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CHAPTER ONE
WHAT IS HAPPENING TO OUR COMMON HOME

V. GLOBAL INEQUALITY
49. It needs to be said that, generally speaking, there is little in the way of clear awareness of
problems which especially affect the excluded. Yet they are the majority of the planet’s
population, billions of people. These days, they are mentioned in international political and
economic discussions, but one often has the impression that their problems are brought up as
an afterthought, a question which gets added almost out of duty or in a tangential way, if not
treated merely as collateral damage. Indeed, when all is said and done, they frequently remain
at the bottom of the pile. This is due partly to the fact that many professionals, opinion makers,
communications media and centres of power, being located in affluent urban areas, are far
removed from the poor, with little direct contact with their problems. They live and reason from
the comfortable position of a high level of development and a quality of life well beyond the
reach of the majority of the world’s population. This lack of physical contact and encounter,
encouraged at times by the disintegration of our cities, can lead to a numbing of conscience
and to tendentious analyses which neglect parts of reality. At times this attitude exists side by
side with a “green” rhetoric. Today, however, we have to realize that a true ecological
approach always becomes a social approach; it must integrate questions of justice in debates
on the environment, so as to hear both the cry of the earth and the cry of the poor.

CHAPTER FOUR
INTEGRAL ECOLOGY

IV. THE PRINCIPLE OF THE COMMON GOOD
156. An integral ecology is inseparable from the notion of the common good, a central and
unifying principle of social ethics. The common good 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 fulfilment”.[122]
157. Underlying the principle of the common good is respect for the human person as such,
endowed with basic and inalienable rights ordered to his or her integral development. It has
also to do with the overall welfare of society and the development of a variety of intermediate
groups, applying the principle of subsidiarity. Outstanding among those groups is the family, as
the basic cell of society. Finally, the common good calls for social peace, the stability and
security provided by a certain order which cannot be achieved without particular concern for
distributive justice; whenever this is violated, violence always ensues. Society as a whole, and
the state in particular, are obliged to defend and promote the common good.
158. In the present condition of global society, where injustices abound and growing numbers
of people are deprived of basic human rights and considered expendable, the principle of the
common good immediately becomes, logically and inevitably, a summons to solidarity and a
preferential option for the poorest of our brothers and sisters. This option entails recognizing
the implications of the universal destination of the world’s goods, but, as I mentioned in the
Apostolic Exhortation Evangelii Gaudium,[123] it demands before all else an appreciation of the
immense dignity of the poor in the light of our deepest convictions as believers. We need only
look around us to see that, today, this option is in fact an ethical imperative essential for
effectively attaining the common good.

