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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 III

Aim of Part III

This third part introduces some applications of a common good 
approach to development, either as a framework to analyse a situation, 
or as a metric. The different chapters highlight the different possibilities 
opened by a matrix of common good dynamics. Helen Alford’s chapter 
gives a general introduction into the prospects of the approach and 
shows how they can be applied to good business practice. Then Patrick 
Riordan uses the model to analyse the peace process in Mindanao, while 
Valente Tallabs and Mathias Nebel analyse common good dynamics in 
the rural town of Atlixco (Mexico), identifying proxies for the five key 
drivers. Finally, Simona Beretta shows how a common good approach 
may help understand the dynamic of prison programmes aiming to 
reinsert inmates into society. These ‘case studies’ are not meant to be 
a rigorous application of the approach, but rather to illustrate how it 
may apply to a highly diverse set of realities, proving to be as much an 
analytical tool as a potential metric. 

To Whom Is It of Interest?

This third part will mainly be of interest to politicians and development 
planners. To the first group it may appeal as a source of a different kind 
of politics, one based on promoting common good dynamics. To the 
second, it will open up new ways to draft policies and plan interventions. 
Both may find that the approach procures a new way of seeing reality. To 
focus on basic commons and the network existing between them; to pay 
attention to the way these common goods interacts and how they are built 
into a dynamic system of commons highlights aspects of social processes 

© 2022 Book Editors, CC BY-NC-ND 4.0�  https://doi.org/10.11647/OBP.0290.11

https://doi.org/10.11647/obp.0290.11


276� A Common Good Approach to Development

seldom seen otherwise. Indeed, our approach helps individuals to 
grasp the complexity of social interactions through a united and flexible 
framework, making sense of a complex social process. It associates the 
ethical dimension of development with a framework which is sensitive 
to the complexity and specificities of practical situations. As such, this 
part shows the many potentialities of our approach. 

Why Does It Matter? 

Many development practices lack a sound theoretical background. 
Duflo, Banerjee and Kremer famously argued that the complexity 
of reality was irreducible to theories and that we should ground 
development practice mainly in experience. We do not share this view. 
It is ultimately a fantasy about ‘pure’ experience where ‘facts’ talk 
for themselves and somehow add up to form a body of knowledge 
‘untainted’ by presuppositions. Rather, we think that public policies 
as well as development programmes are dependent on the theoretical 
background that they explicitly or implicitly assume. This is normal and 
good. To make sense out of reality you need some sort of theoretical 
framework. But, then, theoretical frameworks are futile if they do 
not translate into action. By addressing both theory and practice, by 
bridging the two, this book avoids this trap. Part I, the theoretical part, 
lays the ground for Part III, dedicated to practice, while the case studies 
illustrate and enrich the theoretical framework.


