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Public Goods

Public goods are those exhibiting common availability. Attempts to make the notion of "common availability" more precise have resulted in diverging definitions; but these have usually involved some subset of the following seven features:

Jointness in Supply: if a public good is available to one member of the group for which it is public, then it is freely available to each other member.

Nonexcludability: if anyone is enjoying the good, no one else can be prevented from freely enjoying it without excessive cost to the would-be excluders.

Jointness in Consumption: one person's consumption of the good does not diminish the amount available for consumption by anyone else.

Nonrivalness: one person's enjoyment of the good does not diminish the benefits available to anyone else from its enjoyment. 

Compulsoriness: if anyone receives the good, no-one else can avoid doing so without excessive cost.

Equality: if anyone receives the good, everyone receives the same amount.

Indivisibility: there can be more than one consumer of the good, and each consumes the total output.

There are entailments between members of this list; but, on the most straightforward reading of them, no two are equivalent. (Thus jointness in supply can be read as entailing nonexcludability, and indivisibility entails jointness in consumption; but the reverse entailments do not hold.) We can see the list as generated by four main questions:

1. Can "free riders" take the good without paying?

2. Is it the case that either everyone enjoys the good or no-one does?

3. Does my enjoying the good prevent others from doing so?

4. Have we a choice whether to receive the good?

Just which combination of features we take to define our conception of a public good depends on which of these questions we are interested in. In what follows, three main problems concerning public goods are distinguished, together with the different conceptions of public goods relevant to them.


First, there is the economist's problem: how can we construct mechanisms for efficiently producing such public goods as  defence, a clean environment, traffic regulation, and public health? There are two issues here, and a different sort of publicity is relevant to each. One issue concerns how to describe precisely the conditions under which such goods count as efficiently produced. What makes this a challenge is the unusual consumption characteristics of such goods (labelled "indivisibility" above) — total consumption equals the consumption of each individual, rather than the sum of individual consumptions. The other issue, once these conditions are described, is how to construct a mechanism for achieving them. And what makes this a problem is a different feature of such goods: their jointness in supply. For goods in joint supply, would-be consumers have an incentive to understate their willingness to pay, and this will result in the failure of a market to provide a mechanism for efficient production. The obvious alternative mechanism is to produce such goods by levying taxes. However, it remains the case that a particular proposal to produce them at a given level of output and a given cost can only be evaluated for efficiency if we can accurately determine consumers' true preferences: the outstanding economic problem concerns how to do this. Indivisibility and jointness in supply are independent. (Private viewings of a painting, for example, involve indivisibility but not jointness in supply.) For the economist's purposes, public goods are best defined as those with both of these features.


(Notice, however, that, since economic models assume a perfectly calculating self-interest, their results can only approximate the behaviour of people motivated as we actually are. For many of us, our motivation to pay for a good will be affected not only by question 1., but by 2.-4. as well; and if so, the real-world question concerning the conditions under which public goods can be produced will be affected by the extent to which they possess each of the seven features identified above.)


To see moral philosophy's interest in public goods, we should turn to a second problem. Under many conditions, goods in joint supply can be such that the failure of a group to cooperate to produce them may be collectively, but not individually, suboptimal from the point of view of self-interest: that is, there can exist a failure to cooperate, without any individual's acting suboptimally from that point of view, even though each individual is self-interested and is worse off without the good than he would be paying and getting it. Game theory seeks to spell out the conditions under which this "problem of collective goods" arises. Usually, the problem will centre around questions 1. and 2. If the good is likely to be produced by others, it will be in my interests to take it without paying; if not, it will be in my interests not to waste my resources paying for a good that will not be produced. But if everyone reasons in this way, no one enjoys the good, even though each would be better off paying and getting it. Clearly, this structure is at the heart of the economist's problem; but it is not itself a problem about mechanisms for efficiently producing such goods. The relevant conception of publicity here is simply that of jointness in supply. 


Moral philosophy's interest in the problem of collective goods can be said to have begun with Hobbes (1588-1679), who was the first to give sharp expression to the thought that civil order itself is a collective good for which this problem arises. Moreover, the problem of collective goods is only an instance of a broader one, concerning cooperation generally. A failure to cooperate may be collectively, but not individually, suboptimal from the point of view of self-interest when the goods at stake are to be enjoyed privately by each cooperator, as well as when they are public. Broadly speaking, this leads moral philosophers to two kinds of questions. One concerns what it reveals about the nature of practical rationality. Does this problem generate an objection to conceiving of rationality in terms of optimizing individual self-interest? It has been argued that it shows that, in suitable social circumstances, rationality requires me to optimize not my own interests but those of the group, or that it requires me to constrain my disposition to optimize my own interests by adopting overriding dispositions to cooperate. Thus, it is argued, the requirements of practical rationality coincide with those of morality. The other question concerns whether this problem sheds light on the evolution, and, more ambitiously, the point of moral dispositions. Given the advantage to each individual of living in a community of cooperators, this suggests an explanation of the evolution of cooperative dispositions in humans. And if so, perhaps we can draw conclusions concerning the purpose or point of morality, just as we can draw conclusions concerning the function of other adaptations from evolutionary explanations of them.


Our first problem concerning public goods focused on questions 1. and 3.; our second, on 1. and 2. With a third problem, questions 3. and 4. become central. This is a specific issue in normative moral philosophy: when is it morally wrong not to pay for goods one enjoys? Most of us think this holds at least of paradigm cases of "free riding", in which a person helps himself without paying to goods which are only available to him through others' willingness to pay — evading his fares on public transport, for example. A common thought is that this is unfair. But if so, we should be able to say what makes it unfair. There are two questions here: exactly which class of cases exhibits this kind of unfairness; and why should they be thought unfair? Significantly, the complaint of unfairness does not seem to be met by the free rider's insisting that he does not harm anyone else. A satisfactory account of the free-rider's unfairness, it seems, must show how action that harms no one can be unfair. Our pair of questions becomes, Under what conditions is it unfair to refuse to pay for non-rival goods that one enjoys, and why? 


The answer to this is potentially very important. Among contemporary discussions, a central issue has been whether question 4. governs the obligation to pay for benefits: can I not fairly refuse to pay for compulsory goods? It can seem right to say this. It is surely wrong to hold that when benefits are forced on me, I am obligated to pay for them provided only that the institution producing them is justly structured. Nonetheless, several writers have argued that under some conditions there is an obligation to pay for compulsory goods. And if so, then perhaps this can ground political obligations to contribute towards certain public goods by recognizing the authority of the state. Notice, however, that anyone arguing for such obligations is likely to be seeking the conclusion not simply that it is unfair not to contribute towards sustaining the state, but, more strongly, that individuals may rightly be coerced into contributing. 
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