
of thinking about the person seems to function in the practice of social 
life, in everyday discourse, and in solemnly adopted declarations of 
human rights that call for the universal recognition that every person as 
a human being, irrespective of his race, nationality, religion, worldview, 
possesses a special kind of personal dignity which should be respected 
in all circumstances, regardless of cultural contexts. However, the dec-
larations of universal human rights, which are supposed to be universal 
in nature, remain vague in their definitions of the major terms, as there 
is no consent to providing clarifying definitions. Despite this problematic 
generality (or even vagueness), in practice these documents play an 
important role in promoting the category of the person and his rights. 
The weaknesses of the definitions that have been adopted in the docu-
ments stem from significant premises. As Bartosz Brożek observes:

The concept of a person resembles […] primary concepts in mathematical axi-
omatic systems. In Euclidean geometry, it is impossible to define a point or a line 
[…], and the postulates (axioms) and geometric theorems provide extended 
characteristics of points and lines. It is similar with […] the axiomatic under-
standing of a “person”. It is impossible to define the term (in terms of criteria). 
Various theses concerning the person provide extended characteristics of the 
term (Brożek, 2019, p. 369).
The blurred “God” remains a mystery; the “clear” Absolute is [...] an empty 
cliché, as it is with the term “person”. It is not absolutely precise, and any of its 
definitions would be “blind” to some of its aspects. It is impossible to reduce it 
to simpler terms. It does not describe the world in the same way as empirical 
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concepts, but it “imposes” something onto the world. It is not something the 
definition of which can be “learned by heart” but something that has to be expe-
rienced (Brożek, 2019, p. 376).

 The pursuit to understand the value and meaning of the person is 
accompanied by a permanent dose of ignorance about who a person 
actually is and how the difference between someone (a person) and 
something (that is not a person) can be most accurately and convinc-
ingly determined. However, if a fully universal and universally convincing 
formula of the person were developed – a formula that would willingly be 
accepted with unquestionable force as some supracultural obviousness 
by everyone – the result is that it could be used as a means of irresistible 
coercion, i.e. as a means that depersonalizes the person, and other 
imposing and compelling formulas could be constructed on this basis. In 
the face of this threat, the poorly defined concepts of the person and the 
individual that are indicated above also seem to protect the good of 
the person and the individual.
 It should be observed that an approach that is fundamentally dif-
ferent to a personalistic vision of the person is one in which the main 
condition for “being a person” is self-awareness (see Szutta, 2018). This 
vision may allow for the elimination of people who do not possess self-
awareness (including scenarios in which people are in comas or asleep) 
and at the same time may broaden the category of the person to include 
non-human beings to whom self-awareness is attributed (those with the 
capacity for self-awareness).

Historical analysis of the term

The historical analysis of the concepts of the person and the individual 
should begin with discussing the current situation in which we find our-
selves: struggling with a pandemic, with experts and decision-makers 
suggesting that it is necessary to quickly develop “herd immunity” and 
that, in order to achieve this, it is worth sacrificing the life and health of 
weaker individuals who would die sooner or later either way. If a strategy 
for dealing with a pandemic is based on the advantages of rapid “herd 
immunity”, the notions of the person and the individual are marginalised 
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or stop being considered, as this strategy is based on a totally collectivist 
(herd) perception of society. In this scenario, the meaning and historical 
sources of the concepts of the person and the individual become all the 
more relevant.
 Historical analyses of the concepts of the person and the individual 
are frequently axiologically motivated (they emphasise values) and 
engaged (they provide arguments) in contributing to the understanding 
of these concepts that are so important today, especially if their inter-
pretation is to serve the interests of those individuals who are at risk, in 
order to reduce or eliminate those risks. The assumptions and ideolo-
gies with which a researcher aligns himself will motivate (determine) his 
analysis of the history of these concepts.
 From the perspective of the history of ideas, it should be noted that 
within Christian thought the use of the concept of the human person, 
which is proposed in personalistic doctrines, is far from straightforward, 
although it is commonly and universally accepted that Christian ethical 
thought uses the concept of the human person as one of its elementary 
and even constitutive concepts. Therefore, it is worth taking into account 
the thesis, which may arouse discussion, which was formulated by 
Józef M. Bocheński OP (1902–1995), an expert in both classic Christian 
thought and contemporary philosophy: 

Personalism is an expression imported into Christian thought from the outside. 
It entails some blurry image. It would be better if we managed without it. The 
category of the person is not necessary for philosophical discussions. Personal-
ism is a weak copy of Scheler’s ideas (Bocheński, 1992, p. 130).

The postulate “[not] to use words and ideas which are not beneficial” 
(ibidem)  3 also refers to the personalistic concept of the person. In the 
context of these radical positions, it is worth mentioning that in France 
the term personalism was first used by Charles Renouvier (1815–1903) 

3  “There is no equivalent of the ‘person’ in Aristotle’s works, in his whole philoso-
phy. […] This does not prevent him from being one of the greatest moralists […]. 
St. Thomas Aquinas frequently uses the term ‘persona’ in his dogmatic theology. 
However, in his moral theology this term is only used once […] in De acceptione 
personarum: when appointing someone to an office (for example), a man takes 
his personal feelings towards the candidate into account […]” (Bocheński, 1992, 
p. 142).
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in Le Personnalisme (see Turlot, 2003), in which he developed the doc-
trine of personality as a rational religion. In view of the above, the per-
sonalistic understanding of the person in Christian thought becomes 
even less obvious.
 Serious risks stem from the deficits of critical (philosophical) under-
standings of the ontology of the person and the individual in the context 
of the supposedly supreme ontology of society that predominates in 
the social sciences nowadays. These risks are identified by Margaret 
Scotford Archer:

Sociological imperialists had laboured long and hard with a vacuum pump on 
humankind, sucking out the properties and powers of our species-being, to 
leave a void behind to be filled with social forces. Indeed, during the last decade, 
fascination with ‘the body’ has actually been the final chapter in the project of 
demolishing humanity. […] the less that is left to humankind, the larger the ter-
rain for social theorising (Archer, 2013, p. 319).

 From this perspective, the sciences that are referred to as “social” 
should become profoundly humanistic and strive to recognise the prop-
erties and forces that characterise humanity in order that they do not 
unintentionally fulfil the role of a “vacuum pump” that sucks out human-
ity and leaves a void to be filled. The development of social theories 
(within sociology and pedagogy) has become a cognitive commitment 
with an axiological (ethical) dimension. Following the theory concerning 
non-reductionistically understood social issues that takes into account 
and considers the multidimensionality of humanity and at the same time 
rejects concepts that hastily fill this humanity with social forces is an 
ongoing contemporary intellectual challenge.
 In 1939, Stefan Wyszyński (1901–1981), who was guided by per-
sonalistic intuitions, writes the following words about the destruction of 
humanity and the annihilation of human agency in the political systems 
of the 20th century: 

Totalitarian tendencies are highly dangerous. With the help of a political tem-
plate, they eliminate the individual characteristics of the person. What cultural 
damage will result from this – the future will tell. […] There is an urgent need to 
struggle to defend man against positivist sociologism, which deificates society 
at the expense of the individual, and against totalism, which makes a new god 
out of the state. An example […] of the ruthless elimination of man [are the 
crimes] committed in Soviet Russia [...] and in the Nazi state [...] – this ruthless 
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dictatorial apparatus [...] sacrifices, allegedly for the sake of the state, human life 
and the human right to independent thought [...] [and] action. It is not necessary 
to refer to these [...] examples in order to demonstrate the dangers that threaten 
the person in a contemporary state; [...] in which the ruling group’s supremacy 
over society has become apparent, [...] [in which] the division of power has 
become fiction, and the current rulers are using all means, not excluding judicial 
power, to eliminate any citizen who thinks differently (Wyszyński, 2001, p. 154). 

 The social challenge that remains valid is the desire to defend man 
“against positivist sociologism, which deificates society at the expense 
of the individual, and against totalism, which makes a new god out of 
the state” and the desire to “arouse in man the will of individual spiritual 
progress, the will to transform society by enhancing his personal values” 
(Wyszyński, 2001, p. 165). 
 In 1938, when Józef Pastuszka (1897‒1989) analysed the anthropol-
ogy of communism, he pointed to the adverse effects of the collectivist 
concept of society:

Communist materialism broke the existing line of development and led to the 
downgrading, declassing and depersonification of man. In communism, man 
takes a subordinate position. [...] Production, capital, labour, goods, money, 
value – these are new metaphysical concepts, although they wear an economic 
robe. They are concepts that obscure the proper face of man and turn him into 
a commodity, work, money, and so on. The determinism of economic forces 
overwhelms man, deprives him of his creativity, autonomy, and independence, 
and makes him a net result of the forces of nature – a small cog in the enormous 
machinery of the world – who is subject to physical laws which act with blind 
necessity (Pastuszka, 1938).

 By adopting personalistic assumptions and criticising collectivism, 
Pastuszka argues that the instrumentalisation and objectification of man 
is based on the apotheosis of matter:

Man dies in matter. […] Human personality ceases to be a value in itself, it 
becomes merely an instrument […] for economic purposes, and man loses the 
ability to defend himself, because the materialistic worldview, having made him 
an areligious and afamily being, mechanises him in the collective, degenerates, 
and pulls him away from the sources of a full spiritual cultural life. [...] An indi-
vidual becomes a cell of an organism and loses his individuality. The tone is 
set by the group that imposes its will on the individual. Even the spiritual life of 
the individual is the work of the collective, which prescribes what should [...] be 
thought, when to be happy, and what to grieve for (Pastuszka, 1938). 
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The anthropological reductionism of collectivism goes so far that spiritual 
life, thanks to which the autonomy of the individual can be strengthened, 
and it becomes a product of the collective’s activity.
 Analysis of various perspectives within Polish social thought on per-
sonalism before World War II must include Ludwik Chmaj’s (1888‒1959) 
ideas. In his critical assessment of the social and spiritual situation, he 
promotes ideas that reveal the value of the person:

Personalism is a proper attempt to overcome [...] the dangers that have been 
introduced to the world by both liberalism, which disorganises the world, and 
totalism, which destroys human personality. Personalism respects the dignity of 
every human individual and demands shaping it to become a free, creative, and 
responsible personality (as cited in: Szulakiewicz, 2003, p. 72).

 Tadeusz Kotarbiński (1886–1981), the leading representative of 
independent ethics, discussed the social problems concerning respect 
for the values of an individual human being in the Stalinist era. In the text 
he first presented in public lectures and later published, Major directions 
of the worldview that are troubling modern man and are reflected in 
the mentality of our society [Główne kierunki poglądu na świat, które 
nurtują współczesność i znajdują odbicie w umysłowości naszego 
społeczeństwa] he wrote:

[…] in the great struggle between Marxism and Catholicism, Catholicism has 
taken care of a certain point which, if Marxism does not take care of it, [...] [will 
lead to a situation in which] a considerable number of young intelligentsia here 
will flow into Catholicism; namely, Marxism must take care of the personality 
of an individual. This is not its specialisation. Marxism deals with [...] the great 
rebuilding of the social system and looks at an individual as a participant in this 
great reform – a participant who primarily has duties. However, an individual 
wants to have individual rights; he wants to have full respect for his personality; 
he wants not to be told so often that he can always be replaced by someone 
else, that he is unimportant for society and historical forces (Kotarbinski, 1958, 
p. 515).

 Nowadays, the heirs to Kotarbinski’s social ethics can use his postu-
late to “take care of the personality of the individual” in their discussions 
devoted to personalistic concepts. Personalism that is inspired by Chris-
tianity may be an important intellectual inspiration for the social ethics in 
these discussions, which are so needed today. 



134 mAreK rembIerz 

discussion of the term
Any understanding of the term the person will always be problematic if, 
on the one hand, the concept of the person is impossible to be precisely 
and unambiguously defined, and, on the other hand, as personalists 
have shown, the term refers to an individual’s experience of “being 
a person”, both in acts of affirmation of the person and when in danger, 
while confronting the downgrading of personal dignity and the negation 
of the personal status of man. On the grounds of ethics, it is neces-
sary to continuously return to understanding the term in connection with 
dynamically changing values so as not to “recite” old formulas that do 
not correspond to experience and thus impoverish the understanding of 
the person and the individual by making meaningless and trivial slogans 
out of these vital concepts in the practice of social life. 
 Understanding the concept of the person and the individual is becom-
ing increasingly pressing, and reflection becomes particularly necessary 
when confronted with ideological and political systems that deny the 
specific ontic status of the person. This includes the vision of “herd 
immunity” in an epidemic, which is promoted by some experts and politi-
cal forces, where less healthy individuals are “sacrificed” – as a neces-
sary cost – in the name of developing the immunity of the majority.
 Following the tradition of practising ethics combined with philosophi-
cal inquiry and following a logical culture that requires making distinc-
tions, attention should be paid to ontological solutions that have signifi-
cant theoretical and practical consequences related to the relationship 
between an individual’s state of being and society’s state of being. 
 What is ontically primary, the individual or society? What are the ontic 
relationships between the existence of an individual and the existence 
of society? Which cannot exist without which? Can society exist if no 
individuals exist, if they do not enter into relationships that shape and 
strengthen the bonds between them? 
 From a general perspective, the answer to the question concerning 
the ontic relationship between an individual and the functioning of soci-
ety seems relatively simple – obvious even. The relationship in question 
is between the primary existence of an individual and the relationships 
that exist between individuals (especially those relationships in which 
individuals, by virtue of their own decision, participate with commitment 
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and produce new qualities that are significant) and the possibilities and 
conditions of the functioning of society. From this perspective, the exis-
tence of society is secondary as it is founded on the premise of the prior 
existence of individuals and the relationships (bonds) between them. 
 Andrzej Niesiołowski (1889–1945), the sociologist and educator, 
emphasized the ontic primacy of the individual: “the thesis that «social 
phenomena arise from relationships between individuals and only in rela-
tion to an individual are real», and the fact that an individual contains [...] 
social dispositions [...] – [is] a fundamentally correct cognitive position” 
(Niesiołowski, 2017, p. 105, note 60). Two ontological theses comple-
ment each other here: (1) “social phenomena arise from relationships 
between individuals” and (2) “social phenomena are only real in relation 
to the individual”. The latter thesis clarifies what is considered real.
 Analysis of the ontological relationship between the existence of the 
individual who possesses (at least potentially) certain properties and 
the ways in which society is created and functions does not conclude 
these considerations but leads to axiologically and pedagogically signifi-
cant issues. Therefore, it is necessary to undertake further analyses that 
will take into consideration historical experiences, the thesis of the ontic 
primacy of the existence of an individual, and the social and creative role 
of the relationships and bonds between individuals in order to develop 
and clarify the issue in question.
 In a clear and elementary way, Bocheński consistently formulated 
an unambiguous methodological and moral recommendation that was 
the creed of a particular ontology: “One should always reduce opinions 
about society to opinions about individuals. Only the individual fully exists” 
(Bocheński, 1992, p. 200). He advocated “reducing what is general to what 
is concrete. Everything through the prism of the individual, always” (ibidem, 
p. 180). While considering the ontological question “What is more real, soci-
ety or man?”, Bocheńsk based his answer on the premise that man is more 
real: “Of course, man. Because man is a thing and society is not a thing. 
Society is a set of things connected by real relationships”. He emphasised 
the ontic status and creative function of these relationships, “society contains 
something real besides people: relationships that are not things” (ibidem, 
p. 100). Acknowledging the existence of relationships does not change the 
basic fact that “the world is made up of individuals, and everything else is 
secondary, including when it comes to valuing” (ibidem, p. 121).
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 Collectivism is one of the leading 20th-century delusions that has 
wrought social havoc. The annihilation of an individual’s subjectivity and 
agency becomes one of the aims of the moralism and pedagogy of collec-
tivism. Resisting the claims of collectivism that lead to criminal outcomes, 
Bocheński emphatically states: “the only important reality in society is the 
individual, not the collective. If the collective also possesses a certain real-
ity, it is lesser than that of human individuals” (Bocheński, 1994, p. 70). 
A strong emphasis is placed on the “important reality” (to emphasise its 
weight, the phrase “the only important reality” is sometimes used), and 
ontological analysis is tightly intertwined with an act of valuation that has 
ethical consequences. The social experiences of the twentieth century 
demonstrate how difficult it was to acknowledge that “individual people, 
not the collective” are “the only important reality”; moreover, in many social 
concepts and practices it is still claimed that “the only important reality” is 
the collective and that individual people are secondary to it. 
 In the context of the pressure of collectivist aspirations, Karl R. Popper 
(1902–1994) points to the theory of institutions and the principles of ana-
lysing the functioning of institutions as being issues pertinent to the logic 
of the social sciences: “Institutions do not act; rather, only individuals 
act, in or for or through institutions. The general situational logic of these 
actions will be the theory of the quasi-actions of institutions” (Popper, 
1997, p. 101). If one considers that “only individuals act”, then the acts 
attributed to collective entities are anthropomorphisations, the figurative 
attribution of human properties to them. Respecting the linguistic rigour 
in the description of an activity (subjectivity and agency) prevents us from 
believing (or trusting the illusion) that collective categories and slogans 
are the expression of a realistic view of the functioning of social life. 
 The claim that “only the individual exists fully” remains in contradic-
tion to the theses concerning ontic primacy and domination of the social 
world, which is treated as a “generator” of individuals and the processes 
of their socialization and as a reality that exists superordinately to an 
individual; this reality is established by the power of the social world and 
is fully subject to its regulations. The conviction that the social world is 
more important than an individual affects the performance of the social 
functions of, for example, teachers.
 The ontological theses that were formulated by Bocheński and Popper 
concerning the status of the individual can be further developed on the 
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bases of reism (concretism). T. Kotarbiński discussed reism in his polem-
ics with ontological, epistemological, and anthropological assumptions 
of social research that he observed in the work of the outstanding social 
researcher, Stefan Czarnowski (1879–1937). Three aspects gave rise to 
Kotarbiński’s objections. First, he objects to the fiction produced in the 
social sciences that society (their major research subject) exists every bit 
as tangibly as an individual does, maybe even more tangibly, because, as 
a researcher of the social world “works on the material of history, human 
groups, and mass cultures”, he can make incorrect generalizations and 
is sometimes “enchanted by the fiction of a social reality that is supra-
individual and different from inter-personal relations” (Kotarbiński, 1986, 
pp. 240–241). Second, he objects to the dissemination of relativist beliefs 
(the negation of the absolute nature of the truth), as social studies are 
meant to ultimately confirm the thesis of the social conditioning and cul-
tural relativity of the truth. Third, he objects to the negative effects of the 
separation of the social sciences from philosophical analyses which are 
closer to the concrete existence of man as an individual and as a person. 
 Andrzej Grzegorczyk (1922–2014) assumes the usefulness of reistic 
descriptions of the world in order to accurately and convincingly dem-
onstrate the range of an individual’s agency in the context of the social 
world, which is presented in a collectivist perspective as a force that 
deprives an individual of his agency, and to some extent, incapacitates 
him. The choice of the reistic option is dictated by its theoretical and prac-
tical advantages: “The reistic way of describing the world [...] adequately 
systematises our ideas about collective life, practical behaviours, and 
social responsibility” (Grzegorczyk, 1989, p. 28). In the reistic descrip-
tion of the relationship between an individual and society: (1) ontic 
primacy is unambiguously given to an individual; (2) the existence of 
“substantiated” collective properties and powers is denied; (3) the 
responsibility of the individual is emphasized. However, in the states 
initiated by individuals (by one individual or by individuals interacting 
with one another), there may be a discrepancy between the intentions 
of an individual who undertakes an activity and the social consequences 
of his activity. This production of new situations by individuals operating 
within a community does not invalidate an individual’s agency. The root 
causes should always be sought in the activity of the individual and in 
his relationships with other individuals:
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[...] in the human world, the basic beings are human beings. Collective behav-
iours of human groups must therefore be explained by the psychological mecha-
nisms hidden in these individuals. As long as it is possible, no supra-individual 
mechanisms should […] be assumed (Grzegorczyk, 1989, p. 110).

It should be emphasised that the recommendation of “as long as it is 
possible” does not exclude the possible occurrence of supra-individual 
mechanisms. However, it is recommended that collective behaviours be 
explained based on the ontic primacy of an individual in order to avoid 
collectivistic schemes. 
 In order not to promote the ideological “myth of the good man in bad 
society” or the “myth of the bad man in good society” (Wielecki, 2003, 
p. 79), we need to return to critical analyses of the status of the person 
and the individual.

systematic reflection with conclusions 
and recommendations

Systematic reflection concerning the concepts of the person and the 
individual must be both substantive and profound and must organise 
an indisputable and firm realm of notions. The dynamic contents of the 
terms person and individual should not be entrapped in a system of 
ideas that will make them hostage to previous assumptions; it should 
be forbidden to act like a “crazy tailor” who cuts a client to fit a uniform. 
It is necessary to constantly recognise and learn the (non-definable) 
meaning of the concepts of the person and the individual in connection 
with experiencing the value of “being a person” (experiencing values as 
an individual and as a member of a community). Analysis of the con-
cepts of the person and the individual also reveals their practical and 
pedagogical  4 dimension, a call to learn to “be a person” in accordance 
with personal dignity (especially when personalistic paidea is confronted 
with various forms of collectivism). 

4  “The essence of personalism, [...] is therefore the attractive force of the underlying 
pedagogical ideal and the people for whom it has become a guiding principle. It is 
they who are most often the carriers of its message [...]”. (Śliwerski, 2011, p. 22). 
See (Nowak, 1997, pp. 5-24); (Nowak, 2013, pp. 13-33).



139the person and the human individual

 It is worth basing systematic reflection and practical conclusions and rec-
ommendations on the personalistic thought of Karol Wojtyła (1920‒2005). 
He analysed various approaches to the relationship between the indi-
vidual and society in the context of the challenges of the late 1970s. On 
the basis of these analyses, he considers the conviction that 

only man as a person is a substantial being; society is a set of relationships, 
thus some accidental reality which assumes the only substance that in different 
groups, communities, and societies is «man» himself (Possenti, 2007, s. 64)

as a lasting intellectual value of the Thomistic tradition. This approach 
to the status of the individual is also “a barrier [...] to collectivism and 
individualism, a barrier to totalism [...] and to economism” (ibidem). 
According to Wojtyła, who analyses the issue of alienation which affects 
humans in a destructive way in social life marked by pathologies, 
assuming that “only man as a person is a substantial being; society is 
a set of relationships” allows us to recognise alienation and offers an 
opportunity to overcome it. 
 Where does a personalistic view of human existence in interpersonal 
relations originate? As K. Wojtyła states, “The world of the persons finds 
its experiential starting point and its semantic support in the experience 
of the person’s own «self»” (Wojtyła, 2000, p. 215). It is a primary start-
ing point for analysing the co-participation and co-acting of the person in 
social relationships. While presenting the way of conducting analyses, 
their sources, and research intentions, K. Wojtyła takes into account 
their vital connection with practice:

[…] our cognition moves from praxis to theoria – […] to capture this reality that 
we wish to know and to get to know “in itself”. The cognitive quest from praxis to 
theoria is explained by the need to capture reality “in itself” – as it is. This quest 
is also explained [...] because of praxis. We try [...] to have the fullest possible 
‘seeing’ of reality in itself (seeing – that is theoria) in order to give greater matu-
rity [...] to our praxis. We try [...] to possess the fullest possible seeing of man “in 
himself” in order to give the greatest possible fullness of this self-realisation that 
his acts carry in themselves (Wojtyla 2000, pp. 472–473).

 Explaining the personalistic understanding of the person, Alfred 
M. Wierzbicki points to the links between subjectivity, agency, and 
self-determination.
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The irreducible subject of a human act is its personal agent. A person is not just 
a beam of acts, but as the subject of its being and acting, he realizes himself 
through an act that is the source of his self-dependence as expressed in self-
-determination (Wierzbicki, 1994, s. 9).

 The moment of a person’s self-dependence and the development of 
his self-determination have significant ethical, social, and pedagogical 
consequences. Wojtyła stresses these as he considers the relationship 
between the personalistic norm and the self-determination of a child in 
the process of upbringing. The personalistic norm reads: 

For a person should not be merely a means to an end for another person. This is 
excluded due to the very nature of the person, due to what every person simply 
is. For the person is a subject that is thinking and capable of self-determination – 
these are two properties that first of all we discover in the interiority of the person. 
[…] every person is capable by his nature to define his ends himself. When 
someone else treats a person exclusively as a means to an end, then the person 
is violated in what belongs to his very essence and at the same time constitutes 
his natural right (Wojtyła, 1962, p. 17).

At the same time, however, in personalistic axiology, it is assumed that

[...] [it] must be demanded from the person, as a thinking individual, that those 
ends [he defines] be truly good, for striving for evil ends is contrary to the rational 
nature of the person.

The issue of developing the ability to distinguish and choose good ends 
also 

explains the sense of education, both the education of children as well as the 
reciprocal education of people in general. The point is precisely to seek true 
ends, that is, true goods as ends of action, and to find and show ways for their 
realization (Wojtyła, 1962, p. 17).

How is this to be done? Here, there is a temptation to treat the person 
(child) as an object of moral moulding; only after this moulding is com-
pleted (“tailor-made”) is he taught to be independent. As a personalist, 
Wojtyla rejects this approach, although it is also justified (“sanctified”) by 
the religious hierarchy of values and discipline:
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[…] in this educational activity, especially in the case of educating small children, 
a person must never be treated as a means to an end. This principle has the […] 
universal scope; no one may use a person as a means to an end: neither any 
man nor even God the Creator. […] this is excluded most completely on the part 
of God because He, by the very fact of giving a rational and free nature to the 
person, decided that the person himself will define the ends of action and will not 
serve as a tool for the ends of others. Therefore, if God intends to direct man to 
some ends, […] he lets him know these ends, so that man can make them his 
own and strive for them on his own (Wojtyła, 1962, p. 17).

 Here Wojtyła disagrees with the instrumentalisation of the child and 
the instrumentalisation of God (divine authority) as a means of coercion 
in moulding moral beliefs and attitudes. Based on personalistic anthro-
pology, Wojtyła defies the instrumentalisation (not just in religion) that is 
considered the proper means of socialisation and education. From the 
point of view of personalism, a person’s capacity for self-determination 
should be consistently considered and affirmed in theory and practice:

Thanks to the fact that man – a person – possesses free will, he is also a master 
of himself, sui iuris, as the Latin phrase declares of the person. A second char-
acteristic property of the person remains closely linked to this distinctive feature 
of his […] the person is alteri incommunicabilis – nontransferable, incommu-
nicable. The point […] is not […] that the person is always some unique and 
unrepeatable being, as this can also be stated about any other being […]. This 
nontransferability or incommunicability of the person is most closely linked with 
his interiority, with self-determination, with free will. No one else can will in my 
stead. No one can substitute his act of the will for mine. It happens that […] 
someone wants very much for me to want what he wants. What is then best 
made manifest is this impassable boundary between him and me, the boundary 
that is determined precisely by free will. I can not want what he wants me to 
want – and precisely in this I am incommunicabilis. I am and should be self-
reliant in my actions. All human interactions are based on this presupposition, 
and the truth about education (wychowanie) and about culture is reduced to it 
(Wojtyła, 1962, p. 14).

This understanding of the person/individual is strongly articulated by 
Wojtyla as a call to profoundly rethink and at the same time transform 
(praxis) “all human interactions” according to those requirements that 
are derived from a personalistic understanding of the person/individual. 
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Freedom

summary
DEFINITION OF THE TERM: Freedom is the absence of compulsion and 
the right to free choice. 

HISTORICAL ANALYSIS OF THE TERM: the issue of freedom was first 
discussed in ancient Greece, where it was linked to the ability of reason 
to make decisions. by recognising all possible options, reason makes 
choices that are the most beneficial from the perspective of universal 
determinism. Christianity introduced universal voluntarism, in which 
the act of creating the world by an almighty, transcendent God was an 
absolutely free act, and this is why the will dominates over reason. In 
modernity, freedom has been defined as a natural feature that belongs to 
every human being and is inalienable. today, freedom is understood in its 
positive (“to”) and negative (“from”) aspects.

DISCUSSION OF THE TERM: Freedom concerns the essence and 
nature of man. It is related to human subjectivity and the expression of 
human desires and aspirations. Freedom is an essential factor in achieving 
happiness.

SYSTEMATIC REFLECTION WITH CONCLUSIONS AND RECOM-
MENDATIONS: Freedom is an inalienable human right. It is not acquired 
but innate, so it constructs human subjectivity. Freedom is a fundamental 
factor in social relations and is closely linked to equality and justice. 

Keywords: will, reason, liberalism, determinism, voluntarism
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definition of the term
Most often, freedom is defined as an action that does not involve com-
pulsion. The simplest example of a situation that explains this concept 
is acting according to one’s own will, which is an action based solely on 
one’s own motivations or desires. Freedom, in a contemporary context, 
is inextricably linked to the will. In other words, being free is understood 
as acting freely according to one’s own will, which is not determined by 
anything outside of oneself. Expressed in this way, freedom is freedom 
of choice, which has further consequences. Choice always involves 
options; the obvious minimum to allow for freedom of choice is that there 
must be at least two options. It is also possible to have free choice in 
a scenario in which there is only one option, but this is on the condition 
that there is the possibility of not choosing at all. In this situation, the 
condition of choice that requires an alternative is formally maintained: 
either I choose, or I do not choose. The maximum freedom of choice, 
often called absolute freedom, is to choose from all possible options. 
This raises a fundamental question: if the range of choices is extended, 
is this free choice after all? Widening the range of choices leads to infin-
ity, which would then lead one to ask if it is possible to make any truly 
free choice. It is difficult to agree with the statement that the will has the 
deciding voice in a situation in which it is impossible to really consider 
all possible options. That is why certain restrictions to the freedom of 
choice from among possible options were introduced to this concept: 
this possibility must apply to all options available in certain described 
conditions. 
 There are several kinds of freedom that relate to the absence of 
personal limitations, to natural conditions, or to social dependencies. 
Following Isaac Berlin’s understanding of freedom in a political sense, 
freedom is divided into negative freedom (or freedom “from”) and posi-
tive freedom (or freedom “to”). Negative freedom is passive freedom 
because it is limited to the indication of an absence of coercion. Positive 
freedom is active freedom because it attempts to determine that there 
is a real possibility of making choices. Political freedom boils down to 
determining the conditions of social life, which is why it is most often 
expressed in terms of freedom of religion (religious), freedom of assem-
bly, freedom of speech, and freedom of economic initiative. Throughout 
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history, the development of reflection on freedom has led to the emer-
gence of two main perspectives: determinism and indeterminism. To put 
it simply, determinism either questions whether free will exists at all or 
strongly limits its operation, whereas indeterminism absolutises free will 
and claims that it only acts according to itself and nothing else affects its 
decisions.

Historical analysis of the term
In ancient Greece, the issue of freedom was the subject of philosophi-
cal analyses. The Greeks favoured the deterministic concept, which 
was justified by their vision of the world and the unquestionable priority 
of reason. Greek philosophers saw radical rationalism as the realisa-
tion of the fundamental demand of wisdom and the search for the basis 
of reality. They linked freedom to the existence of something that is 
capable of making decisions. For the ancient Greeks, this something 
was the soul (psyche, pneuma) or reason (nous). It was believed that 
the existence of the soul, which is something completely separate from 
the body and sensuality, guarantees proper (free) decision making. 
However, this notion of the soul cannot be linked with the will because 
the will boils down to the sphere of appetites and desires that are usually 
related to materiality. Socrates assumed that the soul is what makes 
a certain divine voice (dajmonion) appear in man, which often tells us 
“how things are”. He viewed the human ability to listen to this divine 
voice of the soul as a flash of wisdom, as it led to proper and true (rather 
than superficial) knowledge. This thought was developed by Plato, for 
whom the soul is nothing other than a particle of eternity in man, and 
therefore (as with Socrates) man is the soul because the soul is immor-
tal and has access to the real world of unchangeable eternal ideas. This 
is the cause of man’s enslavement: the imprisonment of the soul in the 
body. Thus, the realisation of freedom is the liberation of the soul, and 
this becomes the task of man. In conclusion, human freedom consists 
in the separation of the soul from the body, and then in the soul discov-
ering eternal ideas (by means of anamnesis). The human soul, sepa-
rated from the body, i.e. from the sensual sphere (from the “shadows” 
in the famous cave metaphor), perceives the perfection of the world 
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of ideas and discovers the necessary laws and principles that govern 
everything that exists. With goodness at the forefront, ideas form the 
basis of what “really exists”. Goodness becomes the ultimate goal for 
the soul, and this, according to Plato, is what cognition and knowledge 
is about: unconditional contemplation and following the idea of good-
ness. Therefore, wisdom is knowledge that concerns goodness (what 
“is”), and a free man is a sage whose soul is freed from the apparent 
sensual world and moves towards the contemplation of eternal good-
ness. This is how the goal is set: every human action and every human 
effort should be subordinated to this very goal. Socrates and then Plato, 
who was his pupil, laid the foundations for philosophical determinism, in 
which freedom consists in discovering the necessity and inevitability of 
what happens to every human being and to the whole world, not from 
the perspective of partial, time-measurable events and facts, but in an 
overall, absolute sense. Thus, being free meant freeing oneself from the 
everyday, embarrassing, or enslaving affairs of the sensual world and 
accepting the eternal and necessary laws that bind reality as a whole. 
All this, with the eternity of the world in which the Greek philosophers 
believed, led to the conviction that a free man is one who accepts what 
must happen, and that his catharsis (purification) comes about through 
reconciling and accepting the unavoidable, i.e. the threads of destiny 
that the Moirai goddesses spin for everyone. In such a concept, there is 
no place for freedom to make decisions on the basis of an autonomous 
will because it is the soul-reason (nous) that guides man’s actions, and 
since the soul refers only to what is eternal and necessary, it always 
“chooses” what must happen. Yes, reason does make choices, but this 
is conditioned by one’s cognitive abilities, and these in turn are linked to 
wisdom. The more someone exercises reason, the freer he becomes, 
because better cognition gives him a deeper insight into the determin-
ism of the world, allowing him to choose what is necessary and – as 
such – good.
 Greek philosophers tended to underestimate the value of the human 
will, with all the emotions, desires, and repulsions that are associated 
with it. Like Plato, they believed that the harmony of the soul consists in 
the proper arrangement of its parts, which is according to their impor-
tance. Reason is always and invariably at the top of this hierarchy, as 
only reason is able to reach higher spheres of episteme: dianoetic (the 
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sphere of pure mathematical entities) or noesis (the sphere of ideas). 
Plato combined this reflection with the idea of (political) community, 
and on this basis he built the social hierarchy of the ideal state. In this 
state, freedom is linked to the natural inner harmony of the soul, which 
commands man to take his place within one of the three social classes: 
workers, soldiers, or philosophers. In Plato’s ideal state, freedom can be 
understood as a harmonious social order in which every member of the 
community finds and occupies his rightful place. 
 This political order was understood differently within the framework of 
a democracy in which freedom meant being a citizen of polis as opposed 
to a slave, barbarian, or prisoner of war. Following Periclean reforms, in 
Athenian democracy two conditions were established that made it pos-
sible to be a free citizen. A citizen of the Athenian polis (only men over 
21 years of age) was born from an Athenian mother and an Athenian 
father, so he acquired civil rights and political freedom rights by nature – 
by birth. These rights could also be acquired by universal consent of 
the Assembly of the citizens (ekklesia). Political freedom was therefore 
linked not only to genetic and natural factors but also to a social factor, 
namely the desire to accept someone into the community of free citizens 
of polis. Civil liberty was strengthened by the philosophical concept of 
the Sophists, who – starting from epistemological scepticism – pointed 
to man as the ultimate measure of everything (Protagoras’ homo men-
sura). In this approach, man appears to be a central figure who is think-
ing and active despite determinism. Hence, the Sophists considered 
that democratic freedom offers every citizen the possibility of deciding 
his fate and the fate of the community as a whole, but this is linked to 
the search for consensus and general agreement on decisions taken. 
According to the Sophists, knowledge of the pragmatic side of language 
(rhetoric), an excellent ability in using language and, above all, skilful 
application of logical principles of argumentation are all key to being 
a competent citizen of polis. Such a citizen is able to explain his view on 
a given issue to fellow citizens and to convince them to act according to 
his intentions; i.e., he can effectively obtain their consent. In its extreme, 
Sophism took the form of ruthless manipulation and activities devoid 
of moral principles which were aimed solely at fulfilling the wishes and 
intentions of individuals. It should be remembered, however, that apart 
from this extreme, Sophism contributed to an extremely important aspect 
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of political freedom, namely total equality and freedom of opinion, which 
manifested in the inviolability of the following civil liberties: freedom of 
assembly, freedom of speech, freedom of economic initiative, and, in 
a sense, freedom of religion. Sophism strongly emphasised the aspect 
of freedom to choose between precisely defined and discussed options. 
Being able to choose between alternative options was based on the 
freedom to vote. The principle of obtaining agreement and majority con-
sent was the basis for disputes and clashes of views (in all cases differ-
ent but equal because held by free citizens). In terms of the individual, 
his freedom was subordinated to that of freedom based on the will of the 
majority, in which responsibility for the decisions taken was a common 
responsibility. 
 The concept of freedom was revolutionised by the arrival of Chris-
tianity. As a monotheistic religion, Christianity is based on revelation, 
which means that a specific vision of reality emerged with it in which 
the relationship (e.g. covenant in Judaism) between man and the only 
God was of utmost importance. Thus, there was a significant change in 
the understanding of the universe. The world lost the feature of eternity, 
which was replaced by linearity, because the act of God’s creation was 
the cause of the creation (beginning) of the world. The fact that this act 
of creation was, by necessity, a free act, leads to the ontological basis 
of the world. The world was created through the act of God’s freedom, 
the act of God’s desire, because God, being omnipotent and perfect, 
acts in an absolutely free way, and the effect of this free act is the very 
existence of the world. The voluntarist concept of the world was particu-
larly strongly emphasised by one of the most important dogmatists of 
Christianity, St. Augustine Aurelius.
 According to Augustine, God as the creator of the world is the abso-
lute, highest good. Thus, the world, created out of nothing, must also 
be ontologically good, and of course, the measure of its goodness is 
the highest good, namely God. However, there is an ontological chasm 
between the created world and eternal God. According to Augustine, 
this has far-reaching consequences for understanding goodness and 
evil: the existence of the world is inherently good, so there is no pos-
sibility of evil that exists naturally. The privation theory of evil is closely 
linked to the concept of freedom; since the world is the result of a free 
act of God, the world itself is free. However, God’s transcendence and 
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the non-relativity of the act of creation force us to accept the existence of 
full determinism in a world that is associated with God’s predestination. 
From the perspective of God as an eternal, unchanging and timeless 
being, everything already exists as if in actu and it is not possible to 
realize any existential potentiality. Therefore, the existence of the world 
is the realization of God’s plan, which ultimately determines the whole 
universe. So, how does one find human freedom in these conditions? 
Well, although God’s predestination ontologically determines the world, 
it must also be seen from the perspective of the free act of creation. In 
other words, the freedom of the act of creation is also the freedom of 
those created and, above all, the freedom of man. Man discovers that 
he is a free being, and the sign of his freedom is his possession of a will. 
Augustine dedicated a treaty On free choice of the will to this issue and 
presented in it the concept of negative freedom (Augustine, 1999). In 
his opinion, freedom is above all freedom from compulsion. Choice is 
always determined by an autonomous act of the will, which is not bound 
by other premises such as reason, for example, telling us what is better. 
According to Augustine, the autonomy of the will and freedom defined 
as the absence of coercion makes it possible to realize freedom, and 
the exercise of freedom is always a choice relating to what is, what 
exists. It is not a choice between goodness and evil (as evil does not 
exist because it was not created by God) but a choice that must be 
made free from coercion. In this scenario, in which there is a hierarchy 
of goods in the world, the will chooses between different goods. A world 
that is subject to change is a world that is subject to a process of transi-
tion from its beginning to its end, and everything happens according to 
God’s plan. Such a world contains different kinds of beings that form 
a hierarchy. Of course, the hierarchy of beings is imposed by God and 
is unchanging. After all, there is no possibility of changing the planned 
order of existence and this reflects the sense of predestination. How-
ever, there is change and movement because by nature every being has 
its form, measure, and order, and in the course of its existence each of 
these elements can undergo change. Therefore, freedom consists in the 
necessity to act and to make choices that start from some current state 
defined by a specific situation of “here and now” and concern something 
that is to happen in the future. Thus, at the moment of choice, freedom 
exists in relation to the person making the choice (his will) in potentiality. 



153Freedom

In other words, a person making a choice is never certain of its effects 
because he has to choose between certain possibilities that may arise. 
Freedom appears within the framework of making decisions within what 
is, what exists, and what is inherently good, so it is not a choice between 
goodness and evil but between the possibilities of actualizing some-
thing. When this possibility is actualised (because a choice is made), the 
extent to which what was a possibility at the time of making the choice 
has been actualised can be assessed. If full potentiality is realised, the 
act of choice is fully good. However, if there is a difference between 
potentiality and its realisation, this means that potentiality has not been 
fully realised and there is a dissonance between what was possible to 
be realised and what was actually realised. This difference is the lack, 
and in this sense the lack is evil, because something that could have 
been realised was not realised as a result of one decision being made 
instead of another, which was as a result of a free act of will. 
 In Augustine’s opinion, evil is not about choosing something that is 
inherently evil, but it is about a lack of goodness, that is, the incomplete 
realization of what might (should) have appeared but has not appeared. 
Thus, man retains freedom, and his freedom does not deny either God’s 
predestination or God’s foreknowledge. Augustine strongly emphasises 
that freedom means freeing oneself from the possibility of committing 
sin (sin being the same as evil), which means shaping one’s character 
and will to be rid of the desire to do anything sinful or evil. Placed within 
its psychological context, freedom is the result of shaping one’s char-
acter and will in such a way as to remove any temptation to do things 
that are lower in the hierarchy of being. This may lead to the difference 
between the possibility of doing something and its actualization, and, 
consequently, to the lack (i.e. evil). Augustinian anthropocentrism claims 
that freedom of choice puts man at the top of the hierarchy of the cre-
ated world and gives him a much greater opportunity to act than is given 
to other created beings. At the same time, human freedom does not 
contradict the concept of God’s predestination and God’s foreknowledge 
because there is an ontic difference between God as an eternal and 
timeless being and man as a non-eternal and temporal being. In other 
words, if man pursues the postulate of freedom, this is always limited 
by time, which means that in taking action man has to use his will and 
can only predict what may happen. God’s help is an important element 
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in Augustine’s concept, as God can help man by granting him His grace. 
Grace given to man is a pass to salvation, i.e. eternal life, and leads him 
to actions that aim at goodness and the avoidance of evil (i.e. the lack). 
Augustine emphasizes that granting grace is an autonomous and inde-
pendent decision made by God and one cannot earn it by one’s actions, 
although here the conclusion is debatable (it could be argued that there 
is a connection between action and received grace). Binding human 
deeds with deserving eternal life is not allowed because it violates the 
basic ontic order by mixing divine order with the earthly order. There-
fore, whether or not grace is going to be granted determines all human 
actions, but only from the perspective of eternal God. From a human 
perspective, action is burdened with an imperfection that results from 
the limitations of human existence, which is why man has freedom of 
choice, and which in the formal sense is understood as freedom from 
coercion. Augustine assumes that when faced with making any (right) 
decision (which is oriented towards the higher good) this is helped by 
turning to the highest good – God – who always remains the measure 
and point of reference for all other goods. This reference is an expres-
sion of love (caritas), and that is why Augustine emphasises that man 
makes good choices by turning towards God and by loving God. Above 
all, he frees himself from coercion, which is to say that he gets rid of all 
tendencies to sin, and that is precisely the representation of freedom, 
because the tendency to sin is nothing more than enslavement. The 
concept of love leads to the activation of full freedom in man; hence, 
Augustine could legitimately say, “love and do what you want!”. 
 The Augustinian concept of freedom had a very strong influence on 
Christian doctrine because it introduced voluntarism, which was further 
developed by various philosophers in the late Middle Ages. For example, 
John Duns Scotus believed that the will was truly autonomous and free, 
while the nominalist Wilhelm Ockham based the existence of the world 
on freedom: God created the world by acting absolutely freely, and after 
he created it by the power of his will, he sustains it in existence – con-
servatione in esse. Therefore, the end of the world’s existence will come 
when it is God’s will to end it. 
 In modern times, the concept of freedom emerged within the 
framework of broadly defined liberalism. Liberalism led freedom onto 
new paths of thought, and in its philosophical sense liberalism linked 
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freedom to human nature. It assumed that every human being is born 
as a free being and freedom is ascribed to him from the very beginning, 
which leads to the conclusion that man cannot lose his freedom in any 
way. Possessing freedom ex natura rei radically changed the approach 
to understanding man. First, it singled him out and emphasised his 
individuality; second, it introduced the concept of equality. From this 
moment, man as an individual (in the liberal doctrine, this means an 
indivisible individual being) by nature possesses freedom to the same 
extent as any other individual. A community of people as a community of 
individuals is characterised by voluntaristic equality because the lack of 
hierarchy is linked to freedom and the rights that result from it. Liberals 
strongly emphasise the existence of the primitive, natural state of man 
in which there are no restrictions to force him to act in a given way. 
Freedom leads to full freedom of action, but these human activities must 
be limited by the need to safeguard basic life functions that guarantee 
survival. In his primitive state, man is guided in his actions by his own 
internal premises alone and his natural freedom to make decisions is 
revealed in such actions. However, these also have consequences that 
must be taken into account. Above all, in this state of nature, a problem 
arises: an individual acts freely while exercising his freedom, and this 
activity has an impact on the actions and deeds of other individuals 
and thus has an impact on their freedom. Therefore, the existence of 
freedom in the state of nature leads directly to a conflict between free 
individuals, which ultimately results in some individuals being able to 
act freely, but at the cost of limiting the freedom of others. This con-
flict revealed a threat resulting from the universal, inalienable freedom 
of individuals – in a radical form it was a threat to life. This was most 
clearly expressed by Thomas Hobbes, who pointed out that in the state 
of nature every human being can be dangerous to others (homo homini 
lupus est), and this state of absolute freedom which exists in nature is 
closely linked to the constant threat to life (Hobbes, [1651] 1954). A way 
out of this unfavourable state is to work out an agreement between all 
the individuals within a community, i.e. to draw up the foundations of 
the social contract. This contract deprives individuals of their freedom in 
political terms and puts it in the hands of an authority that is accepted 
by all. This is how the concept of the state was born, which took over 
the freedom of individuals and then returned that freedom to individuals, 
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who became members of society. According to Hobbes, the renuncia-
tion of freedom proves necessary in the face of an unbearable state 
of constant threat. When an individual joins a community, he receives 
a limited range of rights, but in return he gains a security that is guaran-
teed by political authority. 
 This pessimistic vision of the natural state and condition of man as 
presented by Hobbes was opposed by other protagonists of liberalism 
such as Jean-Jacques Rousseau and John Locke. They had radically 
different views on the state of nature. For Rousseau, man’s primitive state 
was a state of absolute happiness which was manifested in the natural 
freedom that each individual enjoyed. The state of absolute happiness 
was changed into a social state that took away man’s absolute natural 
freedom but in return gave him political freedom within the framework of 
community life. This process formed the basis of the social contract that 
free individuals accepted in order to normalise and legitimise mutual 
relations within society. Locke proposed an elaborate concept of the 
social contract, starting from an assumption similar to Rousseau’s views 
regarding the state of nature. He believed that a person is born as an 
absolute and indivisible individual (individuum) and is free immediately 
upon being born. This freedom is a natural state, although it is limited by 
the need to satisfy basic life needs. Locke pointed out that the natural 
freedom of a human being is a state of total independence from earthly 
authority and not being subject to the will or legislative power of another 
human being. The universal and inalienable rights of nature are the only 
limitations, and although these limitations are imposed on man (by God’s 
will), they are obvious and necessary for the preservation of life. They 
must be accepted because dependence on the laws of nature does not 
restrict natural freedom in any way. Locke claimed that the natural state, 
together with the state of freedom, was beneficial to man; this state 
also realized the postulate of happiness. However, certain conditions 
which were identified as activities based on selfishness and the need 
to possess material goods made individuals who were free by nature 
quickly realise that collective life brings many more benefits because 
human activities within it are more effective. The limited conditionality of 
an individual’s actions simply means that not every individual is able to 
act and achieve the expected results to the same extent. As a result of 
these changes, a transition took place from a state of nature to a social 
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state, which is inherently unnatural, but that does not mean that it is 
imposed and harmful. On the contrary, in a social state, man is able to 
act more effectively and better satisfy his needs: from the fulfilment of 
his wishes and desires, to a simple feeling of greater security, which 
leads to greater freedom of action. Locke considered this to be the first 
stage in the implementation of the social contract, the primary contract 
that individuals, who are free by nature, conclude on an equal footing 
with each other, thus creating a community. The community is therefore 
the first and fundamental condition of a political state, and in a way it is 
also the depositary of freedom and thus the final instance to which any 
individual can appeal if he considers that his freedom is restricted or 
threatened. It is imperative to create rules of law that describe the struc-
ture of a community and set the framework for its operation. According 
to Locke, under these conditions it is possible to move on to the second 
stage of social life, which is the signing of the secondary social contract. 
This establishes the authority and the rule of accepted law. It is important 
that all political power be based on the formal aspect of law, which is why 
all power has a formal dimension that is divided into legislative, execu-
tive, and “federal” power (the latter being comparable to contemporary 
judicial power). Each of these powers acts independently and creates 
an autonomous element of community life, but each is subordinate to 
the accepted principles of law. These principles are intended to maintain 
and extend freedom, which ultimately becomes the objective of the state 
and of all authority. 
 According to Locke, the aim of the state (authority) is not only to pas-
sively protect the freedom that citizens receive as members of a com-
munity, but also to do everything possible to strengthen and expand 
this freedom. This freedom, which derives from natural freedom, takes 
the form of political freedom that is granted on an equal basis to each 
member of the community, which consists of individuals who are free 
and unrestricted subjects of the social contract at the primary level. 
Therefore, the social contract forms the community. As a result, this 
also applies to the secondary contract, which gives rise to the rule of 
law. In a political sense, freedom contains several prerogatives. First, 
it is freedom from the restrictions and violence that can be imposed 
by some over others. This condition is only maintained if there is law. 
Within the framework of the law, political freedom is not the same as 
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the acceptance of an individuals’ full freedom of action. In other words, 
political freedom does not give permission for people to do anything 
they wish because this acceptance would be a denial of the principle 
of freedom as described above, namely the absence of coercion and 
restrictions from others. Locke believed that freedom consists in the abil-
ity to make one’s own decisions about one’s actions, one’s property, and 
one’s possessions, and that the decisions that one makes concerning 
these factors must be carried out within the framework of established 
law, to which all citizens of a community must abide.
 Locke also described political freedom within the context of law and 
power. Above all, political freedom is freedom of association, freedom of 
speech and expression, and freedom of economic initiative. He believed 
that all these three elements of freedom are linked to the natural rights 
of members of the community. Transformed into legal regulations, these 
rights move the community from a natural state to a social state. The 
same goes for freedom. The original, natural freedom forms the basis 
of political freedom and is adequately transformed and adapted to the 
requirements of community life. 

discussion of the term 
The selected concepts of freedom that are presented in the historical 
perspective here indicate a gradual expansion of the approaches to 
freedom. They began with Greek necessarism, in which freedom was 
reduced to knowledge and reason (the soul), which was followed by 
Christianity and voluntarism; next was decisionism, which was replaced 
by modern concepts that were based on the natural rooting of freedom 
in the essence of man and on accepting freedom as the inalienable 
value of every man. The transition to a state of social contract and the 
redefinition of natural freedom into political freedom and treating it as an 
obvious value of the community should also be mentioned.
 Today, the debate on freedom essentially focuses on two issues. 
First, the extent to which an individual or social group can or should be 
allowed to act in complete freedom without any interference. Second, 
who or what is the ultimate source of authority that has the right to 
interfere with the free acting of an individual or a social group in order 
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to achieve a particular outcome? The first issue refers to the concept 
of negative freedom (freedom “from”) while the second refers to the 
concept of positive freedom (freedom “to”). The most exhaustive lecture 
on both types of freedom and thus its theoretical problematisation was 
given by Isaiah Berlin in his essay Two Concepts of Liberty. His views 
will be used as the starting point for further discussion on the concept of 
freedom (Berlin, 1969, 2000).
 Berlin considered negative freedom to be the more important type 
of freedom, because without indicating its proper scope (that which is 
most beneficial for man) there is no way for an individual to realize his 
personal creative potential, intentions, and desires, i.e. it is not possible 
to achieve what is essentially the aim of any action: the universal pursuit 
of happiness. Negative freedom is an expression of human nature and 
the subjectivity of an individual, because when it sets the boundaries of 
free action it takes into account not only taking action but also not taking 
any action, which means remaining is passive to an arbitrary degree. 
This is an important aspect of freedom, but most discussions so far have 
almost exclusively only taken into account the active side of human 
nature. In these discussions, it was assumed that every human being 
acts and realizes himself in his acts. This premise is based on the hidden 
assumption that activity, which consists in making choices, expresses 
human nature fully and enables the transition from “only possibilities” 
to the “realisation of possibilities”. However, freedom also consists in 
not acting and not making a “real” choice, which in a theoretical sense 
is, of course, also a choice (I act with the awareness of choosing what 
I want, or I am aware that I can act, but I choose not to). In the common 
perception, such action manifests itself as a passive attitude. Therefore, 
negative freedom emphasises the aspect of complete freedom: I do not 
have to do something or behave in a certain way; I do not have to choose 
or act, etc. One could say that negative freedom is a holistic approach 
to human nature in both its active and passive parts. From this perspec-
tive, the passive side of human nature seems much broader in scope. 
Using Aristotle’s terminology, in order to take some action – that is to say 
to actualize something (to make it real) – the possibility of actualization 
must have existed prior to this, i.e. the possibility of actualization that is 
broader in scope than action. Thus, the possibility (or potency) precedes 
any kind of action, even when this action (actualization) defines it and 
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“calls it into being”. Possibility is, therefore, what can happen, and this 
seems to be the key to defining freedom because freedom of action 
presupposes, first and foremost, the possibility of this action. After all, it 
is obvious that if there is no possibility of action, then there is no action 
either, but this does not apply in the opposite direction: the possibility 
does not need to be actualized at all. Possibility can forever remain in 
a state of potentiality. If we transfer this reasoning to freedom, then we 
see that freedom is prior to potentiality because if we assume possibility, 
this is already the basis for its acknowledgement. In the case of negative 
freedom, two aspects are revealed: the first concerns the discovery and 
extraction of natural potentiality, which consolidates human subjectivity 
and precedes any decision making. Thus, freedom reveals itself not only 
as the freedom to act, but above all, as the freedom not to act, not to 
take action, which is the freedom to remain passive. According to Berlin, 
the second aspect of negative freedom stems from the first and is an 
attempt to show where the border lies, where crossing the line causes 
freedom to disappear. By doing so, we can clearly separate the area of 
freedom of action (or inactivity) from the area where such freedom no 
longer exists – where coercion appears.
 Many thinkers criticized this concept of negative freedom. Charles 
Taylor pointed out that – since we can choose passivity – this freedom 
frees us from responsibility, which in some way contradicts the idea 
itself. In his opinion, negative freedom is not a useful proposal because 
man’s nature is shaped less by the possibility of action and far more 
by the necessity to act. Man cannot pass through life in a completely 
passive way because he is forced to be active (if only in order to secure 
for himself the goods necessary for his survival), so he must make deci-
sions. From this perspective, becoming aware that something can be 
done – that certain “opportunities” exist – does not relieve people of the 
need to decide and so does not relieve them of responsibility. Nega-
tive freedom only reveals the existence of opportunities and serves as 
a starting point for analyses of actual freedom, but it is worthless in itself.
 In the opinion of the critics, the only freedom that makes sense is 
the freedom in which one has to make a choice and take all the conse-
quences that result from it. Thus, we have arrived at the second aspect 
of freedom, namely freedom “to”, which is positive freedom. First, it 
should be noted that positive freedom leads to full self-actualization. 
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It emphasises the need for symbiosis between an individual’s internal 
ability to realise his own self and the goals connected with this and the 
external possibilities of their actualization. Therefore, the existence of the 
appropriate means of self-actualization becomes the key to the realisa-
tion of freedom. Positive freedom is therefore freedom from coercion and 
is active rather than passive. Positive freedom, unlike negative freedom, 
does not merely give people choice, but it draws attention to those areas 
within which one should actively undertake action and realise oneself as 
an individual. It therefore seems that the key issue in the case of positive 
freedom is to indicate who or what has the right to limit freedom, and to 
what extent. Therefore, with positive freedom, the key issue is to identify 
the source of the authority that has the right to set the limits of this 
freedom. At the same time, such freedom reveals human self-fulfilment 
because it is an attempt to draw a line between the internal needs that 
stem from subjectivity and the possibilities of realising them within the 
limits of the resources that are available to us. Therefore, legitimized 
political authority must define what each individual is inalienably entitled 
to within the laws of the community for the realisation of his own goals. 
It must also define the limits within which these goals can be accepted, 
so that they do not infringe on the rights of other individuals in pursuit 
of their own goals. Hence, the legitimacy of the political power through 
which an individual or a group of people exercise control and set limits 
on the freedom of members of a given community becomes an issue. 
The legitimacy of power can be justified in various ways by, for example, 
the social hierarchy: those born into families at the top of the hierarchy 
acquire, as if by nature, the right to impose obligations and prohibitions 
on the rest of society, which set the limits of the freedom “to”. Another 
condition is to hold the privileges of power on the basis of property or 
financial status, and yet another is having political power (and therefore 
setting the limits of freedom) because it has been conferred on individu-
als by a higher being, such as God. Here, freedom is directly linked with 
religion: power is exercised by those individuals who, being chosen by 
God, act on His behalf. 
 Today, a liberal approach prevails according to which political power 
results from the broadly understood social contract. The scope of 
positive freedom (i.e. freedom that tells each individual what he should 
do and the limits within which he can freely exercise his abilities) is 
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therefore limited by the framework of the social contract. In this sense, 
freedom is a very broad concept that includes the whole package of 
civil liberties that are exercised in the political space. These include, 
above all, people’s right to control those to whom they have granted 
political power, which is linked to the right to freedom of expression, 
i.e. freedom of speech, freedom of opinion, and freedom of religion. 
Positive freedom also means freedom of assembly and the creation of 
communities, groups, and associations. It also presupposes social plu-
ralism, which is most fully realised in a democratic system in which the 
tripartite division of power and the independence of each in relation to 
the other guarantees a high degree of social control. This ensures that 
the setting of the limits of freedom and their observance remain under 
social control. Freedom presented in this way is linked to the concept 
of justice, because freedom “to” fulfils the demand for justice, although 
there is no full interdependence (and much depends on the understand-
ing of justice). Therefore, equality is another factor that is strongly linked 
to freedom. It turns out that it is only possible to maintain a healthy 
balance between freedom as the right to act and equal access to this 
freedom if equality is recognised in the social space, mainly through 
legal protections. A person is a free being and has the freedom to act 
in certain areas as indicated above when this applies to all members of 
the community equally. Thus, by accepting the freedom “to” we at the 
same time accept a certain state of equality for all and justice as factors 
that shape the appropriate attitude of the individual towards himself and 
other members of his community 

systematic reflections with conclusions 
and recommendations
Freedom is one of the most important issues related to human nature. It 
seems to be a key political factor that reflects and shapes relations within 
a community. The possibilities of human action, as related to freedom, 
are twofold. First, by revealing the fullness of these possibilities, which 
is essentially expressed as an absence of coercion in action – which is 
negative freedom (“from”). Second, freedom defines the limits of action 
itself, that is, it shows those areas in which a person can freely realize 
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what he wants. This aspect emphasises the importance of the rights that 
every member of the community has – which is freedom in a positive 
sense (“to”). Generally, it can be stated that freedom must include a lack 
of coercion in action. At the same time, the limits of this freedom must be 
defined, which in a fundamental way builds the foundations of social life 
and regulates interpersonal relationships. Freedom also embodies the 
concept of equality: everyone is subject to the same rules and rights, so 
everybody is equally entitled to freedom (regardless of how this concept 
is understood) and justice (which is a measure of freedom enjoyed by 
individuals). 
 Freedom also includes the internal relationship between reason and 
will (the soul). Through reason (with the participation of the senses), 
man learns about the world around him and discovers its principles, 
which makes him able to make conscious and better choices, taking into 
account that which is beneficial to him. This understanding of freedom 
dominated in ancient Greece, where it was justified by a belief in the 
specific order of the fully determined world treated as a cosmos. In this 
philosophical view, a free man is a man who uses reason and does 
not give in to the appetites that come from desire, emotion, and ambi-
tion, which is related, in a way, to the volitional sphere. Later centuries 
increasingly emphasised the volitional nature of freedom, which reveals 
itself in those decisions that are absolutely independent of rational 
reasoning and calculation. This image of freedom reveals not only the 
fundamental conflict between will and reason but also the complete 
independence between these two spheres of human subjectivity. While 
taking decisions, free will is autonomous, acts independently of reason, 
and sometimes even behaves “irrationally” (i.e. from the perspective of 
reason). However, it is precisely this feature that reveals the true nature 
of man and shows the extent to which full freedom can break the pat-
terns of rational determinism. This freedom, which is ascribed to man 
by nature, opens up the full scope of possible actions to him and con-
sequently reveals his autonomy and nature. Freedom has become an 
inalienable determinant of humanity, and it was necessary to standardise 
the actions of individual people in public space so that the freedom of 
one person would not threaten the freedom of others. The result of this 
was the emergence of political freedom, which consists in all members 
of a given community having the same rights but also being subject to 
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the same restrictions. Acceptance of this state of affairs forms the basis 
of citizenship and the social contract, and the community accepts the 
existence of an authority who controls the observance of these rights 
by all individuals. Here, freedom combines positive aspects (“what I can 
do”) and negative aspects (“what I cannot do because it restricts the 
freedom of others”).
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responsibility

summary
DEFINITION OF THE TERM: It is a difficult task to define the term 
“responsibility”. It can be understood as a moral value or as a legal 
principle, and both concepts can result in different understandings of the 
term. the issue of responsibility is topical in relation to contemporary 
civilizational problems.

HISTORICAL ANALYSIS OF THE TERM: the article discusses the 
historical and cultural context in which moral responsibility became an 
ethical concept of primary importance. It is argued that rejecting or not 
taking moral responsibility has harmful social consequences.

DISCUSSION OF THE TERM: the issue of responsibility is discussed 
from axiological, legal, and moral perspectives. Various ways of under-
standing this term are presented that are based on the concepts 
of Polish and German philosophers who have studied the ethics 
of responsibility.

SYSTEMATIC REFLECTION WITH CONCLUSIONS AND RECOM-
MENDATIONS: the article discusses the links between philosophical 
reflections on responsibility and Catholic social teaching, including 
the teachings of benedict XVI and Francis I. these papal teach-
ings address the following contemporary philosophical concepts 
of respon sibility: 1) the sources of moral responsibility; 2) the dif-
ference between legal and moral responsibility; 3) the historical and 
civilizational challenges that have led to changes in understandings 
of the concept of responsibility. Pope benedict XVI’s logic of gift and  
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Francis I’s integral ecology are both extensions of the philosophical 
concept of responsibility.

Keywords: moral responsibility, legal responsibility, the logic of gift, 
integral ecology, Ingarden, Jonas, Picht, Benedict XVI, 
Francis I
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definition of the term
Placing moral responsibility at the heart of modern political ethics is 
evidence of an awareness of the threats to civilisation that currently 
exist. The optimism that resulted from scientific progress – as was char-
acteristic of the culture of the 19th and early 20th centuries – has all but 
disappeared. Today, we are trying to balance the benefits of this prog-
ress with the threats that result from the technicisation of social life and 
the possibilities offered by science of interfering with nature, the human 
body, and the mind. The steadily growing world population (especially in 
countries with medium or low per capita income), the income disparities 
between rich and poor countries, the predatory exploitation of natural 
resources, the indebtedness of poor countries, the overpopulation of 
certain regions, hunger, economic migration – all these factors make the 
issue of the responsibility of individuals, companies, banks, institutions, 
states, and multinational corporations a fundamental one. 
 It is difficult to define responsibility as a concept. It can be understood 
as a value or as a principle of behaviour that is built on this value. Based 
on this value, we determine which behaviours deserve praise and which 
should be reprimanded, which are socially or legally acceptable, and 
which are viewed as appropriate or inappropriate behaviours. The value 
of responsibility determines the extent and nature of the moral obligation 
attached to it and provides the basis for legal responsibility, but these 
two aspects are not identical. Moral responsibility has a broader scope 
and – compared to legal responsibility – takes greater account of the 
intentions of the acting person. In axiological terms, moral responsibility 
complements freedom. When we refer to the rule of law, we focus on 
the legal context; when we talk about recognition or decency, we are 
referring to social approval of our behaviour or lifestyle. 
 The German philosopher Karl Jaspers considered that responsibility 
is linked to the rationality of moral choice because authentic responsibil-
ity arises when the subject consciously and voluntarily assumes a moral 
obligation. In this sense, the freedom of the individual is not so much about 
overcoming coercion and external constraints but is more about overcom-
ing one’s own tendencies to base one’s activities on self-will and rebel-
lion against the rules of social life. In fact, freedom that is based on the 
postulate of rationality is responsibility because the value of responsibility 



168 mArIusz woJewodA

determines the proper meaning of freedom (Jaspers, 1990, pp. 189–190). 
This leads one to the concept of freedom “to”, which is understood as 
voluntarily taking responsibility for the potential and actual consequences 
of our choices. The principles on which the subject bases his behaviour 
are based on his inner conviction that these principles are valid. The value 
of responsibility that is interpreted by reason takes the form of a principle 
(ethical norm) that should be observed in all aspects of life. At present, 
there is a systematic increase in the number of matters for which we are 
responsible, including the natural environment, the proper use of modern 
technology, and social relationships that are excessively reliant on the use 
of new media. This increase should be accompanied by a greater and 
deeper awareness of our responsibility for the effects of our decisions, but 
this is not always the case. 
 The most important contributions to the reflection on the issue 
of responsibility were made by the following German, Austrian, and 
French philosophers: Max Scheler, Nicolai Hartmann, Martin Buber, 
Wilhelm Weischedel, Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Karl Jaspers, Georg Picht, 
Hans Jonas, and Emmanuel Levinas. An important contribution to the 
discussion on the issue of responsibility was also made by the Polish 
philosopher Roman Ingarden, who was a phenomenologist and student 
of Edmund Husserl (Filek, 2004, pp. 9–10). Below, we will focus on 
analysing selected concepts of responsibility and linking them to papal 
teachings, especially those of Benedict XVI and Francis I.

Historical analysis of the term
The belief in a person’s value and his right to make decisions freely ema-
nates from the Christian tradition of Tertullian, Boethius, and St. Augustine. 
Ancient Greek philosophy did not consider this issue central to its interests. 
Christian philosophy saw man as a free being who was incapable of doing 
good when left to his own devices. Grace was the recipe that enabled 
man to lead a moral life. Grace was treated as an undeserved gift which 
was given to man by God, thanks to which new competences for good 
behaviour were added to our natural moral skills. The appreciation for the 
life of each human person that was expressed in medieval philosophy took 
on a new form in modern philosophy. Whereas human life was previously 
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considered part of the natural world order that was created by God, in 
modern thought man was placed at its centre. This is usually seen as the 
result of changes in the way in which people understood the world and 
as a breakthrough brought about by Descartes’ ideas. Egological orienta-
tion led to the rational subject being placed at the centre of the axiological 
structure of the world. One of the consequences of this shift from medieval 
philosophy towards ego cogito was that greater emphasis was given to 
the following values: freedom, self-determination, individual fulfilment, 
autonomy of conscience, and the individual’s right to make moral judge-
ments irrespective of the opinion of the authorities. This can be treated 
as a distant consequence of the evangelical appreciation of individual 
human life. The tension that exists today between what results from 
nature and what is a consequence of legal regulations is evident in 
discussions concerning the difference between civil rights and human 
rights.
 Not every moral decision is good for a person and/or the community in 
which that person lives. A point of reference is needed in order to realise 
the demand for self-fulfilment, or for spiritual authenticity. Immanuel Kant 
linked freedom with reason by introducing the principle of voluntary self-
limitation of the will, which requires the ability to make autonomous moral 
decisions. By recognizing external (biological or social) constraints, the 
human will would lose its ability to make independent decisions and 
would become a heteronomous will, i.e. a will that is limited by both 
sensual desires and the rules of community life. Paradoxically, restric-
tions that result from “pure practical reason” do not take away the right 
to self-determination of the will, so they do not destroy human freedom. 
The autonomous act of an individual must result not from fear of divine 
or human law, nor from the principle of reciprocity, i.e. the expectation 
of social reward in the form of others ‘giving back’ or ‘repaying’ our acts 
with acts of a similar nature (for example, honesty for honesty), but from 
voluntary recognition of the value of an act.
 Today, the value of freedom is highly appreciated, which makes it 
a condition for the realisation of other values. However, freedom is often 
subject to marketing manipulation, as, for example, when it is interpreted 
as a justification for the unrestricted consumption of material goods or 
sensual experiences. Such an understanding of freedom is particularly 
dangerous when the subject loses his ability to make prudent use of 
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material goods, becomes dependent on material things, or when his 
ability to evaluate his capabilities becomes distorted. Then he is gov-
erned by hubris (excessive pride): he loses the ability to assess a situa-
tion adequately and can make irresponsible decisions. Hence, freedom 
must be linked with responsibility. The conditions for exercising freedom 
include the subject’s conscious action, the real possibility of making 
choices, knowledge of oneself and of the world, an acknowledgement 
that we bear the consequences of our choices, and the psychological 
capacity to take responsibility. Indeed, today’s escape from freedom is 
not an escape from those aspects of freedom that are linked to pleasure; 
it is an escape from responsibility that is understood as something too 
heavy for the subject to carry, or an escape from acting in accordance 
with the rules imposed by institutions. From a psychological perspective, 
responsibility appears to be oppressive. However, this is not a proper 
understanding of responsibility.

discussion of the term 

The Polish phenomenologist Roman Ingarden described four situations 
in which responsibility is revealed: 

1. A person bears responsibility for something, or, in other words, is responsible 
for something. 2. A person assumes responsibility for something. 3. A person is 
held to be responsible for something. 4. A person acts responsibly” (Ingarden, 
1987, pp. 73–74).

He stressed that although these four situations are different perspec-
tives of the understanding of the four aspects of responsibility, there 
are certain links between them. They all relate to the subject and show 
a human being in a relationship of responsibility towards other subjects 
or towards the good that is entrusted to them. Essentially, responsibility 
is about actively taking on a commitment that affects people’s choices 
and behaviour. It is a possibility rather than a necessity because the 
subject may choose not to take on the responsibility, or he may evade 
it even though (by virtue of his role or job) it is somehow inscribed 
in his activities. Ingarden listed four assumptions related to personal 
responsibility:
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1. anthropological – a person is a conscious perpetrator of his actions; he is 
a personal being; he himself has decided what he can accomplish;

2. axiological – objective values exist; a person is able to identify these values; 
they are a reference point for human choices;

3. temporal-spatial existence of the world – human actions are inscribed in 
causal relationships; an act for which the perpetrator is responsible is his 
act, it is performed in the real world, and it has specific consequences; 

4. subjective freedom – man is the autonomous perpetrator of his acts; we talk 
of responsibility when we consider a subject’s voluntary act but not when we 
consider an act enforced by others or an act that is biologically determined 
(Ingarden, 1987, pp. 86–128). 

 The postulate of responsibility is a universal requirement, but it is 
usually interpreted in a particular way, i.e. as a moral task for a subject 
or a group of subjects. These two perspectives, general and particular, 
are sometimes difficult to reconcile. The scope of responsibility that 
a subject recognizes may be different from that which results from his-
torical and culturally defined circumstances. 
 It is worth considering the premise of responsibility that is understood 
as a universal task that is to be undertaken. The German philosopher 
Georg Picht believed that it is necessary to reverse the egological per-
spective in this understanding of responsibility, i.e. to begin with the 
object rather than the subject; for example, when a situation is faced 
courageously, this makes us responsible people. A subject that takes 
on an obligation is constituted only through the task and the specific 
responsibility that is contained within it. This task is historical in nature 
and extends before man to the horizon of a possible future. This is rec-
ognised primarily from the perspective of threats to civilisation. Picht 
believed that the conditions for responsibility could be found in human 
history because it is in history that responsibility is revealed in the area 
of collective consciousness (Picht, 1981, pp. 238, 255–258). This, 
however, entails a certain excess of responsibility related to what an 
individual subject can take on at a given time. There are situations in 
which someone should be responsible but no one (either individuals 
or institutions) is willing to take on the task (e.g. hunger or various 
forms of violence in the world, issues related to wars and economic 
exploitation). This is not a matter of individuals avoiding responsibil-
ity for fear of possible consequences; it is a matter of not promoting 
social awareness of responsible behaviour in relation to areas of social 
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life that go beyond our perception of which matters are important and 
worthwhile. It refers to institutions, organisations, and businesses to 
a greater extent than to individuals, but it is individuals who make deci-
sions in organisations.
 In this context, we should talk about the lack of an educational or 
cultural model that would encourage organisations’ employees to adopt 
responsible attitudes and help them to develop specific character traits, 
such as the virtue of responsibility. At a given historical moment, the lack 
of people who embody these character traits (especially the owners of 
large companies and the heads of corporations) is assessed by Picht 
in terms of collective moral guilt with consequences that effect every-
one (Filek, 2003, pp. 209–211). However, it is difficult to consider the 
issue of not taking responsibility in terms of a new interpretation of the 
consequences of original sin. First, responsibility requires a change of 
attitude: from those behaviours in which responsibility is “broken up” 
into fragments that concern us, to thinking more in terms of the broad 
horizon of universal responsibility, in which the essence of humanity is 
combined with responsibility. Second, it is about changing the way in 
which institutions are perceived: they should consider their decisions 
not only in economic and legal but also in moral terms. 
 According to another German philosopher, the theoretician of 
responsibility, Hans Jonas, a distinction should be made between natu-
ral responsibility, i.e. parental or familial (sister-brother) responsibility, 
and contractual (formal) responsibility. Natural responsibility is narrow in 
scope, although we sometimes use the rhetoric of natural responsibility 
to explain an individual’s personal and emotional involvement in a given 
case. Contractual responsibility is “established” when a person is 
assigned a task that has been imposed on him through a contract which 
he accepts. This undertaking of responsibility has been achieved by way 
of authority and has legal consequences. If a person damages some-
thing or refuses to act, he is punished with a fine or prison sentence, and 
sometimes an obligation to compensate the victim. The enforcement of 
a penalty presupposes the existence of appropriate institutions (courts), 
although their functioning is not perfect (Jonas, 1996, pp.180–185).
 Jonas linked the concept of contractual responsibility with that of 
“causative power”, i.e. a person’s ability to influence a given situation. 
A subject who is in the orbit of events will not always influence their 
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course, or his influence may depend on his social or professional role. 
The formula of causative power is based on the assumption that through 
our actions we have an influence on our environment and the lives of 
other people. A lack of conviction in this premise leads to social inactivity. 
A person’s actions are subject to the control of other people and institu-
tions. To some extent, the effects of our actions can also be predicted, 
or at least we should consider the possible consequences of any action 
we do take (Jonas, pp. 167–168). The term “causative power” suggests 
that responsibility depends on the subject’s real power and his technical 
and institutional capabilities. Decision-makers who are responsible for 
running companies and state and church institutions should be bound 
by the “the greater the power, the greater the responsibility” principle. 
This principle often goes unheeded because decision-makers are not 
aware of this responsibility or ignore it. 
 The traditional understanding of responsibility is based on the 
legal premise of the consequences of an act and holding the subject 
accountable for these consequences. In this legal understanding, we 
are responsible not for the intentions behind an act but for its results. 
The intentions of the perpetrator are taken into account insofar as they 
have influenced the act itself. This includes determining the degree of 
guilt of the perpetrator of an offence, which is dependent on his inten-
tions when committing the act. Furthermore, you cannot be responsible 
for something that has not yet happened. In the case of the aforemen-
tioned threats to civilisation, a legal understanding of responsibility is 
inadequate, and according to Jonas and Picht it should be expanded to 
include the context of moral responsibility. Moral responsibility assumes 
the responsibility of the subject even when he is not formally forced 
to assume responsibility. In this context, the voluntary nature of moral 
obligation is clearly visible. Linking moral responsibility with the con-
science (informed consent) brings it closer to the concept of natural 
responsibility. Amongst other things, we associate this understanding of 
responsibility with concern for the long-term effects of our actions, as is 
the case of parents and children, or teachers and pupils, for example. 
 It has been proposed to extend the scope of responsibility to cover 
areas that were not previously included in the premise of moral obliga-
tion, such as environmental protection and responsibility for future gen-
erations, but the predatory exploitation of raw materials could effectively 
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make this impossible. Jonas proposed replacing the “after deed” model 
of responsibility with the “before deed” model. Instead of post factum 
responsibility, he proposed preventive responsibility, which takes into 
account the future consequences of appropriate actions in order to 
eliminate behaviours that are associated with possible risks (Jonas, 
1996, pp. 171–173). Analysis of the consequences of the concept of 
“causative power” indicates that there are significant limitations in the 
concept of the responsibility of a particular person for the consequences 
of his actions. Predicting the long-term effects of behaviour is difficult. 
Even though employees leave companies or move to new positions, and 
members of supervisory boards and company presidents are replaced 
by others, the scope of responsibility held by an organisation should not 
change. Thus, the concept of the responsible organisation, in which the 
entity that is to be held responsible is the company or institution, is the 
focus for emphasis. In this respect, although, for example, a decision-
maker might have been replaced, the company still bears responsibility 
for the consequences of his actions.
 Limitations in responsibility (understood as responsibility held by 
a subject) can result in a narrow or fragmented scope of responsibility, 
as can be seen in different scopes of responsibility when applied to 
“relatives” and “strangers, for example. The scope of obligation towards 
relatives seems to be broader (it falls within the scope of natural respon-
sibility) than that of strangers, which is based more on the concept of 
contractual responsibility. These approaches to understanding respon-
sibility, however, seem to contradict our understanding of the virtues of 
solidarity and social justice. The attitude of responsibility presupposes 
that those who are more financially literate will be interested in the 
fate of those who, based on their natural and learned skills, are less 
financially literate and thus unable to function successfully in the free 
market economy. Solidarity and social justice presuppose an active atti-
tude both to noticing when this situation occurs and to acting when we 
should. This is especially true when we create principles for a social life 
in which sharing with others does not result from legal coercion (a struc-
tural fiscal system where the richer pay more taxes and the poorer pay 
less) but from a voluntary commitment of the rich towards the poor.
 Responsible behaviour is essential for the effective functioning of 
an organisation. Avoiding responsibility or narrowing its scope results 
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in a reduced level of trust towards a particular employee and towards 
the whole institution. Excessively bureaucratic institutions that oper-
ate on the basis of complicated procedures will result in their employ-
ees holding narrow moral obligations, thus making them officials of 
a system in which they professionally but ruthlessly perform tasks that 
are assigned to them. Education regarding the need for responsible 
behaviour could contribute to improving the functioning of the organisa-
tion as a structure that is aware of its responsibility. Individuals play 
different roles within an organisation, and sometimes changing a given 
role changes the perception of the nature of their responsibility within 
the organisation. Individual responsibility concerns specific individuals, 
while social responsibility concerns companies and institutions. 
 In the case of complex decision-making procedures and complex 
institutional structures, it is important to mention corporate social 
responsibility. This postulate combines elements of individual respon-
sibility with the requirements of preventive responsibility, and it links 
three important aspects: ecological (sustainable development), social 
(combating social exclusion), and ethical (companies that take on moral 
obligations) responsibility. The principle of responsibility is part of the 
logic of inclusion, i.e. broadening the scope of responsibility to include 
more groups of excluded persons and broadening the scope of matters 
for which they should be responsible. It is this activity of an organisa-
tion that goes beyond economic factors and takes into account social 
(unemployment, social exclusion of the disabled) and environmental 
(shaping ecological sensitivity) aspects of responsibility. 
 Placing the principle of responsibility at the centre of ethical think-
ing should enable a person to cope with difficult situations successfully, 
for example through understanding the consequences of his actions 
or developing a sensitive conscience and a sense of responsibility. 
Responsibility concerns both what we have done and what we have 
not done. This non-action may result from not fulfilling our duties, or it 
may be an expression of moral indifference to a situation in which we 
have the ability to help the needy, but this is not included in our “duty 
package”. One can remain indifferent to various forms of institutional 
violence that one unwittingly witnesses, and one can choose not to see 
certain things for the sake of protecting one’s narrow responsibilities. 
Similarly, not taking responsibility includes situations in which we decide 
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not to react when we see someone who intends to drive under the 
influence of alcohol, or we are indifferent to the fact that our neighbour 
burns rubbish and pollutes the air in the neighbourhood. Failure to act in 
these cases should be seen as an evasion of responsibility. Both moral 
responsibility and legal responsibility presuppose thinking in terms of 
the common good. One cannot exempt oneself from the need to react 
to inappropriate behaviour or to malpractice in institutions. The realiza-
tion of responsibility requires a civic attitude which consists in taking on 
commitments that are right but often do not result in social recognition.
 Developing a responsible attitude and a sensitive conscience is an 
important need of our times. The areas for which we are expected to be 
responsible are constantly increasing. This is why applied ethics, espe-
cially social (political) ethics, points to the need to shape character skills 
and habits that could be described as moral competences related to 
new areas of activity. These skills, with a particular focus on responsibil-
ity, should complement professional skills and sensitivity to the needs of 
other people. They should also complement social competences such 
as community building, communicative skills, media skills, and IT skills. 
Human activities are not axiologically neutral because they are embed-
ded in particular values, e.g., a focus on maximising profit, affirmation of 
life, professional success, or acting for the common good. Contempo-
rary communities take on different forms: from traditional ones (family, 
local environment, Church) to internet communities. Now it is necessary 
to link these values with responsibility for the quality of life of the people 
who make up these communities. 

systematic reflection with conclusions 
and recommendations

responsibility in Catholic social teaching 
and papal teachings

The following terms within Catholic Social Teaching address the value of 
responsibility in the context of human moral attitudes towards threats to 
civilisation and concern for culture: person, society, freedom, awareness, 
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law, justice, the common good, solidarity, subsidiarity, and the state. 
Responsibility is a value that is embedded in each of these. The Aus-
trian researcher Alfred Klose believed that the gradual democratisation 
of all areas of social life requires considering human actions in relation 
to their possible consequences. In difficult situations, it is expected that 
a person will broaden his intellectual and professional competences and 
will deepen his knowledge regarding decision making and conscious or 
informed responsibility (Klose 1985, p. 173). These expectations apply 
to individuals and to institutions that participate in decision-making and 
implementing tasks that concern social and economic life. The point of 
reference for our decisions is how a person perceives his possibilities, 
where he has real influence, how he understands his life tasks, how he 
perceives his social roles, and how he understands his moral obligations 
in the context of these roles. Being a member of the Church involves 
undertaking responsibility for oneself, one’s family (bringing up one’s 
children), one’s surroundings, and the natural environment, as well as 
engaging in the life of the local community and the state. When writing 
about political ethics from the point of view of Catholic Social Teaching, 
Bernhard Sutor linked responsibility to the virtue of prudence. The virtue 
of prudence is associated with the ability to predict the consequences 
and possible side effects of one’s behaviour. The acting person should 
check whether he is able to be responsible for the effects of his work, 
and he should take on this responsibility courageously (Sutor, 1994, 
pp. 96–97, 175). 
 Responsibility and the postulate for responsible behaviour play an 
important role in papal teaching. In Caritas in veritate, Pope Benedict XVI 
linked responsibility to the logic of gift. He argued that the economic 
sphere is not morally neutral, inhuman, or anti-social by nature. It is 
possible and desirable that the rich help the poor and bear the greater 
fiscal burden. A gift means going beyond merit. The principle behind 
gift-giving is not to have an excess of things but to share them, which is 
the relationship of love. Nothing should stand in the way of applying the 
theological logic of gift to an economic reality. Benedict XVI postulated 
that values such as friendship, solidarity, reciprocity, selflessness, and 
responsibility for others are taken into account in all economic activity 
(Benedict XVI, 2009, pp. 62–68). Christian hope stems from the fact that 
reason is courageous and from the belief that it is possible to improve 
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the political and economic reality by introducing morality into it. Without 
certain forms of solidarity, mutual trust and responsibility, the market 
cannot fulfil its proper functions. In its social context, the logic of gift 
translates into the logic of inclusion, i.e. the inclusion of those who are 
poor in various forms of professional activity, or the responsibility of 
a company for the inhabitants of the local area in which it operates. 
Ultimately, the aim is to create a specific and profound form of economic 
democracy. “Solidarity is first and foremost a sense of responsibility 
on the part of everyone with regard to everyone” (Benedict XVI, 2009, 
p. 70). 
 An attitude of responsibility can be developed in the context of civil 
society and selfless behaviour, which includes sharing one’s wealth with-
out expecting reciprocity. While the formula of civil society is something 
both understandable and readily assimilated, selfless actions seem 
rare, especially in a profit-oriented economy. Understanding life and 
work duties and responsibilities in terms of moral responsibility takes us 
back to a broader ethical and anthropological context. This also applies 
to the postulate to care for the environment. 

Human beings interpret and shape the natural environment through culture, 
which in turn is given direction by the responsible use of freedom, in accordance 
with the dictates of the moral law (Benedict XVI, 2009, p. 96).

Responsibility is global in nature and concerns not only care for natural 
resources but for all creation. It leads to a postulate to stop the thought-
less process of exploiting natural resources in order to be able to pass 
them on to future generations. The introduction and popularisation of 
new lifestyles which promote a move away from consumerism towards 
savings and sensible investment is the sign of the times.
 The issue of responsibility for the natural environment is particularly 
important for Pope Francis I. In the encyclical Laudato si’, he points 
to civilizational threats such as water pollution, global warming, loss of 
biodiversity, and, with regard to social life, the systematic deterioration 
of the quality of life of a huge number of people, and the global injustice 
that results from these factors. The responsibility that Francis I advo-
cated involves a shift of the civilizational vector and a specific change of 
the economic and cultural paradigm: 
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to replace consumption with sacrifice, greed with generosity, wastefulness with 
a spirit of sharing, an asceticism which entails learning to give, and not simply to 
give up (Francis I, Laudato si’, 2015, p. 10).

This may seem easy, but it is actually extremely difficult because the 
attitude of sharing with others (not out of an excess of goods or out of 
compassion but out of reason) goes beyond the set of tasks that we are 
used to and even becomes heroic.
 Modern man has the technological ability to influence the world and 
to thrive in a market economy, but the increase in his abilities has not 
yet been accompanied by his moral development through a deeper 
awareness of responsibility and the formation of a sensitive conscience. 
“Instead, our ‘dominion’ over the universe should be understood more 
properly in the sense of responsible stewardship” (Francis I, Laudato 
si’, 2015, p. 103). This would make us participants in God’s responsible 
creative action in the world. When we talk of the natural environment, 
we point to a special kind of relationship that takes place between 
nature, man, technology, and the economy. According to Francis I, 
responsibility follows from an understanding of the connection between 
these aspects. From this stems the postulate of integral ecology, which 
assumes that scientists, businessmen, and ecologists look for integral 
solutions that take into account the interactions within natural systems 
themselves and the interactions between natural systems and social 
and technological systems (Francis I, Laudato si’, 2015, p. 123). This 
leads to the creation of models of development in which care for the 
environment is associated with care for man and his well-being – espe-
cially for those who are “losers” in the civilizational conflict and in market 
competition for the fair distribution of wealth.

Conclusions and recommendations

In order to broaden our knowledge regarding the issue of responsibility, 
it is worthwhile familiarising oneself with the relevant concepts in the 
field of philosophy and the ethics of responsibility (see the References 
section). The thread concerning responsibility appears in encyclicals 
and other official papal documents written by John Paul II (e.g., Laborem 
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exercens, Sollicitudo rei socialis, Centesimus annus), Benedict XVI, 
and Francis I (see the References section). The issues discussed in the 
encyclicals concern the moral attitude of decision-makers (politicians 
or managers working in large companies) and their responsible actions 
with regard to sustainable economic development and environmental 
protection, which should cover caring for the poorest and the socially 
and professionally excluded. Governments, associations, and business 
corporations are expected to propose solutions that will include the poor 
and those with special needs within the rhythm of social and professional 
life. In accordance with the intentions of papal teachings, the postulate 
of sensitivity to the value of human life is associated with a responsibility 
to protect natural resources for the sake of future generations. 
 The recommended philosophical and ethical literature on responsibil-
ity includes Karol Wojtyła. (1991). Man in the field of responsibility, (ed.) 
Andrzej Szostek. Rome-Lublin: TN KUL; Karol Wojtyła. (1994). Person 
and act and other anthropological studies. In: Man and morality IV, (ed.) 
Tadeusz Styczeń and others. Lublin: TN KUL; Józef Tischner. (2003). 
Thinking in values. Krakow: Znak; Emmanuel Lévinas. (2012). Totality and 
Infinity. An Essay on Exteriority [Totalité et Infini. Essai sur l’extériorité], 
trans. Małgorzata Kowalska. Warsaw: PWN; Emmanuel Lévinas. (2000). 
Otherwise than Being or Beyond Essence [Autrement qu’étre ou au-delà 
de l’essence], trans. Piotr Mrówczyński, Warsaw: Fundacja Aletheia.
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Leadership

summary
DEFINITION OF THE TERM: this section of the article presents three 
basic definitions of leadership that reflect the theoretical debate between 
representatives of the following paradigms: attributive, situational-
relational, and process leadership. 

HISTORICAL ANALYSIS OF THE TERM: this section outlines the 
sources of the discrepancies in the treatment of the phenomenon of 
leadership in the historical perspective. 

DISCUSSION OF THE TERM: this section systematises the dimen-
sions and functions of leadership and presents the basic typology of the 
leadership process. It emphasises not only the need to move away from 
treating a leader as the only agent in the leadership process, but also the 
importance of including followers, i.e. those who offer leaders their sup-
port, in analyses. 

SYSTEMATIC REFLECTION WITH CONCLUSIONS AND RECOM-
MENDATIONS: this section describes the dysfunctions of leadership 
in totalitarian regimes and the crisis in communication within leadership 
processes that is present in democratic systems.

Keywords: leadership, leader, advocate, communication, process
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definition of the term
A review of the various definitions of leadership reveals three different 
perspectives from which this term is analysed. In the subject literature, 
leadership is seen as an attribute of an individual (either as a set of 
qualities if this attribute is innate, or as a set of skills if it is acquired); or 
as a social relationship (the bond between a leader and his followers that 
is established in a specific historical situation); or as a social process (in 
which it is constituted by a sequence of actions undertaken by a leader 
and his followers in order to achieve commonly shared goals). The fol-
lowing definitions of leadership correspond to the above perspectives:

1. Ken Blanchard’s definition from the perspective of the attributive 
paradigm: leadership means having the capacity to influence 
others by unleashing the potential and power of people and orga-
nizations for the greater good (Blanchard, 2007, p. XIV).

2. James MacGregor Burns’ definition in the situational-relational 
paradigm: leadership is a situation in which people with certain 
motives and purposes – while competing or fighting with others – 
mobilize institutional, political, psychological, and other resources 
to create, engage, and satisfy the needs of their followers (Burns, 
1978, p. 18).

3. Przemysław Żukiewicz’s definition within the process paradigm: 
leadership is a social process in which an agent voluntarily gives 
support to another agent because he considers him to be currently 
best suited to the social idea of the ideal leader and most likely to 
achieve their shared goals in the social sphere, and this support is 
reciprocated (Żukiewicz, 2014, p. 38).

 The perspectives of leadership that are outlined above differ in terms 
of the constitutive elements of this concept. In the attributive para-
digm these are a) a leader (his personality traits and skills) and b) the 
intentional influence that he exerts on other people. In the situational-
relational paradigm these are a) a leader, b) a person who is willing to 
submit to him, c) the bond that has been formed between them and 
through which the leader can intentionally influence his follower, and 
d) a specific historical situation in which this bond has been formed. 
In the process paradigm these are a) a leader, b) his followers, c) the 
support that followers give to the leader and the leader to his followers, 
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and d) the context that sets the cultural and social framework for the 
process.
 In this process paradigm, the category of influence, which is key to 
the attributive and situational-relational approaches, is replaced by the 
category of support. Researchers that perceive leadership through 
the prism of traits or relationships also assume that an appropriate 
attribute or emotional profile which manifests itself in the behaviour of 
a political leader causes changes in the attitudes or behaviour of his fol-
lowers. However, in the process approach, social influence is treated as 
a function of the leadership process rather than being at its foundation.
 Researchers who work within the process approach consider the 
support that is given to a leader by his followers to be the foundation 
of this process, which is never unilateral or unconditional. The reward 
for this support can be expressed either in material terms (transactional 
leadership) or in psychological terms. In the latter case, followers can 
satisfy their need for belonging, raise their self-esteem, improve their 
well-being, or consolidate their beliefs.

Historical analysis of the term
In order to understand the nature of the differences between the attribu-
tive and the situational-relational paradigms, the great man theory and 
the Zeitgeist theories should be mentioned. The former emphasizes the 
role of attributes, predispositions, charisma, and the competences of 
a person aspiring to be named leader, while the latter underline the role 
of the social environment and situation as factors that create the space 
for the emergence of a certain type of leader.
 The first deliberations devoted to the role of the individual in history 
appeared in antiquity, and this approach to leadership, which is defined 
as a set of traits predisposing a person to leadership, can be seen as 
the earliest understanding of this concept. An attempt to determine the 
leader’s role is present in Plato’s idealistic vision of a philosopher king. 
In his opinion, a ruler should not only possess a great mind that allows 
him to distinguish between reality and false judgments and opinions, but 
he should also set the example of leading a virtuous life. He should not 
be dissolute or licentious; he should not chase after wealth; he should 
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be generous to those in need; he should be simultaneously courageous 
and gentle. This way of thinking about leaders was also characteristic of 
many later important philosophical concepts, although – importantly – 
the debate focused on what specific set of qualities guarantees leader-
ship success (the discussion of all these concepts with references can 
be found in Żukiewicz, 2011, Chapter 1).
 In Niccolò Machiavelli’s ideal of a prince, the emphasis on having 
a strong moral sense which would allow one to distinguish between 
good and evil and to realize noble political ideals according to one’s 
conscience was replaced by competences and skills that were oriented 
towards protecting one’s own interests and the interests of one’s com-
munity. In his idea of a superhuman, Frederick Nietzsche stressed the 
significance of the uniqueness of the attributes that an outstanding 
individual must possess against the background of “ordinary people”. 
Erich Fromm emphasised the dual role that is played by an authoritarian 
leader. In this scenario, the ruler is able to exert his control over his fol-
lower’s actions, whilst followers gain the satisfaction of fulfilling the will 
of their ruler, believing that he embodies the values of the community.
 Gustave Le Bon and José Ortega y Gasset described the importance 
of the interaction between the historical context and its influence on the 
set of qualities that is desirous in a political leader. Gustave Le Bon 
argued that the crowd possess a specific mind, which depersonalizes 
people participating in an event and strengthens the sense of identity of 
community members. Thus, the crowd becomes a natural environment 
in which a leader can spread infectious ideas. Le Bon directly formulated 
the directive that a leader should be an acting person, not a thinking 
person. Leadership success is based on using slogans that are simple 
enough to be easily assimilated and, when repeated frequently enough, 
will consolidate a particular view on a given issue. Ortega y Gasset 
contrasted demagogues and intellectual leaders. Demagogues, being 
a faithful copy of their followers, are able to manage the masses. In 
contrast, rather than acting according to the will of the crowd, intellectual 
leaders act in accordance with their values and without making compro-
mises that are contrary to their beliefs.
 Various relational concepts of leadership have been developed by 
psychoanalysts and psychologists since the 19th century. Sigmund Freud 
and his students saw a leader as a pre- father who was overthrown by 
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his sons in the course of civilizational development. For psychoanalysts, 
a biological predisposition was an additional factor that strengthened the 
need to be subordinate to a leader. The child’s long-term dependence 
on his almighty guardian was supposed to make most people seek to 
recreate similar relationships in their adult life, but with the role of the 
guardian being replaced by that of a (religious or political) leader.
 The great man theory lost its explanatory power in the face of Nazi 
and Stalinist crimes. The vast majority of scholars admitted that the 
leadership figure could not be treated as the sole and unquestionable 
foundation of the leadership process because this could lead to a situ-
ation in which society is no longer able to control its leader. Initiating 
and strengthening the psychological bond proved more important for the 
proper course of the leadership process, as it is thanks to this bond that 
a leader and his followers become aware of their shared goals, which 
allows both sides of the process to control the other. 
 The creators of the relational leadership theories that developed after 
World War II emphasized the dual role that is played by needs: follow-
ers have their needs satisfied thanks to their attachment to their leader, 
and the needs of the leader are satisfied by his followers. Achieving an 
appropriate balance between a leader and a follower was believed to 
ensure that both sides of the interaction felt fulfilled (Goleman, Boyatzis 
and McKee, 2002). Today, greater emphasis is placed on the possibility 
of stimulating such a relationship, and the lion’s share of responsibility 
for the quality of this relationship seems to lie with the leader, who is 
higher up in the hierarchy and has tools (talents, predispositions) that 
are not at the disposal of other participants of the interaction, hence the 
importance of the leader’s empathy and emotional intelligence, both of 
which are strongly emphasised in relational concepts.
 The process approach to leadership is based on the tradition of taking 
a holistic approach to this phenomenon. This is indicated by a leading 
contemporary researcher, Barbara Kellerman, who emphasizes that 
understanding the essence of leadership depends on proper analysis of 
the following triads:

• leader – followers – context
• power – position – influence
• past – present – future (Kellerman, 2010).
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Viewing leadership as a social process was possible thanks to three 
theoretical breakthroughs.
 The first was a departure from treating leadership as a linear phe-
nomenon. Today, researchers are aware that this process does not have 
to go smoothly. On the contrary, leaders’ “ups” and “downs” are as pos-
sible as their followers’ irrational behaviour.
 The second was linked to reflection on the form of validation of this 
process. When leadership was treated as a personal form of abstract 
power, no distinction was made between the methods by which rulers 
legitimised their rule and the methods by which their leadership position 
was accepted within the social group. Moving away from the percep-
tion of leadership in terms of embodied power contributed to the fact 
that some researchers began to doubt whether in fact the process of 
legitimising power is actually the same as the process of recognizing 
a leader’s leadership function. The concept of acquiring the credit of 
trust (accreditation) was believed to be a better way of explaining the 
psychological aspect of the relationships between the social group and 
aspiring political leaders. It should be noted that political power is char-
acterised by legitimizing procedures, while the leadership process pri-
marily requires obtaining a conditional credit of trust, which is confirmed 
by obtaining the group’s social accreditation to assume leadership with 
the acceptance and recognition of its members.
 The third breakthrough in the paradigm evolution in the research 
on political leadership was the increased interest in followers who sup-
port political leaders. Until recently, analysis of the process of political 
leadership was focused on the leader’s behaviour within the process. 
Barbara Kellerman’s work entitled Followership was a significant step 
in the development of the follower-oriented research. The author 
rejected definitions of a follower that emphasized his passive following 
of a leader. Instead, she proposed assuming that a follower is someone 
who, without possessing formal power, is able to effectively influence 
and modify the behaviour of the leader in order to achieve shared goals 
(Kellerman, 2008, p. xxi).
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discussion of the term
In everyday language, there are at least several dozen concepts that are 
treated as synonyms of the term “leadership”, which is very often con-
fused with the term “authority” because both categories are considered 
forms of one person influencing other people. However, the difference 
between these terms seems fundamental: the process of leadership 
lasts as long as the leader receives support from his followers, while 
authority lasts as long as it is legitimised or until it is overthrown.
 Formal relationships are also linked with the concepts of directing or 
management. An entity may be directed or managed without any sup-
port other than that granted by a superior. Although a boss might grant 
an individual the right to influence the behaviour of others (for example, 
his subordinates), this does not automatically infer leadership status 
upon him. The process is initiated only if co-workers find that a given 
leader embodies their ideas of effective leadership and they decide to 
give him their official or symbolic support.
 Often, discussions devoted to leaders refer to an authority. The 
difference between a leader and an authority is most evident when 
attention is paid to the objectives realized in the leadership process. 
For example, a person may be considered to be an authority because 
of his knowledge or moral qualities, but this does not mean that those 
that see him as an authority feel compelled to give him their official 
support (e.g. by voting for him in an election, demonstrating in defence 
of the ideas he proclaims, or promoting his activities). This may result 
from the fact that the area of an authority’s expertise is not perceived as 
an area that requires leadership, or a person who is an authority does 
not seek this support (e.g. a religious leader who preaches good news 
but is not interested in holding a political position). In each of these two 
situations, followers will probably consider that the goals they want to 
achieve would be better achieved by a leader than by an authority.
 Thus, the determinants that distinguish leadership from other syn-
onymous concepts are the following:

• process – leadership is a sequence of changes occurring over 
time; 

• prototype – leadership is a reflection of the ideals encoded in 
cognitive schemata of people belonging to a specific social group;
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• voluntarity – leadership is a process in which both parties partici-
pate without being forced to do so; 

• teleology – leadership is a process in which participants achieve 
the goals they set and share.

 There are four dimensions to the functions of the leadership process:
1. the teleological dimension – the function of leadership is to achieve 

goals that are set by a leader and his followers;
2. the educational dimension – the function of the leadership process 

is to acquire new skills that a leader or his followers might not have 
acquired in another context; 

3. the pragmatic dimension – the function of leadership is to improve 
the efficiency of the group’s activities;

4. the psychological dimension – the function of leadership is to 
satisfy the need for belonging and the need for power and at the 
same time to create positive emotions connected with the feeling 
that the vision of an ideal leader, whose goals coincide with those 
of his followers, is being fulfilled. 

 A typology of leadership processes can be constructed using a range 
of diverse criteria. 
 Taking account of different areas of social life and the range of issues 
of interest to the parties involved in the leadership process, this can be 
divided into:

• political leadership;
• business leadership;
• religious (spiritual) leadership.

 Considering the scope of the leadership process, it can be divided 
into:

• international leadership;
• regional leadership;
• state leadership;
• local leadership.

 Due to the functionality of the leadership process, it can be divided 
into:

• effective leadership – when the number of properly performed 
functions exceeds the number of dysfunctional elements;

• ineffective leadership – when the process is dominated by dys-
functions that may result in the withdrawal of support for the leader.
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 As leadership processes take place in a diverse socio-cultural envi-
ronment, one can also distinguish:

• hierarchical leadership – in cultures (organizational, political, 
religious) in which the dominant vision of a leader is of a person 
occupying a dominant position in the hierarchy;

• distributed leadership – those environments in which a leader 
is expected to coordinate and be creative without being granted 
a specific set of powers.

Finally, the style of decision making can be used as a criterion:
• democratic leadership – when decisions are made by the leader 

after he has consulted them with the group;
• authoritarian leadership – when decisions are made by the leader, 

but he is not expected or required to consult them with the group;
• liberal leadership (laissez faire) – when decisions are made by the 

group, and the leader merely acts as a coordinator.

systematic reflection with conclusions 
and recommendations

Followers and leader accreditation

Regardless of their preferred approach, scholars who were interested 
in the phenomenon of leadership usually began their deliberations with 
the following question: Why did the followers place their trust in this 
particular person rather than in someone else and allow this person to 
be the group leader? 
 Most answers amounted to one simple conclusion. Individual group 
members give their trust to a leadership candidate on the basis of 
how they assess him. They take into account two basic criteria for this 
assessment: the skills that can help the group achieve its goals, and 
the level of the leader’s compliance with the group’s basic norms. If 
a leader is perceived as competent and conforms to these norms at the 
very beginning, support for him is consolidated and his later behaviour 
will be tolerated even when it deviates from the group’s expectations 
(Hollander, 1993, pp. 33–34).
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 In the classic pre-process leadership concept, both participants in 
the relationship remained in obvious asymmetry. The leader was the 
dominant figure who could give orders and impose ways of solving prob-
lems. Followers played an active role only when the leader applied for 
power. Once the political leader obtained a position of power, followers 
changed into passive observers.
 The premise that political leadership is a symmetrical process no 
longer treats followers as a less important part of this process. Ameri-
can scientists’ analyses were the breakthrough that proved the validity 
of this claim; they demonstrated a correlation between the follower’s 
personality, the style of the leadership process, and the effectiveness of 
this process (Kellerman, 2008).
 Contrary to these findings, in most works devoted to the mutual rela-
tionship between ethics and leadership, high ethical requirements were 
placed on leaders, but little attention was paid to followers (Rhodes and 
‘t Hart, 2014, p. 3). Thus, it is worth emphasizing that ethical patterns of 
participation in the leadership process should concern not only leaders 
but also their followers. The emancipation of followers and their role in 
leadership processes cannot only consist in strengthening their control 
over their leaders’ behaviour but must also consist in followers’ taking 
over some of the responsibilities of these processes. In particular, the 
most important obligations of followers should include:

1. constant monitoring of the activity of the political leader who has 
been given trust through the electoral act;

2. actively supporting the leader between elections – taking part in 
meetings, demonstrations, writing open letters, etc.;

3. encouraging others to become followers;
4. holding the political leader accountable for his activities during 

his term of office (comparing electoral promises with actual 
achievements);

5. confronting the views and behaviour of a political leader with the 
activity of other leaders, taking care of the flexibility of the fol-
lower – leader relationship (Żukiewicz, 2011, pp. 138–139). 

 The ethical commitment to maintaining awareness of the nature of 
the leadership process is particularly relevant nowadays, as obtaining 
information about a leader’s activities is neither time-consuming nor 
difficult.
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 A lack of commitment on the part of a leader’s followers can lead to 
destructive factors in the leadership process. These destructive factors 
may result from either the leader’s personality disorder or the followers’ 
perception errors (errors in their perception of reality). It is also possible, 
although less common, that the follower’s personality disorders are 
activated and that it is the leader who makes errors in perception. Often, 
the destructive factors in the leadership process overlap. For example, 
although leaders increasingly often behave in a way that should raise 
doubts in their followers, they misinterpret the information reaching them 
and, as a result, do not react appropriately to it. The main personality 
factors that are conductive to the destructive nature of the leadership 
process include narcissism, paranoia, and aggressive tendencies. An 
inclination to succumb to authority and conformist behaviour can also 
exert a negative impact on leadership (Żukiewicz, 2011, pp. 158–165).

transactional and transformational leadership

In his seminal work on leadership, James MacGregor Burns distin-
guished two basic types of leaders: transformational and transactional. 
He considered that the basic criterion in distinguishing between these 
styles of leadership should be an ethical one. According to Burns, 
a transformational leader allows his followers to rise to a higher moral 
and motivational level by setting forward-looking goals and stimulating 
changes of great historical significance (Burns 1978, p. 20). A transac-
tional leader enters into a contract with his followers, and his intention 
is not to transform his followers’ values but to satisfy their particular 
demands or interests (Burns 1978, p. 19).
 Bernard Bass modified Burns’ concept. Together with his team, Bass 
conducted many experiments on leadership within various organiza-
tions, which provided empirical arguments that defended the idea of 
transformational leadership. In his research, however, Bass rejected 
applying the category of morality to evaluate leaders’ activities.
 In the course of their research, Bass and Bruce J. Avolio distinguished 
four attributes (other than ethics) that are used to decide whether leader-
ship is transformative: 1) charisma – which they understood as being fol-
lowers’ specific reaction to their leader’s behaviour (according to Bass and 
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Avolio, followers identify themselves with those leaders who are able to 
inspire trust, convince others that they have a mission to fulfil, and present 
a clear vision of their activity); 2) inspirational motivation – a leader’s abil-
ity to present his vision of change in such a way that followers can easily 
identify with it (for this purpose, leaders use symbols and construct simple 
emotional appeals that allow followers to understand the complex inten-
tions of their leaders); 3) intellectual stimulation – understood as being 
encouraged to question the existing status quo (leaders also enable their 
followers to act against established patterns, goals, or values); 4) indi-
vidualised consideration – the requirement to treat followers as unique 
personalities (it is not about meeting the needs of each follower but about 
setting goals and challenges in such a way that they correspond to each 
person’s skills and potential) (Bass and Avolio, 1993, pp. 51–52).

Political leadership in totalitarian 
and democratic regimes

The very concept of political leadership often has negative connotations 
and is sometimes equated with the practices of totalitarian regimes. This 
is probably an effect of the personalization of power in totalitarianism, 
expressed in the cult of the individual and strict implementation of the 
Führerprinzip (the leader principle). However, totalitarian regimes differ 
from political leadership in a fundamental way.
 The cult of an individual consists in the sacralization of the image 
of a leader who begins to be treated as an absolute ruler, endowed 
not only with charisma but also with the highest intellectual qualities. In 
architecture, this cult is expressed in the construction of monumental 
monuments or buildings that are dedicated to a ruler. The media and 
all public institutions are used to promote this cult. In language, the cult 
often takes the form of special phrases that are used when the name of 
the leader is uttered (Bäcker 2004, p. 123).
 The leader principle is closely related to the ideologization of power 
in a totalitarian system. Since the final decision as to whether actions 
that are taken are compatible or incompatible with the officially binding 
ideology is made by the ruler himself, he remains beyond all forms of 
control: political (the only possible way to deprive him of power is force); 
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legal (he is not subject to jurisdiction, and the rules of law can be freely 
changed by him); or even ethical (all values are determined by the ruler 
himself, and he is their embodiment).
 Both outlined phenomena lead to the conclusion that political leader-
ship in totalitarianism becomes dysfunctional over time and transforms 
into power exercised solely by means of force.
 The democratic system is the only system that is conducive to acti-
vating all dimensions of political leadership. Compliance with the rules 
of a democratic rule of law (at least in the ideal model) should guarantee 
the following to followers involved in the leadership process: 

• respect for the procedures under which political leaders can take 
up positions of power;

• complete knowledge of leaders’ views, behaviours, and strategies;
• voluntary support for a particular political leader; 
• the possibility of choosing the political leader you want to support 

(and thus the symmetry of relations in the leadership process);
• the possibility of those who aspire to play the role of political lead-

ers seeking support for their political projects.
 In totalitarian regimes, these guarantees are either not provided at all 
or are purely illusory.

Leadership communication

The ethics of political leadership are also discussed in the context of the 
professionalization and tabloidization of politics. Image control and mar-
keting efforts that aim to attract more and more followers often provoke 
discussion concerning the admissibility of such behaviours or the limits 
that, if exceeded, make marketing practices unacceptable. 
 Dynamics and changeability are characteristic features of the commu-
nicative strategies that are adopted by political leaders in a democratic 
system. Leaders must account not only for the fact that the economic 
and political conditions in which they present their electoral agenda are 
constantly evolving, but also for the fact that their recipients and com-
munication channels are transforming. 
 Leaders who are able to make people remember them thanks to 
their ability to create narratives and interpretative frameworks for the 
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events they create or comment upon have a particularly good chance 
of achieving political success in such a changing environment. This is 
why communication and narrative distinctiveness seem to be key ele-
ments of any leadership process. However, this distinctiveness can be 
achieved regardless of the communication style that is preferred by the 
leader. Communication styles include the following:

• colloquial (everyday), characterized by the occurrence of market-
ing errors and the poor informative value of the message;

• technocratic, characterized by attention to the consistency of the 
marketing strategy, while at the same time imitating scientific dis-
course oriented towards solving specific administrative problems;

• visionary, in which the marketing strategy is coherent, and the 
greatest value of the message lies in a strong belief in the moral 
superiority of one’s own rationale and in pointing out the dangers 
posed by representatives of other groups;

• showman-like, in which the emphasis is placed on a marketing 
strategy and media presence, and serious content “mixes” with 
tabloid content.

 However, the requirement of communicative distinctiveness leads not 
only to the professionalization of political campaigns but also to negative 
cultural changes that are related to the language used by political lead-
ers in the media. In this context, linguists point to processes such as

• the progressive brutalisation of language, which manifests in the 
use of invective or stigmatising labels;

• the spread of the colloquial style in a leader’s public statements;
• a move away from positive language (ideas, visions, concepts of 

action) towards discrediting political opponents;
• discussing only selected issues and doing so using shortcuts.

 The growing popularity of populist and extremist movements in Europe 
and worldwide is very often linked to the communicative skills of their 
leaders. The works of many researchers suggest that a leader who has 
appropriate skills is one of the attributes of populism (Marczewska-Rytko, 
2011, p. 275). The following attributes are mentioned in this context:

• ability to talk to a crowd;
• ability to evoke emotions;
• expressiveness, emotionality, charisma;
• rebelliousness, impulsiveness.
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 These qualities all help political leaders to activate those citizens who 
feel disillusioned with the previous political activities of the government 
and want rapid change in the way social problems are defined and 
resolved. For this purpose, a populist leader often refers to the category 
of “people”, by which he means “ordinary/average/normal citizens”.
 The above considerations certainly make it necessary to question 
the thesis of the leadership crisis that sometimes appears in public dis-
course. The political importance of leaders in the modern world remains 
enormous and there is no indication that this will change. In an era of 
liquidity, uncertainty, and turbulence, followers want leaders who will 
take responsibility for effective governance. However, it could be claimed 
that leadership in democratic systems can suffer communicative crises. 
The search for new narratives and interpretations is accompanied by 
communicative chaos, which can confuse potential followers and dis-
courage them from participating in civic life.
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Civil disobedience

summary
DEFINITION OF THE TERM: the term civil disobedience is difficult to 
define. different intellectual traditions see it as opposition to a legitimate 
authority in order to either overthrow that authority or force it to accept 
the demands of the disobedients. these two main threads form the basis 
of my deliberations.

HISTORICAL ANALYSIS OF THE TERM: since antiquity, the term civil 
disobedience has been interpreted differently, but it is only since the early 
enlightenment that various theoretical approaches to civil disobedience and 
their practical applications have yielded numerous interpretative models. 

DISCUSSION OF THE TERM: Civic disobedience is a term discussed 
by philosophers and social scientists within political, legal, and social 
discourse from three different perspectives: 1) dignity and freedom, 
2) violence as an illusion, and 3) fairness, broadly understood as justice, 
honesty, transparency, and accessibility in the public sphere. 

SYSTEMATIC REFLECTION WITH CONCLUSIONS AND RECOM-
MENDATIONS: Civil disobedience is a way of contesting legitimate 
authorities. there can be two reasons for questioning their legitimacy: 
formal (due to the arbitrariness of the authorities’ actions) or substantial 
(due to the rejection of the content of the authorities’ decisions). 
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definition of the term
When attempting to define the term “civil disobedience”, the problems we 
encounter stem not only from the theoretical limitations of this concept 
but also the fact that different authors and social activists understand it 
in many different ways.
 It is particularly difficult to define civil disobedience precisely because 
it can be defined in such a variety of ways, including legal, sociological, 
political, and philosophical. Numerous scientists, both Polish (Michał 
R. Kaczmarczyk, Mirosław Rutkowski) and foreign (Hannah Arendt, 
Joseph Raz, Jürgen Habermas) have drawn attention to its blurred and 
ambiguous character. 
 From a legal-political perspective, actions that can be termed as civil 
disobedience are those that lead to changes in law or politics or express 
disagreement with the abandonment of such forms of action, even at 
a price of political and legal sanctions. In this particular understanding, 
civil disobedience can be regarded as one of the basic means of oppos-
ing those who hold power. What are the ways in which “disobedient” 
dissidents can stand up to legitimate authorities? What conditions must 
be met for this to happen? A mere violation of the law does not have to 
be directed against a particular target nor does it require the awareness 
that its illegality depends on the existence of a social relationship. As 
a protest is directed at someone, this intentionally involves a social rela-
tionship between the protester and the target of the protest. Although 
it might not seem complicated at a first glance, after careful analysis, it 
becomes obvious that civil disobedience appears in social relations as 
a form of power relationship. The point of this opposition to authority is 
to protest against it and to question it. A certain paradox arises from the 
relationship described above. If protesters, through the act of breaking 
the law, succeed in bringing about a change of authority and forcing 
those in power to make concessions, then, in a political sense, the “dis-
obedient” have more power than the legitimate authorities against whom 
the protest is directed. From the perspective of our analysis, the concept 
of power is crucial. Referring to the classic Weberian understanding, 
power is a universal phenomenon that appears whenever individuals 
restrict their freedom by entering into relationships (Kaczmarczyk, 2010; 
Weber, 2002, pp. 39–40).
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 Hannah Arendt’s (1999) distinction between power and the violence 
to which authorities resort abolishes the opposition between those 
who rule and those who are ruled. Law, by its very nature, is related 
to communicative power, which creates legitimate law. Thus, the clas-
sic task of finding a substitute for self-legitimising natural law, which no 
longer serves as a source of justice, becomes irrelevant. This substitute 
could lead to a situation in which the actual violence used by authorities 
forms the basis of their legitimate power. Arendt must instead explain 
how united citizens establish legitimate law by creating communicative 
power and how they legally secure this exercising of political autonomy. 
A conceptually similar process of lawmaking and authority-making once 
again explains why a system of laws that answer this question must 
appear as positive law and must not advertise any moral value or value 
resulting from natural law that would take precedence over the will of the 
citizens (Habermas, 2005, p. 164). 
 The very act of breaking the law is the least questionable constitu-
tive feature of civil disobedience. However, it is only through specific 
interpretation that it is possible to distinguish it from other cases of 
lawlessness. Not every violation of the law can be called civil disobedi-
ence. Above all, civil disobedience is a violation of the legal order. The 
“disobedient” only question individual specific legal regulations, official 
decisions, or a particular policy. Otherwise, it would be resistance to the 
rule of law or the authorities. As a specific act, civil disobedience does 
not undermine the legitimacy of the authorities or the legitimacy of the 
legal system. Resistance, whether legally justified or violent, creates 
a relationship other than civil disobedience between public authorities 
and those who resist them. This situation can be called revolutionary 
because opponents of the authorities want to restore the legitimacy 
of the law and the legitimacy of the decisions made by authorities by 
replacing those authorities or by establishing a new order (Raz, 2000, 
pp. 263–264).
 A state of emergency is a similar phenomenon: it happens when 
the authorities want to restore the legitimacy of the legal and political 
order by means of coercive measures against the will of the citizens. In 
his article entitled Political Theology. Four Chapters on the Concept of 
Sovereignty, Carl Schmitt writes that 
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Sovereign is he who decides on the exception. [...] It is precisely the exception 
that makes relevant the subject of sovereignty, that is, the whole question of 
sovereignty. The precise details of an emergency cannot be anticipated, nor 
can one spell out what may take place in such a case, especially when it is truly 
a matter of an extreme emergency and of how it is to be eliminated. The precon-
dition as well as the content of jurisdictional competence in such a case must 
necessarily be un-limited. From the liberal constitutional point of view, there 
would be no jurisdictional competence at all. The most guidance the constitu-
tion can provide is to indicate who can act in such a case. If such action is not 
subject to controls, if it is not hampered in some way by checks and balances, 
as is the case in a liberal constitution, then it is clear who the sovereign is. He 
decides whether there is an extreme emergency as well as what must be done 
to eliminate it (Schmitt, 2000, p. 34).

Historical analysis of the term

The emergence of a state does not mean that law immediately ceases 
to be religious, as is well illustrated by the oldest codes, such as the 
Code of Hammurabi. From the very beginning of the existence of states, 
law was equated with the state authorities, which was, over time, condu-
cive to the increasing separation of law from religion and morality, which 
had not been possible in primitive communities. It can be said that the 
politicisation of the law (its instrumentalisation) for more or less particu-
lar purposes accompanied the process of moving away from morality 
(Kaczmarczyk, 2010, p. 103). 
 In the Jewish tradition, the first instances of civil disobedience against 
the law and thus the authorities were based on religious motivations and 
often referred to religion to an extent, especially in situations in which 
the state was still weak and tribal and racial structures were relatively 
stable. The ancient Jewish states are an example of such relatively 
weak states in which the tribal elders were strong enough to counterbal-
ance the influence of the state authorities. Before the two monarchies of 
Israel and Judea emerged, the political order and kinship system were 
one. It is not surprising that it is in the Old Testament that we find many 
examples of civil disobedience. The oldest example of opposition to 
the law is the disobedience of Jewish midwives against the Pharaoh’s 
order to kill every newborn Jewish boy. Another historical example of 
civil disobedience which originated in ancient Greece is Antigone, who 
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opposed the authorities and the law for moral reasons (Kaczmarczyk, 
2010, p. 104). 
 In Christianity, the emergence of the universalist idea of an individual 
relationship between man and God, with a mission to transform the world 
in accordance with the highest commandments of love, had a consider-
able impact on the way the law was perceived in the Jewish tradition. 
Uncertainty in relation to the doctrine of the absolute application of the 
law, which resulted from waiting for the Messiah, appeared at this time. 
This is mentioned in the speech of the Jewish law teacher Gamaliel 
(who was St. Paul’s teacher). He tried to convince the Sanhedrin that 
there could be no absolute certainty that Jesus was indeed the Messiah. 
Therefore, it was better not to kill his disciples because if the high priests 
were wrong, it would be an act against God himself. On the other hand, 
if God were not in alliance with the Christians, they would fall apart 
anyway. Gamaliel therefore warned against making irreversible deci-
sions in relation to religiously motivated disobedience. From our point of 
view, this exemplifies the way in which legitimate authorities justify their 
response to civil disobedience (Kaczmarczyk 2010, pp. 122–123).
 It is also worth recalling Socrates here, as this thinker is often cited as 
a model example of civil disobedience. However, some interpretations 
of Plato’s Crito oppose this view and show Socrates as a person who 
called for absolute obedience to the law. Based on Plato’s dialogues, 
Crito and Socrates’ Defence, we can point to a third interpretation, 
according to which civil disobedience is an exceptional institution not 
because of the positive nature of the law but because of the dilemmas it 
poses for a reflective individual. 
 According to Joseph Raz, however, things in a liberal state are 
different: 

The case is reversed in a liberal state. Here there can be no right to civil disobe-
dience which derives from a general right to political participation. One’s right 
to political activity is, by hypothesis, adequately protected by law. It can never 
justify breaking it. Put it another way: Every claim that one’s right to political 
participation entitles one to take a certain action in support of one’s political 
aims (be they what they may), even though it is against the law, is ipso facto 
a criticism of the law for outlawing this action. For if one has a right to perform it 
its performance should not be civil disobedience but a lawful political act. Since 
by hypothesis no such criticism can be directed against the liberal state there 
can be no right to civil disobedience in it (Raz, 2000, pp. 262–276).
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 Henry D. Thoreau (2016) is an iconic figure in relation to the idea of 
civil disobedience, but in his case moral judgment refers directly to the 
behaviour of those who oppose the law. In this case, improper behav-
iour would be to commit acts contrary to the principles that they consider 
right. Such an assessment of the situation may be associated with the 
importance usually assigned in ethics to the concept of human dignity. 
Regardless of the consequences for us, we have a duty to remain true 
to our principles as long as our behaviour does not cause suffering and 
pain to others and does not restrict their rights. At this point, it is doubtful 
whether a negative moral evaluation of actions in line with the concept 
of private disobedience that stems from an accepted understanding of 
dignity is not contrary to the evaluation of those actions that we under-
take in the name of heroism. Their source is most often the lack of 
a proper distinction between heroic acts that go beyond duty and the 
acts that people who value their dignity consider as a duty (Rutkowski, 
2011, p. 63).
 Since Thoreau, numerous theoreticians and practitioners have 
directly referenced his ideas and thoughts. Some authors have been 
searching for the beginnings of civil disobedience in the distant past. 
In modern times, acts of civil disobedience were inspired by such well-
known figures as Leo Tolstoy, Mahatma Gandhi, Martin Luther King, 
Nelson Mandela, and Lech Wałesa. These examples do not always 
meet the strict criteria of the definition of civil disobedience, although 
they are crucial in a historical sense. The American abolitionist move-
ment and the various global civil rights movements are other important 
practical examples of civil disobedience. The latter is linked to the 
functioning of the US Supreme Court, which in the 1960s and 1970s 
sought to avoid addressing the issue of civil disobedience by attempting 
to apply solutions from the category of positive law. Civil disobedience 
became the focus of attention for legal theoreticians, theologians, and 
philosophers, who tried to incorporate it into the canon of the basic insti-
tutions of a democratic system. They also formulated precise defining 
criteria and conditions to justify specific acts of lawbreaking. In the rich 
subject literature published in the second half of the 20th century, John 
Rawls and his monumental theory of justice (Rawls, 1994, pp. 498–539) 
deserve special attention. 
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discussion of the term 
Civil disobedience is a socio-political formula that expresses the “politi-
cal fact of multiplicity”, which leads to a twofold interpretation of the term 
“civil disobedience”: (1) it is a specific statement/act against another pre-
viously existing statement, which is what creates or extends multiplicity; 
(2) it is a statement of a group or an individual (entity) whose aim is to 
manifest and then create a certain unity, for example, in the form of new, 
universally applicable law. Civil disobedience is therefore an act that is 
based on the phenomenon of reciprocity, which defines the individual 
as a fellow citizen and unites the actors of social life by the force of 
their interrelations. Contrary to widespread approaches to this subject, 
which can be called biographical approaches, in the spirit of this defini-
tion we do not talk about “the individual’s civil disobedience”. The most 
important point here is to argue for the thesis that the institution of civil 
disobedience (that is, a certain solution within institutional socio-political 
structures) is the consent of the majority to the protest of the minority but 
not to the protest of an individual. In the light of this concept, civil dis-
obedience is a moral act of a collective nature which is characterised by 
openness and solidarity. We may wonder whether the individual’s act of 
opposition is irrelevant when individualism disappears. In many studies 
on civil disobedience, the autonomous voice of the individual is one of the 
fundamental components of this act and the most important element in 
assessing its social usefulness and political functionality. Paradoxically, 
this approach to civil disobedience, which begins and ends with an act 
of solidarity or even an individual’s heroism, deprives the institution of 
disobedience of the reforming power, which is the renewal of law/justice. 
The lack of strong belief in the political effectiveness of civil disobedi-
ence is evidenced by the marginalisation of this tool of civil initiative, its 
removal from the sphere of activism, and instead the practicing of this 
biographical, pedagogical (monumental) discourse instead. Thus, it is 
worth analysing civil disobedience from three perspectives: (1) freedom 
and dignity, (2) a violent illusion, and (3) disobedience defined in the 
Rawlsian spirit of fairness in the public sphere that leads to a mutiny of 
conscience (Bogaczyk-Vormayr, 2013, p. 224). 
 According to another approach, civil disobedience is a certain political 
decision that is understood as the realisation of values. The phenomenon 
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of disobedience is inscribed in the sphere of ethos and is an act of the 
realisation of ethical values, hence the conviction that an act of civil dis-
obedience is intended to serve a certain good. When a citizen assesses 
a law to which he is bound (or more precisely, certain obligations that 
are imposed on him) as being contrary to the fundamental rights of 
the individual (i.e. the “rights of the majority”), and therefore as being 
contrary to those rights that are based on freedom and dignity, then he 
engages in a discussion on the interpretation of the law. That is what 
civil disobedience is: a protest against a certain interpretation of the law. 
The law itself (the idea of the law) is thus not deprived of the attribute 
of the institution of disobedience mentioned above, namely the task of 
implementing and protecting values. Therefore, we can describe this 
type of opposition to the law as being linked to dignity and freedom. 
According to the well-known English legal philosopher Ronald Dworkin, 
social practice which consists of argumentative opposition to the inter-
pretation of the law was advocated within the oldest tradition of political 
philosophy. In this thesis, “law” corresponds to the ancient understand-
ing of justice (both Socratic and Aristotelian), while “interpretation of the 
law” corresponds to law as practice. The case of Socrates, which is very 
frequently referenced in philosophical works devoted to civil disobedi-
ence, is usually used as an argument for this distinction (Dworkin, 1998, 
pp. 370–400; Bogaczyk-Vormayr, 2013, p. 224).
 Another important aspect of civil disobedience as an intra-legal con-
cept is to show how lawyers and legal philosophers try to define this 
institution by formalising and sometimes even justifying it. Civil disobedi-
ence can be defined as part of the legal system that functions in accor-
dance with the existing legal regulations, such as equality before the law 
or the rationality of the legislator. Of course, this approach should take 
into account the fundamental problems of constitutional law, i.e. issues 
that are regulated by the constitution or other key legal acts, decisions of 
the constitutional courts, and even those customs that shape the politi-
cal system and the place of the citizen in it (Habermas, 2005, p. 164). 
 In the context of civil disobedience, it is worth mentioning that 
although there is a trend that treats violence as a way of forcing certain 
decisions on the authorities, the position of non-violence dominates in 
the subject literature. One of the representatives of the non-violence 
approach is Józef Tischner. His two main works, Ethics of Solidarity 
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and Homo sovieticus, are perfect examples of civil disobedience that 
is based on acting without violence. This is a fairly successful formula 
of “reaching for the law” (that is, for justice) and for freedom. Escape 
from freedom and enslavement through work are two ways in which 
homo sovieticus acts. The first is violence against one’s own subjective 
freedom, and the second is violence against a second type of freedom, 
namely freedom in society. Following Tischner’s ideas, solidarity can be 
defined as a mutiny of conscience. Solidarity of consciences is, firstly, 
an attitude of disobedience towards the law-state as an illusion, i.e. an 
illusion of law in a totalitarian state. Secondly, solidarity is an attitude of 
obedience to truth-justice: it is the imperative of obedience understood 
as faithfulness to the truth (Tischner, 1981, pp. 5ff., 31ff.). This approach 
to civil disobedience is, in a way, a community of solidarity, where resis-
tance to the authorities is based not on violence but on shared coopera-
tion, solidarity, and social relationships that have developed against the 
authorities in a totalitarian state. 
 In this context, it is also worth quoting Bertrand Russell’s formula 
of “free thought”, which constitutes the first stage of the model of civil 
disobedience. The second stage is critical deliberation and argumenta-
tion. Here, the focus is the truth of the facts, and the task is to expose 
falsehood. The discovery of the illusion (in the form of distortions of the 
law; duty vs. justice, etc.) allows us to move on to the next stage, which 
is the realization of disobedience, which leads to Tischner’s “mutiny of 
conscience”. Thus, in the eyes of these philosophers, the illusion of vio-
lence means showing that protesters can achieve their goals without the 
use of force – within the framework of civil disobedience – by means of 
various forms of pressure on the authorities. Peaceful forms of opposi-
tion expose the illusion of violence and draw attention to the superiority 
of peaceful rebellion-protest (Bogaczyk-Vormayr, 2013, pp. 229–230).
 The principle of fairness is a basic category in John Rawls’ reflection 
on civil disobedience. Indeed, this principle seems to embrace everything 
that the very term fairness contains (both intuitively and based on its 
linguistic analysis): justice as honesty, nobility as honesty, and nobility as 
righteousness. Rawls’ interpretation primarily treats fairness/honesty as 
fair behaviour, i.e. concluding a contract with fair (good) intentions, spe-
cifically with the intention of keeping the contract. Rawls does not see civil 
disobedience as justified by the “principle of being fair” in a constitutional 
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democracy, and it must be said that his argument contains certain contra-
dictions but also a certain accuracy. It can be claimed that this argument 
itself follows the principle of fairness but also the principle of exclusivity 
within Russell’s “free thought” that leads to protest. 
 The principle of fairness states that by accepting the advantages and 
therefore the benefits of fair institutions (i.e. those that do not violate 
democratic standards), people accept these institutions in accordance 
with the principle of fair/just behaviour and also agree to be subject to 
them and to protect them. Constitutional law formulates this as an obli-
gation to obey fair and law-abiding state institutions. In this context, the 
most important question is posed by Rawls: how does one explain why 
we have to obey all laws, including unjust laws? However, he does not 
provide a clear answer. Some of his arguments can be explained from 
within the Socratic position as following the “justice versus law” formula, 
while his other observations are rather of a risk-avoiding political nature. 
He appeals to our political reason, but he de facto directs our attention 
to groups that are not as rational as us (“us”!) and are not endowed as 
equally well with this famous “effective sense of justice”, i.e. groups that 
quickly fall into disobedience and are unable to cope with the challenges 
and consequences it entails. Apparently, it seems that it is precisely 
these groups that we must defend the law against. Rawls uses the term 
“justice” in the sense in which it was used in Crito, in which the whole 
argument was devoted to the duty to support and develop fair institutions 
and the duty to speak out without violence against unjust institutions, i.e. 
without standing up against fellow citizens. As we know, this feedback 
was inscribed in the concept of the natural duty of justice (Rawls 1994). 
 Justice is the first institutional virtue (“the first virtue of social insti-
tutions”) which should characterise the institutions of the state. Social 
institutions, as Rawls notes, have two main virtues: justice and its use-
fulness. He philosophises in the spirit of Aristotle and reflects on the 
effective operation of justice; such an approach is close to the concept 
of civil disobedience that is presented in this article. This concept is justi-
fied because it refers to justice, but it is postulated and tested not only 
because of its “closeness to the idea” but as a concrete method of social 
action which takes into account the usefulness of civil disobedience. 
In view of the above, disobedience is a test of the efficiency of justice 
(Bogaczyk-Vormayr, 2013, pp. 236–237).
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 A special role is played here by a specific form of pacifism. Rawls 
states: 

What is needed, then, is not a general pacifism but a discriminating conscien-
tious refusal to engage in war in certain circumstances. States have not been 
loath to recognize pacifism and to grant it a special status. The refusal to take 
part in all war under any conditions is an unworldly view bound to remain a sec-
tarian doctrine. It no more challenges the state’s authority than the celibacy of 
priests challenges the sanctity of marriage. By exempting pacifists from its pre-
scriptions, the state may even seem to display a certain magnanimity. However, 
conscientious refusal based upon the principles of justice between peoples as 
they apply to particular conflicts is another matter. For such refusal is an affront 
to the government’s pretensions, and when it becomes widespread, the continu-
ation of an unjust war may prove impossible. Given the often-predatory aims of 
state power, and the tendency of men to defer to their government’s decision 
to wage war, a general willingness to resist the state’s claims is all the more 
necessary (Rawls, 1994, p. 525).

systematic reflection with conclusions 
and recommendations 
The above discussion on the various approaches to civil disobedience 
reveals that this term is highly ambiguous. It is impossible to define it 
precisely on political, sociological, legal, or philosophical grounds as it is 
so complicated a concept. However, this does not mean that we should 
not try to understand the concept of civil disobedience in its various 
forms: non-violent political disobedience, rebellion against the authori-
ties in order to enforce a certain decision on them, or moral opposition 
to the naked power that the authorities represent. History teaches us 
that civil disobedience (even before it was called civil disobedience) was 
a way of displaying one’s courage and heroism, which was intended to 
serve as an example to others. Throughout history, such behaviour has 
inspired whole societies to resist or to fight for their legitimate rights. 
 Civil disobedience can take very different forms. In general, it can be 
divided into two key groups:

1. Rebellion, understood as protest against legitimate authority 
in order to challenge it or even conquer it, involves a situation in 
which those who wish to challenge the existing order of power do 
so without violence.
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2. Peaceful protest against the authorities’ abuse of their powers 
has historically been frequent. Civil non-violence movements are 
examples of actions that can transform the public sphere. 

 A refusal to obey the authorities that is dictated by an individual’s 
conscience (referred to as conscientious dissent or conscientious objec-
tion) is another issue closely related to civil disobedience. However, 
some authors treat it as a separate issue, including Rawls, who says:

Although I have distinguished civil disobedience from conscientious refusal, 
I have yet to explain the latter notion.[…] It must be recognized, however, that 
to separate these two ideas is to give a narrower definition to civil disobedience 
than is traditional; for it is customary to think of civil disobedience in a broader 
sense as any noncompliance with law for conscientious reasons, at least when 
it is not covert and does not involve the use of force (Rawls, 1994, pp. 505‒506).

He adds, 

Conscientious refusal is noncompliance with a more or less direct legal injunction 
or administrative order. It is refusal since an order is addressed to us and, given 
the nature of the situation, whether we accede to it is known to the authorities. 
Typical examples are the refusal of the early Christians to perform certain acts of 
piety prescribed by the pagan state, and the refusal of the Jehovah’s Witnesses 
to salute the flag. […] Conscientious refusal is not necessarily based on political 
principles; it may be founded on religious or other principles at variance with 
the constitutional order. Civil disobedience is an appeal to a commonly shared 
conception of justice, whereas conscientious refusal may have other grounds 
(Rawls, 1994, pp. 505–507). 

 The Canadian professor of philosophy, Kimberley Brownlee, is among 
those who spoke in defence of conscientious objection as a form of civil 
disobedience:

In contrast with Rawls, I hold that the civility of civil disobedience lies not in non-
violence, publicity, or willingness to accept punishment, but in the conscientious, 
communicative motivations of civil disobedients. Civil disobedience involves not 
just a communicative breach, but a conscientious communicative breach of law 
motivated by steadfast, sincere, and serious, though possibly mistaken, moral 
commitment. This combination of conscientiousness and forward-looking and 
backward-looking communicativeness constrains how civil disobedients may 
promote their cause, […] and hence makes their conduct civil (Brownlee, 2012, 
pp. 23–24).



214 tomAsz słuPIK

She also pointed to a different understanding of conscience in the con-
text of moral pluralism and drew attention to its particular role in shaping 
society: 

Given conditions of moral pluralism, the function of conscience is not to give 
objectively right answers to moral questions. Rather, its functions are to make 
us sensitive to the complexity of the moral decisions we make, and to help us to 
privilege certain values over others in light of our personal moral situation. My 
account of conscience can, despite the pluralism of morality, make sense of com-
mon-sense notions such as a “clear conscience” and a “demand of conscience”. 
[…] Once we cultivate a sufficient degree of conscience, we become sensitive 
to the special moral responsibilities that we have in virtue of our circumstances, 
skills, and moral roles. Our sensitivity to our special moral responsibilities 
enables us to settle most contests between competing moral demands. It also 
makes us willing, when necessary, to privilege our special moral responsibilities 
above formal expectations even when this means breaking laws that originate 
from normatively valid sources within a reasonably good society (Brownlee, 
2012, pp. 10–11).

 It seems that the ways in which civil disobedience and conscientious 
objection as well as the interconnections, similarities, and differences 
between them are defined are among the most important problems 
and challenges for political ethics from both a theoretical and a practi-
cal perspective. A precise definition of this term will make it possible to 
formulate a coherent theory of civil disobedience and develop appropri-
ate philosophical and legal tools that will make it possible to distinguish 
between purely “private” forms of conscientious objection and its socio-
political dimension (which is not an easy or unambiguous task).
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International relations

summary
DEFINITION OF THE TERM: the article discusses international rela-
tions, which is treated both as the arena within which interactions 
between state and non-state actors take place and as a scientific discipline 
that researches this arena. 

HISTORICAL ANALYSIS OF THE TERM: the first studies that investi-
gated the processes that take place between individual states/countries 
were published at the end of the 17th century. this section presents the 
historical analysis of the arena of international relations and the develop-
ment of the science of international relations.

DISCUSSION OF THE TERM: the analysis of the specificity of the inter-
national relations theory that is presented here includes references to 
Catholic social teaching and its views on the essence of international rela-
tions. this reveals the formal and institutional aspect of the international 
arena and highlights the role of the normative factors that the Catholic 
Church advocates in its calling for peace, justice, equality, and respect 
between nations. In scientific reflection devoted to the international 
arena, these factors are becoming an increasingly significant reference 
point in analysing the relationships between participants of international 
relations. 

SYSTEMATIC REFLECTION WITH CONCLUSIONS AND RECOM-
MENDATIONS: this section contains reflection on the specificity of 
norms and values in international relations, with conclusions and recom-
mendations relating to the discussed issue.
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definition of the term
International relations is a rich arena in which both states and non-state 
actors are present. Until recently, states were considered the only par-
ticipants of these relationships, but in the 1970s they were joined by 
non-state actors which include, for example, international organisations, 
transnational corporations, nations, political movements, churches, and 
religious associations. The article presents the specificity of the interna-
tional arena from a historical perspective and a definition of the relevant 
terms, with an indication of the main issues. This is followed by a range 
of theoretical approaches through the prism of which the rich arena of 
international relations can be analysed. 
 Recently, norms and values in international relations are becoming 
of increasing interest to the participants of scientific debates. From an 
analytical point of view, they belong to the non-material (ideational) ele-
ments of international relations. Due to the domination of the neo-realist 
paradigm, they have so far been neglected in research, and their role 
in shaping international relations has been undervalued. The article 
attempts to present the specificity of the stance of the Catholic Church 
on the arena of international relations. As an actor in international rela-
tions, the Church advocates a specific interpretation of the values and 
norms that are present in international life, which is compared with the 
popular constructivist approach. It is assumed that the universal values 
and norms of international life (peace, justice, sovereignty) can become 
relativised within different philosophical and ideological perspectives. 
Thus, a question arises: what is the difference between the approach 
to the values and norms of international life in the teaching of the 
Catholic Church and the constructivist stance when viewed against the 
background of the development of international relations as a scientific 
discipline?
 These issues are discussed against the wider background of the ori-
gins of international relations as a scientific discipline. International rela-
tions are embedded in the ongoing paradigmatic debates that facilitate 
our understanding of the evolution of various approaches to values and 
of the origin of the constructivist approach. The method of historical and 
comparative analysis is used here; the reflection is based on analysis 
of subject literature written by representatives of the leading theoretical 
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paradigms within the framework of the science of international relations 
and the Compendium of the Social Doctrine of the Church (2005). The 
sources referred to in the article are only a fraction of the rich literature 
on norms and values in the international space; therefore, the reflection 
presented in the article should be treated as an outline of the issue 
which requires further in-depth research and analyses.
 The term “international relations” has a two-fold meaning. On the one 
hand, it refers to a specific arena; on the other hand, it refers to the 
name of the scientific discipline that researches this arena. International 
relations is specific social reality that consists of a) participants, i.e. state 
actors, non-state actors (international organisations, nations, terrorist 
groups, etc.), and non-human participants (facts, events, phenomena 
and processes, natural resources); b) the content of the relationships 
between participants, i.e. the intentional and organised activity of the 
participants in relation to foreign factors, which reflects their interests, 
aspirations, and expectations, and whose aim is to consolidate or 
change certain states of affairs in the international environment; c) rules 
and principles of conduct (legal, political, and moral) in international 
relations (Zenderowski, 2006, pp. 15–16).
 Contemporary international relations is characterised by polycentric-
ity and polyarchy. These terms describe a state in which there are many 
sovereign entities over which there is no higher authority capable of 
using force to impose its will (Zenderowski, 2006, p. 16). 
 The science of international relations is a sub-discipline of the political 
and administrative sciences that examine and explain the mechanisms 
and regularities of the relationships between states and other partici-
pants of international relations. As a scientific discipline, international 
relations describe processes and facts that take place in the interna-
tional system; they diagnose and explain the reasons for the occurrence 
of given international phenomena and forecast future trends. 
 International relations has been developing since the 17th century. 
Their beginning was marked by the signing of the Peace of West-
phalia, which ended the Thirty Years’ War, and the year 1648 is the 
symbolic date of the beginning of the formation of modern Europe. The 
term “international relations”, which means the relationships that exist 
between states, was used for the first time in 1789 by Jeremy Bentham 
(Czaputowicz, 2008, p. 22).
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 The science of international relations is developed within the frame-
work of theoretical paradigms that often offer divergent views on the 
facts and processes that take place in this arena. Regardless of these 
differences, the arena of international relations is described by such 
classic and fundamental concepts as the state, the international system, 
the international order, the balance of power, sovereignty, power, 
anarchy, foreign policy, interests and identities, the institutionalisation 
of international relations, or the recently introduced area of norms, 
values, and ethics in international life. The theoretical paradigm that is 
adopted will determine the sense and meaning of these concepts. For 
example, a state is defined in different ways. Classic realism in the sci-
ence of international relations assumes that a state is the main actor in 
international politics, and its domestic and foreign policies are forms of 
power struggle in international relations. The state seeks to safeguard 
its selfish interests, which can lead to permanent conflict between all the 
players. International relations are anarchic in nature, and the only way 
to avoid war is to strive for a balance of power (Morgenthau, 2005).
 Liberalism in the science of international relations claims that par-
ticipants in them are not only states but also non-state actors, e.g. 
international organisations, transnational corporations, and NGOs. The 
main areas of interest of liberal reflection are the domestic politics of the 
state, the rights of individuals, and private property issues. The increas-
ingly complex processes of interdependence and international integra-
tion lead to a state in which war becomes less likely. Military force is 
an ineffective tool for conducting international politics (Keohane, 2012, 
p. 125–138). Liberals advocate the observance of ethical norms and 
international law that limit the use of force (Czaputowicz, 2008, p. 104).
 Catholic Social Teaching also addresses international relations 
issues. It addresses the central tenet of the international community: 

The centrality of the human person and the natural inclination of persons and 
peoples to establish relationships among themselves are the fundamental ele-
ments for building a true international community, the ordering of which must 
aim at guaranteeing the effective universal common good (Compendium of the 
Social Doctrine of the Church, 433, 2005).

In this respect, the essence of relationships within the framework 
of international relations should be an attempt to realise the principles 



222 AnnA sKoLImowsK A

of the common good, and all activity should result from universal values 
such as truth, justice, solidarity, and freedom while rejecting violence, 
war, all forms of discrimination, intimidation, and deceit. The vision of 
an international arena presented in the Compendium refers to the idea 
of international law as the regulator and the foundation of international 
order: 

The international community is a juridical community founded on the sovereignty 
of each member State, without bonds of subordination that deny or limit its inde-
pendence (Compendium of the Social Doctrine of the Church, 434, 2005).

 The Catholic Church postulates the need to recognise national sover-
eignty as an expression of freedom. This is linked to identity and culture, 
which are treated as a source of strength for a given nation. Peaceful 
coexistence between nations should be governed by moral law, which 
should be respected as real and inviolable. Before international law 
formally regulated international relations, it was preceded in this role by 
natural law (understood as universal principles prior and superordinate 
to the internal law of states) based on the following premises: the unity 
of mankind, the dignity of all nations, the rejection of war, the obligation 
to cooperate for the common good, and the requirement to keep signed 
agreements (in Latin: pacta sunt servanda). In order to resolve inter-
national disputes and conflicts, the Catholic Church proposes invoking 
common principles that are based on dialogue and rejecting war as an 
instrument of international policy. Instead, it recommends mutual trust 
and peace-building normative tools such as negotiation, mediation, 
conciliation, and arbitration (Compendium of the Social Doctrine of the 
Church, 439, 2005). 
 The juxtaposition of views on the nature of international relations that 
are held within the classic paradigms of the science of international rela-
tions (realism and liberalism) and Catholic Social Teaching reveals that 
they put emphasis on different aspects. The theoretical paradigms focus 
on a state and an international system with both formal and informal 
elements, whereas the Catholic Church focuses on a space described 
as a community, filled with specific values and principles within which 
actors should strive to implement universal principles of the common 
good in order to preserve peace and avoid war.
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Historical analysis of the term
The 17th century is considered the beginning of modern international rela-
tions. Since then, the international sovereign states-based system that 
has developed in Europe has laid the foundations for the development 
of the modern European international community. In 1648, the Peace of 
Westphalia was signed, thus ending the Thirty Years’ War. This peace 
created the conditions for the development of institutionalised coop-
eration between sovereign states, based on equality between Catholics 
and Protestants and the right to choose a political system. However, the 
only states that were entitled to equality by virtue of their sovereignty 
were Christian states. In 1856, the Paris Congress recognised the right 
of non-Christian states to join the international community (Menkes and 
Wasilkowski, 2010, p. 26). 
 The concept of the balance of power laid the foundations for the inter-
national order that was developed in the 17th century. This balance was 
enshrined in the Treaty of Utrecht in 1713, in which it was stated there 
is no place for a single empire or a strong hegemonic state in Europe. 
The principle of a just balance of power (in Latin: justum potentiae equi-
librium) which was defined at that time is one of the most important 
concepts in international politics. 
 In the 19th century, the concept of the international community was 
extended to include the first non-Christian countries (Turkey, Japan, and 
China). Rapid development of the international community took place 
in the 1960s due to progressive decolonisation. It was accompanied by 
state-forming processes and the quantitative growth of participants of 
international relations, both state and non-state (international organisa-
tions, transnational corporations, etc.). These processes were acceler-
ated by the globalisation of the economy, which facilitated internalisation 
between the participants of international relations.
 Modern international relations were formed after the end of the Cold 
War, at the turn of the 1990s. Gradually, the relationships between 
participants of international relations changed: state actors underwent 
deterritorialisation and began sharing their sovereignty with other, espe-
cially non-state, participants of international relations (international insti-
tutions), and the number and quality of non-state participants increased. 
The existing norms of international relations have been reinterpreted 
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and new rules, values, and principles in international relations have 
been created. A new balance of power has emerged, and the processes 
of globalisation and integration have accelerated (Kuźniar, 2005, p. 8). 
 The year 1919 is considered the date when international relations 
was recognised as a research discipline, i.e. the moment when the 
first Department of International Politics at the University of Wales in 
Aberystwyth was established. Since then, research activity in this field 
has been developing rapidly, although it is still dominated by English-
speaking academic and expert centres (in the USA and Great Britain).
 Although the science of international relations is a separate scientific 
discipline in the Anglo-Saxon research tradition, in the Polish classifica-
tion of sciences it is part of the social sciences and a sub-discipline of 
the political and administrative sciences. However, there are disputes 
about the scientific nature of this research discipline that are linked not 
only to its relatively young status but also to the lack of a clear research 
paradigm. Some researchers recognise the scientific nature of research 
on international relations, while others consider this discipline merely 
a specific research area for other research traditions.
 Understanding international relations makes it possible to describe 
the processes that take place and to diagnose and explain certain phe-
nomena by pointing to cause-and-effect relationships in international 
relations. Knowledge of this area also fulfils the criterion of instrumental-
ity, i.e. it allows a model of action to be developed. It provides the doc-
trine of foreign policy and the justification of its objectives, which means 
that in addition to the scientific objective, it fulfils a political objective by 
indicating rational action. This science forecasts future trends based on 
observations of the international arena. A separate issue is the auton-
omy of this scientific discipline. In spite of the disputes over the moment 
when international relations was separated as an autonomous discipline 
of knowledge, it has grown because of the political sciences and has 
drawn on the achievements of many generations of social thinkers, from 
Plato, Aristotle, and Machiavelli to Kant, Wilson, Brzeziński, Fukuyama, 
Wendt and many others. The science of international relations gained 
a separate scientific identity in the 20th century. However, critical voices 
claim that – due to its relative immaturity in the area of methods and 
paradigms – the science of international relations should not aspire to 
the name of a separate scientific discipline, as it is merely a narrow area 
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or field of research. Despite this, international relations is the subject 
of research all over the world; scientific international relations societies 
exist worldwide, and the research community is attempting to confirm its 
autonomy and independence. 

discussion of the term
Scientific understanding of the international arena is built on theories 
that allow knowledge about the observed facts and processes to be 
ordered. The function of these theories is to explain, understand, and 
predict the trajectory of the further development of this arena.
 Theories created within the framework of the science of international 
relations can be ordered according to ontological and epistemological 
approaches. An ontological position is characterised by questioning to 
what extent the international reality exists independently of the human 
mind and to what extent it is a product of the human mind. Objectiv-
ism presupposes that international relations exist independently of our 
knowledge of them and that they are naturalistic and materialistic. From 
a materialistic perspective, the basic determinants of reality are material 
objects, such as the natural world, military forces, or economic potential. 
The second ontological perspective (idealism) assumes that the struc-
ture of social consciousness is the basic “building block” of social reality; 
it is ideas that create the social structure and influence material factors. 
These ideational factors include, for example, law, language, and the 
values and norms of the international community. 
 International relations theories can be classified according to the 
above criteria: positivist theories that profess objectivism in relation to 
ontology as well as epistemology; post-positivist theories that are sub-
jectivistic in both dimensions, i.e. in ontology and epistemology; critical 
theories that accept ontological objectivity and epistemological subjec-
tivity (Czaputowicz, 2008, p. 403). These theories can also be classi-
fied according to an epistemological division into positivist and post-
positivist theories. Positivists use methods that are similar to those used 
by the natural sciences in order to analyse the materialistic elements 
of international arena. As a rule, they focus on such characteristics of 
international relations as dependencies, the size of military forces, the 
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balance of power, etc. Post-positivist theories reject the assumption that 
the social world can be examined objectively.
 Examples of positivist theories in the science of international rela-
tions include realistic balance-of-threat theories, strategic realism, game 
theory, and liberalism. Examples of post-positivist theories include femi-
nism, post-realism, and ecological approaches.

Table 1. Classic international relations theories

Specification Realism Liberalism Globalism

Areas of interest Conflict, anarchy, 
self-help

Cooperation, inter-
national institutions, 
interdependence

Domination and 
dependence, 
global solidarity

Level of analysis State-centric Multi-centric Global-centric

Form of international 
relations

An anarchic inter-
national system

The international 
community

The world 
community

Forerunners Hobbes/Machiavelli Grotius/Locke Kant/Marks

Source: Czaputowicz, 2008, p. 53.

The science of international relations explores and explains the mecha-
nisms and regularities of the relationships between states. Within its 
framework, researchers develop theories that serve as tools for discov-
ering the truth about the world. In the case of the science of international 
relations, theories can be divided into two types: explanatory and under-
standing. Until the 1980s, scientific reflection on international relations 
was dominated by explanatory theories, and understanding theories 
emerged under the influence of trends in the philosophy of science. 
The supporters of this perspective maintain that “Theories do not simply 
explain or predict, they tell us what possibilities exist for human actors 
and intervention; they define not only our explanatory potential but also 
our ethical and practical horizons” (Burchill, 2006, p. 13). 
 The aim of theoretical research conducted within the science of 
international relations is for scientists to provide the authorities with an 
understanding of the processes of shaping the foreign policy of a state in 
relation to the increasing complexity of its external activities. This is also 
conditioned by social demands for broadening the knowledge of inter-
national issues and seeking solutions to a range of practical problems 
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of mankind, such as avoiding wars (Bieleń, 1988, p. 33). Currently, the 
science of international relations is influenced by American and British 
thought in the arena of the political sciences. American researchers of 
international relations advocate developing one universal theory of inter-
national relations. Additionally, attempts are made to systematise the 
understanding of international relations and include partial theories and 
diverse theoretical approaches in these analyses. A universal theory of 
international relations would have to explain all the phenomena existing 
within a certain timeframe; however, no such theory exists, and it might 
turn out that it is not possible to develop. 
 The theories that are formulated through research into international 
relations can be divided into grand and partial theories. The former cover 
various parts of the world at various times and address a wide range of 
aspects within international relations. One aspect is that they can act as 
a research model and thus be treated as a paradigm, e.g. in the cases of 
neorealism and neoliberalism. The latter are restricted in time and space 
and focus on selected aspects of international relations. Researchers 
use these partial theories to analyse international relations in a specific 
period or place of occurrence; their examples include role theory and 
the international regime theory.
 Theories developed within the science of international relations devi-
ate significantly from the precise criteria of logical correctness that are 
characteristic of the theories that have been developed within the natu-
ral sciences. Rather, they are understood as a set of analogies, com-
parisons, and models, the essence of which is to replace reality; and/or 
they are understood as a set of general statements that are established 
a priori and which form the basis for further research. They can also be 
understood as a set of theorems and abstract generalizations derived 
from observations that are believed to be universal. Nevertheless, they 
must meet four basic criteria: to provide an understanding of a given 
problem or process; to explain and predict events; to be consistent 
and coherent; and to have a defined scope and withstand critical self-
-assessment or dispute with competing theories (Burchill, 2006, p. 40). 
 Since being recognised as a scientific discipline, international rela-
tions has been accompanied by internal disputes over such issues as 
the ontology of the international environment, the relationships between 
its actors, and a range of epistemological and methodological aspects. 
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These disputes are called interparadigmatic debates, and they foster 
the development of international relations theory. The first debate was 
held between idealists and realists; the second between representatives 
of historical and scientific approaches; and the third between positivists 
and post-positivists. A fourth debate between rationalists and construc-
tivists is said to be in progress now.
 The first debate (in the 1920s and 1930s) revolved around the 
question: What guarantees international order? The participants in this 
dispute were idealists and realists. The idealist scientists claimed that 
international law and international organisations are the guarantors of 
order, while the realists attributed this role to the authority of a given 
state and the principle of the balance of power at both the global and 
regional level. It was, therefore, a dispute over the ontological elements 
of international arena: whether they are material factors or ideational 
factors.
 The second debate (in the 1950s and 1960s) took place in the context 
of the ongoing disputes that seek to explain and study the international 
arena. This time, the participants in the dispute were traditionalists 
(realists, idealists) and modernists (behaviourists and scienticists). The 
debate revolved around divergent visions of developing scientific theory 
in the area of international relations, which concentrated on epistemol-
ogy and research methods. Traditionalists advocated the deductive 
methods that had already been used, while modernists postulated the 
introduction of inductive empirical methods. In the subject literature from 
English-speaking countries, the participants in this dispute are referred 
to as behaviourists and traditionalists.
 The third debate (in the 1980s), which was called the interparadig-
matic debate, did not create a coherent system of paradigms, research 
methods, or techniques, as was the case with the previous debates. Its 
participants were neorealists, structural realists, neoliberals, globalists, 
postmodernists, and supporters of feminist theories and ecologism, all 
of whom can be divided into two groups: positivists and post-positivists. 
There are two essential differences between these approaches to the 
debate. The first is their different attitudes to the methods of investigat-
ing the international arena: positivists utilise the methods of the social 
and natural sciences, which point to the autonomy of researchers and 
their independence from the reality being studied; post-positivists reject 
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empirical methods and claim that researchers are never detached from 
the reality they study because they are part of it. The second differ-
entiation aspect concerns the arena of international relations, which is 
regarded by positivists (who point to the cause-and-effect relationships 
within it) as objectively knowable; post-positivists argue that reality itself 
does not exist and is unknowable in an objective sense. The knowledge 
that is gained is obtained by the researcher who interprets it. As a result 
of the researcher’s involvement in this reality, the knowledge that is 
acquired is subjective. 
 The third debate is distinguished from the first two by the multiplicity 
of competing schools and paradigms, the lack of consensus regarding 
the status of researchers, and an awareness of the limitations involved 
in the pursuit of a holistic scientific theory.

Table 2: Great debates within the science of international relations
Time 1920s‒1930s 1950s‒1960s 1980s 1990s

Frames First Debate Second Debate Third Debate Fourth Debate

Paradigms idealism vs. 
realism

scientific 
behaviourism vs. 
traditionalism

positivism vs. 
post-positivism

constructivism 
vs. rationalism 
vs. reflectivism

Focus institutions vs. 
interests

science vs. 
history

epistemology: 
positivism vs. 
post-positivism/
critical theory

ontology: social 
vs. material 
capabilities

Innovation state system vs. 
society of states

behavioural 
explanation

explanation vs. 
understanding

causal vs. 
constitutive 
explanation and/
or understanding

Source: Wiener, 2006, p. 2.

 The discussion within the third debate revolves around the impor-
tance of scientific knowledge in international relations. This is described 
as a debate between the perspectives of explaining reality and under-
standing reality, between positivism and post-positivism, or between 
rationalism and reflectivism. In the science of international relations, 
rationalism is a set of theories formulated by Martin Wight and Hedley 
Bull, among others. Rationalism assumes that states, unlike society 
members, are forced to ensure their security in conditions of anarchy, 
and that rivalry and conflict often accompany their efforts to achieve 
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this goal. The international system is not a state of war. There is an 
order to it that stems from the fact that states, which have a monopoly 
over coercive measures, are not forced to surrender to a higher power. 
However, the international order is not certain, which is why it must be 
upheld. At the level of ontology, rationalism is characterised by material-
ism and naturalism; at the level of epistemology and methodology, it 
is characterised by positivism and empiricism. Reflectivism is a set of 
theories that oppose scientific positivism, such as feminism, postmod-
ernism, and critical theory. Reflectivists claim that empirical research 
cannot explain the role played by ideational factors such as norms, e.g. 
how they arise and how they affect people. At the level of ontology, 
reflectivism is characterised by idealism and anti-naturalism; at the level 
of epistemology and methodology, it is characterised by post-positivism 
and hermeneutical methods. 
 We are currently in the fourth phase of the scientific debate in inter-
national relations theory (as was first identified by Ole Wæver in 1996). 
The debate takes place between the representatives of reflectivism 
and constructivism, and at its core is a dispute over the ontology of 
the international arena, which can be reduced to “a debate between 
explaining and understanding, between positivism and post-positivism, 
or between rationalism and reflectivism” (Kurki and Wight, 2007, p. 20). 
Within this debate, the fundamental assumptions of the science of inter-
national relations are questioned: the subject matter and boundaries of 
the discipline, as well as the dominant epistemological and ontological 
assumptions that are adopted. These debates have led to the consoli-
dation of the division into two categories: grand or partial theories and 
understanding or explanatory theories. 
 The constructivist paradigm, which has been particularly dominant 
and popular in the fourth debate and is represented by Alexander Wendt 
among others, shows a particular interest in values as factors important 
to the functioning of the system of international relations. The essence of 
the constructivist paradigm is for research into the international arena to 
be open to such issues as norms, ideas, discourse, identity, and values, 
which are called non-material and ideational factors. According to repre-
sentatives of the constructivist paradigm, they give meaning, sense, and 
understanding to material factors such as power and interests (Wendt, 
2008, pp. 112–113). Wendt does not call into question the importance 
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and relevance of material factors in the study of the international arena 
but stresses that they do not have content, meaning, or sense without 
taking into account ideational factors. 
 The development of constructivism was fuelled by changes in phi-
losophy, including the philosophy of science. Since the 1960s, a post-
modern trend has been developing, the essence of which has been to 
question the assumptions of the Enlightenment and cognitive positiv-
ism. It was noticed that the social world is different from the natural 
world, so cognition cannot be complete when using only empirical and 
mathematical methods. Thus, we should strive to understand the social 
world because it is a product of man. The truth about the social, political, 
and international reality can also be discovered through interpretation. 
Thanks to postmodernism, the cognitive value of normative political 
theories has been acknowledged at the level of metatheories. 
 Constructivists argue that ideational factors give meaning and under-
standing to material factors such as power or interest in the international 
space. All institutions are built out of norms and principles of an ideational 
nature, and the most important factor in international politics is the 
distribution of these ideas. Constructivists claim that norms are collec-
tive agreements about an actor’s behaviour that shape his identity and 
interests and regulate his behaviour. In the constructivist perspective, 
norms possess a driving force that works in two directions: the structure 
of the state is constructed based on that of the international system, but 
also this structure shapes the identities and interests of states. Norms 
can be divided into the following: bureaucratic norms (how to exercise 
power); market norms; equality norms in economic, political, and social 
life (e.g. prohibition of slave trade, sovereign equality of states, human 
rights) (Wendt, 2008). 
 Constructivism can be divided into two types: conventional con-
structivism and interpretative constructivism. Conventional constructiv-
ism dominates in the United States and focuses on the importance of 
norms and identities in international policymaking (ideational ontology). 
Researchers working within this trend adopt a positivist epistemological 
orientation and proclaim the need to build bridges between different theo-
retical approaches. In their research, they apply qualitative  methods and 
case studies. They assume that the truth about the world can be discov-
ered through an objective research procedure and look for theoretical 
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inspiration in sociology, institutionalism, and organizational theory. They 
do not pay much attention to metatheoretical issues. Instead, in their 
research, they use the process-tracing method (tracking a phenomenon 
to reveal hidden meanings). Jeffrey Checkel, Joseph Jupille, and Lewis 
Caporaso are representatives of this trend.
 Interpretative constructivism is most popular in Europe. It investigates 
the role of language in shaping social reality, and its main analytical 
categories are power and discourse. Epistemologically, researchers 
working within this trend refer to post-positivism. By investigating 
what factors cause the identity of states in a given area to change, 
constructivists focus on the background of a given event and on the 
linguistic constructions (discourse) that accompany this change. In their 
research, they apply inductive methods and focus on the process of re-
constructing the identity of states. Using the discourse analysis method, 
they analyse language in the context of the reproduction of identity in 
the social world. Their theoretical inspiration is specifically the social 
theory-based linguistic research that has been conducted by research-
ers such as Jürgen Habermas, Pierre Bourdieu, and Jacques Derrida.

systematic reflection with conclusions 
and recommendations
Bearing in mind the aforementioned evolution of the science of inter-
national relations, it can be concluded that nowadays it is dominated 
by issues relating to the non-material dimension of the international 
arena, such as norms, values, or principles of international cooperation. 
Historically, values and norms in international relations belonged with 
the earliest reflections on the nature of international relations. This area 
was developed within the framework of political liberalism and idealism 
in the first half of the 20th century. These paradigms resembled norma-
tive theories that described what the international arena should be like: 
it should be based on the primacy of legal norms, ideas of justice, and 
sovereign equality based on ethical principles that realise the principles 
of the common good. The idealists of the interwar period suggested 
developing international relations that are based on moral principles 
(Smith, 1986, pp. 56–57). Idealists are convinced that the main task of 
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all political institutions is to contribute to the development of universal 
rights and values, such as justice and human dignity (Czaputowicz, 
2008, p. 114). 
 A particular example of an idealistic approach is the vision of the 
international order presented in the social teaching of the Catholic 
Church. In his encyclical, Pacem in terris, John XXIII stressed that 
international relations are governed by natural law, the fundamental 
foundation of which is human dignity. He also pointed to the principles 
for the coexistence of nations, such as truth, justice, willing cooperation, 
and freedom, and emphasised the need to build a post-war international 
order based on the moral order revealed by God (John XXIII, Pacem in 
terris, 1963, 80).
 Liberals recognise that states are motivated to cooperate internation-
ally by a desire to safeguard their social interests better. In the interna-
tional system, the decisions taken by governments are influenced by 
internal interests which are articulated within the framework of specific 
ideological positions (Moravcsik, 2004, p. 56). However, liberals claim 
that ideas count for international relations insofar as they can exert 
significant influence on the behaviour of states. They assume that since 
relations between people are essentially peaceful, orderly, and rational, 
relations between states have the same characteristics. They observe 
that it is possible to harmonise the interests of nations and societies in 
the process of developing economic ties, promoting economic coop-
eration, and maintaining peace between nations. The will to implement 
the above aims creates suitable conditions for the development of all 
societies and increases prosperity. Any disruption of these interests is 
contrary to the commonsensical desire to raise the standard of living of 
societies.
 The Second World War and the subsequent international order were 
associated with a new way of perceiving and analysing reality. In the 
1950s, researchers began to develop political realism, in which there is 
less and less room for any discussion of ethics, values, norms, or ideas 
in relationships between states.
 Researchers working within the realistic approach made the fol-
lowing assumptions: international relations are a state of conflict, war, 
and rivalry between states in which might makes right; there are no 
institutions superior to states that can soothe these tensions (a state of 
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anarchy); and the behaviour of a state is rational (to minimise costs and 
maximise the profits of participation in international relations). Realists 
perceive international relations in terms of a brutal struggle between 
states (which are in a state of permanent conflict and mistrust) in order 
to secure their own interests. International relations are a power struggle 
in which each state strives to be the most powerful and to make it more 
difficult for other states to achieve this position (Mearsheimer, 1995, 
p. 9); they are a state of constant rivalry, in which war is considered 
a natural situation for relations between states. They may cooperate, 
but cooperation is limited by the interests of the participating countries. 
True peace – a world in which states do not compete for power – is not 
possible. The basic interest of a state is to maintain its own security and 
maximise its power. In looking at the international arena, this paradigm 
has slowly begun to replace the earlier idealism. The representatives of 
this school of thought include Edward Hallett Carr, Hans Morgenthau, 
George Kennan, Kenneth Waltz, Henry Kissinger, Martin Wight, and 
Hedley Bull.
 Since the beginning, the science of international relations has been 
plagued by disputes and internal debates that determine the evolution 
of the theoretical and methodological positions within it. The first axis of 
this dispute was the debate between realists and liberals regarding the 
ontology of the international arena. One of the moot points here was 
the role played by ideational factors such as values and legal, ethical, 
and moral norms in international relations. While the school of political 
realism considered these factors to be secondary to material factors 
(military force, economic interest, the national interest), the representa-
tives of the school of political liberalism considered ideational factors 
to be of paramount importance in establishing principles of peaceful 
cooperation between nations. Realists replied that the real strength of 
the state and the balance of power on a regional and global scale are 
the primary regulators of international relations. Idealists pointed to the 
international legal system and international organisations as those that 
solve antagonisms (Zenderowski, 2005, p. 50). 
 The fact that political realists dominated scientific discourse on 
the international arena after the Second World War resulted from the 
marginalisation of scientific reflection on the importance of ideational 
factors in the academic world. This state of affairs persisted until the 
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1980s, when, due to the constructivist paradigm, norms, values, and 
principles returned to scientific reflection on international reality. Accord-
ing to constructivists, norms and values shape identities and interests 
and regulate the behaviour of actors in the international space (Wendt, 
2008). The belief that values are vital for the behaviour of states in inter-
national relations is the essence of the constructivist approach in the 
science of international relations. Inspired by this way of understanding 
the role of values in the international space, constructivists claim that 
values shape the behaviour of states in the international space and 
their identities and influence their goals in international politics. The 
constructivist approach is based on the following assumptions: inter-
national relations consist mainly of ideas and norms; material factors 
play a secondary role in them (ontological idealism); ideational elements 
are intersubjective beliefs (ideas, concepts), e.g. awareness of being 
a nation, considering one’s own state as independent, a sense of group 
identity, political institutions that create beliefs and express interests and 
identities; focusing on ways of shaping and expressing these relation-
ships through, for example, collective social institutions; the social world 
is not given and does not belong to the natural world; the world is being 
created by man; knowledge can be acquired through explanation or 
understanding (epistemological positivism and post-positivism).
 The inclusion of norms into the constructivist paradigm in the analysis 
of the arena of international relations is a way to overcome the weak-
nesses of existing theories within this sub-discipline. Materialistic ontol-
ogy has not yet been able to explain the changes that took place during 
the Cold War in terms of the relationships between states. Constructivists 
argue that if the changes in the normative structure of the international 
system that happened at that time had been analysed, the impending 
processes of change and their direction would have been spotted.
 Constructivist literature that is devoted to values analyses the types 
of values and the strategies for their popularisation in the international 
space (e.g. Finnemore, 1993; Katzenstein, 1996; Risse-Kappen, 1994). 
The authors indicate the role of social learning and socialisation  processes  1 
in the diffusion of values in the international space (Checkel, 2009, p. 6). 

1  The phenomenon of socialisation is associated with the belief that ideas and identi-
ties become the subject of consensus when actors internalise them, i.e. perceive 
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 Accepting this constructivist hypothesis that relates to the specific-
ity of values in the international space, it can be concluded that there 
should be no objective canons of values rooted in time and space that 
stem from tradition. Values will always be contextual, deliberative, and 
processual in nature. Their potential crisis, expressed in the desire to 
establish a new order of values, should therefore be considered not so 
much in terms of a threat to the existing canons of values but as creating 
new “value engineering”. However, the constructivist approach to norms 
and values in the international space is not devoid of weaknesses. First, 
the lack of a precise indication of the mechanisms of creating values in 
the international space is an issue; second, a constructivist reflection on 
norms is merely a description of an existing state of affairs devoid of any 
predictive value. 
 The science of international relations, practised within the framework 
of many research traditions (Anglo-Saxon and continental), is a young, 
dynamically developing discipline of knowledge. It strives for autonomy 
in relation to leading disciplines, such as the political sciences, and uses 
the achievements of thinkers from ancient times to the present day. It 
is subject to changes and trends that occur within the philosophy of 
 science as well as those that happen under the influence of the chang-
ing international arena. The 20th century was important for the science of 
international relations because at that time there was a desire to resolve 
fundamental issues relating both to the international arena and to the 
science that investigates them. The 1980s and 1990s were a turning 
point, as this was the period when the constructivist paradigm began 
to gain popularity, offering a new understanding of the international 
arena that referred to non-material factors such as norms, values, or 
ideas. The fundamental importance of values and norms in international 
relations was noticed and emphasised. These issues have been pres-
ent from the beginning in the teachings of the Catholic Church, which 
pointed to the ethical and moral aspects of the international arena. At 

them as their own. Once agreed upon, ideas of the political order are reflected in 
the institutional order and in the political culture of a state. Constructivists define 
institutions as formal organisations, procedures, and rules, as well as collective 
beliefs about how to act together. It is therefore an ideational rather than material-
istic approach to institutions. Socialisation is a process through which actors inter-
nalise systemic norms. These, in turn, determine the way in which actors perceive 
themselves and their interests within a given system.
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first glance, these two visions and views on norms and values seem to 
place emphasis on similar issues in relation to international relations, 
but deeper analysis reveals a fundamental difference between them. 
The Catholic Church stresses that international relations is a space of 
values rooted in a specific vision of man and society which is not subject 
to change or negotiation, while a constructivist perspective presupposes 
the volatility and relativity of norms and values in the international space, 
which depends on contexts and circumstances. In summary, it can be 
said that while norms and values seem to be important elements of the 
international arena, their understanding and interpretation vary depend-
ing on the theoretical paradigm.
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Political decisions

summary
DEFINITION OF THE TERM: Political decision-making is the process 
of making a deliberate choice on whether or not to perform a political 
activity.

HISTORICAL ANALYSIS OF THE TERM: the issue of decision-making 
is deeply rooted in considerations on politics: from the first questions 
posed by Plato and Aristotle, through the reflections of niccolò machia-
velli, to the deliberations of max weber, robert dahl, Peter bachrach, 
and morton s. baratz.

DISCUSSION OF THE TERM: within personalist ethics, the process of 
political decision-making can be analysed from the perspective of the four 
cardinal virtues: prudence, temperance, fortitude, and justice. A readi-
ness to take on the burden of the most difficult decisions can be treated 
as a measure of moral responsibility. 

SYSTEMATIC REFLECTION WITH CONCLUSIONS AND RECOM-
MENDATIONS: within the decision-making process, the leader is 
responsible for its organisation, its strategic dimension, accepting the 
burden of personnel decisions, and reacting in crisis situations. In 
the elec toral process, prudence is revealed through faithfulness to one’s 
beliefs and reflection on the effectiveness of one’s choice. A politicians’ 
responsibility can be measured by their avoidance of electoral clientelism 
and political disloyalty.

Keywords: political ethics, political decision-making, political virtues, 
responsibility, leadership
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definition of the term
Political decisions lie at the heart of politics, and the decision-making 
process lies at the very heart of political activity, which consists of gov-
erning, leadership, exerting influence, and making choices. 
In the Polish subject literature, it is generally assumed that political 
decision-making is a specifically political process of making a conscious 
(or at least intentional) choice as to whether or not to perform a politi-
cal activity which is aimed at achieving the intended political goal, the 
optimal utilisation of existing resources, maintaining (or changing) the 
status quo, or the most effective way of meeting a challenge (Pietraś, 
1998, p. 53; Czajowski, 2013, p. 74ff.; Rydlewski, 2014, p. 13ff.). 
This article emphasises the dynamic and processual (rather than static) 
nature of political decisions, which is often connected with power, lead-
ership, influence or choice, as well as the special role and responsibility 
of political decision-makers, who often have neither complete knowl-
edge of the complex context of their decisions nor certainty regarding 
the possible consequences of their outcomes. 

Historical analysis of the term
The issue of political decision-making is very deeply rooted in reflec-
tions on politics: from Plato and Aristotle’s questions concerning the role 
of reason in political elections, Niccolò Machiavelli’s reflection on the 
dramatic nature of modern power, to Max Weber’s classic reflections on 
politics as a “profession and vocation” (Beruf). One can also cite Robert 
Dahl’s dissertation on power as influence (Dahl, 1961), Peter Bachrach’s 
and Morton S. Baratz’s studies of political action as making or avoiding 
decisions (Bachrach and Baratz, 1963), and the various approaches of 
rational choice theorists.
 Political decision-making is generally assumed to be a conscious 
choice concerning whether or not to perform a particular political activity, 
but the subject literature lacks consensus on at least several important 
aspects of this issue. Andrzej Czajowski lists the following areas of 
contention: the question of “non-randomness” and the fully conscious 
nature of political decisions (Czajowski, 2013, p. 71ff.); the issue of 
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“non-decisions”, i.e. unrealistic or apparent decisions (Czajowski, 2013, 
p. 77 ff.); the question of when one should talk about “political decisions” 
as a specifically political phenomenon, and when one should talk about 
“decision-making in politics” as a more universal process that, apart 
from politics, also occurs in other areas of social life (Czajowski, 2013, 
p. 87 et seq.). The issue of the rationality of political decisions (what 
do we consider rational?) and the significance of the covert and formal 
character of political decisions (Scott, 2006, p. 74ff.) can also be added 
to the list of important questions/dilemmas that are deliberated.
 Analysis of the political decision-making process can be conducted 
from very different angles. Ziemowit J. Pietraś observes that the cri-
terion for organising analyses of the various decision-making factors 
may either be the adopted way of thinking (“the reasoning criterion”) or 
the search for the most important factor in the whole decision-making 
process (“the criterion of the most important factor”) (Pietraś, 1998, 
p. 13 ff.).
 In Pietraś’s view, the reasoning criterion indicates the possibilities of 
the following: “inductive decision analysis”, which focuses on the way 
decisions are made; “deductive decision analysis”, which focuses on 
the criteria of rational decision-making; “axiological decision analysis”, 
which focuses on the value systems of decision-makers; and “factor-
-based decision analysis”, which integrates the above approaches 
(Pietraś, 1998, pp. 22–26). 
 The most important criterion indicates, in his opinion, the follow-
ing types of decision analyses: “psychological”, which focuses on 
the psychological characteristics of decision-makers; “micro-social”, 
which investigates the decision-making process as an interaction of 
the decision-making environment; “organizational’, which emphasises 
the formal and institutional dimensions of the decision-making process; 
“mathematical”, which refers to game theory and rational choice theory; 
“cybernetic”, in which it is assumed that the decision-making process is 
aimed at achieving a dynamic balance within the environment by apply-
ing proven patterns of responses and analysing several key variables; 
“crisis”, which analyses decisions in the context of crisis situations; and 
“macrosocial”, according to which political decisions realise the political 
interests of large social groups and manifest their subjectivity (Pietraś, 
1998, pp. 27–32).
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discussion of the term
The essence of the ethical approach described in this article is to look at 
the complex process of political decision-making from the perspective of 
classic political ethics, understood as a theoretical reflection on the norms 
or moral duties that accompany political decision-making. The analysis 
will be based on Christian personalist ethics, which is built on the premise 
of the dignity of man and searches for the common good in politics.
 The notion of treating virtues as moral skills originated in ancient 
Greece and from there entered into ethical reflection. Referring to the 
canon of the cardinal virtues and Bernhard Sutor’s concept of political 
ethics (1994), the article will analyse the roles of prudence, justice, tem-
perance, and fortitude in making political decisions and will reflect on the 
issue of decision-making from the perspective of political responsibility, 
which is a key concept of any political ethics. This broad background 
will be used to formulate detailed conclusions and recommendations in 
the area of the moral challenges that political decision-making poses for 
political leadership and for citizens’ electoral participation.
 From the perspective of personalist political ethics, p r u d e n c e 
is a moral skill that seems crucial in politics. In the view of Christian 
personalism, prudent concern for the common good is both a core prior-
ity and a goal of political action (and thus of political decision-making) 
(Mazurkiewicz, 2009).
 As a moral skill, prudence is the practical ability to discover what 
is not only good political activity, but also what is right in a complex 
political reality, i.e. what is optimal, real, and best serves the common 
good. In this sense, political prudence not only means being guided by 
general moral principles (e.g. justice): primarily, it means finding practi-
cal expression for these principles (e.g. in the form of a fair and effective 
tax system).
 In a complex political decision-making process, it is necessary to look 
for either the key elements that will indicate whether a decision in its 
entirety is prudent, or for more specific indications (such as common 
sense, experience, farsightedness or imagination) that might indicate 
the use of prudence. As proposed by Sutor, combining these two per-
spectives makes it possible to look at the decision-making process 
in a sequence of three key stages: assessing the situation, building 
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possible situational scenarios, and finally making an optimal decision 
(Sutor, 1994, pp. 95–96). 
 At the stage of assessing the situation, prudence is indicated in a poli-
tician gathering the available information as quickly, fully, and impartially 
as possible, and also in his referring to his political experience, imagina-
tion, or intuition, which allows him to build a coherent picture that reflects 
the fundamental meaning and scale of the situation being assessed 
on the basis of (sometimes contradictory) data. However, even at this 
early stage of political decision-making one has to allow for a lack of 
complete knowledge, hence prudence also requires political courage 
(fortitude) and does not exclude the element of risk that is ingrained in 
politics. With particular regard to advanced political decisions, it is worth 
emphasising the importance of experts or advisors who help decision-
makers to gather and interpret the available information. 
 The building of probable situational scenarios and, obviously, the abil-
ity to analyse the information that is collected, must be based on political 
intuition, imagination, and experience. Therefore, it seems prudent to 
entrust the building of these scenarios to politicians or political advisors 
who have gained the relevant experience. At this stage of shaping politi-
cal decisions, a measure of prudence is to avoid two extreme attitudes: 
on the one hand, building unrealistic and unattainable scenarios and, 
on the other hand, building minimalistic scenarios that could lose the 
values and interests represented in politics and the possibility of their 
realisation at an early stage (Sutor, 1994, pp. 95–96).
 An equally important requirement of political prudence is the ability 
to differentiate between a political tactic (which covers current activity 
and refers to the modus operandi) and a political strategy (which enu-
merates and justifies the basic goals (principia) of political struggle). To 
be prudently formulated, scenarios must include separate tactical and 
strategic elements. 
 In public life, especially with regard to large communities, the 
operational clarity of the decisions that are taken is also important. An 
ambiguous tax law that leaves room for various interpretations will lead 
to tensions and temptations to “circumvent” it. Thus, it will lose its effec-
tiveness. On the other hand, overly complicated, detailed procedures for 
redistributing national income may loop any social policy into Gordian 
knots of excessive bureaucracy. 
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 In the direct act of making a decision, the postulate of prudence 
relates to both the content of the decision (choosing the best scenario) 
and the moment when it is made. Making premature, unprepared, or ill-
considered decisions is unwise, but what seems even worse is delaying 
decisions and waiting for total certainty and clarity in a situation, which 
hardly ever happens in politics. An important element of political prow-
ess is the ability to surprise a rival or competitor. Hence, in this regard, 
prudence is associated with personal political courage, a readiness to 
take certain risks and the willingness to take responsibility for them.
 In addition to political imagination and experience, other human attri-
butes and personality traits such as having a “cool head”, dexterity, and 
courage can offer considerable support in the act of making a decision. 
At this stage of political decision-making, the measure of prudence can 
be found in placing the burden of decision-making on the shoulders of 
one or a small group of politicians who possess or have had the chance 
to develop the relevant attributes and personality traits. It is equally 
important to combine the most difficult decisions with political leader-
ship, and especially with formal and political responsibility for them.
 J u s t i c e, t e m p e r a n c e, a n d  f o r t i t u d e  are complementary 
virtues that determine political prudence. When incorporated into the 
process of political decision-making, they can reveal the prudence of 
decisions that have been taken, both in the sense of their fidelity to the 
moral principles to which politicians adhere, and in the sense of seeking 
the right practical expression for those principles. 
 In this sense, the virtue of justice in the process of political decision-
making can be defined as taking into account the relational and socio-
moral consequences of the decisions that are taken. Sutor lists the 
following areas of justice known to classical ethics: contractual justice 
(iusitita commutativa), which means that partnerships (symmetrical or 
proportional) are based on proportionality and loyalty; distributive justice 
(iustitia distributiva), which means that a community’s duties towards an 
individual should be based on what is due to everyone; and finally, legal 
justice (iustitia legalis), which means that an individual’s duties towards 
a community require the loyalty of that individual and respect for the 
common good (Sutor, 1994, p. 131).
 Apart from the relational structure of the virtue of justice, its temporal 
aspect must also be emphasised. This means that when making political 
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decisions, two aims should be taken into account: the rightful good of 
future generations (e.g. ecological or demographic responsibility, or the 
financial obligations of the state) and the good of our predecessors (e.g. 
concern for collective memory).
 The virtue of temperance, which is the most Aristotelian in spirit, 
guides prudent political decisions in three ways. First, it is a general 
warning against being motivated by extremes. Sometimes, extraordi-
nary political situations require unambiguous and firm decisions. Even 
then, the virtue of moderation suggests focusing on calming a situation 
and returning the political process to its natural framework.
 Secondly, the virtue of temperance is a warning against the tempta-
tion of overly complicated solutions and the trap of easy, “miraculous”, 
almost costless decisions. Sometimes skilful and imaginative politicians 
will manage to identify relatively simple solutions to politically complex 
problems and to point out prescriptions that others have been unable 
to see (e.g. public works during unemployment, the privatisation of 
unprofitable sections of the public sector, or interventional food purchas-
ing). In such a situation, however, the virtue of temperance suggests 
that all possible consequences of these simple, bold steps should be 
considered particularly carefully. Experience teaches us that in politics 
almost every (otherwise good) decision is accompanied by costs and 
unintended side effects. If these are not taken into account at the begin-
ning of the process, they may be much more severe as a consequence. 
 Thirdly, the virtue of temperance means restraining emotions in the 
decision-making process. There is, of course, no politics without emo-
tions and without the psychological “fire” that mobilises politicians and 
voters (Sutor, 1994, p. 112 ff.). Furthermore, political decisions do not 
shy away from emotions, either as a response to the emotions of others 
(e.g. to social agitation), or as an attempt at triggering emotions (e.g. 
a sense of pride or satisfaction). However, political temperance means 
recommending that a politician who makes a decision should not be 
guided by emotions (especially his own) but should put reason and 
conscience before them.
 This last remark leads us to the virtue of political fortitude. In the 
practice of political decision-making, it is difficult to achieve prudence, 
justice, or temperance without an elementary degree of political agency, 
self-confidence, and a readiness to defend one’s views, all of which is 
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called fortitude in the language of the cardinal virtues. Sutor observes 
that in politics, fortitude should not be confused with recklessness or 
“blind heroism”. In an active sense, practicing this virtue means being 
ready to defend one’s views, whereas in a passive sense, “courage 
manifests itself as steadfastness and perseverance, as patience and 
resistance” (Sutor, 1994, p. 106).
 In a complex political game of different ambitions, interests, or points 
of view, each decision (even the fairest one) usually conflicts with 
someone’s interests, ambitions, or points of view. Hence, the virtue of 
fortitude is necessary if one is to enter this game and be successful in it; 
fortitude is understood here as a readiness to take on a rational dispute 
and to compete in a fair way.
 Another instance of fortitude in the process of political decision-mak-
ing is the ability to keep a “cool head” and to have a “thick skin” and, as 
a consequence, to be faithful to oneself, to distance oneself from current 
emotions and pressures and follow one’s reason and conscience. It is 
also a very important moral skill to put far-reaching goals and responsi-
bility for the future above short-term pressures and constraints.
 Understood in this way, political fortitude acquires a special moral and 
political significance when pressure is exerted on contemporary politi-
cians by the rapidly developing social media and the countless opinion 
polls that are conducted for almost every important public matter. Taking 
public opinion into account but not yielding to pressure when making 
political decisions requires prudence, justice, and temperance. In this 
sense, the virtue of fortitude can be defined as a readiness to take on 
and bear political responsibility in the decision-making process.
 R e s p o n s i b i l i t y  f o r  p o l i t i c a l  d e c i s i o n s  is one of the key 
moral and political issues that no ethical analysis of political decision-
making can overlook.
 Responsibility in politics should not be confused with guilt. The ques-
tion of guilt, whether in a political, legal, or moral sense, refers essen-
tially to the past: to events or acts, errors, deceptions, or omissions that 
have already been committed, whether knowingly or unconsciously. 
Responsibility, especially in politics, is a question of the present or the 
future – what should be done and by whom in the face of common chal-
lenges or problems, regardless of their causes or sources. While guilt 
(individual or collective) refers to a specific bad deed a person has done, 
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or a good deed that has not been done, responsibility can be defined as 
a commitment to doing good and has its origin in the role a person plays 
(a politician, teacher, parent, etc.), or in the very fact of being human 
(e.g. responsibility towards one’s neighbour), or in being a member of 
a community of human beings (responsibility of society towards those in 
need of support). 
 In politics, strictly political responsibility must be distinguished from 
moral responsibility. In the case of moral responsibility, an active politi-
cian is faced with his individual conscience. The essence of political 
responsibility lies in his care for the welfare of the political community 
and the practical implementation of the values and interests that the 
politician has decided to serve. This problem was discussed by, amongst 
others, Max Weber, who introduced the distinction between the ethic 
of conviction (gesinnungsethik) that underlies our actions and the 
ethic of responsibility for the effects of those actions (verantwortungs-
ethik), which particularly concern political activity (Weber, 2011, p. 311). 
For example, the Minister of Finance’s burden of responsibility is to seek 
effective solutions to a financial crisis, regardless of his own impact on 
the emergence of that crisis. The measure of a political leader’s respon-
sibility lies in his considering resignation after losing a political campaign, 
regardless of whether he directly contributed to this failure. 
 This approach does not mean moral relativism. Only a politician who 
has moral convictions, who clearly articulates them, and who is able 
to defend those convictions in difficult situations, can be fully respon-
sible and effective. Although this does not take away from politicians 
the responsibility for the consequences of their actions, fidelity to moral 
conviction very often marks the acceptable limits of the political game, 
mobilises for action, and brings an invaluable dimension of service into 
politics.
 Understood in this way, political responsibility in the process of politi-
cal decision-making refers to both the making of political decisions and 
to a readiness to take responsibility for decisions already taken. Thus, 
political responsibility becomes an important moral standard and deter-
minant for the effective functioning of the political environment.
 When making political decisions, the aforementioned virtues of 
prudence, temperance, and fortitude seem to be the fundamental mea-
sure of responsibility, both strictly political and moral. With reference 
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to fortitude, it is worth noting that some political decisions will entail 
risks with unpredictable consequences (e.g. a tax amnesty), a very low 
probability of success (e.g. participation in certain election campaigns), 
or social opposition (e.g. limiting social benefits). Politicians then try to 
put such decisions into someone else’s hands or to postpone making 
them. In such a situation, moral and political responsibility, and with it 
the virtue of political fortitude, seems to be expressed in a readiness to 
take decisions at the right time, in an optimal form (even if it arouses 
opposition), and by those who have taken up functions or roles related 
to these decisions.
 Moral responsibility for decisions already made is different from 
purely political responsibility. A decision-maker’s moral responsibility is 
to face his own conscience and his own reason with the question of 
whether, in making decisions, he did everything he could and should 
do. Political responsibility is based on answering questions about the 
effects of the decisions taken, i.e. the possibility of minimising negative 
effects and maximising positive ones. 
 This is particularly important for political decisions that have resulted 
in failure. In this instance, a decision-maker’s political responsibility is 
reflected in the adoption of strategies that will lead to minimising political 
losses and effectively seeking new solutions. In the case of the failure 
of key decisions, political resignations are often subsequently observed. 
On the one hand, this is an expression of respect for citizens or one’s 
own political environment; on the other hand, it creates opportunities for 
new political openings. While appreciating the political and moral value 
of this practice, it is worth emphasizing that one measure of political 
responsibility is to ensure that the decision to resign, which gives real 
chances for a new political opening, is made without plunging one’s own 
political environment into chaos.
 It should be emphasised that in both the moral and political sense, 
a close, fully transparent connection between the political decision-
making process and the formal and informal procedures of settlement, 
verification and responsibility would seem to be particularly important. 
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systematic reflection with conclusions 
and recommendations
The conclusions and recommendations that follow from the above 
considerations will refer to two dimensions of political activity in which 
decision-making is of particular importance: political leadership and 
citizens’ electoral participation.
 P o l i t i c a l  l e a d e r s h i p  is an area in which decision-making becomes 
particularly important. This is not only because of the number of decisions 
taken: more importantly, it is because of their political significance. From an 
ethical point of view, political leadership in the decision-making process is 
associated with special responsibility (Sowiński, 2018, p. 59 ff.).
 The general framework of this responsibility has to a large extent 
been discussed above. At this point, we will only point out its specific-
ity and refer to several issues: the institutionalisation of the decision-
making process, the strategic importance of political decisions, the 
special nature of personnel decisions, and the special responsibility of 
the leader for making the most difficult decisions. 
 From the perspective of personalist political ethics, institutionalisation and 
regulation of the political process is one of the main conditions for ensuring 
the continuation of the common good (Sutor, 1994, p. 85 ff.). In terms of the 
political decision-making process, this implies a special responsibility of the 
political leader to create efficient and transparent procedures concerning 
the preparation, adoption, and verification of political decisions. 
 The preparation of optimal political decisions (e.g. by gathering the 
necessary information and building potential scenarios for possible 
actions) places particular institutional responsibility on the leader. He 
should build in advance a small team of competent, trusted, but inde-
pendent advisors and experts who will be helpful in making the most 
difficult and important decisions. 
 At the stage of decision-making itself, the measure of mature political 
leadership can be defined as making sure that decision-making proce-
dures are transparent and effective, that decisions are made on time, 
that knowledge can be combined with political experience, and that the 
leader’s actual impact on decisions is associated with his formal and 
informal responsibility for them. It is also very important to build a prudent, 
transparent, and motivating system of delegation and accountability.
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 In this institutional context, the task of a responsible political leader is 
to ensure that efficient procedures exist for the verification of decisions 
that have already been taken. Every single success and every right 
political decision should serve to motivate the entire political team, and 
a wrong decision or political failure should lead to a new opening rather 
than to following a wrong path or internal chaos. 
 In addition to political tactics, another dimension of a leader’s politi-
cal responsibility relates to well-thought-out political strategies, which 
are fundamental to the political process of decision-making. Without 
considering this aspect or distinguishing strategies from tactics, these 
decisions may be devoid of political expression or may turn out to be 
contradictory and chaotic. 
 The special responsibility of a political leader in this respect is there-
fore to define, articulate, and effectively promote a well-thought-out 
political strategy of his environment when making decisions. This con-
sists in an accurate diagnosis of key social challenges and aspirations, 
a clear definition of strategic goals and ways of achieving them, and the 
courageous articulation of a vision of the future for the entire political 
community; all of these are conductive to a politician’s building of his 
own political identity.
 The clear presence of such a strategic message in the political 
decision-making process makes it possible for all decisions to build 
the solemnity, credibility, and transparency of a political offer that can 
effectively serve the common good and the values that individual parties 
display on their political banners.
 Personnel decisions should be the special responsibility of every 
political leader. Politics, by its nature, entails the natural clash of various 
human emotions, aspirations, ambitions, passions, and talents, without 
which it is difficult to imagine political zeal, motivation, or mobilisation. 
Good political personnel decisions should sustain this invaluable “politi-
cal heat” and protect one’s own political environment and the entire 
political community from the “fire” of political disintegration, stalemate, 
or paralysis (Sutor, 1994, p. 112 ff.).
 Where personnel decisions are made collectively, a responsible 
political leader should take care of not only the efficiency and transpar-
ency of the related procedures, but also of the promotion of decisions 
that meet both conditions mentioned above. 
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 This responsibility is brought into focus when a political leader takes 
personnel decisions by himself, e.g. while building his political power-
base, facing a crisis, or dealing with the mistakes of his colleagues. In 
the case of political appointments or the selection of co-workers, it is 
important that in addition to gaining the leader’s personal trust, these 
recruits reflect the wider interests of his political camp, which requires 
opening up to new politicians and team players and representing differ-
ent factions, sensitivities, or points of view. When a political leader is 
faced with a political crisis, which inevitably happens sooner or later, his 
responsibility is to take decisive but well-thought-out personnel decisions 
which, while protecting the interest of the entire political community and 
the solemnity of the office held, give politicians in trouble an opportunity 
to defend their name and, if they are not implicated in criminal activity, to 
seek political opportunities anew.
 The political responsibility of a leader comes to the fore in an excep-
tional way when he faces the most difficult decisions, i.e. those con-
nected with high risk, political cost, or a political crisis. Marketing spe-
cialists sometimes suggest that a political leader should be associated 
primarily with success and the satisfaction of voters and should avoid 
engaging in difficult, controversial situations that no longer “smell of” 
success. However, without disregarding this advice and whilst granting 
political leaders the right to delegate their competences and to shape 
their image, it should be emphasised that political crises and the most 
difficult decisions are a special test of moral and political responsibility 
that no leader is allowed to evade. Whether politics will remain merely 
a space for theatrical performance and power struggle or whether it will 
become a space for the common good is very often decided precisely 
in crisis situations and in the most difficult decisions taken (or not) at 
the time. Therefore, no one can take this particular responsibility from 
political leaders. 
 C i t i z e n s’ e l e c t o r a l  p a r t i c i p a t i o n  is probably the best repre-
sentation of political decision-making. Leaving aside the question of to 
what extent an election itself is a decision-making process in the strictest 
sense, we must observe that it raises the question of responsibility – in 
a moral rather than strictly political sense – for performing (or neglecting 
to perform) an electoral act, its content, and the special relationship that 
arises between a voter and an elected politician.
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 The participation of citizens in the act of voting and in elections is 
an important expression of their dignity, freedom, and agency, and it 
is a form of their solidary participation in the creation of the common 
good. The realisation of this good is the responsibility of citizens them-
selves, social elites, and the entire political class. 
 Voters are morally responsible for developing their conscience and 
for being interested in political life in order to be able to make the right 
decision on election day, in spite of any doubts and dilemmas they 
might have. The responsibility of the social elite and the authorities 
lies in constantly reinforcing the social conviction that – despite its 
various disadvantages – politics can be a space for the creation of 
the common good, in which every citizen can and should be involved 
in accordance with his conscience. Finally, the responsibility of the 
political class lies in protecting the credibility of electoral procedures, 
in listening to voters, and in including vital social needs, feelings, or 
aspirations into politics. 
 When performed in accordance with one’s conscience, the content 
of an electoral act expresses the freedom and subjectivity of each 
citizen. It is therefore difficult to analyse a particular electoral decision 
or assess it from an ethical point of view, but there are at least two 
exceptions. Firstly, the boundary of ethically acceptable freedom is set 
at voting for groups or programmes that directly and unequivocally incite 
criminal activity, e.g. violence, the violation of human dignity, discrimina-
tion, or looting. A democratic state carries a certain responsibility for 
excluding such political programmes from political life, but the voter’s 
conscience plays a crucial role here.
 Secondly, an important political and – to some extent – moral 
dilemma also faced by voters is the need to decide whether to be effec-
tive in their political choice by voting for the strongest groups which do 
not fully represent their convictions, or whether to vote for groups that 
fully represent their convictions, regardless of the expected outcome. It 
can generally be observed that the virtues of prudence and temperance 
suggest avoiding both these extremes. It seems politically and morally 
questionable a) to prioritise one’s possible effectiveness, especially by 
voting for the expected winners at the cost of contradicting one’s politi-
cal views, and b) to ignore the chances of one’s preferred candidate, 
regardless of the possible effect of that vote.
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 The diversity of the political scene is an important asset that allows 
various sensibilities or points of view to be represented. In addition to 
the groups currently in power, opposition groups have an important 
political role to play as they control those who govern, and by doing so 
they prepare themselves for their possible leading position in the future. 
Hence, deciding not to vote for politicians we respect just because they 
have no chance of governing in the near future and transferring our vote 
to potential winners does not serve the common political good.
 However, a vote for the less popular choice that is set to lose in an 
election can lead, through the system of vote counting, to the “transfer” 
of that vote to the strongest group, whose views conflict with our own 
(e.g. d’Hondt’s system of voting). Therefore, before elections, when 
polls show the distribution of possible electoral results more precisely, 
the measure of electoral responsibility lies in the estimation and consid-
eration of the consequences of taking such a risk. 
 Another scenario to be mentioned is that of “negative voting”, in which 
one’s political decisions are based solely on the need to effectively deter 
politicians or parties whose activities we consider unambiguously harm-
ful to the political system. This co-shaping of the political scene by an 
electoral act would only seem to be acceptable in absolutely extraordi-
nary and one-off situations in which belief in this solution has a broad, 
objective, and factually confirmed justification; this way of making 
a political choice should not become the norm. Abuse of “negative 
mobilisation” or its consolidation by politicians, i.e. in order to transmit 
a stable political message (“vote for us, because the others are much 
worse than us”), leads to deep polarisation, which destroys the political 
community, and to a reduction in the quality of political life. It is difficult 
to build the political common good solely based on fear or aversion.
 Electoral decisions are characterised by the creation of a relationship 
between the elected politician (or political community) and the voter. 
Often taking the form of stable electoral preferences, they raise ques-
tions about responsibility of both a moral and a strictly political nature. 
At the early stage of electoral campaigning, an important dimension of 
this responsibility is avoiding the temptations of (increasingly frequent) 
political clientelism, i.e. offering potential voters specific, particular, and 
one-off goods or services which they are encouraged to “pay back” 
 loyally through their votes. From the perspective of political realism, and 
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bearing in mind that the essence of the democratic political game is to 
maintain a relationship with one’s own electorate, it is obviously difficult 
to reject any electoral offers that meet the aspirations or expectations of 
voters. The boundary between responsibility and ethically and politically 
dubious clientelism is marked primarily by overt particularism, which 
manifests in the formulation of offers that are addressed exclusively to 
one’s own electorate, often at the expense of other social groups. The 
second indication is that of unambiguously combining the political offer 
with the act of voting itself, either through time convergence (e.g. an 
extraordinary one-off social benefit implemented during the electoral 
campaign) or through electoral rhetoric: “only by voting for us can you 
be sure to maintain certain benefits”.
 The basic responsibility of a politician towards his voters and the 
political mandate they entrust to him is to implement the program that 
was promised during the electoral campaign. Here too, political realism 
suggests caution and moderation in formulating evaluations – let alone 
accusations – too quickly. Democratic elections are, by their very nature, 
a contest of political promises, and the tough political reality always 
brings challenges and limitations that cannot be foreseen or articulated. 
Nevertheless, one can look for certain boundaries beyond which the 
electoral image that seemed wholly acceptable to voters turns out to 
be ethically unacceptable populism or empty words. During the cam-
paign, the boundary that opens the way to populism lies in politicians’ 
making electoral promises that are harmful or unrealistic. Examples of 
the misuse of political credibility after an election include a politician’s 
fundamental deviation from the general direction of their political activity 
as previously announced (e.g. abandoning the reforms that were the 
essence of the electoral programme); or a post-election shift of attitude 
towards fundamental values that are important for the voters, such as 
the protection of life or an understanding of human rights.
 Finally, a politician’s responsibility towards his voters is related to the 
dilemma as to what extent a politician has the right to be guided by his 
own conscience and reason (especially in the face of the most difficult 
decisions), and to what extent he is obliged to represent the opinions 
and beliefs of his voters as revealed through opinion polls. 
 From an ethical point of view, especially on the grounds of Chris-
tian personalism, this issue seems to be more explicit than those that 
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have been discussed above. A politician is always chosen as a person 
endowed with dignity, freedom, conscience, reason, and responsibility. 
It is thus his fundamental right and duty to be guided in his political 
activity by decisions that are motivated by his reason and conscience. 
However, the clear articulation of a politician’s convictions and moral 
sensitivity before voters decide to make him their representative seem 
important elements of a politician’s responsibility towards reason and 
the conscience of his voters.
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Violence

summary
DEFINITION OF THE TERM: Arriving at an adequate definition of the 
term “violence” is problematic due to the complexity involved in under-
standing the intentions of a perpetrator of violence. different approaches 
to violence depend on the researcher’s methodological and contentual 
approach. 

HISTORICAL ANALYSIS OF THE TERM: the article outlines the his-
torical context of the various approaches to violence, including those of 
the sophists and those formulated within modern political philosophy 
founded on the ideas of thomas Hobbes and Jean-Jacques rousseau. the 
two concepts differ but share the conviction that institutional violence 
used by a sovereign is an important aspect of enforcing legal order in 
a state.

DISCUSSION OF THE TERM: Violence is not a typical ethical problem. 
In this section of the article, the causes of violence are analysed and char-
acterised from psychological, sociological, and cognitive science perspec-
tives. Violent behaviour is treated as resulting from both individual and 
socio-institutional dysfunctions. Analysis is based on axiological theories 
(max scheler), political philosophy (Hannah Arendt), theories based on 
cognitive research on the causes of evil (simon baron-Cohen), and the 
findings of social psychologists and sociologists who investigate violence 
(Irena Pospiszyl, Agnieszka widera-wysoczyńska, Jacek Pyżalski). 

SYSTEMATIC REFLECTION WITH CONCLUSIONS AND RECOM-
MENDATIONS: the philosophical approach to violence seeks to 
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understand the essential nature of violence, which in the context of this 
article is understood as a key aspect of moral evil. we often encounter 
various forms of aggression and violence (both physical and mental) in 
social life. recently, we have witnessed an intensification of verbal and 
pictorial violence within the media. this section of the article lists the 
publications that are devoted to violence (apart from those that are 
included in the references).

Keywords: institutional violence, ethical attitude, ethical 
personalism, ethics of nonviolence, Arendt, Baron-Cohen
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definition of the term
Violence is present in all known societies. Although it is true that perpe-
trators of violence are always people with certain psychological predis-
positions, the functioning of an organization or a state can make certain 
processes weaker or stronger. In structures in which intimidation and 
violence are present, an atmosphere of constant fear and threat is cre-
ated. Employees feel bad as they fail to develop and are oriented towards 
short-term and pragmatic goals; an internally conflicted company is one 
that ceases to develop. Social (political) ethics critically evaluates those 
situations in which violence is used. It is not only about stigmatising 
people who use violence but also about eliminating situations that are 
conductive to the emergence of phenomena based on violence. 
 Social (political) ethics analyses the phenomenon of violence as 
a form of moral evil which has certain observable direct consequences 
but also consequences that are remote in time. For the sake of order, 
it should be pointed out that there are circumstances in which we have 
a problem with an unequivocal assessment of violence as a moral evil. 
When used in self-defence, violence is a reaction to violence. On the 
one hand, according to the ethical imperative to protect one’s own life, 
one must defend oneself against an aggressor; on the other hand, the 
use of violence in an act of retaliation is another form of moral evil. In 
the case of evil inflicted on us by another person, it is better to rely on 
legal norms and court decisions than on one’s own judgment. Of course, 
this is not possible in a life-threatening situation to which we must react 
immediately. Then the question arises of what adequate means are 
when used for our defence. In this situation, violence may result from an 
unintended direct consequence of our actions. Generally, we deal with 
moral evil when the result of a person’s act is harm done to himself or to 
another person or the violation of some public good of significant value. 
However, we have the right and the duty to protect our own lives even 
when – under certain circumstances – we have to use violence against 
a person who poses a potential threat to us.
 Political ethics is interested in moral assessment of the social dimen-
sion of human life. This is particularly true of institutional structures in 
which certain human relationships are formed that are based on trust, 
cooperation, subordination, a motivational system, and punishment for 
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work not done properly. The fundamental question is whether the forms 
of institutional life that we know are just or whether they are based on 
some form of violence. Social ethics, as opposed to individual ethics, 
relates to institutional structures and has a specific moral action in 
mind: the sphere of praxis (Anzenbacher, 2010, pp. 16–18). This raises 
some questions: Do our institutions serve the common good? Do they 
generate some form of violence? Are employees of these institutions 
conscious perpetrators of violence or will-less tools who merely carry 
out the orders of their superiors? However, “will-lessness” or “thought-
lessness” is not being devoid of guilt, but rather it should be treated 
as an expression of an employee’s attitude whereby he gives up his 
conscious freedom of action in favour of subordination to an institution. 
In such a situation, an employee transfers moral responsibility to the 
decision-maker, who, in a way, makes decisions on his behalf. However, 
this results in the individual “escaping” moral responsibility or having 
a sense of guilt for the consequences of physical or mental violence, 
which is inappropriate.
 Social (political) ethics is based on certain normative assumptions 
that result from the conviction that one should 1) respect the dignity of 
the human person, 2) care about the values of community life, 3) act 
responsibly, 4) realize the postulate of good communication, 5) maximize 
social benefits and minimize suffering. These principles are inscribed in 
specific ethical concepts: personalism, communitarianism, utilitarianism, 
the ethics of responsibility, and communication ethics (Anzenbacher, 
2010, pp. 106–130). Any differences in the theoretical bases of these 
concepts do not affect the fact that they consider violence to be a moral 
evil. Based on values and accepted principles, the following are judged 
as appropriate/inappropriate and just/unjust: the behaviour of specific 
individuals; social relationships; actual communication practices; the 
rules under which individuals and institutions function; and management 
models in organisations. Ethical reflection that is based on the critical 
analysis of the functioning of institutional structures formulates propos-
als to change or improve these structures in order to eliminate violence; 
largely, this is done within ethical personalism. 
 Using the terms “good” and “evil” is problematic due to their ambigu-
ity. This particularly applies to the concept of evil, especially when we 
focus on institutional violence, which involves not physical violence but 
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various forms of psychological violence (e.g. mobbing or other forms of 
psychological harassment). The perpetrator’s subjective perception 
of what is good or bad may be different from what is considered good or 
bad from a social perspective and different from the point of view of the 
violation of fundamental moral principles and values, e.g. human dignity. 
Sometimes, violent individuals find justification for their behaviour or shift 
responsibility for it to external circumstances (e.g. alcoholism, poverty, 
violence inflicted on them by others) or to their victim; they may put the 
blame for their violent behaviour onto their victim with the specious justifi-
cation that the victim provoked them to resort to violence. Moral facts can 
be analysed from different perspectives: those of perpetrators, victims, 
institutions, or witnesses. Subjective perception of a given behaviour 
does not affect the nature of the assessment of violent behaviour.
 Institutional violence can be explained by excessive rivalry, which, 
instead of contributing to the efficiency and effectiveness of the institu-
tion, changes into devastating rivalry that undermines trust within the 
team. This is the case with competition for a job, salary, or for credits 
which translate into an assessment of an employee’s usefulness. With 
the direct intention of improving the quality of the work of the team, 
rivalry may consequently lead to violence. Bullying is an indirect form of 
rivalry, and sometimes it is not intended by its perpetrator(s). However, 
understanding the psychological or social causes of violent acts does 
not change any negative moral evaluation of the act of violence itself.

Historical analysis of the term
From the point of view of political ethics, the origins of philosophical 
reflection on violence should be sought in ancient concepts of political 
philosophy and philosophy of the state. In antiquity, the Sophists exam-
ined the issues related to the state and the rules governing life in the 
polis. Protagoras, the precursor of this trend, considered himself both 
a specialist in practical skills and a professional teacher of wisdom that 
was closely related to the polis (city-state) and its needs. His reflections 
were continued by Hippias, Gorgias, Thrasymachus, and Callicles. In 
ancient Greece, practical wisdom was treated (as it is today) as a way 
of earning social prestige, gaining lucrative employment, or as a means 
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to leading a fulfilled life. The main educational goal of the Sophists 
was to educate leaders. Leaders were chosen from among the wisest 
citizens, i.e. those who had mastered both political and communica-
tion skills (e.g. they were able to convince the citizens to support their 
ideas) and the art of rhetoric (in Greek: techne). A sage-politician must 
not be like a sheep dog but like a wolf among sheep. Referring to the 
metaphor of a wolf and sheep, the Sophists believed that the wolf-ruler 
gains control over a herd of sheep in the fight against other wolves. In 
certain circumstances, he must also use violence against sheep that 
do not submit to his will. The dispute over how to understand justice 
in the state that took place between the Sophists and Socrates and 
his disciple Plato influenced both ancient and later understandings of 
the foundations of social order in the state. The Sophists believed in 
axiological-ethical relativism and acknowledged that justice is a relative 
value and depends on the will of the ruler. Plato maintained an opposite 
position, i.e. axiological-ethical objectivism, which recognized justice as 
an objective value. When citizens of the polis learnt about justice, they 
were able to judge the acts of the ruler as just or unjust. Based on the 
Sophists’ reasoning, it should be assumed that the will of the ruler and 
the principles of justice are the same. However, given the multidimen-
sional nature of the various representatives of this trend, the Sophists’ 
views on justice eventually led to the justification of tyranny and resort-
ing to violence and coercion in order to enforce the obedience of the 
citizens (Korkiewicz, 1995, pp. 231–241).
 In the context of exercising power in a state or an organisation, coercion 
often becomes a prelude to institutional violence. Much depends on how 
we define the moral competence of the person-citizen. In other words, 
what are we like by nature? If we consider that a person, at his deepest 
spiritual foundation, is good, then it is necessary to strengthen his positive 
attitude towards working with others in order to create community. This 
should be achieved by means of the maieutic method, which is a dia-
logical method that was proposed by Socrates to educate and persuade. 
This thesis was recognised by Aristotle, for example, who treated man 
as a zoon politicon, i.e. a social being. If we accept the opposite thesis 
that man is an egoist who is focused on his own pleasure or benefit – 
a creature capable of taking goods away from others – then we must 
control his selfish tendencies. Although Protagoras considered man good 
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by nature, the bloody conflicts between Greek poleis during the Pelopon-
nesian War led younger Sophists to believe that man is an egoist. Man 
becomes a social being after a system of punishment is applied; through 
legally sanctioned violence, man is forced to accept the rules of life in 
a polis. Medieval philosophy was dominated by Aristotle’s view of human 
nature, which did not, however, affect the fact that at that time institutional 
state violence and institutional ecclesiastical violence were frequently 
used tools for disciplining citizens and members of church communities. 
The origins of modern political philosophy are linked to Thomas Hobbes, 
who returned to a pessimistic view of human nature. An individual’s 
inclinations to use violence against other individual, with the fear and 
insecurity that results from it, were a key reason for choosing a sovereign, 
i.e. a ruler whose will had to be obeyed. At the same time, this led to 
sanctioning the institutional violence used by rulers against their subjects 
(Hobbes, 2005, pp. 307–309). In Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s concept, the 
sovereign is replaced by a people’s assembly, but the essence of state 
compulsion based on violence does not change. According to Rousseau, 
man possesses elements of primordial good (conscience), but his human 
nature has been depraved by civilisation and determined by the desire 
to own property. Consequently, the introduction of new political rules that 
are based on the will of the people involves institutional violence. Law 
that is based on a social contract is a criterion for distinguishing between 
good and evil. When forced to engage in unwanted but at the same time 
necessary protection against the effects of the evil desire to possess 
goods and to have an advantage over others, the human mind decides to 
acknowledge violence and the system of penalties. In ancient, medieval, 
and modern concepts, the political order was based on the will of a sover-
eign – a single man or a group of people (Rousseau, 1956, pp. 176–187). 
The idea of exercising power based on impersonal rules that result from 
procedures and algorithms has only emerged in the modern era. 

discussion of the term
From an axiological perspective, violence is a negative value that requires 
opposing by means of specific procedures. A moral action that is based 
on a sensitive conscience is a sign of opposition to a situation in which 
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violence is used. This is not just about inflicting violence on others, but 
also about reacting actively and responsibly when we witness actual or 
alleged violence ourselves. This includes situations involving violence in 
the workplace, domestic violence that we witness as neighbours, or verbal 
violence in public spaces. A lack of violence can be treated as an axi-
ological opposition to violence. To broaden this perspective, following the 
German axiologist, Max Scheler, it can be claimed that positive values are 
those that encourage us to realize them, while negative values are those 
that encourage us to oppose them actively (Scheler, 1988, pp. 62–63). 
Thus, anti-violence values include respect for the other person, tolerance, 
recognition, trust, and the ability to cooperate despite different characters 
and attitudes to the world. However, not all behaviours can be tolerated, 
just as not all life strategies are acceptable. Tolerance should be under-
stood as a value in relation to other values that define the principles of 
social coexistence. In this sense, one should not tolerate people resorting 
to violence. This is especially important when we talk about institutional 
structures in which superiors inflict violence on their subordinates. The 
demand to act for the good of an institution cannot be placed above the 
good of those working in it. Following the premises of ethical personalism 
and Catholic Social Teaching, we assume the primacy of man over objects 
and, consequently, the primacy of man over the good of the institution. 
 Descriptive social ethics can take advantage of the findings of moral 
psychology and cognitive science by looking, for example, for the causes 
of violence in the individual thinking and acting determinants of people 
with specific mental or social dysfunctions (psychopaths, sociopaths). 
The sociology of morality tells us where to look for the social causes of 
violence, most often as an element of determinants that are linked to 
family, economic, and/or organizational factors. In order to explain the 
phenomenon of violence, it is necessary to determine what conditions 
must be met for a given behaviour to be considered violent. Usually these 
conditions include the behaviour of the perpetrator(s), the intentions of the 
acting persons, and the consequences suffered by the victims of violence.
 According to one definition of violence, it is 

any non-incidental act which damages an individual’s personal freedom or con-
tributes to the physical and psychological harm to a person that goes beyond the 
social rules of mutual relations (Pospiszyl, 2008, p. 57).
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The subject literature distinguishes between physical and psychological 
violence. The former concerns behaviours that are related to the risk of 
bodily harm (regardless of whether it ultimately occurs) and which result 
in an actual injury to the victim. The latter, i.e. psychological violence, 

consists of words and verbal and non-verbal behaviours or attitudes aimed 
to maintain control over another person by reducing his self-esteem, creating 
helplessness in him, and negatively affecting his perception of the meaning of 
life. Such actions are intentional in nature. The perpetrator will do anything to 
control the emotions and thoughts of the victim in order to satisfy his own needs 
(Widera-Wysoczyńska, 2010, p. 37).

These definitions point to the essential role of the intentional factor in 
the perpetrator’s conduct. However, this issue is problematic, as it is not 
always possible to identify this intentional factor. A violent intention may 
be incorporated into a number of other intentions, or the perpetrator may 
not be aware of the fact that his organising activities involve violence. 
This is especially true in the case of psychological violence. 
 There is a difference between harming another person and inflicting 
violence. The former means an act of absolute evil, because it is impos-
sible to do harm (to do evil) for the sake of good. It is not about people 
with psychopathic tendencies but about those considered “normal”, well 
adapted to the rules of social life, and able to coexist and cooperate with 
others. It is important to realize that the term psychologically “normal” 
is problematic. It may just so happen that people with psychopathic or 
sociopathic tendencies work in institutions, but this does not explain 
the nature of institutional violence. For example, if the boss, who is not 
a psychopath, is the perpetrator of a violent act, his decision may benefit 
the institution in which he works even if it results in violence involving 
harm to his employees. In such a case, violence is simply a technical 
tool that is utilised to discipline employees and is aimed at improving 
the quality of the company’s operations, for example by assigning new 
duties to an employee, changing his current duties, or replacing him 
with someone else, even though he has performed his duties well. This 
can result in psychological harm to employees, which can be expressed 
through professional burnout, depression, or suicide. This is especially 
true of people who are fragile and cannot cope with life’s failures effec-
tively. A person who resorts to institutional violence against employees 
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does not call it violence but associates it with actions that aim to optimize 
the functioning of the organization rather than actions that aim to harm 
others.
 The functioning of an institution does not always involve violence: 
it is more often an aberration or a deviation from the norm, although it 
is inherent in human nature. However, within structures in which vio-
lence is in some sense considered a normal state of affairs, it ultimately 
translates into the quality of the employees’ lives. When considered 
on a global scale, violent structures lead to economic exploitation, an 
increase of social inequalities, debt, and the instrumental treatment 
of human resources and natural goods. On the one hand, structural 
violence is associated with poverty, social exclusion, the professional 
incompetence of poorly educated people, and an inability to change 
one’s pathological environment. On the other hand, structural violence 
leads to a loss of trust, a sense of helplessness, a lack of commitment 
to improving the functioning of the organisation and, as a consequence, 
a lack of hope that the individual will be able to change the pathological 
environment in which he lives or works (as he considers that it must 
remain this way). Interestingly, the perpetrators of institutional violence, 
as opposed to domestic violence, are most often kind, success-oriented 
people who have a good reputation regarding their professional compe-
tence and social skills. 
 An additional dimension of analyses of verbal violence concerns 
internet communication in which the intentions of the sender of the mes-
sage are to ridicule, mock, offend, and harass. These terms refer to vari-
ous forms of psychological violence. As a result of the uninhibited nature 
of the internet and the apparent anonymity it affords, its users believe 
that the need to observe the rules of proper public communication do 
not apply to them. Illusory anonymity (the internet is a public space) 
gives users a twisted consent to verbal aggression. Internet violence 
directed at specific recipients takes the form of electronic violence, 
called cyberbullying. A person who does such things is called a stalker. 
This phenomenon was investigated based on analysing the commu-
nication strategies of (mainly) young people. It seems that electronic 
aggression is now spreading amongst people of all ages and all walks 
of life (Pyżalski, 2012, 15–20). Among Polish-speaking internet users, 
problems that are related to the exchange of words based on aggression 
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concern disputes over political and worldview preferences. However, 
the issue of internet violence needs further study, which exceeds the 
scope of this article.

Causes of violence
In the context of contemporary cognitive research, violence is associ-
ated with moral evil. The inclination to do evil to others is understood 
in terms of a lack of empathy, i.e. the ability to feel compassion and 
to co-think with others. This lack is treated as a kind of psychological 
dysfunction that results in inflicting pain and causing suffering to other 
people. The tendency of some people to inflict violence on others is fre-
quently linked to the experiences of war and mass extermination during 
World War II. However, violence that is committed on a massive scale 
exposes a problem that is somehow inscribed in the human condition 
and is independent of time; violence is a behaviour that treats the other 
person instrumentally, i.e. as an object. From an ethical point of view, 
this behaviour means rejecting or not respecting the personalistic norm, 
i.e. the postulate to treat the other person and oneself as an end, never 
as a means. Immanuel Kant was the author of the personalistic norm, 
which was adapted to Christian thought by Karol Wojtyła (Wojtyła, 1986, 
pp. 67–68). Lack of empathy makes us treat other people as objects we 
can use to maximize economic profit, to give us pleasure, or to secure 
the realization of political or institutional goals.
 All kinds of addictions, e.g. to drugs, alcohol, the internet, or work, are 
examples of the instrumental treatment of oneself. We usually do not 
equate such situations with violence towards ourselves, although there 
is much to suggest that we should. The number of things that one can 
become addicted to is huge. The essence of addiction lies in narrowing 
down and disrupting one’s perception of the world. It manifests itself in 
a fear of losing control over oneself and other people. Addiction, with its 
related brain disorders, can lead to violence against others in order to 
maintain control over them and, indirectly, over oneself and one’s own 
decisions. In their daily activities, most people do not show empathy for 
the needs and suffering of others unless they are our nearest and dear-
est, with whom we are emotionally connected. An emotional experience 
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of being angry with someone may lead us to consider the hypothetical 
harm we might want to do to this person, but in most cases we abstain 
from this. We remain at the level of imagining such a situation, but we 
refrain from actual action. From the researchers’ point of view, it is 
interesting to consider why some people go beyond these images and 
use violence. This phenomenon is analysed in the context of empathy-
related cerebral responses that are switched on or off. However, this 
is still not a conclusive study because we know little about the proper 
functioning of the human brain (Baron-Cohen, 2014, pp. 19–30).
 When the switch for empathy is turned off, we think primarily of our 
own needs and interests. When the empathy switch is turned on, we take 
the welfare, interests, and situation of others into account. There are two 
stages of empathy: recognition and reaction. Both are necessary because 
they refer to sensitivity to harm being done and to an active attitude, i.e. 
one of helping the victim. A lack of empathy means that a perpetrator of 
violence is unable to feel compassion towards the victim or imagine that 
he might be in the victim’s shoes one day, or that a witness of violence 
being inflicted on others is unable to oppose it. Passive observers often 
involuntarily agree to violence when they are not directly affected by it. In 
social psychology, this type of behaviour is explained by obedience to the 
authority principle (as shown in the experiments of the American psychol-
ogist Stanley Milgram, for example) or by the social proof principle. The 
former revealed that the presence of an authority figure (an experimenter 
dressed in a medical doctor’s uniform) removed responsibility from most 
of the participants of the experiment. Under the influence of the presence 
of an authority, the participants decided to apply penalties that they prob-
ably would not have applied under other circumstances. Of course, the 
role of an authority can be played by the state, institutions, corporations, or 
other individuals who have the power to influence others psychologically 
and are able to convince the system’s officers to use coercive measures, 
even when they involve some form of violence.
 The lack of social reaction to evil experienced by others is explained 
by the social proof principle. People who witness violence or watch 
violence from a safe distance believe that someone else should react 
and actively oppose it, rather than themselves. Inactivity and withdrawal 
from reaction to evil very often leads to its involuntary acceptance and 
then a social escalation of violence. An extreme example of this type 
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of phenomenon is the increase in violence in totalitarian states (Hitler-
ism in Germany, Stalinism in the Soviet Union in the 20th century) and 
the associated passive attitude or even acceptance of the majority of 
society. This occurred in accordance with the belief that justified this 
passivity: that apparently the victims must have deserved it, which is 
why the system’s officers use violence-based measures against them. 
A passive observer thinks that he is acting honestly and that it is not his 
business or that it will not happen to him. When the system’s officers 
come for him, there is no one else to protest.
 The social scale of empathic sensitivity varies; it is a continuum, at one 
end of which people have zero empathy. Alcohol intoxication, fatigue, 
and depression are examples of conditions that can reduce one’s level 
of empathy. In the case of brain dysfunctions, a lack of empathy is asso-
ciated with misunderstanding the rules of social life, as is the case with 
the mental disabilities of people on the autism spectrum. Other brain 
dysfunctions result in a tendency to use violence against others, which 
is the case with psychopaths and sociopaths, both of whom suffer from 
personality disorders characterized by a lack of empathy. These dys-
functions manifest themselves when an individual is under the influence 
of environmental factors and thus reacts in accordance with his genetic 
predispositions. Both factors, social and genetic, are equally important 
(Baron-Cohen, 2014, pp. 136–139).
 The environmental factor is also an institutional factor. However, it is 
impossible to accept the thesis that institutional violence results merely 
from the fact that superiors and employees of an institution suffer from 
psychological disorders. The thesis that some professions attract people 
who lack empathy can be posed, especially when the use of violence is 
embedded in professional activities performed by uniformed officers of 
the police or the military, for example. This assumption does not explain 
all the pathologies of institutional systems, as they themselves produce 
internal pathologically violent situations.
 When describing the phenomenon of witness passivity towards vio-
lence inflicted on others, the German philosopher Hannah Arendt came 
to interesting conclusions about evil within the system.

In every bureaucratic system the shifting of responsibilities is a matter of daily 
routine, and if one wishes to define bureaucracy in terms of political science, 
that is, as a form of government – the rule of offices, as contrasted to the rule of 
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men, of one man, or of the few, or of the many – bureaucracy unhappily is the 
rule of nobody and for this very reason perhaps the least human and most cruel 
form of rulership (Arendt, 2003, p. 64).

 To describe the structures of institutionalised violence, Arendt used 
the technical metaphor of an employee (an officer within the system) 
understood as a cog in a machine. Such employees carry out orders 
without thinking about the meaning of their actions, and their individual 
responsibility is a marginal issue. Sometimes this takes place in circum-
stances in which the welfare of the individual is threatened by the loss 
of employment, livelihood, or a reduction in their living standards, for 
example. Sometimes the individual is not fully aware of his consent to 
violence because he is an opportunist; he wishes to avoid problems, or 
he looks for easy solutions. This refers to violence that one inflicts and 
violence that is inflicted on one. Employees are expected to approve 
and follow impersonal, parameterised, more or less clearly articulated 
rules of conduct. With time, and in accordance with the etymology of its 
Latin name, an organisation (or organum) wants to become a whole, 
so it demands more and more recognition and approval for its own pri-
orities and assumes that the company’s goals and mission are also its 
employees’ goals and mission.
 Within institutions, the perpetrators of violence are most often decent 
people who perform their duties perfectly, adhere to high standards 
in their private lives, and are exemplary parents to their children. As 
employees in the system, they stop thinking and compartmentalise their 
own responsibility into the narrow range of duties that are assigned to 
them. Hence, violence can be made trivial and mechanical and is no 
longer identified as a sign of moral evil. Under these circumstances, an 
employee’s conscience, even when he does use it, will not allow guilt. In 
these circumstances, it is difficult to speak of awareness of moral guilt for 
an act that has been committed. Paradoxically, using and experiencing 
violence becomes an element of one’s everyday professional activities 
and an element of distorted work regulations (Arendt, 2003, pp. 65–69). 
This argument does not excuse the perpetrators of violence because the 
legal and moral responsibility for the committed act concerns the indi-
vidual. The problem is the violence mechanism of the institution itself.: its 
extreme forms can be observed during wars and social conflicts, but in 
a milder form this mechanism is part of almost all bureaucratic structures.
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 The expression “nobody’s rule” also deserves attention. We usually 
imagine the rule of tyrants (dictators) as a centralized source of power 
that enforces control over almost every aspect of the life of the individual 
(the citizens and workers). However, this form of nobody’s rule is in fact 
the rule of impersonal mathematical procedures and computer algo-
rithms that translate into practice for employees’ social and professional 
lives. Our consenting to becoming subordinate to procedures makes 
us hostage to a system of rewards for compliance and penalties for 
non-compliance. In this way, violence blends into the system of penal-
ties (and sometimes rewards) when a deserved prize is not awarded or 
when it is given to the obedient for their faithful service to the system. The 
ruler (the president of a corporation) of a hierarchical structure may be 
a friendly and sensitive person who is responsible for the proper mode 
of the functioning of the institution. He does not have to suffer from any 
psychological dysfunctions in order for an institution to act oppressively. 
He does not want evil for his employees and is empathic, which, how-
ever, does not affect the violent nature of the institution’s functioning. 
A person who manages an institution always has someone (a different 
kind of nobody) or something (social prestige, economic results, public 
opinion) to which he is actually or allegedly subordinate. In such a situa-
tion, violence is only a consequence of widespread oppression to which 
everyone is subject, and this is, interestingly, almost voluntary.

social ethics and violence: conclusions 
and recommendations
Is it possible to create non-violent institutions? Man is a free being 
and can influence the processes in which he functions. People work in 
institutions. The individual’s impact is often significantly limited either by 
his personal dysfunctions, such as his misunderstanding or poor under-
standing of the rules of social life, or by the hierarchical dependencies 
that exist within institutions. The lower the position of an employee within 
the structure, the less influence he has on the functioning of the institu-
tion as a whole. The efficiency and range – and thus the responsibility – 
of decision makers’ activities is greater than that of their subordinates. 
The vast majority of institutions are of a hierarchical nature; however, it 
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is important to be familiar with and to understand the individual and insti-
tutional causes of phenomena in which violence is manifested and to 
oppose them to the best of our ability. We should not give up hope of 
changing the functioning of institutions, even though the efforts of single 
individuals may have little social impact. 
 In Catholic Social Teaching, the problem of violence is treated as 
an aspect of moral evil which is linked with social injustice and the 
malfunctioning of sin-based human management structures. Because 
of pride and selfishness, people are hermetic in their understanding of 
the world and have an unhealthy need to dominate others. These ten-
dencies manifest themselves in various institutions and take real shape 
within them; they are based on concrete forms of violence. Showing and 
describing various forms of social evil becomes the basis for a critical 
assessment of institutions and for defending the rights of the poor, the 
weak, the wronged, and the professionally excluded. The sharpness of 
this judgment depends on the scale of injustice and the forms of violence. 
The intent of Catholic Social Teaching is not to structure and organise 
social life but to guide and form the consciences of workers and supe-
riors in order to improve their institutions. It is based on the assumption 
that man should strive to achieve a “complete form of humanism” in 
his personal and social life. The aim of Catholic Social Teaching is to 
liberate man from everything that oppresses us and to strive for the 
“development of the whole man and of all men” (Pontifical Council of 
Justitia et Pax, 2005, p. 126). The question that arises, however, is how 
we are to achieve this.
 Throughout history, people have developed concepts of action that, 
by nature, were non-violent and yet led to radical social and political 
changes. This was the case with Gandhi’s non-violence movement and 
the Polish Solidarity movement, for example. The social movement that 
focused on the idea of solidarity in 1989 led to the collapse of structures 
based on violence in the block of socialist countries. In the case of the 
Ahimsa principle, promoted by Gandhi in India in the 1940s, and in 
the case of the “solidarity movement”, great importance was attached 
to the values and attitudes they upheld, such as friendship, kindness, 
the willingness to sacrifice one’s own life for the good of others, social 
justice, the defence of the weak and the wronged, and an understand-
ing between people from different social groups, who often represented 
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different political views. Nowadays, people from Poland and Europe 
suffer from a lack of solidarity and have lost hope that something can 
be changed for the better in the world of politics and the functioning of 
institutions.
 Enthusiasm for the social changes of those times is difficult to recre-
ate now, although it is not impossible. The “fight without violence” idea 
advocates moving away from destruction and focusing on shaping 
a person’s ethical attitude by controlling individual desires and passions. 
A person’s ethics-based refusal to cooperate with a violence-governed 
state or institution is of great social significance. Even if only a handful 
of people refuse to cooperate with such states or institutions, this is not 
meaningless because it can affect others. Authentic social life is based 
on an ethical demand, which in fact consists of a radical and conscious 
responsibility for what is subject to individual human choices. The 
thoughtless acceptance of structures based on violence has no excuse. 
An ethical attitude that is directed at affirming the dignity of the human 
person consists in avoiding excuses for tolerating, using, or submitting to 
violence within institutions; in actively protesting against violence (even 
when it does not directly affect us); and in trying to oppose it as well as 
we can. This is based on ethical, metapolitical, and meta-institutional 
factors that confront us with people’s vulnerability and the harm that is 
done to them.
 Human communities are communities because of the values they 
share. Developing and cultivating a community of values such as respect 
for the other person, the common good, solidarity, or social justice, 
involves a commitment to social life. A community of values does not 
mean political monism, in which everyone has to share the same views, 
but pluralism in terms of common values. This is desirable in order to 
appreciate the diversity of attitudes and forms of participation within 
society. The requirements of acceptance and our respect for difference 
lead us beyond the bounds of procedures and rigidly defined rules of 
conduct, thus liberating institutions from violent practices. An ethical 
attitude requires, on the one hand, openness to a diversity of views and 
attitudes and, on the other hand, affirmation of the fundamental value, 
i.e. human dignity.
 The issue of violence has been analysed from different perspec-
tives, including personal, social, economic, media, and ethical ones. 



274 mArIusz woJewodA

Researchers approach violence from a descriptive or normative per-
spective. In addition to the literature listed in the References section, 
the following works are worth recommending: 1) Jean-Hervé Lorenzi, 
Mickaël Berrebi. (2015). Un monde de violences. L’économie mon-
diale 2016–2030, 2) Agnieszka Lewicka-Zelent (ed.). (2017). Przemoc 
rodzinna. Aspekty psychologiczne, pedagogiczne i prawne [Domestic 
violence. Psychological, pedagogical, and legal aspects] Warszawa: 
Difin; 3) Simon Critcheley. (2006). Infinitely Demanding. A Political 
Ethics; 4) Robert B. Cialdini. (2016). Pre-suasion. A Revolutionary Way 
to Influence and Persuade; 5) Bogdan Wojciszke. (2002). Człowiek 
wśród ludzi. Zarys psychologii społecznej [A man among people. An out-
line of social psychology], Warszawa: Wydawnictwo Naukowe Scholar; 
6) Józef Sowa. (2007). Przemoc w aspekcie aksjologicznym [Violence 
in an axiological aspect]. In: Beata Szluz (ed.), Przemoc – konteksty 
społecznokulturowe [Violence – social and cultural contexts]. Vol. 1: 
Społeczne i psychologiczne aspekty zjawiska [Social and psychologi-
cal aspects of the phenomenon], Rzeszów: Wydawnictwo Uniwersytetu 
Rzeszowskiego, pp. 12–15.
 The following book by a French management theorist, Frederic 
Laloux, deserves special attention: Frederic Laloux, Reinventing Orga-
nizations (2014). In this publication, the author presents an alternative to 
the authoritarian and hierarchical model of management, i.e. turquoise 
management, which has an important advantage as it eliminates the 
traditional causes of institutional violence. It should be verified in prac-
tice as to whether the turquoise management model is feasible within 
various institutional structures.
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Human rights

summary
DEFINITION OF THE TERM: the concept of human rights is central 
to modern ethics, politics, and law. these rights are a juridical way of 
describing the conditions that are considered necessary for human life 
and development. Human rights are described using the notion of either 
an individual’s freedom (the will theory) or an individual’s interests 
(the interest theory), both of which should be protected by law. origi-
nally, human rights were treated as an ethical category (the natural rights 
theory) that determined the form of political postulates and legal regula-
tions. thus, rights are approached differently within ethical, political, and 
legal dimensions (and further differentiated within the legal dimension). 

HISTORICAL ANALYSIS OF THE TERM: thomas Hobbes conceptualised 
human rights, which he differentiated from substantive law (norms). Follow-
ing modern political transformations, the positivist approach superseded 
the theories of natural law. After world war II, the concept of legal rights 
as an ethical and political category was revived; this inspired the develop-
ment of constitutional judiciary and international human rights systems.

DISCUSSION OF THE TERM: this section emphasises the protective 
function of human rights and discusses their function as an instrument 
used for the reconstruction of existing social structures. their protective 
function has been frequently referred to by radical socio-political move-
ments. despite initial controversies and the lack of clear foundations in 
the Gospel, human rights also became an important element of Catholic 
social teaching in the second half of the 20th century, alongside personal-
istic anthropology.
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SYSTEMATIC REFLECTION WITH CONCLUSIONS AND RECOM-
MENDATIONS: regardless of the many approaches to the concept, 
rights should be considered as an institutionalization of individualistic 
anthropology. they inspire a long-term political and legal process that 
is aimed at autonomising the individual and weakening social structures. 
the concept of rights refers not only to people; historically, they have 
been granted to organisational units (legal persons), and attempts are 
currently being made to grant them to animals.

Keywords: human rights, legal rights, individualism, personalism
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definition of the term
The concept of human rights (or, more broadly, “subjective rights”, 
i.e. the legally authorized faculty to act, which is considered a subject’s 
asset) is central to modern politics and law. Human rights affirm an 
individual as an autonomous subject and constitute an instrument for its 
effective protection. Concisely, the concept of human rights is a juridi-
cal way of describing the conditions that are considered necessary for 
the life and development of a man as an individual. For this reason, 
the category of legal rights is related to individualistic anthropology and 
modern intellectual culture. These conditions are described in terms of 
a subject’s freedom (the will theory) or interests (the interest theory), 
which should be protected by law. With the advancement and domina-
tion of modern intellectual culture, the idea of human rights started to 
also penetrate those approaches to social life that assume the social 
nature of man. Thus, the concept of rights has also become a factor of 
gradual acceptance of individualistic anthropology within these prima 
facie non-individualistic social approaches. 
 According to liberal political theory, the creation of modern states 
was determined by the need to protect human rights. These rights have 
become a universal way of describing all relationships between individu-
als, as well as between individuals, public authorities, and other actors 
of social life. However, the commonly used phrase “I have the right to...” 
describes postulates concerning how to organize society rather than 
the actual rights of a subject. Therefore, the notion of rights is related to 
strategies of social change, which are often of a very radical (revolution-
ary) nature. Thus, the term “the rights revolution” adequately describes 
the real function of the activity of the constitutional courts as well as 
international human rights protection systems.
 The construction of a “subjective right” (including human rights) is 
used to describe social life at different levels of analysis. The language of 
rights is first used in philosophy (in anthropology and ethics), and it is then 
adopted to political discourse, resulting in various declarations of rights. 
The next step is to create legal enforcement mechanisms of these so-
declared rights by implementing them into the legal system as legal rights.
 Through political action, the affirmation of human rights is intended 
to make specific (individualistic) ethical postulates the real regulators of 



280 ALeKsAnder stęPKowsKI

social life. An important element of the idea of subjective rights is the 
real possibility of enforcing them. 
 At the legal level, rights vary in nature depending on where they are 
located within the legal system. In the hierarchical structure of state legal 
systems, fundamental rights that result from constitutional regulations are 
placed at the top; these can be enforced through constitutional review, 
as performed by constitutional courts. Below these constitutionally pro-
tected subjective rights are legal rights created by statutory regulations 
that create the normative basis for the creation of public or private legal 
relationships and the rights resulting from them. These public and private 
legal rights are protected in administrative courts for public rights or in civil 
courts for private rights. Historically, the protection of legal rights was first 
guaranteed in common and then in administrative courts. It proceeded 
protection of fundamental rights in constitutional courts, because in most 
countries these were established only after World War II. This perspec-
tive must be supplemented with legal rights resulting from procedural 
regulations (administrative or judicial) and legal rights protected at the 
international level before international bodies (e.g. courts) that function 
within the framework of international human rights protection systems.
 In the context of continental European legal culture, subjective rights, 
particularly fundamental rights, are often understood as “a bundle of 
rights that are granted to a legal entity within his relationships with other 
legal entities”. A distinction is made in this context between a subjective 
right (the bundle) and (simple) rights (entitlements), in which the latter 
are considered single fibres in a bundle. Each specific (simple) right is 
intended to realize or to protect a specific aspect of such a complex sub-
jective right, i.e. a specific interest of a given subject (Brzozowski et al., 
2018). This way of thinking about rights has emerged within the process 
of moving constitutional rights from the level of political postulates to the 
level of law upon which they became enforceable in court. In this way, 
the fundamental rights which were declared in constitutions originally 
as political principles began to be enforceable in constitutional courts. 
In this context, a subjective character of a right emphasises not only 
its complexity but also its legal enforceability. Constitutional rights (also 
called fundamental rights) are more general and ethically oriented than 
simple rights (entitlements) protected at a statutory level. In fact, both 
these categories (fundamental rights and simple rights) are subjective 
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rights, i.e. they belong to a subject, but they are identified and protected 
in a way that envisages the specificity of a given level of a legal system 
upon which they are enforceable. The interests of a subject are identi-
fied at the level of a constitution in a more general way, while at the level 
of statutory laws they are specified according to the number of specific 
interests that are to be protected in this way. At this statutory level, how-
ever, rights are still described in general and abstract terms. Based on 
such general and abstract statutory provisions, the particular interests of 
a concrete subject are determined by concrete administrative decisions 
addressed to specific subjects or by means of private contracts that 
involve concrete parties.

Historical analysis of the term

Preliminary remarks

The concept of rights was developed in the middle of the 17th century 
by assigning a specific philosophical and political content – determined 
by modern intellectual categories – to the Latin term ius. The contem-
porary domination of modern intellectual categories has led researchers 
to search for the first manifestations of rights (or their antecedents) in 
antiquity, in medieval scholastics, or in the pre-modern ius gentium con-
cepts (Merkwa, 2018; Jasudowicz, 1995). In fact, the concept of rights 
emerged as an effect of the systematic development of individualistic 
anthropology when Thomas Hobbes made a precise distinction within 
the meaning of the term “law” by differentiating between its subjective 
meaning, to which he ascribed the term “right” (ius), and substantive law 
(lex). In this way he broke the connection between ius and the category 
of justice (iustitia). Through this operation, the term “right” (ius) became 
a legal way of expressing the ethical category of freedom (libertas).

the legal path

For the Romans, the term ius meant either law in general or law as 
a set of norms regulating either a particular sphere of social life or the 
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functioning of a particular community (substantive law), depending on 
the context. The term ius was also used to denote a place where the 
jurisdiction of officials was exercised as well as the first stage in a civil 
trial. Sometimes, this term was also used to define a legally granted 
possibility of action (facultas agendii), which can be translated as ‘right’ 
or ‘entitlement’. From an ethical perspective, the idea expressed by 
Domitius Ulpianus was of key importance; he observed that the concept 
of law (ius) is derived from justice (iustitia). This essential connection 
between justice and law determined the ethical identity of European 
legal culture for several centuries. 
 With the changes in intellectual culture that were associated with 
theological and legal discussions, the term ius, when employed to denote 
a sense of right, gained in importance. However, this process in itself 
would not have led to the modern construction of rights had it not been 
affected by the radical change in Western intellectual culture and its 
reorientation towards individualistic anthropology. The works of Suarez, 
Grotius, and Donellus (Merkwa, 2018), among others, contributed to 
the departure from the paradigm expressed by Ulpianus, which Hugo 
Donellus (1828) considered false (aperte falsum) on the basis of purely 
grammatical criteria. Moreover, Donellus equated the notion of ius in 
the dimension of legal rights with the category of power (potestas) that 
resulted from understanding law as a sovereign’s order. In this sense, 
the term ius gained the meaning of a mandate to undertake activities 
based on codified law (facultas et potestas iure tributa), but the basic 
meaning of ius still meant enacted legal rules.

Philosophical and political content 

A breakthrough was made thanks to Hobbes, who was not burdened 
with the intellectual baggage of the ius commune tradition. He rede-
fined the basic legal categories, especially the terms lex and ius, on the 
basis of his own philosophical principles. He used the term ius naturale 
(a right of nature) to describe the original freedom of man in the state of 
nature (Hobbes, 1996). The socially unconditioned man was supposed 
to rid himself of this freedom by means of a social contract in order to 
establish a sovereign power that was created and legitimized by the 
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consensus of free individuals (the sovereignty of the people). The sov-
ereign thus gained unlimited authority to regulate interpersonal relations 
by law (lex). These laws were intended to be the only universally binding 
ethical criterion for distinguishing good from evil. Such legal rules delimi-
tated individual spheres of freedom in which each individual could freely 
exercise his own will. However, this individual sphere of freedom of the 
individual was not natural but was a consequence of the creation and 
functioning of the sovereign. Hobbes described these law-determined 
spheres of freedom as ius (right), and this was the first mature modern 
conceptualization of rights. He also discerned between a right and a law 
(ius and lex), defining the former as a freedom and the latter as coercion 
resulting from statutory enactments. In this way, Hobbes introduced 
a modern distinction between subjective rights and substantive law in an 
objective sense, being aware that his distinction challenged the whole 
legal culture of his time (Hobbes, 1971). 
 Hobbes’ position was adopted by Baruch Spinoza (1846) and 
Immanuel Kant, among others, who believed that freedom is the primary 
right to which every human being is entitled by virtue of his humanity 
(Kant, 2006). On the basis of this premise, Kant developed the concept 
of rights as the possibility of imposing obligations onto others. This per-
spective can also be found in Hegel and in all German idealism (Opałek, 
1957). In this way, at a philosophical rather than a legal level, rights 
became a way to describe in legal terms an individual as a subject who 
is free and equal to others and who realizes his humanity understood in 
terms of autonomy.

the political nature of rights 

The advancement of modern social transformations (initially liberal 
and later democratic) led to the weakening of the original primary func-
tion of rights, which was to criticize (from a moral position) the exist-
ing social order from the perspective of the natural law theories that 
aimed to replace premodern philosophical principles with modern ones 
(individualism). Gradually, rights became the building block for the new 
(modern) social and legal system. However, the revolutionary potential 
of human rights (i.e. a critique of the actual social status quo) did not 
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disappear but was reoriented towards the political sphere. While rights 
were initially aimed at attacking pre-modern feudal social order, over 
time they became an instrument of the confrontation between the two 
main modern political approaches to social life: the first emphasizing 
freedom-oriented aspects of individualistic anthropology (liberalism); 
the second emphasizing its egalitarian aspect (democratism/socialism). 
Additionally, differences in the development of the idea of rights resulted 
from the different socio-political contexts in which their development 
was explored. 

From politics to law

Within French political culture based on a modern, unified, and central-
ised state, the status of an individual was primarily of a political nature 
and was reflected in the written constitutions. Article 2 of the Declaration 
of the Rights of Man and of the Citizen stated that the goal of a political 
community – a community comprised of free individuals – is always to 
protect the natural and inalienable rights of man. However, Article 4 speci-
fied that the boundaries of these rights could only be determined by law, 
thus it was statutory enactments that de facto defined their real scope. In 
practice, this led to granting freedom of action to administrative authori-
ties as long as it did not exceed the statutory limits of citizens’ rights, i.e. 
the statutory guarantees of individual freedom and property. These rights 
were protected by the administrative courts which started to emerge under 
Napoleon I based on the Council of State’s authority to consider charges 
of abuse of power (recurs pour excess de pouvoir). As a result, French 
legal culture developed the foundations for the protection of public rights 
by means of judicial review provided by special administrative courts.
 In contrast, German intellectual culture of the 19th century was 
determined by far-reaching political fragmentation, which prevented 
the implementation of modern ideas in the constitutional dimension. 
Within this culture, modern civil law was based on and developed within 
the concept of rights (subjektives Recht). Rights were understood as 
a consequence of the legal relationship (Rechtsverhältnis) in terms of 
which all interpersonal relationships were conceptualized. This was the 
main achievement of Friedrich Carl von Savigny (1840), who attributed 
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a specific power (Macht) to individual will, which governs within this indi-
vidual sphere. Within this sphere, the autonomous will of the individual 
allows him to impose obligations on other subjects who interfere with his 
individual sphere. Savigny called this power or the sphere of autonomy 
“the right of a subject”. Modern civil law thus expressed individualistic 
anthropology, taking as its basis the principles of the autonomy of will 
and of the formal equality of subjects engaging in bilateral legal relation-
ships. These legal relationships became a source of private rights that 
were no longer universal but were particular in nature (limited to parties 
of a given legal relationship). In this way, in an unfavourable political 
context, the foundations of modern social life were provided within 
the framework of private law. In this context, the concept of rights has 
become a technical and strictly legal category – an element of civil law 
theory. Within the context of modern civil law, the axiological dimension 
of the category of rights was significantly reduced (although not elimi-
nated) and dominated by the technical dimension. This change allowed 
a more detailed and technical analysis of everyday social relations.

Further development of rights 

The practical implementation of individualistic principles into social life 
inspired further theoretical developments of the concept of rights. Within 
this new context, it was decreasingly useful to explain rights as a sphere 
of freedom or power specified by statutory boundaries. Within the civil 
law context, the principle of freedom found its specific expression in the 
concept of the autonomy of will, which enables an individual to identify 
his personal interests.This inspired Rudolph von Jhering to consider 
rights no longer in terms of the free will but as a legally protected interest 
(1954). With time, this position was referred to as the interest theory to 
differentiate it from the earlier will theory, which explained rights in terms 
of the sphere of individual freedom. 
 Regardless of whether the protection of rights was considered either 
in the vertical dimension (within a public law perspective), i.e. as pro-
tection against illegal action of a public authority, or in the horizontal 
dimension, i.e. as the content of a legal relationship between individuals 
(within civil law perspective), rights were no longer considered as having 
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a natural character but were simply an effect of the operation of statu-
tory enactments. 
 This situation changed after the two world wars in the first half of 
the 20th century, which clearly revealed the crisis of the modern social 
project. It turned out that a democratically elected legislative authority 
which is supposed to afford a par excellence guarantee of respect for 
the rights of individuals not only may be ineffective in achieving this 
goal but may also constitute a primary threat to these rights. The reac-
tion to this situation was the creation of constitutional courts that were 
granted with the power of constitutional review of statutory enactments. 
Constitutional review has transformed political charters of fundamental 
rights into normative texts that have legal effect in constitutional courts 
(Stępkowski, 2010). Supranational political structures were also created 
in order to promote global peace by means of a global system of human 
rights protection.
 In the second half of the 20th century, the doctrine of the rule of law 
began to be increasingly perceived as a limitation to the modern con-
cept of popular sovereignty (in the dimension of a state) or the modern 
understanding of the concept of the sovereignty of a modern state (in the 
international dimension). Both these phenomena of legal culture reflect 
the crisis of modern categories and the occurrence of post-modern 
transgression. 
 Constitutional courts have taken control over the legislative activity 
of parliaments (which is difficult to accept in terms of modern political 
theory), performing functions analogous to those of administrative 
courts, although in relation not to executive powers but to legislative 
powers (Stępkowski, 2010). Within European legal culture, human 
rights, which were originally protected at the constitutional level as 
fundamental rights (in German: Grundrechte from Grundgesetz), have 
acquired a legal character. This meant transformation from political cat-
egories into a legal concept. At the same time, a considerable number 
of constitutional guarantees (including the right to property, the right to 
a fair trial, or the prohibition of discrimination) were also applied to legal 
persons – thus not to human beings. This process usually consisted 
of a transition in the understanding of fundamental rights from the will 
theory to the interest theory (Stępkowski, 2013). The judicial decisions 
of national constitutional courts also began to refer to the case law 
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elaborated within the international system of human rights protection. 
This is an important phenomenon as constitutional courts, when exer-
cising their power to repeal laws which were held to be unconstitutional, 
have very weak democratic legitimacy. In this context, referring to the 
case law of international human rights tribunals provides these courts 
with additional ethical or quasi-legal legitimacy (Safjan, 2006; Granat, 
2003). This is particularly important because many constitutional courts’ 
decisions have a very general and vague basis in the texts of constitu-
tions and rely more on the content of their own judicial decisions.
 Jacques Maritain’s views and personalistic concept were important 
inspiration for the construction of an international system of human 
rights protection after World War II. He treated the international protec-
tion of human rights as a moral system that allows the establishment of 
a rational order of a global rule of law in order to safeguard against the 
possible arbitrariness of states. The common good in the global dimen-
sion was to be affirmed by means of limiting the sovereignty of a state 
(Puppinck, 2018, pp. 18–30). A symbolic inauguration of this political 
project was the adoption in December 1948 of the Universal Declaration 
of Human Rights, and in 1966 of two human rights covenants: the Inter-
national Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR) and the Inter-
national Covenant on Economic, Social, and Cultural Rights (ICESC). 
At the same time, regional human rights protection systems began to 
be established. In Europe, these included the Council of Europe and 
the European Convention for the Protection of Human Rights and Fun-
damental Freedoms (ECHR 1950) with the Court thereby established. 
These international systems, which clearly manifested the tendency to 
dominate over the sovereignty of states (understood in modern terms), 
constituted the institutional backbone for the postmodern stage of the 
development of human rights during which the systematic radicalization 
of individualism took place.
 The development of the idea of human rights is sometimes presented 
according to the classification of the three generations of rights that was 
proposed by Karel Vašák (1997). The first generation in this classifica-
tion is civil and political liberties; the second is social and cultural rights; 
the third is solidarity rights, which are, however, not precisely conceptu-
alized and include vague concepts such as the right to development, to 
a healthy and ecologically balanced environment, and the right to world 
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heritage. Despite the rhetorical attractiveness and the global resonance 
of this division, it has met with criticism (Pocar, 2015). The third category 
is a good example of the contemporary practice of expressing political 
agenda in rights talk. It results in the presentation of even the most 
dubious political agendas as efforts to protect human rights, albeit often 
understood in a rather peculiar way.

discussion of the term

the real versus the declared function of human rights

Human rights and rights in general are usually presented as instruments 
for the protection of an individual and his autonomy, thereby resulting in 
the stabilisation of social relations. However, analysis of the historical 
processes related to the functioning of the rights within modern societ-
ies casts doubts in this respect. Explaining rights in political debate as 
well as enforcing them in law usually led to radical reconstructions of 
the existing social order. For example, a typical first-generation right, 
i.e. the right to property that was included in the famous triple slogan of 
the French Revolution (liberté, égalité, propriété) and which was later 
defended by the Church, was not intended to protect the existing social 
structure of ownership but to overturn it completely and re-establish it 
on the basis of completely new principles (including new owners). It was 
thus a thoroughly revolutionary postulate. The presentation of property 
as a natural right of an individualistic and pre-social character was 
directed against the social system that functioned at that time and which 
reserved land ownership for the nobility. Moreover, the beneficiary of the 
feudal proprietary system was the family rather than the individual. In the 
context of the controversy between liberals and democrats (socialists) 
that took place half a century later, the proprietary postulate from 1789 
seemed to be conservative. Therefore, it was replaced with “brother-
hood”, which was an extension of the egalitarian postulate beyond the 
formal dimension of civil law into social life. This resulted in the promo-
tion of equality in relation to political and social rights. 
 This real function of legal rights makes them de facto an instrument 
of permanent profound social change, which in political terms can be 
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classified as revolutionary. The institutionalization of this process is the 
work of international human rights tribunals that enjoy considerable 
authority as international institutions. They broaden the scope of their 
jurisdiction through an evolutionary interpretation of international law 
(Soloch, 2015), which they perform in the absence of relevant social 
control. With time, these tribunals’ own judicial decisions became the 
normative basis for their jurisdiction instead of the international treaties 
that had created them and determined their jurisdiction. These observa-
tions also apply mutatis mutandis to national constitutional courts. 
 Judicial decisions of the European Court of Human Rights (ECtHR) 
regarding freedom of expression can be used as an example of the 
practical application of human rights in order to bring about social 
change. According to the famous principle that protects free speech, 
as written in Handyside v. the United Kingdom (1976), which has been 
referred to in several hundred subsequent rulings, freedom of expres-
sion applies “not only to «information» or «ideas» that are favourably 
received or regarded as inoffensive or as a matter of indifference, but 
also to those that offend, shock or disturb; such are the demands of 
that pluralism, tolerance and broadmindedness without which there is 
no democratic «society»” (§ 49). The ECtHR has therefore made itself 
a protector of opinions that intentionally attack the existing social norms. 
The beneficiaries of such guarantees of human rights are radical social 
movements that can freely shock or offend in the name of freedom of 
expression, while social mainstream or non-radical groups never or 
rarely feel the need to resort to such measures. Another example of the 
real function of human rights as an instrument of profound social change 
is the ECHR’s case law that was elaborated on the basis of Article 8 of 
the ECHR; it protects private and family life and also relates to homo-
sexual practices. Initially, the Court considered the criminalisation of 
voluntary homosexual practices in England to be compatible with the 
Convention. Over time, these practices received the protection of the 
European Court as an aspect of private life and subsequently they were 
protected as a legitimate aspect of family life. The doctrine explicitly 
states that this evolution indicates the intention of the ECHR to invent 
a legal right to same-sex partnerships and marriages (Puppinck, 2015).
 Although, human rights are allegedly supposed to protect the 
weak against being abused by the strong, in fact their immanently 
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individualistic character transforms the existing social structure into an 
atomised one that promotes progressive individualization. Each exist-
ing social structure, by its very existence, creates specific limitations 
for the autonomous desires of the individual. These limits can easily be 
presented as an instance of social oppression. In this way, human rights 
no longer focus on a universal understanding of the conditions neces-
sary for human development but on the protection of minority groups 
(minority rights) that challenge existing social structures and norms. In 
this context, human rights can be considered an important factor that 
has inspired the process of so-called reflexive (late) modernisation.

Human rights and the social Magisterium 
of the Catholic Church

difficulties

The relationship between Catholic social teaching and the concept of 
human rights (the rights of an individual subject) is complex and far 
from being clear. Catholic social teaching is founded on a consistent 
anthropology that considers man as a social being for whom social ties 
(starting with family ties) constitute the natural environment for life and 
development. For this reason, human development is understood to be 
enabled by strong community ties and not by the autonomy of the indi-
vidual. In traditional moral theology, human development is conditioned 
by the fulfilment of each person’s duties to others (Matthew 19:17). 
Human development is therefore expressed in acquiring, practicing, 
and developing virtues that constitute a permanent disposition for good 
actions taken in a given aspect of social life. This is why Jesus Christ, 
in his teaching (e.g. in the parable of the Good Samaritan), stressed the 
need for Christians to recognize their duty of care for their neighbours 
(Luke 10:30–37), also in the context of the Final Judgment (Matthew 
25:35–46). In the Sermon on the Mount, Christ said blessed are the 
poor in spirit, the meek, and those who hunger and thirst after righteous-
ness, whose attainment is situated in an eschatological perspective 
rather than those who demand respect for their rights. In his encycli-
cal Spe salvi (2007, 4), Benedict XVI emphasised that Christ did not 
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bring a socio-political message with him. He referred to St. Paul’s Letter 
to Philemon, the subject matter of which could easily be presented in 
socio-political terms; however, Saint Paul tolerated the social institution 
of slavery of his times even though it obviously contradicted the way in 
which Christians are obliged to form their relationships with brothers 
in faith.

Intellectual and social determinants 

With the progressing domination of modern culture, the Church had to 
confront the intellectual categories that describe and structure social life 
according to individualistic anthropology. This anthropology determines 
the description of the conditions that allow human life and development 
to progress not in terms of duties but in terms of rights. As social prob-
lems came to be commonly presented in modern categories and had to 
be addressed by the Church in her teaching, the Magisterium increas-
ingly adopted language that was determined by modern categories. This 
led the Church to gradually accept modern intellectual categories. The 
first (very limited) appearances of a rights talk appeared in the encycli-
cal Rerum novarum (1891), and then in the encyclical Mit brennender 
Sorge (1937), which condemned Nazism (Skorowski, 1996).

Acceptance 

Gradual but systematic acceptance of personalism as the anthropologi-
cal foundation of the Magisterium had key significance for the teaching 
of the Catholic Church. This process culminated in the encyclical Pacem 
in Terris (1963) by John XXIII. Having recognised every human being as 
a person, that is as a being endowed with reason and free will (§ 9), the 
encyclical gave a systematic presentation of human rights as a concept 
consistent with the teaching of the Church (§ 11–27). This encyclical is 
an eclectic combination of the traditional Magisterium, which derives 
sovereignty from God and affirms the social nature of man (§ 46–47), 
with modern principles, including liberal constitutionalism and human 
rights as necessary institutions (§ 76 “each State must have a public 
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constitution that is couched in juridical terms”). Protection of rights was 
recognised as essential for the proper functioning of public authorities 
(§ 75–79, apart from the objection to the principle of popular sovereignty 
in § 78). Clear affirmation of human rights can be found in the Pasto-
ral Constitution on the Church in the Modern World, Gaudium et spes 
(§ 27), as adopted by the Second Vatican Council, and above all in 
the teaching of John Paul II, who strongly affirmed the United Nations 
Universal Declaration of Human Rights (which rejected postulates of 
the US Episcopate submitted during the drafting process), considering 
it to be “a milestone … on the path of the moral progress of humanity” 
(Acta Apostolicae Sedis 71 [1979] 1147–1148). As a result, the protec-
tion of human rights has become one of the central themes of Catholic 
social teaching (Skorowski, 1996) and nowadays is often considered 
fundamental to the mission of the Church. 

Consequences

The effect of these transformations is, among other things, the contem-
porary practice of presenting the historical statements of the Magiste-
rium in terms of rights instead of in terms of duties, as was the case in 
the past. For example, the teaching of the encyclical Rerum novarum 
(§ 16), which indicates the need to remind workers and employers of 
their mutual duties in order to overcome a social crisis, is nowadays 
reduced to emphasizing employers’ duties, which are presented as 
workers’ rights (Skorowski, 1996).
 Regardless of the growing dominance of the language of human 
rights and personalistic anthropology, the Church continues to acknowl-
edge the social character of human nature. This is expressed – along-
side the affirmation of rights – in emphasizing duties as vital factors in 
human development (Pacem in terris, 30) and in repeated but ineffec-
tive attempts to make the family the subject of rights. The Charter on 
the Rights of the Family (1983) is an expression of these recent efforts. 
Its Preamble begins with the statement that “The rights of the person, 
even though they are expressed as rights of the individual, have a fun-
damental social dimension which finds an innate and vital expression 
in the family”. This formulation is a perfect illustration of the eclecticism 



293Human rights

of contemporary Catholic social teaching in this area. Alongside the 
acceptance of the concept of human rights that stems from individual-
ism, an attempt has been made to attribute a social character to them 
through the concept of the person. However, although a wide range of 
specific rights has been freely developed in recent decades (an inflation 
of rights), the rights of the family have not been widely accepted nor 
incorporated into common discourse. Furthermore, even within Polish 
constitutionalism, which draws much of its inspiration from Catholic 
social teaching and declares the legal protection of the family and 
family life, the Constitutional Tribunal rejected the possibility of treating 
the family as an independent subject of constitutional rights, consider-
ing constitutional provisions that protect the family and family life as 
operating only through the individual rights of particular family members 
(judgment of the Constitutional Tribunal of 9 September 2003, ref. no. 
SK 28/03, OTK ZU no. 7/A/2003, item 74).

summary 
The acceptance of the human rights perspective in Catholic social teach-
ing results from its acceptance of personalistic anthropology, which is 
akin to individualism (Puppinck, 2018, pp. 35–37), and its willingness 
to proclaim moral teaching in intellectual categories that are easier for 
contemporary people to understand. Operating only at an ethical level 
considerably reduces the possibility of a reliable assessment of the 
actual social effects of the operation of rights. Even if some manifest 
dysfunctions inspire in-depth reflection on their reasons (Evangelium 
vitae, 19), they are unable to inspire a relevant reaction due to the con-
temporary domination of personalistic anthropology. 

systematic reflection with conclusions 
and recommendations 

Rights attributed to a subject, best known and commonly affirmed as 
human rights, express individualistic anthropology and provide tools for 
the gradual but systematic transformation of social life according to this 
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anthropology. Regardless of the variety of approaches, rights can be 
generally considered to be tools that propagate and institutionalize indi-
vidualistic anthropology. They inspire long-term social, political, and legal 
processes that are aimed at the progressive autonomisation of individuals.
 In the long run, rights tend to be extended beyond those afforded 
to humans. Historically, this took place in relation to organizations that 
had been granted the status of a rights subject (legal persons). Today, 
a similar process is taking place with regard to animals, which is con-
sistent with the inner logic of an individualistic social project. Within this 
intellectual framework, the category of justice loses its autonomous and 
axiomatic character, and such an axiomatic character is attributed to the 
status of an individual subject, whose autonomy is legally protected by 
laws that grant rights to the subject. At the philosophical level, concepts 
that grant legal protection to a subject understood as a person, including 
non-human persons, are gaining popularity. Within this approach, the 
interests of such non-human subjects should be protected by granting 
them specific rights. 
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Cultural rights

summary
DEFINITION OF THE TERM: Cultural rights are the rights that belong to 
every person because of their inherent dignity. Interpretations of cultural 
rights differ because of the ways in which culture is defined and the ways 
in which concepts of law have developed. 

HISTORICAL ANALYSIS OF THE TERM: the analysis of selected stages 
in the formation of legal systems is an important element in any attempt 
to describe the specificity of cultural rights. when analysing the devel-
opment of reflection on human rights, Karel Vasak’s concept of three 
generations of human rights is a key contribution. 

DISCUSSION OF THE TERM: the boundaries of cultural rights differ 
depending on the definition of ‘culture’ that is adopted. there are two 
main approaches to culture: attributive and distributive. In the former, 
culture is treated as an attribute of mankind as a whole, thus it can only be 
referred to in the singular; in the latter, a multitude of different cultures is 
assumed, so it can only be referred to in the plural.

SYSTEMATIC REFLECTION WITH CONCLUSIONS AND RECOM-
MENDATIONS: the fundamental nature of cultural rights can be justified 
from the axiological, formal, and structural perspectives. national and 
international laws do not create cultural rights but only confirm them. 

Keywords: culture, cultural rights, fundamental character of cultural 
rights





299Cultural rights

definition of the term
Cultural rights are the rights that belong to every person because of their 
inherent dignity and cultural orientation, which results from the human 
essence. Culture is a feature that distinguishes man from all other crea-
tures, shapes social life, and influences its structure. According to Ralph 
Linton, culture can be defined as the “social heritage of members of 
society” (Linton, 1975, p. 67). 
 As a result of the way in which culture is defined, as well as the way 
in which the concept of law has developed, the subject literature offers 
different interpretations of cultural rights. This can also be seen in the 
various interpretations of cultural rights that have been applied in social 
practice. These rights are formulated in a general way: they do not form 
a closed catalogue, and they take on different forms in the many national 
and international legal acts that are related to cultural rights. 
 Cultural rights are the most symbolic category of human rights that 
have been established since World War II. Today they are predominantly 
interpreted using the recommendations codified in the International 
Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights. According to this 
treaty, cultural rights relate to education and participation in cultural life, 
including enjoying the benefits of scientific progress and benefitting from 
any scientific discovery or artistic work one has created. 
 The rationale for cultural rights varies according to particular legal 
systems and the theoretical assumptions on which they are based. 
Considering these differences, it is not surprising that assessment of 
the fundamental nature of cultural rights is the subject of much dispute. 
In order to determine to what extent cultural rights can be interpreted 
as fundamental rights, it is important to analyse the historical stages of 
the development of the concept of cultural rights in the context of the 
development of legal systems and the evolving concept of human rights.

Historical analysis of the term
In his historical evolution and constant search for the means of social 
organization, humans have developed tools that regulate the col-
lective order; these are various principles that aim to shape optimal 
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conditions for living together and creating circumstances for individual 
development. 
 Laws are sets of principles that regulate people’s behaviour in society; 
together with other normative institutions, these principles constitute cul-
ture. Law is therefore a part of culture. More precisely, its manifestation 
is understood as intelligent and motivated action of mankind for mankind. 
It is an essential element of culture which, together with various other 
components, distinguishes a society that exists in a given place and 
time. Society evolves and transforms, and law evolves and transforms 
in order to adequately respond to society’s needs and interests. Culture 
cannot exist without law, and law cannot exist outside or in opposition to 
culture. It can therefore be legitimately argued that “the history of human 
rights is the history of mankind” (Koba and Zydel, 2009, p. 13). 
 The transformation of human society from a primitive, animalistic 
formation into the large and complex society of today has led to the 
development of increasingly sophisticated organizations, institutions, 
hierarchies, and principles, thus laying the foundations of primitive cul-
ture. The first legal drafts were created in this initial period of society’s 
organisation, and an emerging sense of solidarity was strengthened by 
orders laid down by a leader, including sanctions for non-compliance. 
Historically, the codification of law is considered the moment at which 
a law comes into being. In the subject literature, the prevailing position 
is that human rights are of a moral rather than a legal nature, although 
this does not reduce the need for their formal-legal protection, which is, 
however, primarily intended as an expression of the “human aspirations” 
that are identified in this way (Osiatyński, 2011, p. 23). 
 For obvious reasons, cultural rights, as a constituent part of human 
rights, appeared at a relatively late stage of the formation of legal sys-
tems, although certain features of cultural rights indirectly appeared 
much earlier (Kosińska, 2014, p. 70). Analysing the selected historical 
stages in the formation of legal systems is an important element in 
describing the specificity and significance of cultural rights. Accordingly, 
the historical moments that have significance for the formation of the 
concept of law (including cultural rights) and the related changes in 
redefining a person’s universal rights are discussed below.
 In ancient times, the Neolithic era transformed the homo sapien from 
a simple farmer into a modern man with farming and craft technology, 
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social organization, institutions, and religion. This was reflected in the 
formation, apex, and downfall of the first peoples and their cultures, 
including the Sumerians, Babylonians, and Assyrians. During this period, 
law was being shaped as regulations concerning family life, property, 
and the primitive relationships that existed between tribes. The first legal 
acts appeared in more organized societies, including, the Code of Ham-
murabi, Assyrian law, and those contained within the Egyptian Book of 
the Dead and the Bible.
 A qualitative leap in law was made in Greece with the establishment 
of a constitutional order as a result of philosophical debate concerning 
legal issues. Each city had its own codified legal system. In Sparta, the 
Great Rhetra, which was believed to be formulated by the legendary law-
giver Lycurgus, introduced military organisation to the state; in Athens, 
the constitutions of Solon and Cleisthenes laid the foundations of a rela-
tively democratic society with the necessary functions and institutions of 
state organs in which citizens had the opportunity to participate.
 Rome is the cradle of Roman law, and the private law created there 
in ancient times remains unsurpassed in many aspects, even for con-
temporaries. In the Middle Ages, Roman law concerning the political 
system was regarded as the ideal, and some of today’s modern institu-
tions, such as senates, are its legacy. The Law of the Twelve Tables and 
Justinian’s Digest, like the alpha and omega, mark the beginning and 
fall of Roman law; its fall was brought about by adopting a new definition 
of the concepts of personality and legal capacity. 
 The concept of culture in Christianity was an important factor that 
influenced the formation of law, including the interpretation of human 
rights. As Mieczysław A. Krąpiec stated, this culture 

was the synthesis and the legacy of the Biblical culture of the Jews and the ancient 
culture of the Greeks and Romans, creatively melted with the Christian faith, 
which imbued science, art, and human morality. (...) The Christian religion both 
individually and socially integrated the rational, moral, artistic and aesthetic 
experiences and activities of the European citizen (Krąpiec, 1996, pp. 170–171).

 In the Middle Ages, Roman and Anglo-Saxon law was constantly 
mixed as a result of invasions and the ethnic and cultural fusion of the 
peoples of Europe. Glossators, postglossators, and ultramontanists 
represented medieval Roman law. This historical period also covers 
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feudalism and its transformation into monarchy. The creation of the Ger-
manic Holy Roman Empire, together with its legal, administrative, and 
judicial institutions, represents an important stage in the development 
of reflection and practice in the context of human rights. In the Middle 
Ages, England created modern constitutional law, which – by means of 
slow but continuous legislation – eventually limited the absolute power 
of kings. Commercial law gained importance as a result of intensified 
transactions, mainly between the inhabitants of port areas.
 During the Renaissance period, law underwent transformations in 
line with the spirit of the times. Thus, theocentrism gradually changed 
into anthropocentrism, which is still with us today. English constitutional 
law continued to evolve, the institutions of the German empire and the 
French monarchy were consolidated, and Italian law was scattered 
through numerous republics and kingdoms. Against this backdrop, the 
way in which the individual is defined in relation to the state authorities 
and his rights has changed.
 In law, the modern era brought a shift towards social contractualism, 
which was marked by emerging humanism. However, it was the decla-
ration of independence and the Constitution of the United States that 
became the milestone for the development of public law. In Poland, the 
Constitution of 3 May 1791, which was the first constitution in Europe and 
second in the world (after America), signified a strong impulse to stimu-
late the nobility and bourgeoisie to be aware of the possibility of civic 
rights, and it was an expression of new social aspirations. The French 
Revolution and the Declaration of the Rights of Man and of the Citizen 
gave rise to the principle of defending fundamental human rights, which 
continues today. The 19th century witnessed important political and legal 
changes that redefined the scope and nature of the rights that belong 
to members of society. While the parliamentary system developed in 
Europe, slavery was abolished in the USA as a result of the civil war.
 In the Middle East, since its appearance in the 7th century, the Islamic 
religion has influenced not only the personal and family life of its follow-
ers, but also public life and legislation. Among the Islamic peoples and 
later among the Islamic nations, the Quran became the source of family 
and criminal law, and in some countries it still performs this function.
 In the Far East, the historical development of law may seem sur-
prising and alien. For example, in traditional China social relationships 
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were based on a personal commitment (word), and the application of 
law was the last resort for situations in which parties violated their moral 
obligations. Hindu law has at its roots ancient religious texts (Śruti), 
and its legal norms stem from moral commandments and mythology. In 
Australia and other English colonies in Asia, the transformation of British 
law into overseas law took place, which was reflected in the way these 
colonies gained their political and legal independence.
 In the 20th century, the international legal order underwent great 
upheaval, which affected the internal order of particular states and their 
citizens. In general, the past century was a time of both world wars and 
civil wars. Human rights were constantly violated on a massive scale.
 In October 1945, the United Nations was established, and on 
10 December 1948, the Universal Declaration of Human Rights was 
passed. Many countries implemented it into their national legislation, 
and state authorities began to comply with these minimum rights. The 
next important stage in the development of legislation defined in this 
way was the adoption in 1966 of two International Covenants on Human 
Rights: the Covenant on Civil and Political Rights and the Covenant on 
Economic, Social and Cultural Rights. 
 During this period, human rights disputes, which were conducted by 
various international bodies, intensified. Controversial issues included 
both the classification of rights and their scope. In the 1970s, Karel 
Vasak’s work marked an important stage in the development of  reflection 
on human rights. He introduced the concept of three generations of histori-
cally conditioned human rights, whose division was based on the following 
assumptions: first generation rights (liberty rights), which include civil and 
political rights; second generation rights (equality rights), which include 
economic, social, and cultural rights; and third generation rights (solidarity 
rights), which include, for example, the right to peace, the right to develop-
ment, and the right to a healthy environment (Kowalski, 1988, p. 59). 
 With the development of trade, communication, and international 
cooperation in general, the concept of sovereignty lost its former mean-
ing and enabled the appearance of cultural policy, where the application 
of law goes beyond national borders. Modern times have brought some 
aspects of electronic technology into law: computers and the internet, 
and the constant updating and facilitation of administrative and judicial 
procedures.
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 The aim of normative acts is to harmonize social life by creating rules 
for the peaceful coexistence of people. These rules protect legal inter-
ests and values, and their protection should be manifold. For example, 
one of the highest values should be consideration of the best interests 
of a person and opportunities for his development (including cultural), 
which should be protected by various legal acts. This means that differ-
ent laws protect the same interests, as those interests are considered 
of the greatest value. There are different types of cultural elements that 
do not necessarily have convergent legal regulations, yet the values that 
are the most important for social life are protected by different norms, 
which are dependent on the development of legislation on human rights, 
including cultural rights.

discussion of the term
Various legal systems and legal concepts define the scope of cultural 
rights and confirm their fundamental character in different ways. The 
boundaries of cultural rights differ between concepts depending on the 
definition of ‘culture’ that they adopt. This concept is subject to numerous 
conceptualisations and is therefore difficult to describe in an exhaus-
tive way. In this analysis, two main interpretative approaches to culture 
are distinguished: attributive and distributive. In the former, culture is 
treated as a stable attribute of mankind as a whole, thus it can only be 
referred to in the singular; in the latter, a multitude of different cultures 
is assumed, so only the plural is used. It is worth observing here that 
both approaches can be interpreted in a complementary or antagonistic 
way, which can lead to different assumptions with respect to the scope 
of cultural rights (Nowicka, 2012, p. 48). 
 According to the attributive concept, there is only one culture, and 
its function is to strengthen unity and build a community of symbolic 
meanings despite the historical, geographical and social differences 
among individual people. According to the distributive concept, societies 
are multicultural and are made up of people who are characterised by 
diversity. This concept is used to defend universal values and is often 
presented as a reaction to elitarianism. However, its supporters believe 
that mankind is divided into so many socio-cultural groups that it would 
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be useless to try to unify them or rank them. Its opponents, who support 
the attributive concept, question the validity of the distributive interpreta-
tion in thinking about culture; they accuse it of relativism and of the 
absolutisation of differences, whose significance is less important in 
the overall view of culture. Another accusation is that adopting assump-
tions about the multiplicity of cultures contributes to the disappearance 
of universal values and reduces the sense of identity of members of 
society. In order to formulate these ideas in legal terms, the supporters 
of the attributive concept advocate a universal right of access to culture 
(Nowicka, 2012, p. 48). 
 However, the above interpretations of culture, which are often con-
tradictory in their assumptions, are not completely incompatible. After 
World War II, the complexity of diplomatic and institutional relationships 
on the international arena increased significantly and it became neces-
sary to seek common ground between the two positions. UNESCO, as 
a specialized UN organization, became a special place where tensions 
arising from different approaches to culture were expressed. Depend-
ing on the subject matter, the solutions that addressed culture were 
sometimes in the spirit of the attributive concept and sometimes of 
a distributive nature; however, with time, circumstances enforced an 
increasingly frequent search for complementarity between these two 
approaches. 
 In an era of globalization, international discourse is changing, and its 
significance as a forum for the redefinition of concepts is growing. The 
dominant tendency is to seek dialogue between cultures rather than 
the particularism of identity. Moreover, in order to strengthen identity, 
which is considered to be weakened in this way, the supporters of the 
attributive approach try to define it on a supranational level by referring 
to common values of a universal character. Over time, the concept of 
‘cultural diversity’ has entered into legislative practice and has become 
a compromise between the attributive and the distributive approaches 
(Kosińska, 2014, pp. 33–35). 
 The next stage in the evolving search for the most appropriate way 
to interpret culture and to codify the rights inherent in it was to develop 
the three types of legal institutionalization of cultural rights: the right of 
access to culture, the right to cultural specificity or cultural identity, and 
the right of cultural diversity.
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 The above divisions contribute to a more precise definition of the 
boundaries of cultural rights; however, they hardly define these rights 
themselves, which is why they are often used ambiguously. In this 
context, another important element in showing the specificity of cultural 
rights is the issue of their fundamental character. There are three basic 
justifications for the fundamental character of legal regulations: axiologi-
cal, formal, and structural.
 A right can be fundamental from an axiological point of view when 
it is assumed that it expresses values that are necessary for human 
existence. In other words, the fundamental nature of a right can be rec-
ognized by the fact that the failure to respect this right threatens the very 
existence of the subject. In this context, fundamentality is also linked 
to universality. These rights are necessary to guarantee the individual 
development and identity of each person that lives in society. As such, 
they are binding for everybody, in particular for the public authorities that 
must respect and safeguard them (Piechowiak, 1999, pp. 209–212).
 Assessment of the fundamental nature of a right is inscribed in the 
normative process, not in the descriptive records of a particular legal 
system. It is not simply a matter of confirming that the regulations con-
tained within legal systems are inseparable from man and are therefore 
fundamental. It is also imperative to obtain the legal protection of rights 
that are subjectively considered fundamental. It can be said that a right 
is fundamental regardless of whether it is confirmed by positive law 
(Ślipko, 2004, pp. 362–363). For this reason, the recognition of funda-
mentality remains subjective, or at least intersubjective. This presup-
poses the ability to recognise and reach agreement on the fundamental 
values that constitute mankind. However, this claim, even if it embodies 
the characteristics of universality, can vary depending on the historical, 
cultural, and social contexts.
 In the formal sense, rights are fundamental if they are at the highest 
level of the hierarchy of the legal system. The formal concept of funda-
mentality manifests itself primarily in a descriptive way. This concept 
does not exclude normative considerations, especially when linked 
to the axiological dimension. In other words, since it is estimated that 
some rights express the fundamental values of mankind, they need to 
be recognised and guaranteed according to the highest standards of the 
hierarchy of the legal system.
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 Fundamental rights are those that guarantee the identity and coher-
ence of the legal system, as it is on this basis that the system has been 
built. This concept assumes that fundamental statements are formulated 
with a certain degree of generality and abstraction. Thus, although the 
formal approach allows us to describe a right as fundamental when it 
is presented in a descriptive manner, without taking into account what 
is specifically prescribed (it is sufficient for a right to be defined as 
fundamental at the constitutional level), the structural concept of the 
approach requires that its semantic meaning is established. The struc-
tural concept of fundamentality differs from the axiological concept in 
several aspects. First, there is no need to rely on values or speak of the 
fundamental structural quality of a right. This quality can be understood 
by the relationship between particular legal regulations. A right is struc-
turally fundamental if it creates other rights, regardless of the values 
they express. 
 Second, the structural concept can interfere with the requirement that 
it be universal, which is embedded within the axiological concept, as 
long as it favours the relativisation of the subjects of a right. However, it 
can be assumed that these classifications of subjects of a right do not 
cause any real contradiction between the axiological and the structural 
concept if they are understood ontologically, that is if we link them with 
an internal feature and not with a random state. These two concepts are 
not contradictory if we admit that a human being remains the subject of 
a right as long as he is in social relationships that everyone can experi-
ence. The connection between the universal (axiological) and contex-
tual (structural) dimension of fundamentalism is an important obligation, 
especially in the case of cultural rights since these rights have both an 
attributive and a distributive aspect. 

systematic reflection with conclusions 
and recommendations
The difficulties related to the fundamental nature of cultural rights 
result primarily from the dualism that is associated with all cultural 
rights. This category of rights is characterised by a tension that exists 
between the dimension that is directed at the individual as a member 
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of mankind and the dimension that can be extended to limited groups 
of individuals. Therefore, in their universal and their individual dimen-
sions, cultural rights are attributed to each subject of a right. In this 
sense, a lack of respect for cultural rights undermines the very exis-
tence of the subject. 
 It is worth emphasizing that some researchers criticize the funda-
mental equality of all cultural rights. They claim that only those rights that 
ensure the existential minimum that is necessary for survival deserve to 
be called fundamental. Such arguments run into certain conceptual dif-
ficulties when determining the existential minimum. Limiting oneself to 
physical survival raises the question of whether this survival is possible 
without the integration of cultural elements, for example education.
 At the international level, an important point of reference for the inter-
pretation of cultural rights is Article 27 of the Universal Declaration of 
Human Rights: “(1) Every person has the right to freely participate in the 
cultural life of the community, to enjoy the arts and to share in scientific 
advancement and its benefits. (2) Everyone has the right to the pro-
tection of the moral and material interests resulting from any scientific, 
literary or artistic productions of which he is the author”.
 Numerous international documents of various scope have referred 
to, extended and implemented this article: the Declaration of Principles 
of International Cultural Co-operation of 4 November 1966; the Interna-
tional Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights of December 
1966; the Convention on the Protection and Promotion of the Diversity 
of Cultural Expressions of 20 October 2005; UNESCO declarations and 
recommendations (the Recommendation on Participation by the People 
at Large in Cultural Life and their Contribution of 26 November 1976); 
the Universal Declaration on Cultural Diversity of 2 November 2001; and 
the resolutions of the Human Rights Council (promoting the enjoyment 
of the cultural rights of every one of 22 April 2002 and 22 April 2003). 
 Many important texts also exist at the regional level. In Europe, these 
include the European Cultural Convention of 1954; the European Char-
ter for Regional or Minority Languages adopted in 1992; declarations 
of the Council of Europe (e.g. the European Declaration on Cultural 
Objectives signed in Berlin in 1984); and the resolutions of the Council 
of the European Union of 2007 on the implementation of the European 
Agenda for Culture. 
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 Broad recognition of cultural rights at the regional and international 
levels may be a sign of common consent to the fundamentality (in the 
formal sense) of such rights, but this conclusion should be adopted with 
some reservations. The status of cultural rights, as general economic 
and social rights, is subject to numerous controversies and doubts. 
Resorting to classic arguments, many jurists disagree on the matter of 
normativity and legitimacy and thus on the fundamentality of cultural 
rights in a formal sense. In their opinion, these rights are based on a) the 
abstract and general nature of such rights, and their programmatic and 
non-binding character; b) the lack of compulsion of protection mecha-
nisms and the weakness of procedures for the realization of cultural 
rights; c) the soft character of the laws and indirect effects of international 
documents on cultural rights (Przybyszewski, 2010, pp. 113–115). Most 
researchers assume that none of these elements is insurmountable and 
that they ultimately do not undermine the fundamental nature of cultural 
rights.
 A violation of rights can be taken to court. Similarly, any right can be 
enforced through the proper definition of public policy. Some national 
or supranational courts (e.g. the European Court of Human Rights and 
the Inter-American Court of Human Rights) have gradually accepted the 
legitimacy of certain cultural rights. This evolution indicates that the legal 
characteristics of cultural rights are not linked to their linguistic structure 
but concern political, philosophical, or legal views. At the international 
level, the adoption of the Optional Protocol to the International Covenant 
on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights on 10 December 2008 was 
a great step towards the standardization of various categories of human 
rights by various legal regimes. This Protocol provides a mechanism 
for individual and collective communication before the Committee on 
Economic, Social and Cultural Rights that is comparable to that of the 
Committee on Human Rights, which is guaranteed by the International 
Covenant on Civil and Political Rights.
 In a universal sense, recognition of the fundamental nature of cultural 
rights should be confirmed by shared rights. It cannot be denied that 
UNESCO, the Council of Europe, and certain Ibero-American States 
have “appropriated” the cultural issue and consider it key to the devel-
opment of peaceful relations between countries. UNESCO reminds its 
member states that placing culture at the heart of development is an 
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important investment in the future of the world and a condition for the 
success of well-understood globalisation that takes into account the 
principles of cultural diversity. Similarly, European Union institutions, 
which initially did not have cultural priorities, now emphasise their activi-
ties in this area. This can be seen, for example, in the Communication 
from the Commission of the European Union of 10 May 2007 on the 
European agenda for culture in a globalising world. Culture is now seen 
as a factor in European integration. 
 On the other hand, the status of cultural rights differs between the 
various legal systems to such an extent that it is difficult to ultimately and 
unequivocally find a common formula to guarantee their fundamental 
nature. In this situation, the following words seem justified: 

It is to be hoped that, in the face of value crisis, globalisation, and ongoing social 
transformation (...), a new understanding of cultural rights will contribute to the 
empowerment of the individual and the return of the human being to the world of 
values for which he was created (Kosińska, 2014, p. 315).
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summary
DEFINITION OF THE TERM: In its primary scientific sense, ecology relates 
to the structure and functioning of nature at different levels of its organiza-
tion. In a cultural sense, it is a new paradigm of civilizational development, 
thinking, and behaving. ecology is gaining importance in human social activ-
ity, as can be seen in all areas of society – from economics, through politics, 
artistic activity and mass culture, to value systems and religion.

HISTORICAL ANALYSIS OF THE TERM: the origins of ecology are linked 
to new principles of scientific thinking that were developed in the 18th 
and 19th centuries. ernst Haeckel, a German biologist and philosopher, is 
widely recognised as the creator of the term. In the 1930s, ecology gained 
the status of an academic discipline with its own methodological status. 

DISCUSSION OF THE TERM: the article discusses the following issues: 
ecology, understood as the economics of nature, whose aim is to describe 
the ecosystem, protection of the socio-natural environment, and the 
impact of ecology on civilizational development. 

SYSTEMATIC REFLECTION WITH CONCLUSIONS AND RECOM-
MENDATIONS: Integral ecology, which is linked with Catholic social 
teaching, provides a systematic approach to the issue. this approach 
presents man (his dignity) in the context of the natural environment, the 
economy, and culture. It recommends both adopting a holistic approach 
to the social and natural environment and changing the cultural stereo-
types described as “ecological conversion”.
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definition of the term
Ecology (in Greek: oíkos – house, household, environment; lógos – 
word, mind, dissertation, science, knowledge) is a concept with numer-
ous different meanings. In its original meaning, ecology is the science of 
the structure and functioning of nature at different levels of its organiza-
tion and a branch of biology that investigates life within these ecological 
levels. In its cultural sense, ecology is a new paradigm of civilizational 
development – a new ideology, a way of living, thinking, and acting. 
As a science, it encompasses elements of biology, sociology, and the 
humanities (psychology, pedagogy, ethics, philosophy, and theology). 
Ecological ideas are gaining more and more importance in various ide-
ologies and worldviews as well as in the social activity of man, ranging 
from economics, through politics, artistic activity and mass culture, to 
value systems and religion. Today, the term ecological encompasses 
political parties and social movements as well as theoretical concepts 
and practical activities whose aim is the conservation of nature. In its 
most basic sense, ecology means everything that does not harm the 
environment but instead protects it from impoverishment and degrada-
tion, which ensures that humans live good-quality lives. This term has 
become an imprecise synonym for the environmental sciences and 
environmental protection; it embraces an awareness of the need to live 
in harmony with nature and attain social balance in our lifestyle choices.

Historical analysis of the term
The origins of ecology are related to the new principles of scientific think-
ing that were developed in the 18th and 19th centuries. New research 
problems were posed by the rapid development of knowledge during this 
period. One theory that was warmly received was the theory of evolution 
and the new concepts that this theory embodied, for example natural 
selection and the struggle for existence. The popularisation of Darwin’s 
theory brought about the need for a holistic presentation of natural his-
tory, i.e. the transition from fragmentary knowledge to a general theory 
of nature that combined all phylogenetic trees and taxa of higher orga-
nizational levels into one whole (Zięba, 2004, pp. 279–280). These and 
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other circumstances influenced the creation of a new biological science 
called ecology in the second half of the 19th century. Ernst Haeckel, 
a German biologist, philosopher, supporter of Darwinism, and academic 
at the University of Jena, was the first to introduce the term ecology to 
the scientific world in 1866 and is widely recognised to be the creator of 
this term. Haeckel defined ecology as the science of the relationships 
between organisms and the outside world. In the following years, the 
term was developed and clarified. Haeckel, a zoologist by education, 
used ecological research to emphasise the connection between animals 
and their organic and inorganic environments, especially the friendly 
or hostile relationships with plants and animals with which they come 
into contact. In 1895, thanks to Stephen A. Forbes, the word “animal” 
was replaced by the word “organism” in the definition of ecology. At 
the beginning of the 20th century, Haeckel’s views were criticised, and 
he was accused of perceiving nature solely in terms of Darwinism and 
mechanicism. 
 Initially, research in ecology overlapped with other biological disci-
plines such as ethology, genetics, or physiology. At the turn of the 20th 
century, the subject, method and language of ecology were determined 
and specified by such scientific works as Eugenus J. Warming’s “Oecol-
ogy of Plants; an introduction to the study of plant-communities” (1900) 
and Frederic E. Clements’ “Research methods in ecology” (1905). An 
important role in shaping the methodological status of ecology was 
played by Arthur G. Tansley, the creator of the ecosystem concept and 
a founding member of the British Ecological Society (1913).
 After much difficulty and delay, ecology gained the status of an aca-
demic discipline. At universities, the following fields of scientific study 
led the way: evolutionism, microbiology, physiology, and genetics. In 
addition to this scientific trend, ideological approaches to ecology also 
appeared, but it was only in the 1930s that we could begin to talk 
about the fully established scientific status of this discipline of knowl-
edge. The term ecology became commonly used, not just in scientific 
circles. At that time, this discipline began to take an interest in man as 
a biological species and in his relationship with the environment. In 
1922, while investigating the impact of man on the natural environment 
and feedback from the anthroposphere on the condition and quality of 
human biological life, Harlan H. Barrow introduced a new term: human 
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ecology. In the 1970s, another change took place and nature began 
to be treated in a holistic and integral way as a research subject of the 
natural sciences, while society was treated as a research subject of 
the social sciences and the humanities. This combination led to the 
development of another field of study called social ecology, which 
was first introduced by Robert D. McKenzie, one of the representa-
tives of the Chicago school. This term refers to two different theories: 
the first concerns the functioning of urban space; the second relates 
to domination between humans and their control over nature. In the 
1960s, Murray Bookchin combined ecological issues with sociology, 
politics, and revolutionary social anarchism in his work, which can be 
considered the precursor of the latter theory. Over time, social ecology 
became involved in research that aimed to establish the mechanism 
that gradually transforms nature into society without blurring the lines 
between the two, as well as establishing the extent to which they are 
connected (Andrzejewski, 1992, p. 53). 
 In everyday language, the term ecology is mainly associated with 
environmental conservation, threats to the environment, political ideol-
ogy, lifestyle, philosophical-religious doctrine, trends, or cultural fash-
ion. In this context, Weiner lists the following issues: the state of nature 
and the human environment, the theory and practice of environmental 
protection, the valuation criteria (ecological – good, non-ecological – 
bad), worldviews and the way we live and behave, social engagement 
in ecological movements and associations, political activities that 
include environmental issues, ecological awareness, culture, and edu-
cation. These associations are consolidated by the media, journalism, 
legal acts, and increasingly often by scientific works (Weiner, 1999, 
p. 22), thus revealing the emancipation of certain original concepts 
and indicates how their meaning has changed over time. The evolution 
of the term ecology leads from biological science, through the theory 
and practice of socio-natural environmental protection, to ideology, 
a new paradigm of civilization, lifestyle, and widespread pro-ecological 
awareness.
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discussion of the term

ecology as the economics of nature

Eugene P. Odum defines ecology as the science of the structure and 
functioning of nature (Odum, 1982, p. 18), which is called the economics 
of nature. In the broad approach to this field of science, various interac-
tions are analysed, which include the interactions between organism/
environment and environment/organism, as well as the interactions of 
organisms with each other, because each organism is an element of the 
environment for other organisms. In biology, an organism is under-
stood as a part of matter, the ordering of which depends on individual 
information, which is coded in chemical carriers called nucleic acids. 
The environment is defined as a part of matter that is not ordered by 
this information (Strzałko and Ostoja-Zagórski, 1995, p. 15). The point 
is to determine the impact of organisms on the environment and the 
environment on organisms. Within these interactions, there are several 
further levels of interaction, e.g. individual, population, biotic community, 
and ecosystem. The main goal of ecology is to discover the numerous 
links and dependencies within what is known as the ecosystem. The 
ecosystem is a basic ecological system; it has own structure and a spe-
cific way of functioning. The structure of the ecological system includes 
species composition, the number of organisms, their biomass and the 
way in which they are distributed, as well as climate and soil (Wolański, 
2006, p. 453). The functioning of an ecosystem consists primarily in the 
circulation of matter, energy flow, and the transmission of information. 
These basic processes ensure the further existence and functioning of 
life on earth.
 In order to precisely describe and explain these structures and 
processes, ecology has developed its own research methods and ter-
minology, including such terms as population, ecosystem, biocenosis, 
landscape, or biotope. Other significant concepts include the notion of 
a system and the theory of a holistic view of nature. In biology, ecological 
research amounts to determining the size and direction of energy flow, 
the circulation of matter in food chains (the study of biogeochemical 
cycles), and the control and transmission of information. Understood 
in classic terms, ecology is divided into two sections: autecology and 
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synecology. The former is the study of the interaction between an organ-
ism or species and the environment, while the latter is the study of the 
structure and dynamics of groups of organisms of different species 
(Pyłka-Gutowska, 1996, p. 15). The aim of synecology is to search for 
and discover the rules governing the mutual, dynamic transformation of 
ecological communities which are caused by changing environmental 
circumstances, and to discover the ecological principles that allow these 
ecological units to function. This is a difficult, complex, and multi-faceted 
task. There are also other names and approaches in this field: descrip-
tive ecology, functional ecology, applied ecology, evolutionary ecology. 
Human ecology is a field of knowledge that analyses the biological and 
cultural processes of man as a species (Homo sapiens). In the ecologi-
cal system, with the human population at its centre, interaction is the 
focal point for scientific research. The ecological assumptions come 
down to two basic statements. First, there is a balance in nature, i.e. 
a stable global state. Second, this global ecological balance has been 
disturbed by anthropopressure and the technical-industrial impact. The 
human race is the only species whose energy balance is not limited to 
the energy taken up by his own body (in the form of light, as in plants, 
or in the form of food, as in animals); humans use external sources of 
energy (from fire to animals and machine work to nuclear power plants). 
This dependence on both natural and artificial elements determines the 
possibilities and limitations for the further existence and expansion of the 
human population. Thus, human ecology studies not only the biological 
structure of man but also extends its scope to the social and cultural 
adaptation of man to the environment on an individual and population 
level. Human ecology is divided into human autecology and human 
synecology.
 Despite their different approaches to their research subject, these 
various branches of ecology are fundamental for understanding the 
essence and structure of the natural environment. They point at numer-
ous interactions between individual elements of ecosystems and 
describe the order and disorder in a given place and time in nature. 
These findings broaden biological knowledge and are helpful in environ-
mental protection.
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Protection of the socio-natural environment

Environment is a set of interrelated elements, events, and processes 
that constitute an object’s immediate surroundings, create favourable 
conditions for its existence, and may affect or be affected by the object. 
Organisms live and develop in and adapt to this external, complex 
environment, but they also change it. In the subject literature, one can 
find various terms for the environment such as natural, geographical, 
artificial (cultural), and socio-natural. The term environment refers to 
the space that has not been transformed by humans or has been only 
slightly transformed. Since there are few such areas in the world, the 
term often relates to all abiotic and biotic factors that are subject to posi-
tive or negative transformations. The natural environment is made up 
of natural elements such as geological structure, terrain, climate, water, 
soil, and the organic world. 
 The natural environment includes part of the earth’s crust and its soil 
cover, parts of the atmosphere, all waters, as well as all plants and animals 
that form the biosphere. There are also artificial elements: settlement infra-
structure, transport, industry, agriculture, and other types of infrastructure. 
All these elements form a specific geographical environment in which they 
are closely interconnected. The part of nature that is subordinated to and 
transformed by man is called the artificial (cultural) environment, which 
consists of settlements, cities connected by transport routes, industrial, 
technical and municipal infrastructure (with its network of water installa-
tions and sewerage pipes), the web of electric and telecommunication 
cables, wireless networks, optical fibres, etc. The combination of natural 
elements (living and non-living) with artificial (man-made) elements and 
the combination of numerous natural laws with human relationships and 
behaviours creates the socio-natural environment.
 Mankind is striving for ever-increasing socio-economic development, 
which is based not only on science, innovative thinking and knowledge, 
but also on natural resources. The role that the natural environment plays 
in human life and civilizational development is pivotal to this discussion. 
Some people believe that the natural environment plays a decisive role 
in the process of shaping societies, while others claim that man deter-
mines the degree of transformation of this environment. The scale of 
environmental transformation and the extent to which natural resources 
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are exploited depends on the size of the human population and growing 
consumer needs. The most important human behaviours that lead to 
changes in biological systems include settlement, agriculture, industry, 
transport and communication, energy, forestry, fishing, and tourism. 
The modification of the environment due to human activity (economic, 
social, cultural, political, scientific, artistic, creative, and manufacturing) 
is called the anthroposphere. 
 As a natural science, ecology formulates the following recommenda-
tions: biodiversity preservation, species protection, protection of geologi-
cal and palaeontological heritage, and protection of landscape values. It 
should be emphasised here that the essence of nature protection is to 
preserve the inanimate and animate elements and the landscape in its 
most optimal and unchanged state. Preventive and protective measures 
are motivated not only by aesthetic, cultural, ethical, or ideological factors, 
but also by economic and social ones. These measures can be classified 
as either passive or active protection. The former means refraining from 
using or managing natural ecosystems based on the assumption that 
nature has always functioned properly without human intervention. The 
ideal solution is to leave nature “alone”. Active protection aims to stop the 
destruction of nature and, where necessary, to ‘repair’ it in order to main-
tain a favourable quantitative and qualitative state of natural components 
within particular earthly ecosystems (Jeremczak-Sitek, 2010, pp. 21–28; 
Skowroński and Żmudziński, 2019, p. 227).
 A special form of protection, especially of biological biodiversity at 
its various levels, is in situ and ex situ protection. In situ protection is 
the protection of a species within its natural habitat; this is achieved 
by maintaining unchanged environmental conditions and abandoning 
the acquisition of individuals of this species or adapting the methods 
and scope of their acquisition according to their reproductive capabili-
ties. This protection is mainly provided by nature reserves and national 
parks. Ex situ protection consists of moving a species to a substitute 
ecosystem where it can continue to live independently in natural con-
ditions, or to an artificially created environment where it must remain 
under constant human care, e.g. in a zoo.
 Initiatives aimed at environmental protection can be point-based, 
linear, or area-based. They can be restricted by space, or they can be 
transboundary or global. From a different perspective, they can also 
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be individual or institutionalised. These forms vary in terms of their 
method and the scope of their protection, but together they form a rela-
tively compact, holistic system of protection of the natural environment 
(Skowroński and Żmudziński, 2019, p. 227). 
 Systemic protection of the socio-natural environment includes tasks 
related to ensuring the quality of human life and furthering the existence 
of the human species and its biological and cultural evolution. Substan-
tial changes have occurred in this regard which have taken their social 
aspect into account. As a result, the focus has shifted from unilateral 
protection of the natural environment to protection of the socio-natural 
environment (Skowroński and Żmudziński, 2019, p. 227). Such eco-
logical behaviours encompass society and social awareness, defined 
as a set of beliefs about nature, humankind’s place in the universe, 
human behaviours, and accepted values. The aim is to transform social 
consciousness in such a way that the further development of civilization, 
in accordance with the laws of nature and basic biological principles, 
becomes a priority (Papuziński, 1998, p. 30). 

ecology and civilizational development

There is an existing relationship between nature and the human commu-
nity, which means that social factors (demographic, technical, economic, 
and cultural) affect biological processes and social development and 
are conditioned by biological factors. It is a synergic system, therefore, 
reflection concerning ecological issues is undertaken within the social 
and human sciences and the humanities. In civilizational development, 
man has become a direct threat to the earth and to himself. That same 
man is, however, capable of reducing, balancing or even restoring the 
developmental or even evolutional stability that has been disturbed. 
Man does so at the level of technique and technology, but also politics, 
economics, culture, education, philosophy, and even religion.
 Unfavourable phenomena related to threats to the natural environ-
ment and over-exploitation of its resources and values include the 
slowing down or collapse of economic development. In classic and 
neoclassic economics, nature is treated as an element that is outside of 
the economy and is a source of resources that are traded on the market 
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(like other commodities). An environmental mistake might consist in an 
incorrect assessment of the value of these resources. This trend in eco-
nomics suggests introducing trade regulations for natural resources 
that, from the point of view of an individual, have the potential to create 
utility. Another nature-friendly path is the development of technologies 
that are economical and increase the efficiency of these resources in 
production and distribution processes. This is a narrow understanding 
of environmental protection which covers only those resources for which 
two conditions are jointly met: they are used as a source of wealth for an 
individual (organisation), and they are non-renewable resources. 
 Ecological economics regards economic processes to be part of 
a larger natural system and considers environmental protection as 
important as further economic growth. It advocates a green economy 
which increases prosperity and social justice while significantly reduc-
ing environmental risks. Ecological economics is about maintaining and 
even strengthening economic growth, but it is also about the fair distri-
bution of its benefits (e.g. facilitating access to markets for developing 
countries, financing development, changing irrational consumption and 
production patterns) and social development (e.g. combating poverty, 
access to education and health care).
 The ecological ethos is present in political programmes at the inter-
national and national policy levels. Environmental policy consciously, 
purposefully, and on a long-term basis incorporates ecological aspects 
into sectoral policies, i.e. it gives these issues the same weighting as it 
gives economic and social objectives. The term “environmental policy” 
was used for the first time in 1972 in the Stockholm Declaration during 
the UN conference “Only One Earth”. This policy sees environmental 
protection as a social process which is a sequence of conflict situations 
and decisions that attempt to solve these conflicts. In this process, there 
is a constant clash of economic, political, and social interests that forces 
decision-makers to seek compromise or to make decisions under the 
influence of various political actors. Environmental policy is implemented 
by the state (or a group of states) through laws and regulations that 
serve the proper use of natural resources and landscape values and 
ensure the skilful shaping and protecting of the natural environment. 
Ecology can also be used to play political games and form short-lived 
party or electoral alliances.
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 Sustainable development is the key principle of environmental policy. 
Its main objective is to conduct policies and implement activities in par-
ticular sectors of economic and social life in such a way as to preserve 
resources and landscape values. This is to maintain the sustainability 
of natural processes and the natural biodiversity of the landscape, 
ecosystems, species, and genes, and ensure that permanent (non-det-
rimental) opportunities remain for both present and future generations 
to enjoy. Equal treatment of social, economic and ecological factors is 
the essence of sustainable development, which means the necessity to 
integrate environmental protection issues with policies in various areas 
of the economy. The key objectives of this concept include prosperity 
(meeting needs), justice (in the generational, intergenerational, and 
international dimensions), and security (Skowroński and Żmudziński, 
2019, pp. 236–238).
 The task of modern ecology (understood as environmental protec-
tion) is also to build a community life model. Environment does not mean 
“something beyond us” but is a community of elements and phenomena 
in which man has an important role to play. It is therefore necessary to 
reflect on the existence of man, his place in nature, and his biological 
and mental state. Human sciences are helpful here as their aim is to 
popularise important values, norms, and principles concerning life and 
dependencies in the natural community, including respect and love for 
nature, and respect and humility for the permanence of nature. Created 
by a Polish scientist, Henryk Skolimowski, who was a graduate of the 
Lviv-Warsaw School and a lecturer at American universities (including 
the University of Michigan-Ann Arbor), humanistic ecology postulated 
pro-ecological models in thinking, acting, culture, and traditions. At the 
end of 1960s, he began to move from ecological humanism to “ecologi-
cal philosophy” (ecophilosophy). Today, ecophilosophy and ecoethics 
(together with many other humanities and social sciences) shape a new 
ecological awareness based on a system of ecological values that 
emphasise the need to build an open society that prefers cooperation 
rather than competition and is sensitive to the value and beauty of nature. 
The pragmatic goal of environmental ethics is to justify and introduce into 
economic, social, and cultural systems such values as reverence for life, 
intra- and inter-generational justice, sensitivity to beauty, responsibility, 
moderation, truth, honesty, contemplation, etc. Ecological psychology 



323ecology

(ecopsychology) and environmental education play an important role in 
building ecological awareness. Desirable behaviours include asceticism 
and the specific spirituality that can be developed based on religion and 
faith.

systematic reflection

the concept of integral ecology

Ecological issues are present in Catholic social teaching, which is based 
on biblical sources, Christian morality, the Franciscan tradition, and con-
temporary social thought. Catholic social teaching addresses areas such 
as the importance of the created world, human dignity, reverence for life, 
social justice, ecological morality, ecological sin, ecological examina-
tions of conscience, and even eco-asceticism. Human dignity and the 
personalistic norm (anthropocentrism) form the supreme norm of inte-
gral ecology. In this concept, man becomes the main component of the 
environment and the absolute value of all ecological behaviour. Catholic 
social teaching is critical of the concept of biocentrism that equates man 
with animals, but it does not reject all biocentric norms. It also has a poor 
opinion of the model of consumer society and the ruthless exploitation 
of nature. It treats the socio-natural environment as a basic value and 
a common good, because if natural resources are ruthlessly exploited, 
people are also exploited. The poor – together with nature – are vic-
tims of greed and barbarity. It is necessary to change the mentality of 
man from “a ruler and ruthless exploiter of nature” to “a gardener who 
uses nature rationally and takes care of the created world entrusted to 
his care” (a new sensitivity). The Christian attitude to the relationship 
between mankind and nature elaborates this image and perceives man 
as a “shepherd of nature”, a “good host”, or a “minister” who distributes 
goods with an element of blessing. Ecotheology introduces the idea of 
stewardship that advocates extending the Christian virtues of humility, 
compassion, and love (which are traditionally applied to outcasts and 
the weak) to all creation, following Christ’s words: “Whatever you did for 
one of the least of these brothers and sisters of mine, you did for me” 
(Matthew 25:40).
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 Catholic social teaching concludes that contemporary ecological 
problems, as well as social, economic, political, and even technical 
problems, are ultimately reduced to moral issues, and that human 
transformation and moral rebirth are needed in order to solve them. 
This assumes a change of thinking and the development of spiritual-
ity, supplemented by ecological elements. Christian ecological ethics 
lists the following elements of the set of desired pro-ecological values: 
responsibility, solidarity, justice, moderation, self-restraint, peace, free-
dom, truth, and love. The implementation of these values in life, with 
the use of religious argumentation, offers a new vision of the ecological 
order of the world in which there will be harmony and unity between 
man and nature, but also between people, in communities and in culture 
(Skowroński and Żmudziński, 2019, pp. 228–229).
 The term integral ecology was first used in 1995 by Father Leonardo 
Boff, a theologian and supporter of liberation theology. He wanted to find 
common ground for science and spirituality and an integrated approach 
to ecology which would encompass the humanities (philosophy, ethics, 
and theology), social sciences, and biophysical sciences. Today, inte-
gral ecology is understood as “a new paradigm of social justice” and 
as “a paradigm of ecological theory and practice”. Only if the broadly 
understood sphere of culture (e.g. aesthetic experiences, psychologi-
cal dynamics, religious meanings, ethical issues, and cultural values) is 
taken into account in activities directed at the benefit of the natural envi-
ronment can problems such as climate change, decreasing biodiversity, 
pollution, etc. be solved. These and other ecological and climatic threats 
are seen as “the signs of the times”. 
 Integral ecology is not only interested in the fate of nature but also in 
the fate of man; it encompasses the sphere of biology and the develop-
ment of human morality and spirituality. It determines the place of man 
in the natural ecosystem and in the social system and cultural space. Its 
aims include caring for nature, justice for the poor, social engagement, 
and peace – both external and internal. These themes are clearly articu-
lated by Pope Francis in his Encyclical Laudato si, in which he goes 
far beyond environmental issues and suggests that environmental and 
economic problems are inseparable. He argues that at present we face 
not two separate crises – environmental and social – but one complex 
socio-environmental crisis. In order to solve it, it is necessary to adopt 
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an integrated approach to the fight against poverty which would restore 
dignity to the excluded and at the same time take care of nature (Fran-
cis, 2015, p. 15). In this regard, the Pope emphasises and recommends 
the “option for the poor” which aims to introduce the fair distribution of 
goods (including natural resources) and to create the most perfect eco-
nomic system on earth so that “human dignity” can grow. All economic, 
social, and spiritual activities should lead to “sustainable development” 
(Skowroński and Żmudziński, 2019, p. 229).

Conclusions and recommendations

Ecology is a very complex and multidimensional concept. We can talk 
about it as a science, a worldview, an action, and a behaviour. All these 
aspects are linked by a common denominator: nature and man, who is 
present in it. Both of these areas are dynamic, evolving, and constantly 
changing. The natural system is subject to biological evolution (the laws 
of nature), and the human dimension has moved from biological evolu-
tion to cultural evolution, which has caused considerable acceleration 
and bifurcation of these two areas. This generates adverse phenomena 
that threaten both man and nature (the ecological crisis). The research 
subject of ecology, in its different varieties and concepts, is this very space 
and distance between man and nature. On the one hand, it derives from 
the assumptions and results obtained by the biological sciences (natural 
ecology); on the other hand, it derives from the achievements of the 
social sciences and humanities (social and humanist ecology). In this 
way, it attempts to understand and then stop the further divergence of 
these two areas. Nature can exist without man, but man without nature 
has no chance of survival, so he is looking for solutions that would allow 
him to maintain an existential connection with nature. In order to do so, 
he has to discover and accept natural (evolutionary) mechanisms and 
amend his cultural behaviour. This must be a holistic, systemic, and 
integral approach. Integral ecology is a concept that correctly identifies 
the problems and applies appropriate measures to solve them.
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migration

summary
DEFINITION OF THE TERM: the word migration comes from the Latin 
word migratio (a move, migration). At present, in everyday language 
and in public discourse, when migration issues are discussed they tend 
to focus on refugees from war zones, terror-affected zones, deportees, 
and repatriates. However, there are different types of migration, includ-
ing emigration, i.e. leaving a territory (within a country or crossing its 
borders), and immigration, i.e. arriving in a new territory. the notion of 
migration also has axiological and ethical potential, which includes refer-
ences to the fundamental and universal values of freedom and dignity. 

HISTORICAL ANALYSIS OF THE TERM: the history of migration pro-
cesses reveals that they are multidimensional and are still ongoing today, 
and analysis of this history from an ethical point of view requires taking 
into account what has taken place in the recent past, what is happening 
now, and what we can influence. 

DISCUSSION OF THE TERM: From an ethical point of view, migration 
processes, especially the forced and mass migration of refugees, deport-
ees, and repatriates, can be viewed as an appeal for active solidarity with 
those who suffer (“we are all migrants”). At the same time, migration can 
be the source of new, serious conflicts. 

SYSTEMATIC REFLECTION WITH CONCLUSIONS AND RECOM-
MENDATIONS: It is worth basing systematic reflection and conclusions 
(and practical solutions) on Pope Francis’ reflection on migration as one 
of the main ethical challenges of today that causes many tensions and 
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difficulties, not least because, from an ethical point of view, migration is 
wrongly perceived. 

Keywords: refugees, emigration, immigration, refugee camps, 
human trafficking, dignity
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definition of the term
The word “migration” (in Latin migratio, moving places, migration) refers 
to different forms of human mobility as well as to the movement of ani-
mals and plants. Migration of animals and plants can cause disruption or 
devastation of ecosystems if new species are highly invasive, dominant, 
or aggressive; migrating species can also become maladjusted and 
eventually eliminated. Certain analogies can be made when consid-
ering both the course that is followed and the effects of the migration 
processes of plants, animals and humans, but their complexity in the 
case of humans is much greater. Of consideration is the diversity of 
the human world, our meanings and values, the obvious differences in 
terms of culture and identity (which divide or antagonise people), and 
the ethical aspects of migration. 
 In everyday language and in public discourse, when migration is dis-
cussed (when the terms “migration” and “migrants” are used), attention 
is usually paid to the difficult and even tragic fate of people who are in 
a situation of forced relocation and resettlement: refugees (from areas 
affected by the destructive effects war or terror, which make normal life 
impossible), deportees, and repatriates (see Zenderowski 2019). Mass 
migrations in a globalised world affected by humanitarian disasters (war, 
terror, hunger, unemployment, or climate change) are included in the 
activities of, among others, the International Organisation for Migration 
and the Jesuit Refugee Service. 
 There are various types of migration that vary according to the 
causes and the course that is followed. Emigration means leaving 
a given territory for any reason (within a country or crossing its bor-
ders). Immigration means arriving at a new territory and joining (at least 
to some extent) in its social and cultural life, although the process of 
joining can be destructive or self-destructive. A migrant may be placed 
in a refugee camp to await further decisions as to his fate; nowadays 
the functioning of these camps is a “burning” ethical issue. Emigration 
and immigration can be permanent or temporary; voluntary or forced; 
well thought over or decided on without considering the risks involved 
but undertaken with the hope of a “happy ending”. It can be the only 
way to save one’s own and one’s loved ones’ lives (refugees) or under-
taken with the intention of improving the economic quality of one’s life 
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(labour migration in search of a better-paid job). Migration can have the 
intended outcome (e.g. be profitable) or can cause irreparable losses 
(e.g. loss of life, health, freedom, property, the weakening or breaking 
of family ties). It may be in accordance with the law, which defines the 
understanding of migration and its legal forms while respecting human 
rights, or it may be illegal, linked to organised crime, to the smuggling of 
people across borders (migrants as ghost people who are not included 
in official registers), to “human trafficking” (slave labour, sexual slavery), 
and to the trade in human organs. Migrants may intensify cultural dif-
ferences and conflicts (e.g. religious or philosophical ones) or weaken 
them, contributing – in the melting pot of cultures – to the formation 
of hybrid identities. Migration processes may also include remigration, 
repatriation, or deportation (see, among others, Slany, 1995; Wysocka, 
2007, pp. 13-63; Niedźwiedzki, 2010; Lesińska and Okólski [ed.] 2018; 
Castles and Miller 2011; Müller and Zielińska [ed.] 2012; Grabowska, 
2019; Grabowska-Lusińska, 2012; Raport o stanie badań nad migrac-
jami [Report on the state of research on migration], 2018; Horoletz, 
Lesińska and Okólski, 2019, pp. 7–42).
 As a term, migration is not just a description of individual fates and 
social phenomena. It contains axiological and ethical potential, is value-
laden, has a moral character, and refers to values defined as fundamen-
tal and universal: the freedom and dignity of the person (see Mariański, 
2016). It also carries ideological potential, intensifying the political 
struggle of opposing options and interests. The situation of migrants 
is often perceived through simplistic, mythical preconceptions in black 
and white terms. They are believed either to be good, wronged, or at 
risk or bring risk and dangers with them (“plagues”) or even to be totally 
evil. These beliefs are used instrumentally, which reveals conflicts in the 
sphere of values, political actions, and legal regulations (see Kroczek, 
2016, pp. 69–83). Although the freedom-based “right to migration” is 
listed as a human right, in practice it is not correlated with a migrant’s 
fundamental rights (even with the right to respect for inherent human 
dignity) when he exercises his “right to migration” (either voluntarily or 
under duress) that is granted to him by international conventions. 
 In his article entitled “Migration”, published in the Social Dictionary 
(2004), Tadeusz Paleczny makes apt comments regarding the attempts 
to define migration: 
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Researchers of migration processes [...] are aware of the complications accom-
panying each attempt to define and typologise migration phenomena [...]. The 
term migration is considered [...] as having a broader referent, including [...] 
return trips and return movements, multiple repetitive, gainful or [...] longer trips 
[...], [as] staying away from home (place of residence) for longer periods also 
leads to adaptation and acculturation. The unavoidable, most important [...] 
result of migration is the internal transformation of both the individuals partici-
pating in it and [...] social groups that migrants abandon or join (Szlachta [ed.], 
2004, p. 665; see Jurek, 2016).

 One of the effects of migration is the “internal transformation” of 
individuals and the social groups involved, and the ethical dimensions 
of migration are among the vital aspects and research problems of this 
phenomenon. 

Historical analysis of the term
The history of migration demonstrates that this phenomenon has not 
disappeared; it is an ongoing, complex, and multidimensional process. 
Analysing the history of migration from an ethical point of view requires 
taking into account what is happening at the moment, what has happened 
in our recent history, and on what we can have some (positive) influence. 
 Migration processes, including those that take place on a massive 
scale, have been present in human history at all times; hence the need 
for a widespread understanding of the elementary facts and various 
aspects of migration that can be acquired through the teaching of history 
and geography and through family narratives (being familiar with the 
migratory fate of one’s previous generations in a close or distant family). 
This applies in particular to remembering the difficult history of regions 
that have been afflicted by poverty and exclusion, whose inhabitants 
migrated on a mass scale for economic reasons; today, these regions 
may have changed considerably, as they have become wealthier and 
economically more dynamic, which is also thanks to migration. 
 In the perception of the richer Euro-Atlantic societies, who tend to 
forget about their migratory prehistory due to their stable development 
and prosperity, intensified migration is seen as an unexpected phenom-
enon in terms of its scale and its negative consequences. The mass 
migration of poor and uneducated people is treated as a serious threat 
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to the economic order, which could potentially lead to the weakening 
or collapse of host countries’ economic systems (for example, by over-
burdening their social welfare systems). It is sometimes interpreted in 
antagonistic and antagonising terms as a “clash of civilisations” and 
as a cultural threat. According to populists (amongst others) who have 
gained popularity on the wave of resistance to migrants, in public dis-
course (especially in electoral campaigns that are saturated with emo-
tion) mass migration is associated with dangers. This narrative must be 
strongly opposed.
 From a geopolitical perspective, some mass migratory movements 
are seen as covert, deliberately planned, and controlled forms of colo-
nisation of certain areas due to their valuable assets. As such, migra-
tion is a peaceful form of effective conquest that results in a change in 
population patterns that leads to domination and a takeover of power 
in various (strategic) sectors of social activity. In the initial stages it is 
(supposedly) peaceful colonisation, but, in the long run, differences of 
interests and cultural differences between the “mild” colonists and the 
“mildly” colonised may become much more pronounced. When initiated 
by a given country in order to attract specific labour groups necessary 
for the development of its own economy, some migratory movements 
are seen as planned, controlled forms of brain drain or a cheap labour 
source. Sometimes the ad hoc (calculated in the short term and aimed 
at quick profit) economic goals that are behind the encouraging of this 
migration are not accompanied by realistic ideas that define the ways 
in which migrants and their subsequent generations should function in 
a cultural environment that is radically different from their native one (in 
everyday matters they feel ill-suited to the new framework of civilisation, 
which remains permanently alien to them). 

discussion of the term
Migration has overt and hidden individual and social costs, which are 
very high from the point of view of ethics. These often fail to be prop-
erly understood and factored into decisions regarding migration and its 
processes, although migration is usually aimed at achieving some good 
(a change for the better, obtaining some benefits). 
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 In analyses of the existential position of migrants, their chances for 
a better life (in its various aspects, e.g. gaining a better economic posi-
tion) should be taken into account; however, the multiple threats that lurk 
for them like an invisible trap must also be considered. The situation of 
migrants is extremely difficult. Often very suddenly, they have to move 
away from a large part (or even the whole) of what they hold dear in life, 
which they become painfully aware of when they are forced to renounce 
it. Taking into account the high price of migration in this respect and the 
risks involved, it is postulated to provide various forms of support for 
migrants, especially educational and spiritual (religious), so that together 
with their new living environment (including spiritual) and acquiring a new 
lifestyle (at the cost of abandoning the previous one, which is perceived 
as “essentially their own”), they do not lose themselves and do not self-
destruct. For this reason, institutionalised forms of religious life send their 
clergy to offer (pastoral) care to “their migrants”, i.e. those who were con-
nected with a given form of religious life in their native environment. They 
want migrants to be faithful followers of their ancestors’ faith in their new 
environment and to stay in touch with their followers from their former 
homeland. This is in order to maintain the unity and cohesion of institu-
tionalized forms of religious life, but it is also in order to maintain personal 
integrity and dignity and help the migrants to not feel stigmatized as lone 
followers of a “foreign faith” (“castaways”) in a religiously different society 
(see, among others, Ogrodzka-Mazur, K Klajmon-Lech and Różańska, 
2014). Pastoral activity dedicated to migrants primarily offers them “spiri-
tual food” but also has serious social consequences, so it must be prudent 
and restrained. It should be conducted in such a way that it does not lead 
to the religious and social ghettoisation of migrants, who wrap themselves 
in sentimental memories of the charms of their former homeland (per-
ceived as Arcadia), from which their bad fate has forced them to emigrate. 
It must be prudent and restrained in order to not spread – with the help of 
sacred formulas – religiously motivated, utopian hopes of achieving a new 
“promised land”, i.e. the land given to them – the chosen ones – by their 
God, in order to become its masters, and where they and their offspring 
will live better lives, even at the expense of its native inhabitants. 
 Migration processes, especially the forced and large-scale migration 
of refugees, deportees, displaced, and repatriated people, reveal the two 
faces of migrations. From an ethical point of view, they are interpreted 
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as an unequivocal appeal for active solidarity with the suffering man. At 
the same time, they trigger serious, varied, and long-lasting conflicts. 
 On the one hand, migration processes and the fate of migrants are 
a multi-faceted moral (humanitarian), legal, and political challenge, as 
well as a challenge for education and religion in terms of practicing 
solidarity among people; they are a test for respecting the fundamental 
values of humanity. This is expressed in the morally binding formula: 
“we are all migrants”, which is open to various interpretations. 
 On the other hand, the encounters of migrants (refugees, deportees, 
displaced people, repatriates, but also tourists or seasonal workers) with 
different cultural, religious, philosophical, and political identities, includ-
ing other ways of organizing their social life, systems and hierarchies 
of values, which are firmly established in their differing cultural systems 
(as axiological certainties), lead to tensions, antagonisms, and conflicts 
that are difficult to avoid. These current and potential conflicts are also 
a multi-faceted moral (humanitarian), legal, political, educational, and 
religious challenge. They raise questions about how to practise human 
solidarity appropriately and how we shape intercultural relations. We 
need to find a way that does not lead to a situation in which the morally 
obvious kindness that is shown to migrants (who are people in need) 
has unintended results, i.e. it does not multiply and intensify conflicts 
that destroy the foundations of human solidarity. Contemporary migra-
tion crises (the lack of adequate support for forced migrants) are quite 
rightly viewed as “solidarity crises”, but it is also necessary to bear in 
mind the various tensions and conflicts that are caused by migration 
(see e.g. Dancák, 2019, pp. 73–83). 
 If the statement that “we are all migrants” accurately captures what 
is common in human destiny in its various forms, then it should be 
acknowledged that the issue of migration affects each and every one of 
us in many ways, including morally, and concerns the basic axiological 
(moral) aspects of human existence. While agreeing with this argument 
but at the same time bearing in mind the different axiological certain-
ties and the conflicts present in and between different cultures, one can 
legitimately ask two questions: 1) although “we are all migrants”, to what 
extent does our cultural background make us different?; 2) whether 
there are indeed good reasons to consider that a sense of community, 
as expressed in the word “all”, is unreservedly universal.
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 A person who migrates (for a period of time or permanently) is 
stretched between “being an emigrant” and “becoming an immigrant”. 
Being an emigrant means leaving a place (either voluntarily or under 
duress) as a result of encountering barriers and difficulties there, while 
becoming an immigrant means arriving somewhere and starting anew, 
often in radically different conditions, in order to live a new life in a “whole 
new form” (which might even entail a change of identity). In his thoughts, 
however, an emigrant may keep returning to his homeland to which 
he is emotionally (sentimentally) attached, and although physically it 
is “somewhere very far away”, this continuous, idealised recollection 
strongly colours his new life and outlines the existential horizon. 
 The anthropological formulas of homo viator and homo peregrinus, 
which reflect the main (constitutive) features of human existence and 
show its metaphysical and religious sense, can be translated into the 
formula of a “migrant man”. This formula, which is closer to particu-
lar, sometimes negative life experiences, embraces not only the lofty 
“freedom of movement”, understood as constantly “being on the road” 
and discovering new things (which, in a consumerist version, is being 
a tourist-consumer) or pilgrimaging to a worthy (godly) destination. The 
“migrant man” formula reminds us of the difficult, tragic, or hopeless fate 
of people who are forced to emigrate without the right to choose whether 
they want to or not – refugees, deportees, repatriates – and reminds 
us of our most elementary moral (humanitarian) duties towards these 
people. 
 If it is morally true – as well as being true in metaphysical or reli-
gious terms – that as human beings “we are all migrants”, then, while 
respecting the fundamental ideals and requirements of human solidarity 
in general, we must also show solidarity and support in practice. This 
is especially the case when considering those migrants who – having 
experienced injustice and violence in their home territory while saving 
their lives and the lives of their loved ones – have become refugees, 
deportees, displaced persons, or repatriates who have been deprived 
of their home (“the roof overhead”). They are totally at the mercy of 
strangers or, worse still, at the mercy of criminals who exploit their 
powerlessness and turn them into slaves and a commodity for human 
trafficking. Since “we are all migrants”, the situation of forced migra-
tion and enslaved migrants should be universally and acutely felt as 
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a loud acknowledgement of remorse, and as the sore wound of every 
man who deserves to be called a person of goodwill. From the point of 
view of social ethics, an experimentum crucis is conducted here, i.e. 
a decision is made to preserve or lose the value of one’s own humanity. 
It would seem that from the perspective of global-scale migration, this 
crucial experiment reveals the prevalence of indifference to the fate of 
forced and enslaved migrants. On a large scale, this indifference can be 
viewed as evidence of the loss of the value of one’s own humanity by 
those who remain indifferent. Migration is becoming a burning issue in 
contemporary social ethics. 
 The ethical problems linked to migration and the integration of immi-
grants – including the ethical aspects of shaping their identity, which are 
at the same time educational issues – are clearly visible in the intercul-
tural pedagogy that has developed in Poland. When one positively per-
ceives the pluralisation and multiculturalism of social life, one can also 
notice the moral pathologies of these phenomena as exemplified by an 
ideologised vision of multiculturalism and migration, extreme relativism, 
and political correctness. Appreciating pluralism and multiculturalism, 
and striving for their axiologically defined realization, it is also necessary 
to take into account their complexity, their conflict-inducing tensions, 
and the risk of the exclusion of immigrants that takes place in Western 
European societies, which is what Jerzy Nikitorowicz does: 

The policy of multiculturalism [was] misguided. Special rights were demanded 
[...] [for] ethnic groups in the name of the harm that was done to them in the 
past. Hence, the ghettoisation that occurred in the name of cultivating [their] 
culture [...]. [...] students from ethnic minorities were not encouraged to speak 
the language of the country in which they live, as it was considered racism, 
[...] a negation of the value of their culture, and a restriction of their freedom 
(Nikitorowicz, 2014, p. 13).

Mistakes in social policy [regarding immigrants], separating oneself from others 
culturally, treating them as second-class people, and neglect in education have 
resulted in exploitation of the caring character of a state [...]. Immigrants were 
received by the state, but its citizens remained separated from them. Ethnic 
ghettos were created (Nikitorowicz, 2014, p. 14; see Śliz, 2017). 

Analysis of the content of formal education in those Western European 
countries that are open to immigrants from other cultures has revealed 
that “knowledge of Christianity disappears from schools” as a result (for 
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example, in the United Kingdom, where Anglicanism is a state religion 
but has disappeared from being taught in schools). By subordinating 
education to the ideology of multiculturalism, Christian traditions are 
ignored: “Religious holidays, such as Christmas, are not mentioned in 
schools because teachers are afraid to offend students of other religions 
and beliefs” (Nikitorowicz, 2014, p. 20; see Dancák 2017, pp. 40–50). It 
is therefore argued that “It is not European culture that assimilates Islam 
because it is weak [...] – it is Islam that assimilates European culture”. 
This is a paraphrase of the theses formulated by the researcher of Islam 
and fundamentalism, Bassam Tibi (1997): “Either Europeanisation of 
Islam or Islamisation of Europe” (Nikitorowicz, 2012, p. 29). 

In the suburbs of French cities, about half of the population has been Islamised, 
while the other half is undergoing Islamisation. [...] In some suburban schools, 
for fear of the reaction of Arab communities, they do not teach French but Arabic 
(Nikitorowicz, 2011, p. 20). 

The attempts of immigrants to dominate their new countries call for 
a discussion of the following statement: 

I am convinced of the need for firmness [...], for rules to be established and 
implemented by both sides and, if necessary, for rules to be negotiated. This 
firmness has been demonstrated by the ban on wearing Islamic headscarves 
in French public schools. [...] Nor can one give in to blackmail. This [...] was 
the case with the fatwa against Salman Rushdie – the UK offered the writer 
protection and the demonstrations ended (Nikitorowicz, 2012, p. 29; see Śliz, 
Szczepański, 2016, pp. 82–99). 

Firmness is not directed against the religious and national identities of 
immigrants but aims to protect the threatened values: “guided by the 
idea of humanism and political correctness, the lack of positive effects 
of integration and the unwillingness to respect the rights of hosts have 
been tolerated for too long” (Nikitorowicz, 2012, p. 32). Misinterpretation 
of the humanistic attitude, the lack of a reliable axiological theory, and 
the lack of intercultural education have all significantly contributed to the 
failure of multicultural ideology. 
 The prediction of native culture being forced underground and of its 
disappearance under the strong pressure of the customs of immigrants 
who take control over public spaces and eliminate other elements from 
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them appears to be quite dramatic. Errors in the socialisation of Islamic 
immigrants fit well into this context; these errors result in their pathologi-
cal behaviours:

The sources of problems for juvenile delinquents often lie in the family and the 
school [...]. Mothers from Turkey or the Arab countries pamper their children 
without setting any boundaries [...]. At school, students do not comply with any 
standards [...]. Problems arise in adolescence when young Turks or Arabs dis-
cover their sexuality (Nikitorowicz, 2011, p. 20). 

 There is no effective way for public institutions to counteract these 
pathologies. Social practice that is devoid of axiological diagnosis and is 
not well-established leads to helplessness on the part of representatives 
of the institutions who are supposed to oppose this pathology. This gives 
rise to a sense of impunity. A firm response is also called for in this regard:

Extending the scope of rights to those who do not accept the law leads to the 
dilution of fundamental rights and causes an erosion of morality in social life 
and an erosion of social and cultural capital. Hence, [...] we ask whether human 
rights are not misused [...] and whether human rights have not become the trap 
into which we have fallen (Nikitorowicz, 2012, p. 28).

 Mass migration, by which radical differences in cultural identities are 
revealed on a large scale, is a particular kind of intellectual and practical 
challenge to the axiology of human rights. It is not a question of restrict-
ing the human rights of migrants but of preserving the value of these 
rights so that they do not become merely empty words. The ideology of 
multiculturalism has not met the challenges of mass migration.
 Within intercultural pedagogy, a similar criticism of the ideology of 
multiculturalism and the shortcomings of multicultural education is 
expressed by Tadeusz Lewowicki:

Weaknesses in multicultural education are revealed in a radical way [...]. [...] 
[I]t does not meet the expectations of overcoming cultural alienation [...]. It is 
accompanied [by] hypocrisy, a hegemonic approach, and consolidated stereo-
types (Lewowicki, 2014, p. 30). 

These comments, which are a moral accusation, point to serious ethical 
problems that are overlooked in the aura of political correctness. The 
failures of multicultural ideology in the face of increased migration 
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demonstrate that cultural relativism and political correctness lead to 
“exclusion and marginalisation not only of immigrants but also of citizens 
of the host countries” (Nikitorowicz, 2013, p. 113; see Szczurek-Boruta, 
2017, 73–88). Mass exclusion and the marginalisation of migrants result 
in the decomposition of the moral order of social life, the disruption of 
democratic order, and the undermining of pluralism. 

systematic reflection with conclusions 
and recommendations

The systematic reflection with conclusions and practical recommenda-
tions can be based on Pope Francis’ reflections on migration. He con-
siders migration to be one of the leading problems of modern times 
and which causes many tensions and difficulties, partly because it is 
perceived wrongly: “Notwithstanding the great flow of migrants […] in 
nearly all countries, migration is still seen as […] a specific and sporadic 
fact”  1. Francis calls for migration to be recognised as one of the main 
processes of the globalised world, to which no one should ethically 
remain indifferent. That is why he made his first Apostolic Journey to 
the Italian island of Lampedusa (“the island of migrants”) in the Mediter-
ranean, to which refugee boats from Africa arrive. He established the 
Migrants and Refugees Section as part of the Dicastery for Promoting 
Integral Human Development, and in September 2015 he appealed 
to all parishes, religious communities, and monasteries in Europe to 
accept one refugee family. This initiative was not properly understood, 
as for many European Catholics the fear of migrants turned out to be 
stronger than the papal argumentation.
 During the conference “Refugees and migrants in a globalised world – 
responsibility and responses of universities” (4 November 2017), organ-
ised by the International Federation of Catholic Universities and held 
at the Pontifical Gregorian University, Francis systematically addressed 
the issue of responsibility for the fate of migrants, especially the intel-
lectual and moral responsibility of Catholic universities. Assuming that 

1  The speeches and statements of Pope Francis are available at, among others, 
www.vaticannews.va.
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universities play “a role of critical conscience with regard to the different 
forms of political, economic, and cultural power”, as well as in relation to 
the issue of migration, he pointed out the ethical aspects and challenges 
of migration, which can be summarised in the following points: 

1. it is appropriate to initiate further studies on the remote causes of 
forced migrations, with the aim of identifying practicable solutions 
[…], as it is necessary first to ensure that people have the right not 
to be forced to emigrate; 

2. it is equally important to reflect on the negative, sometimes dis-
criminatory and xenophobic first reactions to migrants in coun-
tries of ancient Christian tradition, to propose paths for raising 
awareness; 

3. greater appreciation is due to the many contributions migrants 
and refugees bring to the societies that welcome them, as well as 
those that benefit their communities of origin;

4. to give “reasons” for the pastoral care of migrants and refugees, 
I invite you to deepen your theological reflection on migrations as 
a sign of the times;

5. [it is expected] that Catholic universities will adopt programmes 
aimed at [...] the education of refugees [...] both by the provision 
of distance courses for those who live in camps and centres and 
through the granting of scholarships enabling their relocation;

6. it is necessary to train [...] pastoral workers who are dedicated to 
the assistance of migrants and refugees: this is another pressing 
task;

7. encourage Catholic universities to educate their students, some of 
whom will become political leaders, businessmen, and formers of 
culture, in a careful understanding of the migratory phenomenon, 
from a perspective of justice, global co-responsibility and com-
munion in cultural diversity;

8. encourage students to volunteer in aid programmes for refuges, 
asylum seekers, and newly-arrived migrants.

 In 2017, at the University of Roma Tre, in answer to a question about 
Europe’s fear of migrants that was asked by a Muslim woman from Syria 
who was studying in Italy (a year earlier she flew to Rome with the Pope 
from the island of Lesbos), Francis said: “Europe was created as a result 
of invasion and migration. Migration is not a threat but a challenge for 



341migration

us to develop. And this is from someone who comes from a country 
[Argentina] where 80 percent of the population are immigrants”. This 
is an expression of Francis’ fundamental convictions on the issue of 
migration, which are linked to the ethical imperative of prudence and 
taking a long-term perspective: “Immigrants should not be received by 
a country if it does not have the right conditions for it [...] it’s not only 
about letting them in but also about enabling them to integrate”. Francis 
keeps repeating this ethical thesis on integration. The pursuit of integra-
tion and inclusion is a commitment that should be made by migrants 
as well as by those who receive them. This aspiration is not free from 
difficulties, including cultural and religious differences that can gener-
ate divisions and conflicts. Mutual openness and mutual learning are 
required here because migration processes and concern for the fate of 
migrants require constant and mutual learning.
 Francis warns us against the overtly irrational and dishonest behav-
iour of those who promote “Western progress” and, by not acknowl-
edging cultural complexity, intensify conflicts and tragedies: “Migrations 
are sometimes caused by situations that are triggered by unreasonable 
political decisions and military interventions”. Children are also exposed 
to the inconveniences and dramas of migration, and their fate should be 
the aim of particular concern and effective action: “I would also like to 
draw attention to the tens of thousands of children who migrate alone, 
unaccompanied, to escape poverty and violence. […] This challenge 
demands the attention of the entire international community so that new 
forms of legal and secure migration may be adopted”. Francis points 
out the need for a holistic approach to contemporary migration so as 
not to increase the number of victims among migrants. From a holistic 
perspective, it is emphasised that situations that lead to mass migration 
must be prevented. The Pope points to the causes of migration that 
need to be eliminated:

The initial problems are the wars in the Middle East and in Africa as well as the 
underdevelopment of the African continent, which causes hunger. If there are 
wars, it is because there exist arms manufacturers […] and […] arms traffickers. 
If there is so much unemployment, it is because of a lack of investment capable 
of providing employment […]. More generally, this raises the question of a world 
economic system that has descended into the idolatry of money. The great 
majority of humanity’s wealth (over 80%) has fallen into the hands of a minority 
of the population (about 16%).
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 Francis also drew attention to the moral challenges of human traffick-
ing and slavery that are linked to migration. Remembering St. Josephine 
Bakhita, a nun and “a migrant woman who came to Europe” (born 1868 in 
Sudan, died 1947 in Italy; kidnapped as a child by slave-traffickers, freed 
at the age of 15), the Pope calls for prayer “for all migrants and refugees, 
for the exploited who suffer so much, and speaking of migrants being 
expelled and exploited, I would like [...] to pray with you for our broth-
ers and sisters of the Rohingya” (the Muslim community expelled from 
Burma). Francis is particularly sensitive to the fate of children and young 
people who are being trafficked: “Every effort is needed to overcome this 
heinous and unacceptable crime”. In 2015, Francis asked the Pontifical 
Academy of Social Sciences to address the issues of human trafficking 
and slavery, as well as the moral pathologies of migration, because 

in a global economic system […] new forms of slavery have developed. […] we 
have to raise awareness of this new evil that the globalized world wants to hide 
because it is scandalous and politically incorrect. Nobody likes to admit that 
in their city […] or nation, there are new forms of slavery […] [and] this plague 
affects almost all countries  2.

 Is the immoral and drastic practice of trafficking in human beings per-
manently inscribed in economic and social processes? Does demand 
generate and, in a way, justify supply, i.e. the supply of human com-
modities to their recipients? These questions provoke further questions 
about the clandestine (dark) links between migration and “migration ani-
mators”, about the business processes of human trafficking, and about 
effective ways of combating these immoral and criminal practices. 
 When describing the situation in some refugee camps, Francis used 
a strong, moving, and debatable comparison with concentration camps. 
Increasingly often, reports reveal that these drastic conditions still exist 
in some refugee camps, which should absolutely be considered a “burn-
ing” moral problem. 
 According to Francis, Europeans who live in stable socio-economic 
conditions are called upon to remember that their Europe was built 
by immigrants. To distance oneself from immigrants is to negate our 

2  The analyses and discussions of the Pontifical Academy of Social Sciences on 
human trafficking are published on the Academy’s website. See Archer (2015).
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historical experience and the debt that we owe to migrants, which has 
been handed down to us by previous generations. Building a fence 
between us and immigrants distorts our experiencing of moral values, 
since at least some of our widely shared ethical beliefs were formed 
through our contact with migrants (the Others) and through the situation 
of being a migrant (the Other); it was the moral challenges of migration 
that co-created our ethical convictions. 
 As a topical and “burning” ethical, educational, and religious chal-
lenge, migration requires constant learning of the culture of encounter in 
order to meet and receive migrants, especially refugees.
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Law and morality

summary
DEFINITION OF THE TERM: when defining the relationship between 
law and morality, the fact that both concepts are ambiguous must be taken 
into account. thus, its analysis depends on the specific meaning of the 
terms ‘law’ and ‘morality’ and the relationships that exist between them. 

HISTORICAL ANALYSIS OF THE TERM: In simple terms, it can be said 
that proponents of legal positivism advocate that law and morality should 
be treated as separate entities, while non-positivists support the thesis 
that law and morality are interrelated. 

DISCUSSION OF THE TERM: From the perspective of set theory, the 
rules embodied in legal norms and moral norms fully describe the possible 
relationships that exist between the two sets. the relationships between 
law and morality are also analysed with regard to the scope of subjective 
and substantive regulation of these norms and their qualification. 

SYSTEMATIC REFLECTION WITH CONCLUSIONS AND RECOM-
MENDATIONS: A number of controversies arise at the point where law 
and morality meet. the most significant of these controversies is defining 
the essence of morality in the context of the dispute between proponents 
of the relativism of values and proponents of the universalism of values. 
Questions about human nature and the status of the antinomy of good-
ness and evil are fundamental to this debate. to date, no clear answers to 
these disputes have been found. 

Keywords: moral subject, free will, morality, law, universal grammar 
of morality and law
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definition of the term 
The issues that pertain to the area of “law and morality” have been 
the central theme of philosophical and legal considerations through-
out the development of humanistic thought from ancient times to the 
present. It is an extremely complex and multi-faceted area. Before the 
creation and development of the positivist concept of law (19th century), 
which was characterised by the assumption of the separation of law 
and morality, the relationship between these two normative categories 
had not been questioned. Nowadays it is acknowledged that the thesis 
concerning the separation of law and morality determines the under-
standing of law from the positivist position, while the thesis concerning 
the relationship between law and morality determines the understanding 
of law from the non-positivist position.
 When discussing the relationship between law and morality, it is impor-
tant to take into account the fact that each of these concepts is ambiguous. 
To a large extent, defining the nature of this relationship will depend on 
the specific meaning of law and morality and will be dependent on the 
parameters of the relationship between the two that is adopted in analysis.
 Within the framework of the concepts of law and morality, law is 
understood primarily as positive law that is established by competent 
authorities. In order to define the relationship between law and morality 
precisely, it is necessary to refer to the concept of natural law, under-
stood as supra-positive law, which does not result from any legislative 
activity but is based on the nature of man as he exists within society. 
 With regard to the concept of positive law, it is important to point out 
the differences in defining it that depend on whether it is based on legal 
positivism (both radical and moderate) or on a non-positivist perspective. 
 Radical legal positivism (advocated by Hans Kelsen, for example) 
proclaims the thesis of the omnipotence of a legislator, who is not limited 
or constrained by external determinants, including moral requirements, 
whilst in the process of law-making. In this respect, law is defined as any 
outcome of legislative activity, regardless of its content, as long as the 
law-making procedure has not been violated and all formal requirements 
for correct law-making have been met. 
 Moderate positivism (represented by Herbert L.A. Hart, among others) 
assumes that, theoretically, while respecting the formal conditions for 
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law-making, a legislator is allowed to create law with any content. How-
ever, for practical reasons and following previously adopted assumptions, 
law should allow for the achieving of assumed goals, including those set 
from the perspective of morality. Based on the thesis that there is no 
need for a link between law and morality, moderate positivism recognises 
that law is the product of a lawmaker’s activity that meets not only formal 
requirements but also, to some extent, substantive ones that also result 
from moral requirements. As the need to include certain essential ele-
ments in the content of law increases, including those linked to morality, 
moderate positivism comes closer to a non-positivist position.
 Unlike positive law defined from positivist positions (according to which 
a relationship between law and morality is not necessary but is possible), 
law defined from non-positivist positions assumes the necessity of a link 
between law and morality. Hence, not every product of a law-making activ-
ity can be called law; law must be established through correct procedures 
and be socially efficient as well as contain content that is appropriate, 
which means that it remains in a positive relationship with morality. 
 Robert Alexy, a representative of legal non-positivism, proposed 
a definition of law which includes three elements: 1) social efficacy, 
2) correctness of content, 3) authoritative issuance. According to Alexy, 
all positivist concepts of law take into account the first and third element, 
with a greater emphasis on either social efficacy (realistic and sociologi-
cal theories) or authoritative issuance (legal and authoritative theories). 
Assuming that “correctness of content” means “moral correctness”, this 
exclusion of correctness from the definition of law results in the realisa-
tion of the positivist thesis concerning the separation of law and morality. 
Alexy also points out that the most radical non-positivist concepts of law 
only take the second element into account, i.e. correctness of content 
(moral correctness). In his opinion, these concepts are represented by 
theories that refer only to natural law and derive their legal content and 
validity from substantial morality, which is justified in theological or other 
terms. Alexy does not give a concrete example of such a theory of law but 
stresses that there is a broad consensus that the definition of law should 
take into account all three elements: social efficacy, correctness of con-
tent (moral correctness), and authoritative issuance. All non-positivist 
definitions of law (except those that are radically non-positivist) contain 
these three elements. By including the requirement of correctness of 
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content alongside authoritative issuance and social efficacy, they modify 
the positivist definition of law and thus reject the thesis of the separation 
of law and morality (Alexy, 1994, pp. 101–102).
 Applying the above criteria in the classification of various definitions 
of law, Thomas Aquinas’ definition should be viewed as a non-positivist 
approach. This states that law is an ordinance of reason for the common 
good, made by him who has care of the community, and promulgated. 
This category also includes the definitions of law formulated by Neo-
Thomists such as Viktor Cathrein, Karl Petraschek, Arthur F. Utz, 
Czesław Martyniak, John Finnis, Eberhard Schockenhoff, and Javier 
Hervada. Wojciech Łączkowski’s view is also non-positivist: “law rightly 
deserves real and not just formal authority only if it is decent [...], that is, 
if it meets moral standards” (Łączkowski, 2000, p. 210).
 The concept of morality is also highly ambiguous. Essentially, moral-
ity is understood as the way a person behaves, which is determined by 
norms that indicate the realization of goodness, which is a construc-
tive factor in the reality of human life. In the broadest sense, evil is 
a destructive factor and righteous reason dictates avoiding it . Doing 
evil is immoral. The concept of morality in the proper sense is therefore 
intrinsically linked to the classic concept of goodness, which also covers 
the concept of truth. 
 In the doctrine of law, the term ‘morality’ is defined as 

the socially objectivised (although not institutionalised) rules and principles of 
conduct, as well as evaluation standards, the content of which is relativised to 
the concepts of “goodness” and “justice” or “rightness”. These are the rules and 
principles that are internalised by a significant number of people who consti-
tute society, as well as the motives for how people behave and the criteria for 
assessing one’s own and others’ behaviour (Lang, 1989, p. 8). 

 The various understandings of the concept of morality can be sys-
tematised by distinguishing – by means of a criterion of the origin of 
moral norms – the way in which their implementation is verified and 
the type of sanctions that result from non-compliance with these norms. 
Four types of morality can be distinguished: 1) autonomous morality, 
2) morality resulting from religious and worldview systems, 3) social 
morality, 4) general human morality (Kość, 2001 and 2005; Sobański, 
1999).
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 The concept of autonomous morality is inseparably connected with 
man as a moral subject. The condition for recognising man as a moral 
subject is the assumption of his free will and the ability to distinguish 
between goodness and evil. Man’s moral nature also implies his spon-
taneous positive response to goodness and his spontaneous negative 
response to evil. The human conscience is the source of moral norms; 
conscience is understood as indications of practical reason as to 
what should be done and what should be avoided. Conscience is also 
a controlling and punishing authority in the form of guilt or remorse. The 
assumption that man is a moral subject is the basis for distinguishing 
other types of morality.
 Morality resulting from religious and worldview systems stems from 
the fact that man possesses a religious nature which is expressed in the 
following ways: in the ability of his mind to transcend the world which 
he can experience; in his awareness of the existence of a reality that is 
transcendent in relation to earthly reality; and also in his need to refer 
to a higher being who exercises power and cares for the world in which 
man lives. In the case of morality resulting from religious and worldview 
systems, moral norms have their origin in the founder of a given religion 
or a representative of a given worldview. These norms teach how to 
behave and what not to do in order to realise the purpose and mean-
ing of life. Specific norms can (and most often do) vary depending on 
religion or worldview. Many religions indicate not only the purpose and 
meaning of earthly life but, more importantly, they emphasize that of the 
afterlife – which is eternal life. Although moral norms have an external 
source here, they can only be properly followed if they are internalised. 
The same is true of monitoring compliance and administering sanctions 
in the case of non-compliance with these moral norms. A given religion 
or worldview usually possesses clearly defined systems of control and 
sanctions, but their proper function can only be fulfilled if their legitimacy 
is accepted in the conscience of a particular follower.
 Social morality is linked with the social nature of man and his life in 
society. The socio-cultural factor plays a decisive role in defining the 
norms of social morality. This factor is extremely dynamic and depends 
on the level of intellectual development of a given community, the 
extent to which material and spiritual needs are met, and many other 
variable determinants that are inherent in human social life. Norms of 
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social morality have their source in a given social group, both large (e.g. 
organised into a state) and smaller (e.g. a local community). The con-
cept of social morality includes the concept of public morals mentioned 
in Article 31, point 3 of the Constitution of the Republic of Poland, as 
well as the concept of political morality (contrasted with the concept of 
private morality) that is present in the doctrine. Due to the necessity and 
need to achieve goals considered beneficial for a given social group, 
specific desired types of behaviour of group members are indicated and 
negative opinions are expressed concerning behaviours perceived as 
unfavourable for the life of a given community. The system of controlling 
compliance with social morality norms and imposing sanctions for non-
compliance depends on the type of society. This is the classic division 
of societies into 1) traditional, closed societies, in which the strength 
of the social bond is directly proportional to the uniformity of views of 
the participants of social life (any behaviour deviating from that which 
is accepted as appropriate is perceived negatively and stigmatised); 
2) modern, open societies, in which the strength of the social bond is less 
dependent on shared views and is based primarily on cooperation (open 
societies are more liberal towards the diversity of views and behaviours 
of their members; social control and sanctions are less severe). 
 General human morality stems from the assumption of the existence 
of a universal, identifiable human nature that recognises that a given 
living creature is a human being. This recognition is not dependent 
on specific religious and socio-cultural conditions but is based on the 
essential elements that testify to one’s humanity. A correctly recognised 
human nature is a source of general human morality. Human nature is 
a bridge between being and duty. The nature of man and his personal 
dignity are the basis for his duty to behave properly towards himself 
and towards other people. The norms of human morality are in essence 
the same as the norms of natural law. In contemporary legal systems 
in Western culture, especially just after the tragic experiences of World 
War II, the norms of human morality found their expression in positive 
law as fundamental human rights. In this way, positive law, defined in 
accordance with a non-positivist approach, became a safeguard for the 
observance of human moral norms. 
 In the specific reality of the human world, these theoretical types 
of morality do not function in isolation but shape the morality of the 
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individual and exert influence on him in various proportions that cannot 
be defined in an abstract way. Therefore, the notion of human morality 
is extremely multidimensional. 

Historical analysis of the term
The task of defining the relationship between law and morality has been 
approached in various ways depending on the initial assumptions concern-
ing the understanding of the terms law and morality that are employed. 
 The perception of man as a moral being who is guided by conscience, 
which is understood as the voice of practical reason, has been firmly 
rooted in European culture since antiquity. Socrates indicated an inner 
voice, which he called daimonion (the divine sign), which dissuaded him 
from doing evil. Plato saw this inner voice as an idea of what is objec-
tively good, which is present in the act of remembering. Before the soul 
became trapped in matter, it existed in the world of ideas; in the material 
being, the soul remembers and misses this world. Aristotle talked about 
the moral form (phronesis) in man, understood as practical wisdom.
 What is important from the perspective of defining the relationship 
between law and morality is, in particular, Aristotle’s view on human 
nature as expressed in his work Politics. The starting point is a well-
known statement that man is a being created to live in a state, i.e. 
a political animal (zoon politicon). He differs from other beings by the 
fact that he is the only one who is able to distinguish between good-
ness and evil, and he is endowed with speech thanks to which he is 
capable of determining what is just and unjust. Man is the most perfect 
being on earth if he acts in accordance with the principles of justice 
and righteousness. However, if he misuses his mental faculties and 
turns to evil, he will become unholy (“when devoid of virtue, man is the 
most unholy and savage of animals, and the worst in regard to sexual 
indulgence and gluttony”). Thus, Aristotle saw that man was capable of 
free choice, and along with free choice came the risk of choosing evil. 
Unlike Socrates, Aristotle did not argue that laws are always good and 
iniquity can only arise in man. He accepted the possibility that laws 
may be unfair, especially in a degenerate state. In his opinion, only 
those laws that are “well framed” and created within a system that is 
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aimed at the common good are fair. Only then can it be claimed that 
they are law in the correct sense and exist in a necessary relationship 
with morality. 
 Inspired by Aristotle’s philosophy, Thomas Aquinas also considered 
the relationship between law and morality necessary in the creation 
of good law. In his definition of law, he described this relationship as 
based on reason and directed at the common good. Law is the work 
of reason – of righteous reason – and not merely an expression of the 
legislative will of a sovereign, as Thomas Hobbes, the forerunner of 
Anglo-Saxon legal positivism (non veritas, sed auctoritas facit legem), 
would later claim. Neither Thomas Aquinas nor Neo-Thomists could 
agree with this view.
 Despite numerous variants of Neo-Thomism, Neo-Thomists’ views 
on the relationship between law and morality are essentially the same. 
They all recognise that the relationship between law and morality is 
necessary. This view is very well reflected in the words of Czesław 
Martyniak, who said that law can and should be distinguished from 
morality, but the two cannot be separated. It should not be the case that 
something that is morally wrong can become legally good. A legislator 
should decide prudently (in accordance with the level of moral maturity 
of the society of which he is a member) what elements from the field of 
morality should be transferred to the field of law, so that the society for 
which law is created is able to meet the legal requirements and not fall 
into conflict with these requirements because they are not suited to the 
capabilities of ordinary people who are incapable of meeting the norms 
of an overly perfectionist understanding of morality. On the other hand, 
Neo-Thomists emphasise that any positive law must have a necessary 
connection with morality, which at the same time means that positive 
law must comply with natural law. In the views of Neo-Thomists, natu-
ral law is the part of morality that relates to human social life. Natural 
law, understood in this way, is the objective foundation for positive law 
and the criterion for its evaluation. Referring to the views of Thomas 
Aquinas, Neo-Thomists argue that positive law, whose form is correct 
but whose content (including immoral content) is arbitrary, is not law in 
the proper sense. It is like an empty shell that has the shape of a nut 
but lacks any substantial content. In principle, Neo-Thomists claim that 
compliance with positive law is a moral obligation as long as that law is 
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not overtly unfair; if it is found to be so, this means that it is inconsistent 
with morality.
 With the development of the natural sciences in the 19th century and 
the development of positivist philosophy, the existence of the meta-
physical sphere, which included natural law and the mental speculations 
related to it, began to be denied. Criticism of the metaphysical expla-
nation of reality was initiated by Auguste Comte, who proposed in its 
place the system of positive sciences. However, positivist thought in law 
originated much earlier. The aforementioned Thomas Hobbes reduced 
law to that of a sovereign’s order that is supported by coercion. Hobbes’ 
theory was elaborated on by Jeremy Bentham and his pupil John Austin, 
who was the leading representative of Anglo-Saxon legal positivism. The 
premise of the separation of law and morality also appears in Christian 
Thomasius’ works; he linked the validity of moral norms to the sphere 
of human interiority and reduced the validity of legal norms to human 
exteriority. Similarly, Immanuel Kant distinguished between moral duties 
(inner motivation) and legal duties (external motivation). Kant consistently 
advocated the thesis of the separation of law and morality but argued 
that it is possible to assess the same act as legal or moral: 

The simple compliance of an act with law, regardless of its motivation, is called 
legitimacy (when an act is legitimate); if the ideal of duty, prescribed by law, is 
at the same time the inner motivation of an act, then an act is moral (i.e. it is 
ethically motivated) (Kant, 2005, p. 25).

 Inspired by Neo-Kantianism, Hans Kelsen criticised positivists for, 
among other things, reducing the notion of law to the realm of factuality, 
when in fact it belongs to the realm of duty, with the central notion of 
norms as a signpost indicating the right act. In his opinion, norms do not 
describe reality but prescribe it. Kelsen therefore claimed that the theory 
of law should be purged of foreign elements, such as the influence of 
psychology, sociology, or even ethics (the science of morality), which is 
another normative science. In his pure theory of law, Kelsen advocated 
the separation of law and morality on the grounds that a moral norm is 
valid because of its content, while a legal norm is valid only because it 
has been correctly established in accordance with the adopted proce-
dure. Kelsen’s thesis, which has become the hallmark of radical legal 
positivism, states that law is valid irrespective of its content. Even the 
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most wicked and immoral content can, in Kelsen’s view, be the content 
of a legal norm as long as this norm meets the formal criteria for a cor-
rect legislative procedure. 
 Radical legal positivism was intensely criticised immediately after 
World War II. Gustav Radbruch accused legal positivism of influencing 
German lawyers to such an extent that they were unable to oppose the 
extremely unjust, criminal German law of that time, which Radbruch 
openly called statutory lawlessness. Turning to supra-statutory law, Rad-
bruch expressed his belief that there are legal principles that are stron-
ger than any legal act. Law that is contrary to these principles loses the 
nature of law. Radbruch’s concept is similar to Neo-Tomists’ convictions, 
in particular the views of Victor Cathrein, who much earlier than Radbruch 
claimed that supra-positive law is superior to positive law. According to 
Cathrein, a legislator is relatively free to determine the content of law, but 
the limit of his legislative activity is delineated by natural law:

A law that is blatantly opposed to the demands of natural justice or even to 
the general norms of natural morality is a non-existent law; it is by no means 
binding, and therefore does not even seemingly resemble a law (as cited in: 
Potrzeszcz, 2011a, pp. 32–33). 

Unjust laws may be called laws or legal norms in the same sense as we talk 
about fool’s gold [...]. They have some of the external forms of a law, but they 
have no significant content; they are like empty nut shells (as cited in: Potrz-
eszcz, 2011a, p. 33).

 Similarly, Czesław Martyniak, who follows traditional Thomism, 
accepts the thesis that a link between law and morality is necessary. In 
his opinion, it is impossible to separate the moral order from the legal 
order, as law regulates those external human activities that have a direct 
or indirect impact on the common good:

[Law is] part of moral philosophy and cannot be separated from it: what is mor-
ally wrong cannot be legally good [...]. There are no two ways to act: one way 
that is personal and moral and the other that is social and is far from moral. Both 
should be moral. Deeds that are morally wrong, such as deceit, betrayal, injus-
tice, etc., must not find approval and be considered politically or economically 
good, because politics and economy belong to the same science that analyses 
human behaviour and regulates its true purpose. [...] The moral element plays an 
extremely important role and must not be excluded from law. Law that opposes 
morality is not law but an abuse of law that does not abide in conscience (as 
cited in: Potrzeszcz, 2010, p. 20). 
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 The relationship between law and morality was similarly described by 
another NeoThomist, Arthur F. Utz. According to him, 

a legal norm is a norm that regulates the behaviour of moral subjects. It is not the 
norm of chess figures. A legal norm is applied to moral subjects; thus, it exists 
only in relation to human morality. If morality has a quality that is essentially 
part of its character as a norm, then every lawyer is forced to examine which 
legally relevant moral norms belong to the natural equipment of man because 
only such norms can have an absolute character that belongs to human nature. 
Thus, a lawyer cannot avoid the theories of natural law, whether he wants to or 
not (as cited in: Potrzeszcz, 2010, pp. 22–23).

discussion of the term

The relationships between legal norms and moral norms can be defined 
in various ways once the scope of these relationships has been ascer-
tained. This is dependent on the initial assumptions made and the under-
standing of the two elements that constitute these relationships. If we 
assume that all legal norms constitute a set of legal norms designated 
as P, and all moral norms constitute a set of moral norms designated as 
M, the correlation between the content of the set of legal norms P and 
the content of the set of moral norms M can be expressed in five ways:

1. Set P and set M are separate sets. This view is accepted by the 
supporters of the thesis of the separation of law and morality, 
which is characteristic of the positivist position in law.

2. Set P and set M fully overlap. Treating the content of legal norms 
and moral norms as meaning the same thing narrows the under-
standing of morality and reduces it to the area of social life regu-
lated by positive law.

3. Set P and set M overlap. It is widely recognised that the most 
sociologically valid view assumes that a) there is a sphere of legal 
regulations that are not governed by morality; b) there is a sphere 
of legal regulations that are governed solely by moral norms; 
c) there is a sphere of legal regulations that are governed by both 
legal and moral norms. 

4. Set P is included in set M. This relationship means that the set 
of legal norms is narrower than the set of moral norms. The legal 
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norms are part of the moral norms. This view is proclaimed by 
the representatives of the Neo-Thomistic philosophy of law, who 
understand natural law as the part of morality that concerns the 
social relations of man. 

5. Set M is included in set P. This relationship means that the set of 
moral norms is narrower than the set of legal norms and is con-
tained in this set. This view is difficult to justify because it would 
require a very narrow understanding of morality. 

 The relationships between law and morality, defined as the substan-
tive relationships that exist between legal norms and moral norms, are 
also included in analysis of the scope of subjective and substantive 
regulations of these norms and their categorisation. In the case of the 
scope of subjective regulations, the difference lies in the addressees of 
the regulations: addressees of legal norms are both natural persons and 
legal persons, while addressees of moral norms are natural persons 
only (Breczko, 2004, p. 68).
 Taking into account the substantive scope of the regulations of law and 
morality, we can address the relationships between two sets of elements: 

a set of behaviours or states of affairs belonging to law and a set of behaviours 
or states of affairs belonging to morality. In the theory of law, two competing 
models play an important role: the inclusion model and the crossover model 
(Breczko, 2004, pp. 68–69).

 The inclusion model can be discussed with reference to Georg 
Jellinek’s concept of law, which states that law embodies the ethical 
minimum. This means that every behaviour and every state of affairs 
that are regulated by legal norms are simultaneously regulated by moral 
norms. Morality also regulates other matters, not all of which are regu-
lated by legal norms. The sphere of morality here appears to be wider 
than the sphere of law. 

According to this concept, a state secures and enforces, by means of legal 
sanctions, only those moral standards that are of particular social importance 
(Breczko, 2004, p. 69).

 In the case of the relationship between law and morality within the cross-
over model, one can distinguish “behaviours governed by both law and 
morality, behaviours governed solely by morality, and behaviours governed 
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solely by law” (Breczko, 2004, p. 69). Behaviours that are regulated by both 
law and morality include numerous criminal law regulations. In particular, 
these are norms sanctioning the prohibition of killing, violating the physical 
and mental wellbeing of a person, the prohibition of theft, robbery, mug-
ging, etc. Behaviours governed solely by laws that are morally neutral can 
be exemplified by the traffic law that designates driving on the right side of 
the road. From a moral point of view, it does not matter whether traffic is on 
the right or the left. It should be noted, however, that the regulation itself, 
which in this case is morally indifferent, differs from the failure to comply 
with this regulation. Non-compliance with traffic law regulations is not mor-
ally indifferent as it poses a threat to other road users as well as to the 
person not complying with these regulations. As far as a group of behav-
iours governed solely by moral standards is concerned, it is important, for 
example, to point out those behaviours that serve to improve mankind but 
are not necessary from the perspective of the order of social life. 
 The possible conflict between legal norms and moral norms gives 
rise to a number of problems, both practical and theoretical. From the 
perspective of the actual binding force of law, such a conflict is problem-
atic in the sense that it weakens the binding force of law that is contrary 
to morality. Once the boundaries between legal norms and moral norms 
have been crossed, positive law loses its nature of law and becomes 
statutory lawlessness, as non-positivists rightly claim. Positivists, on the 
other hand, believe that the inclusion of a moral element in the concept 
of law weakens or even excludes the possibility of criticising law from the 
perspective of morality because, if a normative phenomenon is called 
law, then at the same time it should be assumed that it is consistent with 
morality. Otherwise, it would not be law. 

systematic reflection with conclusions 
and recommendations 
Regardless of the aforementioned difficulties in clearly defining the 
relationship between law and morality, the existence of this relation-
ship has been an integral part of philosophical and legal considerations 
throughout history. This relationship undoubtedly exists because both 
law and morality determine the norms of behaviour of people who are 
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moral subjects. In contemporary pluralistic societies, it is not easy to 
achieve relative harmony between law and morality because dynamic 
cultural determinants lead to widespread views about the relativism of 
values, including the relativism of moral values. 
 A number of controversies arise at the point where law and moral-
ity meet. The most difficult of these is defining the essence of morality 
in the context of the dispute between proponents of the relativism of 
values and proponents of the universalism of values. The basic question 
is whether man is a being who is by nature equipped with the ability 
to distinguish between good and evil, or whether this ability is shaped 
through the process of education and under the influence of the social 
environment. Another contentious issue is whether there is a universal 
human nature, or whether this nature is culturally relativized. To date, no 
clear answers to these questions have been given. Although a relativis-
tic approach prevails, universalist views seem more convincing (and are 
more difficult to prove). 
 In this respect, the notion of the existence of a universal grammar 
of morality and law that is presented by Matthias Mahlmann and John 
Mikhail is worth considering. During their studies at the Massachusetts 
Institute of Technology (the Department of Brain and Cognitive Sci-
ences) in the 1990s, they had an opportunity to familiarise themselves 
with Noam Chomsky’s research programme while working with lead-
ing representatives of cognitive sciences, including Chomsky himself, 
Steven Pinker, and Elizabeth Spelke. They were inspired by Chomsky’s 
universal grammar research programme and noticed an opportunity 
to apply the principles of this programme to the area of morality and 
law. Mahlmann and Mikhail highlighted the importance of the history 
of humanistic thought, which throughout history had sought to under-
stand the foundations of morality and law. The recurring theme here 
is the claim that human beings are capable of recognising substantive 
standards for a just and morally good social order by means of their 
special cognitive capacity. Alongside expressing a belief in the natural 
cognitive capacity of human beings, another claim is that legal orders 
are bound by the substantive standards that human beings recognise. 
Mahlmann and Mikhail argued that the concept of a natural normative 
order, which is relatively stable, unchangeable, ahistorical, and univer-
sal, constitutes the core of the theory of natural law. Today, the features 
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that are assigned to the concept of morality actually define the concept 
of natural law. These features include the following premises: natural 
law is not positive law, it lacks formalised sanctions, it is ultimately bind-
ing, it originates in conscience or in practical reason, and its content is 
directed towards goodness and justice. The phenomenon of morality 
is therefore only understood when set within the theoretical framework 
of natural law. Mahlmann rightly emphasised that in order to talk about 
law in a matter-of-fact way, one cannot remain silent about morality. 
Although the relationship between law and morality is complex and 
multi-faceted, the question of the foundations of law cannot be answered 
without simultaneously developing a concept of what is ethically justified 
(Potrzeszcz, 2011b, pp. 35–39).
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Catholic political ethics

summary
DEFINITION OF THE TERM: the basic definition of political ethics 
describes it as the science of human behaviour regarding relationships 
established within the context of a political community.

HISTORICAL ANALYSIS OF THE TERM: the classic definition of political 
ethics is based on the understanding of man as either a “political animal” 
or a “social animal”. the modern separation of politics and ethics is based 
on the understanding of man as an egoistic individual who is guided solely 
by self-interest.

DISCUSSION OF THE TERM: this section presents the anthropological 
foundations of Catholic political ethics.

SYSTEMATIC REFLECTION WITH CONCLUSIONS AND RECOM-
MENDATIONS: this section describes the main postulates of Catholic 
political ethics, with particular emphasis on the second Vatican Council’s 
conciliar and post-conciliar teachings.

Keywords: political nature, anthropology, Catholic social teaching, 
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definition of the term

If we understand ethics as the science of human behaviour and politics 
as a set of relationships that a person has with others within the polis, 
that is, within a city or a community, then we are fully entitled to use 
the term political ethics in respect of scientific research concerning 
the life of each person, his problems, and the decisions he makes on 
both a personal and a social level (cf. D’Ambrosio, 2008, 2011, 2015). 
However, these issues are complicated because political ethics often 
struggles to maintain its autonomy and authority in the scientific field 
and at the socio-institutional level, as is evident in many countries. It is 
easy to get the impression that people almost everywhere only turn to 
political ethics in moments of institutional and political crises, treating 
it as a type of medication (usually ineffective) that is administered to 
a patient (i.e. politics) who is in a serious condition. At this point, I would 
like to indicate several aspects of political ethics that will demonstrate 
its value and significance in every situation and every context as well 
as its central position in the education of future politicians and in the 
functioning of social and political institutions. 

Historical analysis of the term: the political nature 
of the human person

In the first social encyclical of the Church, which was issued in 1885, 
Pope Leo XIII stated, “Man’s natural instinct moves him to live in civil 
society” (Immortale Dei, 3). This statement refers to Aristotle’s definition 
of man as “being by nature a political animal [zôon politikòn physei]” 
(Politics, 1253a 3, cf. Nicomachean Ethics, 1169b 18). This heritage had 
a strong presence in Catholic culture at the end of the 19th century, both 
in the form passed on by St. Augustine (“the human race is social by 
nature more than any other species [sociale natura]”; The City of God, 
ch. 12, 27) and in the Thomistic form (“man is by nature a social animal 
[animal sociale]”; Sum. Theol. I, q. 96. a. 4; I–II, q. 95. a. 4). The social 
nature of the human person, which was called politica (in Old Greek: 
polis – city, state) in classical languages, is the first pillar of Catholic 
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political ethics, which is a concept frequently repeated in various docu-
ments of the Magisterium of the Catholic Church. The most impressive 
example of this is a passage of the Pastoral Constitution on the Church 
in the Modern World, Gaudium et Spes, in which we read the following 
commentary to the Book of Genesis:

But God did not create man as a solitary, for from the beginning “male and female 
he created them” (Gen. 1:27). Their companionship produces the primary form 
of interpersonal communion. For by his innermost nature man is a social being 
[ex intima sua natura ens sociale est], and unless he relates himself to others he 
can neither live nor develop his potential (Gaudium et Spes, 12).

 A description of the human person would not be complete if we 
focused only on his political nature and omitted other dimensions, such 
as his relationship with God, with himself, and with other created beings. 
Here emerges a vision of the human person in the shape of a quadrilat-
eral, as defined by La Pira (1945, p. 32) and consolidated by the Second 
Vatican Council (Gaudium et Spes, 13). The human person is fulfilled 
in the fullest sense by the extent to which these four basic relationships 
are realised in harmony with one another and within a dynamic process 
of developing one’s abilities according to a specific project. This is what 
we find in the two tales of human creation in the Book of Genesis: 

Then God said, “Let us make humankind in our image, according to our likeness; 
and let them have dominion over the fish of the sea, and over the birds of the 
air, and over the cattle, and over all the wild animals of the earth, and over every 
creeping thing that creeps upon the earth”. So God created humankind in his 
image, in the image of God he created them; male and female he created them.
 God blessed them, and God said to them, “Be fruitful and multiply, and fill 
the earth and subdue it; and have dominion over the fish of the sea and over 
the birds of the air and over every living thing that moves upon the earth”. God 
said, “See, I have given you every plant yielding seed that is upon the face of all 
the earth, and every tree with seed in its fruit; you shall have them for food. And 
to every beast of the earth, and to every bird of the air, and to everything that 
creeps on the earth, everything that has the breath of life, I have given every 
green plant for food”. And it was so. God saw everything that he had made, and 
indeed, it was very good. And there was evening and there was morning, the 
sixth day (Genesis 1:26–31; cf. Genesis 2:18–24).

 Of course, these biblical passages are not systematic treatises on 
man’s relationship with God, with himself, with other people, and with 
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other created beings because they concentrate on the basic command-
ments of work and love, which, as a project and a commandment, are 
ontologically based on the relationality of a quadrilateral structure. 
According to God’s plan, the human person is and becomes a human 
person in the fullest sense through his ability to work and love in a con-
tinuous and fruitful dialogue with his Creator, with himself, with other 
people, and with the rest of creation. The same pattern also returns in 
the form of the consequences (called curses) of original sin. Original sin 
has a negative impact on both man’s relationality and his work:

To the woman he [God] said, “I will greatly increase your pangs in childbearing; 
in pain you shall bring forth children, yet your desire shall be for your husband, 
and he shall rule over you”. And to the man he said, “Because you have listened 
to the voice of your wife, and have eaten of the tree about which I commanded 
you, ‘You shall not eat of it’, cursed is the ground because of you; in toil you shall 
eat of it all the days of your life; thorns and thistles it shall bring forth for you; and 
you shall eat the plants of the field. By the sweat of your face you shall eat bread 
until you return to the ground, for out of it you were taken; you are dust, and to 
dust you shall return” (Genesis 3:16–19).

 Man’s relationality has other fundamental dimensions, but the conse-
quences of negating the political nature of the human person should be 
strongly emphasised here. Negating rationality means negating the very 
nature of the human person, who is, from his conception until death, 
the fruit of relationships and lives and realises himself through his rela-
tionality with other people, as the Holy Bible teaches. As with all other 
basic dimensions of relationality, in the case of the political nature of the 
human person, the individual agent must have the will to materialise 
this nature. When we decided to become ourselves – within the limits of 
the autonomy and responsibility we have achieved – we made a choice 
to actualise these four fundamental dimensions within ourselves. Thus, 
for this political dimension to be alive and fruitful it requires a concrete 
act of will, which is a concrete choice as well as an ethical act. A human 
community is not an organism that is independent of individuals; a com-
munity is comprised of people and it owes part of its existence to the will 
of the people who create it. Eric Voegelin wrote: 

The growth of the polis is not an inevitable biological process; men are not 
forced into the polis by an urge or instinct. Man is not a gregarious animal 
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[agelaion zoon]; he is a politikon zoon and that means that the end, the telos, of 
the community lies in the realm of conscious, deliberate recognition of good and 
evil, of right and wrong (Voegelin, 1999, p. 115). 

The human person is a social being by his innermost nature (Gaudium et 
Spes, 12–13) and possesses the inclination to relate himself to others, 
i.e. as Aristotle would say, he possesses the impulse, the orme (Politics, 
1253a, 30), understood as a relationship-oriented existence (Mulieris 
dignitatem, 7). However, this fundamental dimension of human nature 
must become a choice that is made purposefully and in harmony with 
one’s conscience and thus falls within the scope of that law by which 
he is called to love good and avoid evil (Gaudium et Spes, 16). Accord-
ing to Aristotle, man respects other living creatures as “it is the special 
property of man in distinction from the other animals that he alone has 
perception of good and bad and right and wrong” (Politics, 1253a 7–18). 
Political nature is closely linked to the freedom of the human person and 
his ability to distinguish between good and evil. Polis is the place where 
such choices are made every day.
 The Magisterium of the Catholic Church repeatedly refers to the 
political nature of the human person, which has never been called into 
question in the many centuries of the Church’s teaching. The teaching 
of Pope Francis confirms the entire historical-doctrinal tradition in this 
regard. In Francis’ thought, there is no politics that does not follow from 
the Aristotelian-Thomistic conviction that a person is a relational being 
(a politikòn, as Aristotle would say). It is no accident that Pope Francis 
emphasises that “genuine care for our own lives and our relationships 
with nature is inseparable from fraternity, justice and faithfulness to 
others” (Laudato si’, 70). In the teaching of Pope Francis, the human 
person also has the structure of a quadrilateral, as Giorgio La Pira 
claimed, with four distinct sides: God, myself, other people, and nature. 
As Pope Francis often says, “Everything is interconnected”. If this is how 
we are to understand a person, then it follows that the next step will be 
educational (this issue is discussed below) and involves pastoral activ-
ity which, according to Pope Francis, “needs to bring out more clearly 
the fact that our relationship with the Father demands and encourages 
a communion which heals, promotes, and reinforces interpersonal 
bonds” (Evangelii gaudium, 67) and prevents us from “playing the role 
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of Pontius Pilate and washing our hands of it but instead engages us in 
politics and work for the common good” (statement by Pope Francis of 
7 June 2013, Discorso alle scuole dei Gesuiti). 
 Niccolò Machiavelli’s (1469–1527) ideas and especially his work 
The Prince (1532) led to the separation of ethics from politics. Before the 
beginning of the 16th century, political ethics had remained Aristotelian 
and had never experienced a crisis to match that caused by Machiavelli. 
Therefore, let us analyse these two positions in order to better under-
stand the meaning of the term political ethics and how it is used today, 
particularly in the news and the media. 
 Aristotle teaches us that the aim (télos) of every person and every 
political community is goodness (agathón) or, as he says elsewhere, 
happiness (eudaimonía). This means that he places this definition on two 
levels that are very closely related and almost interchangeable: on the 
theoretical-metaphysical level, which is linked to the concept of good-
ness; and on the level of experience, which is linked to the concept of 
happiness understood as the good life (eû zên) (Nicomachean Ethics, 
1095a, 1097a–b; cf. Annas, 1993). In Aristotle’s thought, the concept of 
happiness (eudaimonía) is not precisely defined. It often means good-
ness that is pursued, the aim (télos) of life, becoming happy; it also 
means prosperity (for example, the right to pursue happiness is present 
in the Declaration of Independence of the United States of 6 July 1776). 
However, despite this lack of precision, one thing is clear: happiness can 
only be achieved by someone who lives according to reason and realises 
virtues, because virtue is “a certain activity of the soul in conformity with 
perfect virtue” (Nicomachean Ethics, 1102a 5; cf. Eudemian Ethics, I). 
In other words, a happy person is one who feels good and continuously 
does good. The happiness this brings is permanent and not readily sub-
ject to change (Nicomachean Ethics, 1100b 2–3). It is achieved when 
one has accepted as one’s life project the search for and realization of 
goodness through virtue. Happiness is achieved because of the virtues 
being realised – not through play or other activities that are incompatible 
with virtue (Nicomachean Ethics, 1099b 15–16, 1100b 10). According 
to St. Augustine, “felicity is the reword of virtue” (The City of God, ch. 4, 
21), and Aristotle understands happiness as a form of activity – not as 
something passive – and therefore as a commitment to teaching and 
practicing (Nicomachean Ethics 1099b 15–16, 1102a 5, 1176b 1).
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 Happiness is by no means limited to the individual: firstly, happiness 
is always the happiness of a person; secondly, a person is politikòn, 
i.e. he lives in a polis where he enters into various relationships. 
 According to Aristotle, “Man is by nature a social being [zôon politikòn]” 
(Politics, 1253a 3; Nicomachian Ethics 1169b 18). Happiness is the fruit 
of a virtuous life and is also, by its very nature, politikòn. In short, happi-
ness is the happiness of a concrete person but it depends on the quality 
of life of the community and is realised in it. “The city-state […] while it 
comes into existence for the sake of life, exists for the good life [eû zên]” 
(Politics, 1252b 27–35). A polis is a place where people seek and experi-
ence their personal happiness. It is by no means a neutral place, but it 
is a necessary place because it has the same goal (télos) as a person 
does, i.e. goodness or happiness, as one prefers to call it. A community 
is also a place where people share happiness, which then multiplies. 
This is where the ontological basis and the close relationship between 
personal ethics and political ethics, between individual happiness and 
the happiness of the whole community, lies. Hence, the question of 
good or evil in the political dimension is at the same time the question of 
what politics does for the goodness/happiness of individual members 
of the political community and for the fullness of their lives. It requires 
questioning the means of achieving goodness/happiness, which are the 
virtues advocated by Aristotle. Based on the inseparable sequence of 
person-virtue-goodness/happiness-in-the-community, ethical reflection 
regarding politics must provide answers to the fundamental questions: 
How does one act virtuously in political life? What is the virtue of justice? 
How does one realise and support the common good and solidarity in 
action? What is the relationship between personal goodness/happiness 
and political goodness/happiness? What kind of education is best? What 
way of governance guarantees goodness/happiness? What is the role of 
the media in creating and providing goodness/happiness?
 According to Aristotle, goals are not achieved without proper educa-
tion (paideía), which is a tool that is used to transmit and acquire virtue. 
The Greek concept of paideia combines both theoretical and practical 
aspects (as does contemporary pedagogy). The close link between virtue 
education and the institutional structure depends on a holistic vision in 
which ethics is defined as knowledge of virtue, while politics is the sci-
ence of the institutional means to achieve fair and appropriate behaviour 
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(éthos). The development of the human person, which is achieved 
through virtue, is closely linked to society: a person only becomes virtu-
ous if he lives in a virtuous city/state which offers him the theoretical 
and practical means to become virtuous, and the city/state is virtuous 
because it consists of virtuous citizens. It is important to note how much 
the theoretical and practical elements permeate each other here and 
how they are inseparably linked in virtue: one cannot exist without the 
other. Virtue is both cognition (knowledge) and practice. Aristotle binds 
cognitive and practical elements in education, for example, máthesis 
and epiméleia (Nicomachean Ethics, 1099b) and mantháno, akoúo, and 
ethízo (Politics, 1332a 30-b 15).
 Today, we have moved far away from the perception of virtue as it 
was understood by Aristotle. This is clearly shown by Alasdair MacIntyre 
in his After Virtue. A Study in Moral Theory (1996):

This misinterpretation is the outcome of a long history from the later middle ages 
until the present during which the dominant lists of the virtues have changed, the 
conception of individual virtues has changed, and the concept of a virtue itself 
has become other than it was (MacIntyre, 1996, p. 402). 

What matters at this stage is the construction of local forms of community within 
which civility and the intellectual and moral life can be sustained through the 
new dark ages which are already upon us. And if the tradition of the virtues 
was able to survive the horrors of the last dark ages, we are not entirely without 
grounds for hope (MacIntyre, 1996, p. 466).

 The ethical crisis that affects small and large institutions results from 
the fact that virtue has either been distorted, neglected, at best reduced 
to a purely technical skill (as in Machiavelli’s thought, more of which 
below), or it has been treated as a feature embodied by heroes and 
saints that has no significance for everyday life. The moral and intel-
lectual life of an institution can be restored only through returning to 
Aristotelian values. This is not only about values as such but also about 
the fact that they create the space and means for secular and religious 
traditions to meet and interact. The mass media have a very important 
role to play in this process, and it is a great responsibility to hold. 
 Let us return to Niccolò Machiavelli. He has contributed the most to 
the destruction of this ethical structure that links the person, means, and 
objectives to political reality, as was mentioned in the above discussion 
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of Aristotle. Machiavelli never directly acknowledged the erroneous 
principle that the end justifies the means, but this statement is probably 
the most accurate expression of his theory of political ethics. In his main 
work, The Prince, he wrote:

Many have imagined republics and principalities which in fact have never been 
known or seen. How one actually lives is far distant from how one ought to live. 
Anyone who neglects what is done for what ought to be done, sooner brings 
about his ruin rather than his preservation (Machiavelli, 2017, ch. 15). 

Both individuals and institutions are called upon here to abandon all noble 
aims; instead, they should pursue what should be and focus on practice 
and its heartless realism. The Prince can be treated as the first work to 
introduce the theory of the separation of politics from ethics and religion. It 
marks the beginning of a modern political thought that has been developed 
by means of the flexible and continuous creation of such ethical principles 
whose basic motive and purpose is to maintain power (Ritter, 1948; de 
Grazia, 1988). This form of ethics is the fruit of a decidedly negative anthro-
pology. This is what the author of The Prince has to say about people: 

[I]n general men are ungrateful, inconstant, false, cowardly, and greedy. As long 
as you succeed, they are yours entirely – they will offer you their blood, property, 
life, and children, when the need is far distant. But when the need approaches, 
they turn against you (Machiavelli, 2017, ch. 17). 

Since those who head institutions are generally surrounded by such 
people, they must be very careful. An intention to retain power at any 
cost will draw them into a fight to eliminate those persons and obstacles 
that oppose their project. Their actions must be wide-ranging, and they 
must not show mercy to anything or anyone; everything must be done 
anew as is done in cities – new governments, new names, new offices, 
and new people (Machiavelli, 2009, chs. 1, 26). 
 In order to hold onto power, but also because of flawed human nature, 
a prince must be able and ready (if necessary) to resort to extreme 
behaviours and attitudes that are commonly considered vices, since 
virtue more often brings losses rather than benefits (Machiavelli, 2017, 
ch. 15). Thus, the classic goal of exercising power, i.e. the promotion 
of goodness/happiness of individual citizens and the whole society, 
disappears from the horizon. Everything is reduced to the simple goal 
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of maintaining power. For Machiavelli, virtue becomes mere sophistry, 
a simple combination of strength, will, and cunning. It is nothing other 
than the political will to power (Ritter, 1948), which is necessary and 
inalienable for the existence of a state ruled by a prince, who becomes 
a new moral model, half-human and half-beast (his beastly half embody-
ing the characteristics of both fox and lion). Therefore, it is a melange 
of humanity, cunning, and strength (Machiavelli, 2017, ch. 18). As Luigi 
Sturzo claims, there are many people today, including Christians, who – 
more or less openly – support Machiavelli’s theses.

Of course, they are careful not to say it too loudly. On the contrary, they try to 
hide their immoral attitudes behind the (often transparent) curtains of historical 
necessity, of the lesser evil, of national benefits, and even of religious benefit. 
Machiavelli did not hide his ideas under these hypocritical curtains but instead 
created the theory of the triumph of what is useful, understood as a basic 
requirement of a state (Sturzo, 1946, pp. 27–29). 

 There are no good or bad institutions in Machiavelli’s thinking and 
acting because maintaining power leaves no room for gestures of kind-
ness; where such gestures are made, they are made because this is con-
ductive to maintaining power. The negative approach, even when using 
objective statements, ends up absolutising the limitations of people and 
institutions. Although Machiavelli exposed the ambiguity and hypocrisy 
of power, this does not diminish his negative legacy of creating a theory 
of institutional power that focuses on self-preservation in all possible 
ways; putting the pursuit of what is good for all – those who rule and 
those who are ruled – in the background or even erasing it completely 
(Ritter, 1948, II). It is this overwhelming influence of Machiavelli’s ideas 
on contemporary politics that is the main cause of the suspicion with 
which rulers are treated by those they rule.

discussion of the term: anthropological 
foundations of political ethics
The image of the human person structured as a quadrilateral is also very 
important when we bear in mind the place occupied by ethical reflection 
on human relations: from family relations, through the political life of our 
cities and national communities, to international relations.
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 There are many who consider political ethics to be a form of philo-
sophical reflection that has many limitations and is incapable of providing 
pertinent or effective answers to those questions that are triggered by 
historical events. In the context of today’s politics, political ethics is often 
labelled as weak thought. Why has it been reduced to an unimportant 
science that is referred to only (and wrongly) in moments of crises of 
political systems? What are the reasons for this? There are two main 
reasons that I can see: one is that there is no anthropological basis for 
this reflection; the other results from Machiavelli’s legacy. 
 It is anthropology that gives rise to ethics. The philosophical answer 
to the question “who am I” prompts the philosophical question “what 
should I do?” in this particular place which the polis is. What La Pira 
formulates with regard to sociology also applies to ethics: “it always 
depends on a particular anthropology from which it inherits either its 
strength or its weakness” (La Pira, 1945, p. 7; see Douglas 1986 on the 
pedagogical aspect of the institution). Using contemporary concepts, it 
can be said that it is not possible to write a code of ethics for politics 
if you do not have a clear concept of the human person. Any ethical 
vision must always be built on quadrilateral anthropology. 
 Political ethics is not a moral blueprint for governments to steal less; 
for society to be fair; for solidarity and peace to be guaranteed, etc. It is 
a reflection on human nature in terms of its relationship with other people. 
The basic starting point for political ethics is not the specific political and 
institutional processes involved but the relational capacity of the human 
person and the human community, which starts with the family and ends 
with international organisations. In communities every single zoòn politikòn 
meets other people, enters into relationships with them and realises himself 
through them – not without them – because unless he relates himself to 
others, he can neither live nor develop his potential (Gaudium et Spes, 12).
 This is important on both a theoretical and a practical-personal level. 
Only if I am aware of how important the political dimension is can I con-
sider goodness and evil in this dimension and my responsibility in realis-
ing my personal good as well as the good of others. It follows that ethical 
reflection on the public and political sphere and on individual institutions 
should not be initiated too late, or – as often happens – only when in 
crisis. For two specific reasons, ethical reflection belongs to the nature 
of these institutions from the moment they are designed and created. 
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 The first reason why institutions lie within the ethical sphere from the 
moment of their inception is that each institution has its own minimum 
level, which is a set of behaviours and norms that become permanent 
over time, thus making an institution an ethical reality in itself. Certain 
behaviours that are considered fundamental and important for social 
life are institutionalised in this process, and one type of behaviour 
(èthos) that is considered more important than others is prioritised. 
When a person assimilates such behaviour, which is more or less insti-
tutionalised, he does so based on his whole personality (as a physical, 
emotional, and intellectual reality) and becomes bound by it. In other 
words, adopting institutionalised behaviours and norms at this minimum 
level implies adopting a specific attitude to them and directing one’s free 
choice towards accepting or rejecting them. As Voegelin (1964) points 
out, we commonly consider the types of behaviour controlled by regula-
tions to be institutionalised, whereas we refuse to call institutionalised 
those behaviours that are equally clear and important but contrary to 
established regulations. This is the case with adultery, murder, organised 
crime, theft, and fraud, to name but a few. It would be very difficult for 
us to accept them as institutional behaviour, i.e. as a set of behaviours 
and norms worthy of being followed and passed on. This, at least, is 
what a general sense of morality dictates. If this is the case, it means 
that our primary and basic understanding and definition of institutions is 
also linked to our primary and basic understanding of what is fair and 
what is not, i.e. an elementary judgment about personal and community 
behaviours (èthos). 
 The second reason why institutions (in the public and political area) 
lie within the ethical sphere from their inception is linked to the defini-
tion of an institution as a legitimate (legally defined) social group. The 
ethical value of such a group stems from the fact that a person decides 
to join a particular institution because he considers it useful in carrying 
out a particular personal and social project, which is in itself an ethical 
fact. Using classic terms, it can be formulated as follows: the human 
person is a relational being (politikòn) who uses his freedom (èthos) and 
pursues his aims (tèlos) in a social context (pòlis) in a constant search 
for goodness (to agathòn). 
 The ethical dimension is not attributed to institutions secondarily, but 
it forms their integral whole by the fact that the human person decides 
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on a particular institution, chooses it, and becomes part of it in order to 
implement a specific project linked to specific ethical principles.
 The little attention that is paid to the anthropological foundations 
of ethics and the lack of conviction that ethics essentially belongs to 
the public and political sphere have had an extremely strong effect on 
reducing political science to its institutional processes and the pure 
technics of governing. Machiavelli’s views have been the cornerstone of 
this theoretical project. 

systematic reflection with conclusions 
and recommendations: towards Catholic 
political ethics 

Catholic social teaching is a doctrine that was being developed over 
a century by the Magisterium of the Catholic Church and is based on the 
original core of the fundamental principles. The Magisterium has always 
closely followed the social, institutional, and political processes that 
take place and continually develops its social teaching by adapting to 
changing situations and historical processes and interpreting the signs 
according to the sensitivity, culture, and spirituality of each consecutive 
pope and the maturity of the conscience of the People of God. This 
process of reflection, which has been going on for over a century, has 
led to the establishment of anthropological and ethical reference points 
that support it. These include respect for the human person, peace, the 
family, the promotion of women’s rights, the concept of work, political 
responsibility, the value of a community, the common good, solidarity, 
the principle of subsidiarity, justice, the universal destination of com-
modities, love, culture, respect for the environment, the fight against 
corruption and the abuse of minors, and commitment to fair economic 
relations characterised by solidarity. In 2002, the Prefect of the Con-
gregation for the Doctrine of the Faith, Cardinal Ratzinger, published 
the Doctrinal note on some questions regarding the Participation of 
Catholics in Political Life, which contains fundamental and inalien-
able ethical requirements that should guide Catholics in their political 
activities. These were and remain the following: the rejection of abortion 
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and euthanasia; respect for and protection of the rights of the human 
embryo; concern for the protection and awareness of the value of the 
family; commitment to preserving the freedom of parents to raise their 
children; concern for the social protection of minors and the liberation 
of those who have succumbed to modern forms of slavery; concern for 
the rights to religious freedom; concern for economic development that 
serves man and the common good and that respects the precepts of 
social justice and human solidarity and the principle of subsidiarity; and 
concern for the great cause of peace. These moral principles cannot 
be waived, and they do not allow exceptions or compromises, so it fol-
lows that a Catholics’ duty is today becoming particularly significant and 
responsible. In the Doctrinal note, all fundamental and inalienable moral 
principles are equally important and binding in conscience, as they all 
stem from a vision of the person and society that is rooted in Biblical 
revelation and confirmed by Catholic social teaching.
 The principle of the common good performs the most fundamental 
function as it regulates the entire public and political sphere. The Second 
Vatican Council stated that “the common good, that is, the sum of those 
conditions of social life which allow social groups and their individual 
members relatively thorough and ready access to their own fulfillment” 
(Gaudium et Spes, 26). According to the Council, the recipients of the 
common good are both individuals and entire communities. It is not 
a category that would consume or exclude individuals, nor one that 
would antagonise individuals or groups of individuals against each other, 
but it is the good that serves to achieve the excellence of each. More-
over, the Council’s definition presents the common good as a dynamic 
concept (Gaudium et Spes, 74). When talking about the conditions 
that are necessary for achieving perfection, institutions are treated as 
participating in a process of continuous growth which must always take 
into account both the fundamental ethical principle and the constantly 
changing circumstances. This dynamism refers directly to what the Aris-
totelian tradition has always emphasised when talking about virtue and 
its attainment. In fact, the common good is itself a virtue and, as with any 
virtue, it depends on what self-project the citizens have and, above all, 
what self-project those who govern have: how they educate themselves 
and what kind of person they decide to be in constant evolution and veri-
fication of the path they have travelled (Annas, 1993; Maritaine, 1946).
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 In this vision, the common good is not only dynamic but also concrete 
because the determinants mentioned above become necessary criteria 
in the next step. These are food, clothing, and shelter, the right to choose 
a state of life freely and to found a family, the right to education, to employ-
ment, to a good reputation, to respect, to appropriate information, to activ-
ity in accord with the upright norm of one’s own conscience, and to protec-
tion of privacy and rightful freedom, even in religious matters (Gaudium 
et Spes, 26). These all belong to different categories and are of varying 
importance. Some are material (food, clothing, and housing); others are 
moral and cultural (upbringing, information, religious freedom); while 
others are specific life conditions (family, marital status, work, respect and 
a good reputation, guarding one’s privacy). Apart from those of a material 
nature, all the others are expressed in the form of “the right to...”, as if to 
emphasise that commitment to the common good must become concrete 
in creating and protecting a real legal institution (Filibeck, 2001). 
 In the light of the above analyses, the position of those who advocate 
only some elements of the common good and not its entirety should 
be considered insufficient and even unacceptable. Below, I list the 
philosophical-historical positions that are characterised by a reduction-
ist vision of the common good:

• the common good is not only peace and defence, as Hobbes 
claimed in Leviathan (1651, ch. 14);

• nor is it just a concern for human rights, as is presented in the texts 
continuing the tradition of the French and American Revolutions; 

• it is not just a defence of freedom, as Baruch Spinoza (1670) and 
Immanuel Kant (1793, 1795, 1797, 1798) claimed; 

• it is not merely the sum of the material goods of individuals, as 
Jeremy Bentham (1789) and other utilitarian philosophers (Smith, 
1759) believed;

• the common good cannot be the exclusive prerogative of an ethi-
cal state, as G.W.F. Hegel (1807, 1821, 1817–1830) put it;

• nor can it be reduced to its purely material aspects and to the 
creation of new economic relations, as Karl Marx claimed (1844, 
1888, 1867–1894).

 In the history of mankind, these doctrinal positions have not only been 
the subject of discussion but also various political systems have emerged 
from them. In most cases, confrontation was peaceful, but sometimes the 
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confrontations turned violent. Democracies born after the Second World 
War were able to unite and forge together the political, legal, economic, 
and cultural structures of states (cf. La Pira, 1945, p. 33).
 Differences in philosophical and cultural traditions with regard to the 
common good do not automatically mean that it is impossible to reconcile 
the positions they entail at the level of specific decisions and policies. 
Many nations provide beautiful examples of dialogue, confrontation, and 
the search for what links specific theoretical and practical positions. This 
is particularly evident in the initial phase of the creation of the frame-
work of their systems (their constitutions). These different cultural and 
political traditions even have a duty to confront each other – to conduct 
dialogue, to formulate common projects for the common good, to make 
common decisions on a legal and institutional level – drawing inspiration 
from achievements of human thought of great philosophical, legal, and 
political value. The Second Vatican Council reminds us that 

The Church and the political community in their own fields are autonomous and 
independent from each other. Yet both, under different titles, are devoted to 
the personal and social vocation of the same men. The more that both foster 
sounder cooperation between themselves with due consideration for the circum-
stances of time and place, the more effective will their service be exercised for 
the good of all (Gaudium et Spes, 76). 

 In the teaching of the Catholic Church, particular attention is paid 
to community discernment in matters of power and social and political 
responsibility. In his Encyclical, published in 1971, Pope Paul VI strongly 
emphasised the duty of such community discernment, which rests with 
Christian communities:

It is up to the Christian communities to analyse with objectivity the situation which 
is proper to their own country, to shed on it the light of the Gospel’s unalterable 
words and to draw principles of reflection, norms of judgment and directives for 
action from the social teaching of the Church […] [that] has been worked out in 
the course of history (Octogesima adveniens, 4). 

 Discernment is not only a space where it is decided what to do; above 
all, it is a space for reflection in which a community shapes itself to meet 
the task of evangelising the territory it inhabits in order to bear prophetic 
witness within it and is aware that “Political office and political responsibil-
ity thus constantly challenge those called to the service of their country 
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to make every effort to protect those who live there and to create the 
conditions for a worthy and just future. If exercised with basic respect for 
the life, freedom and dignity of persons, political life can indeed become 
an outstanding form of charity”, as Pope Francis said in his Message for 
the Celebration of the 52nd World Day of Peace on 1 January 2019.
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