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A COMMON GOOD APPROACH TO DEVELOPMENT

This edited collec� on proposes a common good approach to development theory 
and prac� ce. Rather than focusing on the outcomes or condi� ons of development, 
the contributors concentrate on the quality of development processes, sugges� ng 
that a common good dynamic is key in order to trigger development.

Resul� ng from more than three years of research by an interna� onal group 
of over fi � y scholars, the volume advocates for a modern understanding of the 
common good—rather than a theological or metaphysical good—in socie� es by 
emphasising the social prac� ce of ‘commoning’ at its core. It suggests that the 
dynamic equilibrium of common goods in a society should be at the centre of 
development eff orts. For this purpose, it develops a matrix of common good 
dynamics, accoun� ng for how ins� tu� ons, social norms and common prac� ces 
interconnect by iden� fying fi ve key drivers not only of development, but human 
development (agency, governance, jus� ce, stability, humanity). Based on this 
matrix, the contributors suggest a possible metric for measuring the quality of 
these dynamics. The last sec� on of the book highlights the possibili� es enabled by 
this approach through a series of case studies.

The concept of the common good has recently enjoyed a revival and inspired 
prac� � oners keen to look beyond the shortcomings of poli� cal and economic 
liberalism. This book builds on those eff orts to think beyond the agenda of 
twen� eth-century development policies, and will be of interest to those working in 
the fi elds of development, economics, sociology, philosophy and poli� cal science.

This is the author-approved edi� on of this Open Access � tle. As with all Open Book 
publica� ons, this en� re book is available to download for free on the publisher’s 
website. Printed and digital edi� ons, together with supplementary digital material, 
can also be found at h� p://www.openbookpublishers.com
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Introduction to Part I

Aim of Part I

This first part aims at clarifying the common good vocabulary we will 
use throughout the book and outlines a common good approach to 
development (Chapter 1). We will claim that a society can be approached 
and described as a dynamic system of common goods. This system may be 
arranged in different ways according to the specific history, culture, and 
circumstances of its people. 

It is this concern for common goods that seperates our discussion 
from mainstream development theories, which focus on individuals’ 
entitlements, achievements or capabilities and analyse societies as an 
aggregation of the same. A common good perspective of development 
focuses on two elements. First, what are the basic common goods a 
people must share to live together as human beings? Secondly, what 
are the normative key drivers of the dynamic equilibrium of common goods? 
Therefore, our approach does not focus so much on actual achievements 
of development goals. Rather, we place an emphasis on the quality of 
development process, which makes these goals sustainable.

Hence this first part proposes a theoretical framework that identifies 
basic common goods and shows how they may combine to create a 
dynamic system conducive to development. Chapter 1  deals with the 
concept and vocabulary of the common good. Chapter 2  presents a 
matrix of common good dynamics. Chapter 3  then elaborates on the two 
previous chapters and proposes a metric of common good dynamics for 
municipalities.

To Whom Is it of Interest?

This first part will be of interest to social philosophers, political scientists, 
and development thinkers. In the following pages, they will find the 
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theoretical backbone of a common good approach to development, one, 
however, which is carefully grounded in action. Chapter 2, from theory 
to practice, reinstates operationality to the concept of the common 
good and offers an original way to deal with development questions. 
Academics will find it useful for understanding the precise conditions 
under which development goals may, when combined, trigger a 
development process. They may also find it convenient as a means 
to address development questions that can’t be solved at the level of 
individual rationality (game theories) and require an understanding 
of group or community behaviours (social choice theory). In turn, 
students will find this part useful for its explanation of the concept of 
the common good in a modern and straightforward way. In contrast 
to the widespread impression that this concept is outdated, largely 
rhetorical, and even dangerous for democracy, they will see that it 
more accurately describes the real functioning of societies, sustains 
rather than undermines democracy, and is downright practical. Finally, 
practitioners will find in this first part a roadmap for triggering common 
good dynamics in development projects. 

Why Does it Matter? 

Most development theories are based on a conception of society as an 
aggregation of individual characteristics. This can be an aggregation of 
will, of interests, of rights, of entitlements, functionings or capabilities, 
and so on. But in all cases, the rationality of the social system is said 
to be grounded in the rationality of individuals. Accordingly, most 
development data are based on information that refers to individuals.  
Data on income, years of studies, adequate housing, access to health 
systems, and social mobility, among others, are all based on some 
kind of aggregation of individual characteristics. Our approach is 
different. It starts with the commons we create and share together; it 
seeks to understand a society through the commons that effectively 
bind individuals together as a functioning whole. Our approach refers 
therefore to a different informational space and addresses some of the 
blind spots of more conventional approaches to development, namely 
the structural and systemic dimensions of development.


