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Part I



FROM CORRECTIONS TO OBJECTIVES


Practical men, who believe themselves to be quite exempt from any intellectual influences, are usually the slaves of some defunct economist. Madmen in authority, who hear voices in the air, are distilling their frenzy from some academic scribbler of a few years back.

– John Maynard Keynes (1883–1946),
 The General Theory of Employment, Interest and Money






1.

Why we need a common good economy

We live in a world in which climate change is projected to cause 83 million excess deaths by the end of the century due to rising temperatures, with the most vulnerable people being hit the hardest. A world in which 4.5 billion people lack essential health services, and where 2 billion people do not have access to safe drinking water. All this while the scale of wealth amassed by tech billionaires and financial sector executives has reached levels that eclipse entire nations, exposing the deepening inequality driven by financial markets and rapid technological progress, in the face of which governments seem increasingly powerless.

In such a world many understandably no longer believe in our ability to collaborate and solve problems together. Indeed, the multilateral system is under threat, with a surge of nationalism and make my own country great again rhetoric, intensifying geopolitical tensions to levels we have not seen since the Second World War. In this world, the idea that ‘empathy is for wimps’ takes hold, going back to the age-old dogma that it is through self-interested actions that society becomes more productive.

And yet it does not have to be this way. The problems we face today have as much to do with what we believe about ourselves (are we self-interested or are we collaborative?) and the way we value each other (is value created by one lone genius or is it collectively created?) as with the resulting decisions we make every day on how to structure our economies (are we only intervening when things go wrong or are we collectively setting goals to where we want to go?).

Much of my work has focused on challenging the outdated economic paradigms that have led us to believe that we are purely self-interested, that value is created by only a few individuals and that the best a government can do is fix market failures. A big part of this has been helping governments develop their capacity and capabilities to solve problems by setting ambitious goals and tackling them in a collaborative way, with attention to how all policy levers can be redesigned in an outcomes and mission-oriented way. My previous books reflect much of this thinking.

In The Entrepreneurial State (2013), I argued that value is not solely created by the private sector but is co-created with the state and other actors, and how the myths that arise when we do not admit this are used to lobby for wealth to be shared inequitably. In The Value of Everything (2018), I sought to expand the notion of collective value creation into a different way to understand value, and especially to create a more rigorous understanding of the difference between value creation and value extraction – or what the classical political economists called profits versus rent. In Mission Economy (2021), I advanced the idea that the only way for an economy to have direction and purpose is with mission-oriented policy tools, helping to steer the cooperation between public and private actors around the biggest problems of our time, from protecting biodiversity, to reaching net zero, to reducing the digital divide. If done right, this can help achieve good growth: public and private investments that catalyse innovation towards a more sustainable and inclusive economy. And in The Big Con (2023), my co-author and I looked at the capacity and capabilities required inside our governments to work in an outcomes-oriented way with others, and the decimation of that capacity over the last decades due to privatization, outsourcing and the over-use of consultancies inside government institutions.

In trying to put the ideas in my previous books into practice, it has become more and more clear to me that to successfully address the big problems we face today – such as health for all and combating climate change – we need not only an entrepreneurial state and mission-oriented policies but also a new economics of collective action around the common good. This is because all the problems we face require collaboration between different actors and collective intelligence between them. If we do not know how to work together, with collective value creation at the centre, then we cannot reach ‘good’ outcomes. And critically, that notion of ‘good’ cannot be just filling the gaps for what the private sector does not do. It must be an objective we reach together – not a correction for something that is missing. As Keynes’s quote at the start of Part I reminds us, this means moving beyond the traditional economic theory wedded to market failures or government failures. So long as ‘public goods’ (such as public roads, national defence and basic research) are just correcting for the absence of private sector investment in these areas, then it is not a theory of the public good but a theory of what the private sector is missing. And so long as the ‘commons’ (such as community-managed lakes and forests) are correcting for weak governance of both businesses and state actors, structuring ambitious and proactive collaboration around shared objectives will remain difficult. A framework based on failures of different kinds is – by definition – negative and reactive and will ultimately fail.

Throughout the book I develop the concept of a common good economy as an economy that is outcomes driven, with participation, learning, transparency, reciprocity and sharing rewards at the heart of how collaboration towards those outcomes occurs. It means getting economic relationships and structures right from the start, instead of correcting and picking up the pieces afterwards. This perspective shifts the question from ‘What should the state (or business) do?’ to ‘How can we – governments, businesses, communities, individuals – work together to solve challenges that affect us all? And how do we value each other as part of that process?’

The common good cannot be an afterthought but must be placed at the centre of all economic relationships. For example, during a health pandemic, if the goal is to allow all people across the world to have access to vaccines (the outcome), it is not enough to simply produce the vaccines (the output). How they are produced matters. Similarly, if a fund is set up to help improve the lives of people living in Brazil’s Amazon, then the degree to which the people of the Amazon participate in the fund’s governance matters. Putting the goal at the centre of innovation collaborations and the structure of financing mechanisms, so that knowledge and power are shared, is critical for the common good. This is what it means to care about pre-distribution as much as redistribution.

I have long argued, in my books and other writings, that the problem in capitalism is not growth per se, but how we have gone about it. We have the wrong metrics, which confuse price with value – so that polluting actually increases GDP when someone is paid to clean it up. We have the wrong valuation: not taking into account that the cost of inaction (on areas like climate change) is greater than the cost of action. We have the wrong evaluation: prioritizing short-term wins, instead of long-term economy-wide transformation. And in the end, we have the wrong debate: those who argue for de-growth, or those who argue growth has to come at the expense of solving problems like global warming. By focusing on economy-wide goals that determine the structure of public–private contracts, like decarbonizing transport through investments in sustainable mobility; by focusing on long-term impacts so as not to get caught up in narrow discussions of (false) budget constraints; and by making sure that we value and reward all those who contribute to the health, wellbeing and productivity of our economies, we can achieve good growth. What the book does is give much more attention to how the relationships between all actors are critical to our ability to achieve good growth: the relationships between business and government (e.g. water rights, property rights), between capital and labour (e.g. sharing rewards), and citizens and the state (e.g. having a voice and real deliberation in local governance). What is the point of talking about a new greener economy, if the relationships along the way replicate the key problems in the old economy?

To focus on these relationships I draw on the philosophical tradition of the common good, from the ancient Greeks who worried about ‘the good life’ through modern communitarian thinkers who have placed emphasis on relationships and community building, as well as holistic approaches from non-Western philosophy that emphasize the interdependence of individuals and a closer relationship with nature. Critically, this means paying as much attention to how all economic actors relate to each other as to what we aim to achieve. Aristotle linked the telos (the goal) to the polis (locus of political participation). To meet today’s existential challenges, we must do the same. We must become intentional about creating better economic relationships that enable us to work together in pursuit of the common good. Just as in an orchestra, where the way musicians play together is as important as what they play, so too must our economies be evaluated not only on what they produce but also on how different participants collaborate and are valued in the process.

In this, we can also learn from biologists, who devote far more attention than economists to studying ecosystems and the ways in which different organisms relate to one another. The common good depends on partnerships and relationships designed so that the ecosystem of actors is symbiotic and mutualistic, rather than on the parasitic and extractive dynamics that are so prevalent today.

Structure of the book

This book is structured in three parts: Part I considers theory, Part II practice and Part III the places where people meet and relationships are built.

Part I begins by exploring broader understandings of the common good, drawing on insights from philosophy, biology and Indigenous knowledge. The exploration is focused on how these different perspectives have looked at the way that actors in a system interact, through relationships that embody the objectives being sought. It then examines how the idea of the ‘good’ has been narrowly represented within economics and considers how we might reimagine economic thinking by learning from the common good tradition in other fields to rethink how relationships and structures can be shaped around collective action. The section concludes with key elements that need to underlie the common good compass: market shaping, symbiotic ecosystems and collective value creation. These are used to rethink the governance of all actors in the economy and their relationships: government, business, finance and labour.

Part II uses the theoretical insights in Part I to build a common good ‘compass’ designed to guide economic actors to work together towards the common good, holding the concept to account so there is less ‘common good washing’. The compass addresses both the definition of collective goals (the what) and the means of achieving them (the how). Its five elements focus on setting direction and ensuring that co-creation, knowledge sharing, benefit sharing and transparency occur throughout the process. The rest of Part II explores the five elements of the common good compass, drawing on examples from around the world where seeds of the common good have already taken root – for instance, in health innovation, where collaborations are designed to share both knowledge and rewards, or in Camden and Barbados, where genuine citizen participation has shaped goals on the ground. These seeds provide hope and valuable lessons, combating the idea that this is about utopias. Yet without a holistic framework for the common good, such efforts do not scale and remain isolated examples of progress within a wider system still shaped by reactive measures and extractive dynamics. By providing a more rigorous and practical framework for the common good, the compass can help these initiatives grow and scale into a more systemic way of structuring relationships, bringing the common good from the periphery to the centre of how we organize our economies. Each chapter examines one element of the compass in detail, but it is the interaction among all five that matters most. Neglecting any one of them leaves the framework open to capture by special interests, resulting in ‘common good washing’, where actors in the public or private sector claim to serve the common good or the public interest, or vague notions of ‘purpose’, even though their actions fail to deliver it.

Part III moves the gaze from policies and activities to actual places, both local and global, as this is where relationships are formed. If a place is designed to promote genuine participation it can make people feel valued and part of a community and enable them to flourish in the process. Such places – for example, youth centres, public libraries and community organizations – should not be seen as ‘extras’ to fund with spare money, but as core to our ability to value relationships and form community. The lessons from local places can help shape the global places where different countries meet to discuss common problems, whether related to global finance or ‘pandemic preparedness’. If those places render the voice of some countries louder than others – as they do today – it is very hard to build trust and work together. Indeed, without global solidarity and learning from experiences across the world, we end up with nationalistic policies around ‘good’ that only increase inequality, worsen geopolitical tensions and make it harder to find collective solutions to our common problems.

The message of this book is one of hope: we can structure our relationships to collectively pursue the common good. But working collectively does not happen by chance – it must be built into the structure of the system itself. This can sound daunting. In many parts of the world, the prevailing mood is cautious at best and pessimistic at worst. A system that embraces and practises the common good can appear distant or even unattainable. That is precisely why it matters. Together, we can radically redesign our economic system around principles of the common good. This is not a trade-off for economic growth, as is often claimed. Since growth depends on public and private sector investment, if we can direct that investment towards solving problems, we can achieve ‘directed’ growth that steers the economy towards goals such as those around climate change, while making sure that the processes along the way create more inclusion and equity for all.

This book is for everyone who believes in building a fairer and more sustainable world: government, business leaders, educators, activists and citizens alike. Without the social movements that fought for justice and equality, we would still have children working in factories and women without the right to vote. But progress cannot rely solely on activism; equity must ultimately be embedded in the way our systems function at their core. How governments govern, how businesses make profits, and how partnerships are structured. As a mother of four teenagers, I also write this book for young people impatient with the ‘blah blah blah’ of previous generations – those who have talked about the politics of missions or the purpose of business while the climate continues to burn and inequality fuels global tensions. They rightly demand action now on the most pressing challenges of our time. To meet this call, we must structure our economies around the common good. There is no time to waste.




2.

The wider good outside economics

The problems we face require an immense amount of collaboration, collective intelligence and investment. If we are failing to achieve this, it is because we have chosen not to work together in an outcomes-oriented way. Why? Too often, our problems are not recognized as collective ones, leading to individualistic and nationalistic solutions. Even when they are recognized as collective, solutions are rarely designed to incentivize coordinated action and true collaboration, between public and private actors, and between citizens and states – whether due to distrust or to poorly designed contracts that allow one side to benefit more than the other. There also persists a false narrative that solving societal problems such as inequality or climate change is not compatible with achieving economic growth. This means that actions to resolve these problems end up happening on the periphery rather than at the centre of how we design our economies, leading to a lack of both scale and seriousness in the endeavour. It also means that attempts to improve the system happen in a reactive rather than a proactive way – correcting for failures in the economy, rather than shaping the economy to deliver on goals.

In trying to galvanize cooperation and collective action to solve global problems both within countries and between them, some leaders have appealed to the ‘common good’. Pope Francis, for example, called for a common good approach to put ‘community’ at the heart of all socio-economic development. In his second encyclical, Laudato si’ (2015), he defined the common good as ‘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’ (Pope Francis, 2015, par. 156). He identified two principles from Catholic Social Teaching to guide the pursuit of the common good: subsidiarity, the belief that the authority closest to a local need is best placed to address it, and the preferential option for the poor, which calls for the world to be seen through the eyes of the most vulnerable and to care for them. Decision making for the common good, in this view, means defending the dignity of the socially, politically and economically marginalized – not just with words but with policies and new forms of collaboration. It requires building a network of solidarity through which the unheard can participate in critical decision making.

Another world leader who has referred to the common good is UN Secretary-General António Guterres. He has called for a UN Common Agenda (UN, 2023b) which promotes the idea that there are global public goods such as health, water and decent housing which are essential to humanity’s future and that we need a collective response to ensure universal access. In the Common Agenda report, he said: ‘We must recognize that humanity’s very future depends on solidarity, trust and our ability to work together as a global family to achieve common goals.’ Guterres has argued that a common agenda must underpin the United Nations’ 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). These ambitious goals represent high-level responses to global challenges, from zero poverty (SDG 1) to zero hunger (SDG 2), to health and wellbeing for all (SDG 3), gender parity (SDG 5), climate action (SDG 13) and the health of life below water (SDG 14). Yet the latest data shows we are unlikely to achieve the SDGs by the target year of 2030, and on many of them we are actually going backwards. For example, the global hunger rate rose to an estimated 9.1 per cent of the population in 2023 (between 713 and 757 million people), up from 7.5 per cent in 2019 (Sachs et al., 2025). Thus, if there was ever a time for the common good to come back to the global agenda, it is surely now.

The concept of the common good has gained renewed attention in academic research over recent decades. A search of scholarly databases for articles and book chapters explicitly addressing the common good in their titles, abstracts or keywords shows a marked increase in its usage (Figure 1), particularly in the social sciences and humanities, but also across a wide range of other fields, such as medicine and computer science (Figure 2).fn1


Figure 1 Academic work on the common good by year (1995–2024)

[image: A bar graph shows yearly publication counts from 1995 to 2024. The vertical axis reads ‘Number of Publications’. Bars steadily increase from below 100 publications in 1995 to above 700 publications in 2024, with strong growth after 2015. All data from the graph are approximate.]
Source: Scopus


Figure 2 Academic work on the common good by subject (1995–2024)

[image: A pie chart shows publication fields with labelled percentages as follows. ‘Social Sciences 35, Arts and Humanities 22, Business, Management and Accounting 9 percent, Economics, Econometrics and Finance 7, Medicine 6, Environmental Science, Computer Science 4 each, Engineering 2 and other 10.]
Source: Scopus

But how can we make sure the concept of the common good is a rigorous one that is not used lightly, but holds all to account? What does it really mean to revive the notion of the common good, as Pope Francis called for, and to use it as a foundation for collective goals such as the SDGs, as Secretary-General António Guterres urges? Is this merely a utopian idea, or is it achievable?

This book argues that achieving these goals is indeed possible, but only if we place the common good at the centre of how we structure our economies. To do so, we must first recall what it means to take the concept seriously, drawing on its long and rich tradition beyond the boundaries of traditional economics. This is important because, as we will see throughout the book, the common good is often conflated with weaker notions such as public good, social value or public interest, limiting its potential to serve as a guiding principle for how societies organize and pursue collective goals. As such, we begin with an exploration of its philosophical roots.

2.1 The philosophical origins of the common good

In Ancient Greece, the pursuit of the common good aimed to create a society that enabled individuals and communities to flourish by living in accordance with virtue. Plato and Aristotle, two of the foundational thinkers of philosophy, understood political life as a collective endeavour oriented towards the realization of ‘the good life’. Their visions of the common good were rooted in teleological accounts of human nature and civic virtue. For Aristotle in particular, the polis (city state) was not merely an instrument for maintaining order or facilitating economic exchange, but a moral community in which eudaimonia (human flourishing) was realized through active participation in public life. Plato and Aristotle, though both committed to the idea that politics should serve this higher collective purpose, diverged sharply in how they conceptualized and sought to achieve it.

In The Republic, Plato (c.428–348 BCE) envisioned a highly centralized and hierarchical system of governance, leaning toward authoritarianism. Authority, he argued, should reside in the hands of philosopher-kings, whose knowledge and virtue qualified them to rule for the benefit of the entire population. In this model, the majority of citizens should be guided by elites rather than active participation, reflecting Plato’s scepticism about the capacity of most people to govern.

By contrast, in Politics and Nicomachean Ethics, Aristotle (c.384–322 BCE) proposed a more pluralistic and participatory model. He was the first to use the idea of the common good to distinguish between just and corrupt institutions, writing that true forms of government ‘are those in which the one, or the few, or the many, govern with a view to the common interest; but governments which rule with a view to the private interest, whether of the one, or of the few, or of the many, are perversions’ (Aristotle, 1984, p. 2030). In other words, for him, the telos (goal) of government was to serve the common good.

Unlike Plato, Aristotle rejected the idea that only a small elite could govern wisely. He viewed participation in the polis as a vital practice through which individuals, as ‘political animals’, developed moral and civic virtues, including justice, temperance, courage and wisdom. These virtues, he maintained, could be fully exercised and perfected only through deliberation and active civic engagement. For Aristotle, participation in the polis and the pursuit of the common good were inseparable, since the polis provided the setting in which citizens cultivated the virtues necessary to fulfil their mutual obligations of care and responsibility. He rejected the notion of monarchy as ‘contrary to nature’, arguing that disproportionate rule by one person undermined the quality on which political life depends. Genuine governance, he insisted, is defined by rule among equals rather than by relations of mastery and servitude. As such, for Aristotle, the polis could only exist through the active participation of its citizens. Of course, Aristotle’s polis was deeply limited by the social norms of his time, with women, slaves and many others excluded from political participation – a reality that sharply contrasts with the inclusive vision of the common good we must seek today.

For both Plato and Aristotle, the moral and civic dimensions of political life took precedence over economic ones. By subordinating the economy to the pursuit of the common good, they largely overlooked how economic forces can shape society and influence what the common good requires. Xenophon (430–354 BCE), in contrast, was among the first thinkers to address the economy more substantively. In works such as Oeconomicus, he highlighted the interconnectedness of ethics and economic management, emphasizing that effective household and agricultural administration require both moral virtue and practical skill. His writings suggest that economics is not merely a technical matter but an essential component of promoting human flourishing and public welfare.

The Roman statesman and philosopher Cicero (106–43 BCE) later built upon this classical foundation, adapting the Aristotelian idea of the polis to the context of the Roman Republic. Cicero used the common good to distinguish true political communities from other forms of human association. He referred to the common good as salus populi and utilitatis communion, which translate as the ‘safety of the people’ and ‘an assemblage of people in large numbers in agreement with respect to justice and a partnership for the common good’. For Cicero, a republic was not merely a collective of self-interested individuals, but a moral community ‘united by their agreement on principles of justice that govern their mutual relations’ (Jaede, 2017, p. 3). The welfare of people, he argued, is the highest priority and must be secured.

The medieval Italian theologian Thomas Aquinas (1225–74) later developed a Christian conception of the common good that profoundly shaped Western political thought. Aquinas integrated Aristotle’s understanding of the common good as essential to the cultivation of virtue with Christian theology, arguing that the ultimate purpose of society is to guide people towards holiness and union with God (Yuengert, 2001). He further argued that the common good is not only a particular goal, but also the way in which groups are organized. For example, a market or a political system might itself constitute a common good if its structures enable individuals to pursue higher moral and communal goals. By emphasizing that ‘the forces of private interest are driven by objectives incompatible with the laws of God and nature’ (Mastromatteo and Solari, 2014, p. 88), Aquinas also highlighted the necessity of public authority to ensure that private pursuits do not undermine collective welfare.

For these early thinkers, the common good was a deeply normative ideal. It defined not only what society is but what it ought to be, and the kinds of virtues, relationships and institutions necessary to sustain it. Their visions of the common good combined ethical, political and economic considerations, grounding the legitimacy of governance in its capacity to cultivate human flourishing.

2.2 Classical political economy and liberal theory

Intellectual and social changes in early modern Europe, particularly during the Enlightenment, produced a gradual shift in political thought, increasingly emphasizing individual freedoms and interests over moral virtue or communal goals. Thomas Hobbes (1588–1679) argued that the state’s primary role was to protect individuals’ ability to pursue their personal interests. Writing in the aftermath of the English Civil War, he believed that an absolute authority – the Leviathan – was necessary to avoid chaos and war, which he called ‘the state of nature’. Achieving this stability required individuals to give up certain natural freedoms by entering into a social contract, through which they gained the protection, order and civil rights provided and enforced by the state. This is a very different idea from that of Jean-Jacques Rousseau (1712–78), who believed humans were naturally good, compassionate and peaceful, but are corrupted by society and its institutions. He argued that in the ‘state of nature’, people lived freely and harmoniously, guided by their innate sense of empathy and reason. While Hobbes saw a central authority as necessary to control chaos, Rousseau believed it was the source of inequality and moral decline.

Like Hobbes, John Locke (1632–1704) also emphasized the need to protect individual rights, but with a more optimistic view of human nature. He argued that the state’s primary role was to safeguard the rights to life, liberty and private property, rather than impose absolute authority. But unlike Hobbes, Locke envisioned a government based on the consent of the governed, where political power is limited and accountable. Through this social contract, individuals retain fundamental freedoms while enjoying the protection of their rights, bridging the concerns of stability with those of personal liberty.

Building on these ideas, later Enlightenment thinkers such as Jeremy Bentham (1748–1832) developed a theory of utility as the guiding principle for law and public policy.fn2 He argued that all human actions are motivated by the pursuit of pleasure and the avoidance of pain, and that the role of government is to organize society so as to achieve ‘the greatest happiness for the greatest number’. His utilitarian framework treated every individual’s happiness as equal in value, seeking to aggregate these individual interests to produce the greatest overall benefit for society as a whole.

This focus on individual preferences and their aggregation also influenced economic thought. David Hume (1711–76) and Adam Smith (1723–90) examined how social stability and prosperity could arise from the cumulative effects of individual actions. Hume argued that government is founded on utility and mutual interest, rather than on a social contract or divine right. For Hume, political authority is legitimate only insofar as it maintains order, peace and justice, conditions essential for society to thrive. Smith, building on and extending these insights, emphasized that economic order and growth often arise naturally as individuals pursue their own interests, and self-interested behaviour could generate broader social benefits. These thinkers demonstrated how political and economic thought could be linked through the analysis of incentives and behaviour.

At the same time, the German ethical economy, rooted in Hegelian philosophy, offered a counterpoint to the rising focus on individualism. Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel (1770–1831) and later thinkers emphasized the need for ethical institutions and an ethical state (Mastromatteo and Solari, 2014). For them, the state was not merely a ‘servant of markets’ tasked with securing property rights and fixing market failures, but had a broader mandate to define and pursue the common good. Some scholars argue that Hegel’s concept of the common good ‘consists of rationally determined social values that bring different individuals’ interests into coherence with one another’ (Murphy and Parkey, 2016, p. 829). By structuring political and social institutions this way, the state can provide a framework in which the common good can be actively determined and pursued by the community.

Karl Marx (1818–83) and Friedrich Engels (1820–95) critiqued the concept of the common good, arguing that it often served to protect the interests of the ruling classes while restricting subordinate groups from pursuing their own. This perspective was later echoed by some feminist scholars, such as Martha Nussbaum (1997), regarding the perpetuation of inequitable gender relations.

By the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, the emphasis on individual freedoms had consolidated into a dominant liberal framework, placing individual autonomy and self-interest at the centre of political thought. John Stuart Mill (1806–73) and, later, John Rawls (1921–2002) argued that individuals are best placed to judge their own welfare and should not be subject to external restraints. Mill (1859) championed individual autonomy, resisting the authority of moral or religious communities that sought to impose goals on others. Similarly, Rawls (1971; 1993) maintained that the state should remain neutral among competing conceptions of the good life, focusing instead on securing the freedoms and opportunities necessary for individuals to pursue their own wellbeing without coercion.

2.3 The communitarian challenge

Rawls’s A Theory of Justice (1971) redefined political philosophy in the latter half of the twentieth century, providing a moral foundation for liberal democracy and articulating a conception of justice capable of commanding agreement among free and equal citizens. Central to his approach was the ‘original position’, a thought experiment in which rational individuals choose the basic principles of justice from behind a ‘veil of ignorance’, unaware of their class, gender, talents, religion or personal goals. This veil was used to ensure impartiality: since no one knows where they will end up in society, they are incentivized to select principles that are fair to all.

From this thought experiment, Rawls derived two principles of justice. The first guarantees equal basic liberties for all citizens, including freedom of speech, conscience and the rule of law. The second, known as the difference principle, permits social and economic inequalities only if they benefit the least advantaged and arise within a context of equality of opportunity. These principles prioritize freedom and equality over utilitarian calculations of aggregate welfare, shaping political and economic institutions so they promote justice and fairness for all. Yet even behind the veil of ignorance, individuals can still be assumed to be driven by their own self-interest, selecting principles that protect them should they end up in the worst-off position – effectively hedging their bets while producing rules that are fair to everyone.

Rawls has been subject to significant criticism. A key critic has been Amartya Sen, who, in The Idea of Justice (2009), contends that Rawls’s theory of justice is overly idealized and detached from practical concerns. He critiques what he terms Rawls’s ‘transcendental institutionalism’, the notion that we must first identify the perfectly just society before we can act to reduce injustice. For Sen, justice is not about constructing an ideal world but about comparing real world arrangements to determine which is better or worse. In this view, justice is an ongoing process of public reasoning and practical improvement, not a fixed destination reached through conceptual design alone.

Sen also challenges Rawls’s focus on the distribution of ‘primary goods’ – freedoms and resources, like income and wealth, assumed to be universally valuable. Instead, he insists that what matters is what people are actually able to do with those goods, giving rise to his influential ‘capability’ approach (discussed below). Justice, according to Sen, should be measured by individuals’ real freedoms to pursue the lives they value, not merely by the formal allocation of resources. While sharing Rawls’s commitment to equality and fairness, Sen advocates a more flexible, empirically grounded and pluralistic approach that centres on people’s actual agency in the real world rather than hypothetical choices made behind a veil of ignorance.

Communitarian philosophers have been fierce challengers of Rawls and the broader liberal tradition for portraying individuals as isolated, autonomous agents, rather than as members of broader social, cultural and political communities. Emerging largely in the late twentieth century, communitarianism emphasizes the importance of social bonds, shared values and collective responsibilities. At its core, this vision holds that human beings cannot be separated from the communities to which they belong, as individual identities are fundamentally shaped by relationships with others. This perspective does not deny individual agency; rather, it insists that agency is always shaped within a social context. From this point of view, the liberal conception of the individual is seen as deeply flawed as it overlooks the interdependence that defines human life.

Michael Sandel, a leading communitarian philosopher, develops this critique in Liberalism and the Limits of Justice (1982). He introduces the concept of the ‘unencumbered self’ to describe Rawls’s model of the individual, imagined in the ‘original position’ as capable of selecting principles of justice independently of specific values, attachments or communal identities. Sandel argues that this is an unrealistic and morally empty view of personhood as people are not abstract choosers but socially embedded beings, shaped by histories, relationships and shared moral traditions. He further criticizes Rawls for prioritizing justice over a substantive notion of the common good. According to him, relying solely on justice and equal rights overlooks the socially constructed nature of individual identities. He suggests that a good life is only achievable when people recognize themselves as integral members of a community. A just society must therefore engage in public reasoning about the common good, rather than simply mediating between private interests.

Other communitarian thinkers reinforce and expand these critiques. Charles Taylor (1989) emphasizes the role of ‘recognition’ in identity formation, arguing that our sense of self is deeply dependent on how we are perceived within our community. Alasdair MacIntyre (1981) highlights how the fragmentation of modern society has eroded coherent moral language, advocating a return to virtue ethics rooted in tradition and community practices. Amitai Etzioni (2004) blends communitarian ideals with modern democracy, emphasizing the need to balance individual rights with social responsibilities and arguing that strong communities are essential for a healthy society. While their approaches differ, communitarians share the central concern of rebuilding the social fabric in increasingly individualistic societies. Drawing on Aristotle, they emphasize that living a good life depends not only on what we want to achieve (telos) but also on the communal relationships and places (polis) through which those goals are pursued.

Some scholars argue that the gap between Rawls and his communitarian critics may be narrower than it appears. While the ‘original position’ seems to encapsulate the atomistic individualism that communitarians rightly criticize, some argue that Rawls’s thought experiment is meant to capture the moral ideal of citizens as members of an ongoing political community, who want to live with their fellow citizens on terms of fairness and reciprocity. Moreover, Rawls explicitly says that ‘the values of community are not only essential but realizable’ within his framework and readily acknowledges that our values are shaped by our social context. Recognizing these points, we can draw on both traditions. While Rawls provides principled grounds for securing fundamental freedoms and a fair distribution of resources, communitarians remind us that markets and institutions must be designed to nurture the relationships and shared purposes that make human flourishing possible (Chandler, 2024).

Still, communitarian philosophy is particularly important for a common good economy because it stresses the relational obligation of care and collective responsibility that members of a community share (Dupré, 1993; Hussain, 2018). From this perspective, the common good is not simply the sum of individual interests but also encompasses common interests and mutual concern. It is understood as ‘the promotion of the good that is common to all members of society by virtue of their common humanity: human authenticity, the growth of personality, or of a personhood that transcends both individual and society’ (Lutz, 2002, p. 37). These ‘goods’ can include what we think of as public goods and common-pool resources in economics (developed in Chapter 4), as well as the overall social wellbeing of the community. Some scholars expand this understanding to also include self-determination, equality of status, opportunity and treatment, and sharing in the growth of productivity (Wilber, 1987).

For communitarians, achieving the common good requires political institutions that prioritize collective goals over individual interests (Mastromatteo and Solari, 2014). Sandel, advocating a ‘politics of the common good’, argues that ‘when politics goes well, we can know a good that we cannot know alone’ (Sandel, 1982, p. 183). Communitarian philosophy thus emphasizes that political life should cultivate civic engagement, strengthen community bonds, and shape citizens’ values and identities, making the common good central to governance. This has implications for the way communitarians view the economy.

In What Money Can’t Buy, Sandel (2012) explores the moral limits of markets, challenging the expansion of market thinking into spheres of life where moral and civic values should take precedence. He argues that certain goods are diminished or even corrupted when they are bought and sold. As he puts it, ‘markets are not mere mechanisms; they embody certain values. And sometimes market values crowd out nonmarket norms worth caring about’ (Sandel, 2012, p. 113). Drawing on Aristotle, Sandel conceives of the common good as the cultivation of virtue and civic responsibility, qualities he believes market logic erodes. For this reason, he contends that an economy oriented towards the common good should rely heavily on non-market mechanisms to preserve and promote moral and civic norms. He develops this further in The Tyranny of Merit: What’s Become of the Common Good? (2020), where he argues that modern meritocracy has weakened the common good by framing success as a personal achievement rather than a collective effort. This mindset, he suggests, fosters division and moral disconnection, as those who fall behind are seen as deserving their fate while the successful claim undue moral credit. Sandel instead envisions the common good as a shared civic project grounded in humility, solidarity and mutual recognition of our dependence on one another.

While Sandel’s critique rightly highlights the moral limits of markets, the risk is that his analysis creates a markets-in versus markets-out mentality, leaving certain spheres outside the domain of market exchange, rather than showing how markets can be redesigned to incorporate moral and civic values. In building a new economics of the common good, I argue we should not accept that good can only be achieved outside market processes, or inside by simply fixing market failures. That leaves problematic notions of the market untouched. As will be argued in Chapter 4, to do so we must develop a theory and practice of ‘market shaping’, not fixing, with the goal of aligning economic activity with shared societal objectives, and taking care to embody principles of the common good inside structured economic relationships.

2.4 Lessons on collective intelligence from biology


Beyond political philosophy, disciplines such as biology and the social sciences can deepen our understanding of the common good, offering valuable lessons on cooperation, collaboration, collective intelligence and mechanisms for sharing rewards fairly. Insights from evolutionary biology and behavioural economics show that humans have developed sophisticated mechanisms for cooperation based on reciprocity and fairness. Contrary to traditional economic theory, which assumes humans act solely out of self-interest and competition, experiments across diverse cultures show that people consistently reject unfair distributions even at a personal cost, suggesting that our sense of reciprocity extends beyond rational calculation (Bowles and Gintis, 2013). This instinct for fairness is likely as fundamental to our success as our capacity for reason or language and should inform the way we design our economic institutions.

Given the importance of reciprocity, it is also key to understand what it is not. While economists often use the concept of partnerships and ecosystems to look at public–private relationships, they often treat them as ‘neutral’ and thus are not as rigorous as biologists are when using such words.


Figure 3 Parasitic vs. mutualistic ecosystems

[image: A diagram shows ‘Two types of ecosystems’ with circular symbols and arrows. ‘Parasitic’ describes a harmful relationship where one group benefits while others are harmed. ‘Mutualistic’ describes a symbiotic relationship in which all groups benefit from reciprocal interactions.]
Source: Author’s construction based on Mazzucato (2022b)

Biologists recognize that relationships between organisms are never neutral and that the outcome of different types of ecosystems depends on the way in which these relationships are shaped (Thrall et al., 2007; Gowdy and Ferrer-i-Carbonell, 1999). Parasitic ecosystems benefit one organism at the expense of others, whereas symbiotic or mutualistic ecosystems allow all organisms to benefit while keeping each other in check. When balance in the ecosystem is disrupted, by one organism becoming disproportionately powerful, the ecosystem is threatened with collapse. Figure 3 illustrates the difference. The human gut provides a clear example. Too many harmful bacteria lead to a loss of microbial diversity, which can bring on serious health issues, highlighting the importance of maintaining microbial diversity and balance for overall system health.

Another important insight from biology relates to how organisms communicate, collaborate and organize to achieve collective intelligence. Biologist Stefano Mancuso (2021) emphasizes that plants distribute their sensory and decision-making capabilities throughout their entire organism, with each part of the plant independently sensing, responding and adapting to environmental changes. Mancuso suggests that humans can learn from plant resilience by designing organizations, technologies and societies that are decentralized and adaptive, making them more dynamic and better equipped to handle uncertainty and change.

Similarly, forest ecologist Suzanne Simard (2022) has studied how trees communicate via underground mycorrhizal fungal networks, which she has called the ‘wood wide web’. She challenges previous work on trees that view forests as competitive environments and argues instead that trees often collaborate to support each other’s health and growth. She draws parallels between tree communities and human societies, suggesting that communication and nurturing relationships are essential for the health of both forests and humans. Both Mancuso and Simard offer valuable insights into how humans can learn from plant ecosystems to address complex societal challenges, such as climate change, and promote the common good by valuing all actors in a system.

These ecological lessons are not new to economic thought. Indeed, back in the 1700s, the Physiocrats (early French economists trying to formalize economics) used biological metaphors to describe a system’s ability to reproduce itself (Quesnay, 1766; Mazzucato, 2018c). They were particularly concerned about the parasitic relationships between farmers and landlords, where the wealth produced by the former was extracted by the latter rather than reinvested back into the system. The Physiocrats therefore labelled the merchants and the landlords as the ‘sterile’ class, highlighting the risk that such value extraction could render the system unproductive. The Physiocrats’ use of biological metaphors is different from modern economics’ use of Newtonian physics (and the related mathematics of calculus), with its emphasis on equilibrium, centres of gravity and averages (Mazzucato, 2000; Beinhocker, 2007).

Various disciplines have considered how to better understand the dynamics of collaboration and collective intelligence. Scholars of the ‘collaborative economy’ study the conditions that allow communities to flourish, emphasizing community building, inclusivity and sustainability (Gomez-Alvarez and Morales-Sánchez, 2021). Relatedly, work on ‘collective intelligence’, emerging from fields such as sociology and psychology, captures the idea that people working together can solve problems better than they can individually, resulting in continuous experimentation and innovation (Malone and Bernstein, 2015). Moreover, this intelligence is even greater when there is social diversity, as a growing body of research has shown that diverse groups make better decisions (Phillips, 2014). However, these discussions are generally about grassroots participation, and less about structuring economic relationships. We explore how these insights can be used to put the common good at the centre of our economies in Part II.

2.5 Insights from Indigenous knowledge and nature

In many academic fields there is a Eurocentric bias that has long marginalized other intellectual traditions and reinforced colonial hierarchies of knowledge. In philosophy, this narrow view obscures the fact that profound philosophical traditions around the common good have long existed outside the West, including Confucianism in East Asia, Islamic philosophy across the Middle East, Ubuntu in sub-Saharan Africa, Buddhist and Hindu thought in South Asia, and the diverse worldviews of Indigenous peoples across the Americas, Oceania and beyond.fn3 Each of these offers rich and distinctive perspectives on ethics, politics, the common good, self and community. A full exploration of all these non-Western traditions would require an entire book of its own (see an attempt in Baggini, 2018). In this section, I explore Indigenous philosophies because they offer a holistic understanding of self that is inseparable from both community and the natural world. This ecological dimension speaks directly to a central concern of the common good: that human flourishing depends not only on community but also on the health of our planet.

Many Indigenous worldviews understand the self as emerging from relationships with community, the land and the spiritual world, rather than as something defined in isolation. This stands in contrast to conventional Western liberal thought, which prioritizes individual preferences and tends to interpret collective claims as reducible to their sum. By rejecting this separation, Indigenous communities view the individual and the collective as mutually sustaining, reflecting a more holistic understanding of the interdependence of the social, ecological and spiritual dimensions of that sustain life. Hilary N. Weaver (2001), a scholar from the Native American Lakota people, articulates this interdependence clearly: ‘Indigenous identity is connected to a sense of peoplehood inseparably linked to sacred traditions, traditional homelands and shared history as Indigenous people. A person must be integrated into a society, not simply stand alone as an individual, in order to be fully human’ (p. 245).

This relational view of identity also extends to how many Indigenous communities understand and enact wellbeing. For example, in Ecuador, the Quechua concept of sumak kawsay – translated into Spanish as buen vivir (literally ‘good living’) – reflects a worldview (cosmovision) in which the good life is not achieved through individual accumulation or consumption, but through harmony with nature and collective coexistence. Ecuador formally updated its Constitution in 2008 to incorporate buen vivir as a foundational principle of national development and governance. This constitutional recognition marked a significant departure from Western development models, embedding Indigenous understandings of interdependence, reciprocity and environmental stewardship into the legal and political fabric of the state. As the Constitution declares: ‘We … hereby decide to build a new form of public coexistence, in diversity and in harmony with nature, to achieve the good way of living’. Importantly, buen vivir resists translation into familiar Western terms such as ‘wellbeing’ or ‘welfare’, terms which remain rooted in individualism and economic growth. Buen vivir, by contrast, is about the individual-in-community, embedded in a unique environmental and cultural context. It demands a shift not just in policy but in worldview, away from exploitation and towards interdependence (Gudynas, 2011; Balch, 2013).

This relational perspective – seeing humans as part of a larger web of life rather than separate from it – is central to Robin Wall Kimmerer’s Braiding Sweet Grass: Indigenous Wisdom, Scientific Knowledge, and the Teachings of Plants (2013). Kimmerer, a member of the Citizen Potawatomi Nation in the US, explores the relational way in which Indigenous knowledge and scientific knowledge can complement each other through ‘two-eyed seeing’. She also examines reciprocity in the relationship between people and nature – don’t just take but give back – and the value that these relationships create so that we can understand plants as teachers, with sweetgrass as a gift and symbol of that interconnection: ‘One thing I’ve learned in the woods is that there is no such thing as random. Everything is steeped in meaning, coloured by relationships, one thing with another.’ (Kimmerer, 2013, p. 298).

Expanding on these ideas from Indigenous knowledge, in his recent book Is a River Alive?, British nature writer Robert Macfarlane (2025) argues that we must rethink how we define ‘life’ when we consider rivers. A firm supporter of the Rights of Nature movement, in his work he builds on the concept of the ‘natural contract’ by French philosopher Michel Serres (1995), who argued that natural resources should be understood as living entities with which humans hold an ethical relationship (or contract). Both Macfarlane and Serres emphasize the mutual reciprocity that must underlie these relationships for the rights of nature to be respected and sustained.

Building on this ethical framework, this idea of granting legal personhood to natural resources, once considered marginal, is now central to an emerging legal and political discourse around the rights of nature and environmental personhood. At its core, this movement challenges the long-held legal assumption that nature exists primarily as property to be managed or exploited for human benefit. Instead, it asserts that natural entities possess intrinsic rights. Over the past several decades, activists, Indigenous communities and legal scholars have made significant progress pushing for ecosystems to be recognized as legal subjects. Ecuador’s 2008 Constitution, mentioned above, was one of the first in the world to formally recognize the rights of nature, reflecting the country’s strong Indigenous movements. New Zealand followed with the recognition of the Whanganui River as a legal person, acknowledging Māori cosmology and legal traditions that view the river as an ancestor. Similar steps have been taken in Bolivia and Colombia, building a growing body of legal precedent that redefines the relationship between humans and nature (Łaszewska-Hellriegel, 2022; Reeves and Peters, 2022). Central to this transformation in how we view nature is a renewed understanding of the common good, one that transcends human interests to encompass the wellbeing of all life forms and ecosystems. Recognizing nature’s rights requires moving away from exploitation and individual ownership towards symbiotic relationships that foster an inclusive and sustainable future.fn4

2.6 Philosophical foundations of social economics

This chapter closes by examining how social economics has tried to reorient economic analysis around ethical questions, human dignity and the common good – heavily influenced by the philosophical questions examined in this chapter. Unlike neoclassical economics, which we will see treats individuals as isolated utility-maximizing agents, social economics emphasizes the social embeddedness of economic life and the responsibility of institutions to support human flourishing. At its core, social economics adopts a humanistic perspective that stresses the common qualities of people, inspired more by Rousseau than Hobbes.
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