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Pubiic good The public good, 'common good' or 'public interest' as it is also often called, 
concerns what is in the best interests of the society as a whole rather than what is good for 
individuals. While the idea of the pubiic good has a well-established history in political and 
philosophical thought, the modern tradition of debate about the public good can be divided into 
several broad approaches, which justify the public good on either normative or efficiency 
grounds. 

An influential interpretation of the meaning of the public good, made popular in economics, 
construes public goods as the aggregation of the preferences of individual members of society. 
Typically, this approach to public goods denies there is anything over and above the good 
construed as the sum of the self-interested preferences of individuals. One of the difficulties of 
this approach is that when people's selfish interests go in different directions, as they tend to do, 
it may be difficult to get public goods that are good for everyone-or even good for a majority. 

One way of avoiding these problems is to understand the public good in terms of goods from 
which no one can be excluded. So called 'public goods' can then be characterised by two main 
features: non-excludability and non-rivalness. If a good is non-excludable it is available to 
everyone in the society-even those who do not contribute to its production. For example if the 
state establishes a program to improve the ozone or a national defence scheme, everyone in that 
state will be able to access these goods regardless of their role in its production. If a good 
exhibits non-rivalness-sometimes called jointness in consumption-then anyone can consume the 
good without reducing its supply to any of the other consumers. Radio and television broadcasts 
or clean air programs are all cases where one person's consumption does not affect the 
consumption of others, whereas someone who buys a house or a car thereby reduces the 
number of those products available to others. Other examples of public goods are health 
programs such as disease eradication, public safety infrastructure (lighthouses, police), and 
some recreational resources such as parks and beaches. Non-excludability and non-rivalness are 
independent features: there can be goods from which it is impossible to exclude people-such as 
fish stocks in the ocean-but excessive use of which by one group leads to a decrease in the 
resources availability for another group. 

These features of public goods have been thought to strengthen the case for the public or state 
provision of public goods. If someone cannot be excluded from a good produced by the market, 
they have an incentive to 'free-ride'. Private producers of the good may then not have an incentive 
to provide the good because it is too costiy. In sociai justice terms, the fact that private 
·providers of goods cannot make a profit on all goods is not a problem in itself; rather the problem 
is that an important good will not be widely available to those who may need it. For instance, the 
public provision of adequate health and education systems is often thought to be fundamental to 
ensuring the vaiue of 'fairness' in Ausiralian society. Many argue that these features of public 
goods provide an in-principle argument for the state to produce public goods as they are too 
important to leave to the market. 

This argument for state provision of public goods has generated considerable controversy. One 
objection to public goods is that they generate excessive obligations to contribute for those who 
might not want particular public goods. Some people may vaiue defence as a public good, 
whereas others will not value it at all. The problem arises because political obligations are often 
thought to be generated when they are provided by a just institution and are accepted voluntarily. 
Appealing to an idea of fairness to justify enforcing contributions through for example taxation is 
one of the standard ways of understanding these obligations. But critics such as Robert Nozick 
have noted that because of the non-excludability of public goods, people have no choice but to 
accept them-which is especially problematic when a person does not value the good or not value 
it enough to contribute towards the cost of its production. One response to this issue is to limit 
provision of pub!ic goods to obvious and widely agreed-upon goods, such as a sustainable 
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environment. Nonetheless, even widely agreed-upon goods can attract controversy. For instance 
while many might agree that defence is a public good, the waging of wars by a country is often a 
source of considerable disagreement. In the Australian context, a perennially controversial public 
good is the government-funded public broadcaster, the ABC. 

These issues also arise in the Australian context concerning quasi-public goods such as improved 
working conditions provided by unions. Unions argue that it is only fair that the benefits they 
provide to all workers in an industry or workplace through enterprise bargaining attract a 
contribution. Opponents of this model of fairness argue that many have no choice but to accept 
benefits negotiated by unions (see Trade unionism). 

Public goods might also be justified on communitarian grounds. Just as some might be wary of 
maximising preferences because majorities might adopt objectionable policies, communitarian 
understandings of the public good emphasise that rather than aggregating people's preferences 
in a neutral way, we ought to judge these preferences against a 'common good' or 'way of life' 
that shapes the structure of society. Communitarians argue that society ought to measure its 
policies against this shared conception of the common good. On this model, the public good will 
be what fosters society's shared way of life. 

A related way to conceive public goods is to see them as serving the purpose or function of a 
society. On this account, what is good for society is more than just the aggregation of individual 
preferences. For instance if we conceive the purpose of society to be production of great works 
of art or culture, or to enhance the nation's power internationally, then what serves these ends is 
in the public good. Yet this approach might demand too much of individuals: for instance they 
might be asked to suspend some of their freedoms so that the nation can defend itself against a 
perceived threat such as terrorism. 

A further issue associated with the public good concerns the extent of social inclusion. 
Sometimes a society's public good might be a reflection of one or more dominant groups. 
Traditionally, this has occurred through the exclusion of women, minorities, or indigenous groups. 
Similarly, exclusion might also occur where individuals are less able to participate in the debates 
surrounding the public good-through lack of education or poverty, for instance. 
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