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Scholars who doubt the existence of general political obligations typically criticize and reject
theories of obligation based on individual moral principles, for example, consent, fairness, or a
natural duty of justice. A stronger position can result from combining different principles in a sin-
gle theory. I develop a multiprinciple theory of political obligation, based on the principle of fair-
ness, a natural duty of justice, and what I call the “common good” principle. The three principles
interact in three main ways: “cumulation,” combining the separate state services that different
principles cover; “mutual support,” combining the force of different principles in regard to the
same state services; and simple overlap. The resulting theory is able to satisfy the main condi-
tions for an adequate theory of obligation: demonstrating that all or nearly all inhabitants of
society have moral requirements to obey the law, and that these extend to the full range of state
services.
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At the present time, it is widely believed that there is no satisfactory the-
ory of political obligation.1 Typically, in the literature, scholars draw up lists
of conditions an adequate theory should satisfy and then demonstrate that no
theory is able to meet them.2 It is important to note that in standard discus-
sions, theorists examine the different possible bases of obligation seriatim,
scrutinizing one principle at a time and showing that each is unsatisfactory.
For instance, in Moral Principles and Political Obligations, A. John
Simmons examines and rejects theories of obligation based on principles of
consent, fairness, a natural duty of justice, and gratitude, before concluding
that no theory will work.3 My starting point in this essay is belief that a stron-
ger theory can result from employing multiple principles of obligation,
allowing them to work in combination, rather than attempting to develop a
theory on the basis of a single principle.4 I will refer to the theory developed
in this essay as the multiple principle theory, MP theory, for short.
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Although at first sight a multiple principle approach might seem odd,
there are strong considerations in its favor. In order to appreciate these, it is
necessary to consider what a “theory” of political obligation actually is.
Scholars commonly appeal to “theories” of political obligation based on par-
ticular principles. Thus Harry Beran has worked out a “consent theory of
political obligation.”5 Christopher Wellman claims that his samaritan con-
struction can fill the need for “a liberal theory of political obligation.”6 If we
pause to think about what scholars mean by these locutions, we will see that a
“theory” of political obligation is a set of linked considerations intended to
provide answers to questions concerning whether we have moral require-
ments to obey the law. Different positions are identified as “consent theory,”
“gratitude theory,” or “fairness theory,” because the reasons in question
center upon the eponymous moral notions.

The goal of such theories is of course to provide reasons why we should
obey. A successful theory establishes a strong presumption in favor of obedi-
ence, placing a burden of justification on people who claim that they need not
obey. This much is fairly clear. However, we should also recognize that
appeal to one of the moral notions indicated should not ordinarily rule out
appeal to others. In most cases, there will be no incompatibility between, say,
reasons to obey the law based on consent and on gratitude or a natural duty of
justice. If a theory based on a single principle is successful, one will generally
not feel a need to move beyond that principle. For example, if a theory based
on consent is thought to provide satisfactory reasons, one will not appeal to
gratitude as well.

I believe, however, that discussion of these matters has developed in an
overly rigid manner. The different theories of obligation are often treated in
somewhat reified form as independent “theories.” Each is assessed as if it
alone is to provide satisfactory answers to the full range of questions. When a
given “theory” is found deficient in some respect, it can be labeled unsatis-
factory and rejected. The critic can then move on to assess the next “theory”
on his list. Such procedures of “divide and conquer” are followed by many
important scholars.7 Their conclusions are largely responsible for the cur-
rently widespread view that there is no satisfactory theory of political
obligation.

That divide and conquer is flawed becomes apparent if we recognize that
many different moral considerations can be relevant to questions of political
obligation. The fact that no single moral principle is able to generate all
required answers does not rule out the possibility that, by bringing other con-
siderations to bear, better answers can be developed. It is possible that, by
combining two (or more) theories, we can construct a position that is stronger
than either of the original theories on its own. Accordingly, in this essay, I
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attempt to combine the principle of fairness with additional moral principles,
to overcome weaknesses of a theory based on fairness alone.

I believe that many political obligations are overdetermined and that there
is an element of truth in many different theories of obligation. Even if a theory
based on a single principle—for example, gratitude or a natural duty of jus-
tice—is not able to overcome all difficulties and so to give rise to a theory that
is fully satisfactory, this does not mean that it is not able to account for at least
some requirements to obey the law. While the overlap of different principles
complicates the task of laying out a satisfactory theory, the full range of laws
could well be covered by the crosshatch of different principles.

In working out a multiple principle theory, I attempt to satisfy two main
requirements of a theory of obligation: (1) ability to ground obligations of all
or virtually all citizens, and (2) to support a full range of governmental func-
tions. We can refer to the former as “generality,”8 and the latter as “compre-
hensiveness.” In The Authority of the State, Leslie Green explicates what he
calls “the self-image of the state.”9 According to Green, the state’s self-
understanding is that citizens are bound to obey any law that is properly
passed, regardless of content. In this essay, generality does not receive much
attention, because the considerations advanced in Section I are able to ground
political obligations for virtually all citizens. Generality still plays an impor-
tant role in the argument, as it is necessary to raise what I believe are insuper-
able problems for obligations based on consent.10 With generality satisfied, I
devote most of my attention to comprehensiveness.11

The principles I will examine interact in three ways. First is what we can
call cumulation. Different principles can cover different services provided by
the state, and so by combining principles, a larger range of state services can
be accounted for. Second is what can be referred to as mutual support. In
regard to certain state functions, if a given principle on its own cannot justify
compliance, the problem might possibly be overcome by more than one prin-
ciple working in tandem. The third way is simple overlap.12 The intuition
here is that, while requirements to obey given laws could be relatively weak,
these can be strengthened by support of additional principles. Through the
combination of these three kinds of interaction, a theory of obligation can be
worked out that is able to satisfy the two requirements—and others as well,
although considerations of space rule out discussion of the latter here.

Before proceeding, I should note that, because I consider three different
moral principles, discussion must be somewhat cursory. It is not possible to
examine many issues in the detail they require or to respond to all criticisms
advanced in the literature. Moreover, because principles of obligation are
generally not mutually exclusive, principles in addition to those discussed in
this essay could well explain at least certain political obligations, further
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complicating a full multiple principle theory, but providing further grounds
for general moral requirements to obey the law.13 Thus to some extent what is
presented here are the outlines of a full theory, with the details to be filled in in
subsequent work.

Discussion is in four sections. In the first, I present the principle of fair-
ness and discuss its ability to ground obligations to support central state func-
tions. A natural duty principle is discussed in section II. Contributions of a
“common good” principle (CG) are examined in section III. Because this is
not a familiar principle, I discuss it in some detail. Section IV presents a brief
conclusion.

I

Within the liberal tradition, political obligations have commonly been
believed to rely on consent. Consent theories, however, have been severely
criticized, on the grounds of generality. Adequate numbers of citizens have
not expressly consented to government, while if formulated carefully, an
argument from tacit consent has the same problem.14 For theories of obliga-
tion, these difficulties are doubly unfortunate. Not only is consent an espe-
cially clear and convincing ground for political obligations, but a great
advantage of consent is comprehensiveness. If Smith consents to the govern-
ment of territory X, a plausible case can be made that this applies to the entire
range of government actions. For instance, according to John Locke, when
Smith leaves the state of nature and consents to join the community, she
agrees “to submit to the determination of the majority and to be concluded by
it.”15 She thereby incurs an obligation to comply with all measures the com-
munity legitimately undertakes.16

The principle of fairness, in contrast, establishes political obligations that
are general but not comprehensive. The principle was first clearly formulated
by H. L. A. Hart in 1955:

When a number of persons conduct any joint enterprise according to rules and thus
restrict their liberty, those who have submitted to these restrictions when required have a
right to a similar submission from those who have benefited by their submission.17

The moral basis of the principle is mutuality of restrictions. Under specified
conditions, the sacrifices made by members of a cooperative scheme in order
to produce benefits also benefit noncooperators, who do not make similar
sacrifices. According to the principle, this situation is unfair, and it is
intended to justify the obligations of noncooperators. The underlying moral
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principle at work in such cases is described by David Lyons as “the just distri-
bution of benefits and burdens.” According to John Rawls, “We are not to
gain from the cooperative labors of others without doing our fair share.”18

The principle of fairness operates clearly in certain cases, concerned with
what we can call “excludable goods.” If we assume that three neighbors
cooperate in order to dig a well, a fourth who refuses to share their labors but
later goes to the well for fresh water is subject to condemnation by the coop-
erators. There are complexities here, which, for reasons of space I cannot
explore, but it seems clear that when a person takes steps to procure benefits
generated by the ongoing cooperative labor of others, he incurs an obligation
to share the labor through which the benefits are provided.19 However, the
principle is of greatest interest as it concerns the supply of benefits that,
because of their nature, cannot be procured, or even accepted. These benefits
are important public goods produced by the cooperative efforts of large num-
bers of people, coordinated by government. The clearest instances are public
goods bearing on physical security, most notably national defense and law
and order. Because public goods such as these are nonexcludable, and so
must be made available to a wider population (or the entire population of
some territory) if they are supplied to only certain members, there is an
immediate problem in explaining how individuals who have not accepted
them incur obligations. Certain scholars argue that, because public goods are
not accepted, they cannot generate obligations under the principle of
fairness.20

I believe, however, that the principle of fairness is able to generate power-
ful obligations to contribute to nonexcludable schemes if three main condi-
tions are met. Goods supplied must be (i) worth the recipients’ effort in pro-
viding them, (ii) indispensable for satisfactory lives, and (iii) have benefits
and burdens that are fairly distributed.21

Roughly and briefly, if a given benefit is indispensable to Jones’s welfare,
as, for example (and most notably) physical security, then we can assume that
she benefits from it, even if she has not sought to attain it. This is especially
important in the case of public goods such as security, the pursuit of which is
not required for their receipt. Because of the importance of such goods,
unusual circumstances would have to obtain for Jones not to benefit. Though
the class of indispensable public goods is perhaps small, it undoubtedly
encompasses crucial benefits concerning physical security, notably national
defense and law and order, protection from a hostile environment, and central
public health measures.22 That we all need these public goods, regardless of
whatever else we need, is a fundamental assumption of liberal political the-
ory. It is notable that liberal theorists generally view providing them as
central purposes of the state.
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A strong case can be made that Grey incurs obligations from receipt of
indispensable goods, even if he does not accept them or otherwise seek them
out. Consider receipt of national defense. Because this is a public good, Grey
receives it whether or not he pursues it. In fact, because the benefits of
national defense are unavoidable as well as nonexcludable, it is not clear how
he could pursue them even if he wished to. Because the benefits of national
defense are indispensable, we can presume that Grey would pursue them (and
bear the associated costs) if this were necessary for their receipt. If we imag-
ine an artificial choice situation analogous to a state of nature or Rawls’s orig-
inal position, it seems clear that under almost all circumstances Grey would
choose to receive the benefits at the prescribed cost, if he had the choice.
Because of the indispensability of national defense, it would not be rational
for him to choose otherwise. But in the case under consideration, Grey’s obli-
gation to the providers of defense does not stem from hypothetical consent—
that he would consent to receive the benefits under some circumstances—but
from the fact that he receives them.23

In spite of its strengths, as formulated to this point, the principle’s power
to ground obligations is limited. For instance, since their first inception, gov-
ernments have been responsible for providing roads. But in themselves,
roads are not indispensable to acceptable lives, and so would not appear to be
supported by the principle of fairness. Innumerable other goods provided by
government are also not indispensable and so also appear to fall beyond the
fairness argument. But I believe this objection can be met to some extent by
what we can call “the indirect argument.” If the state is to provide the indis-
pensable goods noted, the society in question must possess a basic infrastruc-
ture—for example, transportation and communication facilities. There can-
not be adequate law enforcement or national defense, unless there are
adequate roads, bridges, harbors, and so forth.

Filling out the indirect argument would involve many complexities that
cannot be addressed here.24 We can confine attention to two points. First, the
specific package of services in country X, required contributions to which
can be grounded on the principle of fairness, depends on the specific indis-
pensable goods the government of X provides. For ease of reference, we can
call a good that government might provide that is not indispensable a “discre-
tionary” good. According to the indirect argument, Grey can be required to
contribute to a given discretionary good if it can be shown to be part of a pack-
age of such goods that is required if government X is to be able to provide a
given public good that is indispensable to his welfare. For instance, in
the contemporary world, adequate national defense requires sophisticated
industrial and scientific infrastructure. Obligations to support provisions for
the relevant industries to function effectively can be justified, as can similar
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requirements in regard to facilities for various kinds of research and
resources for scientific education. Law enforcement requires adequate roads
and communication facilities and what is necessary to support these. And so
obligations in regard to these can be justified as well. There is great complex-
ity in determining the specific discretionary goods that can be justified in a
given country. Discussion of such questions is difficult on an abstract level, as
the specific discretionary goods depend on the details of the indispensable
goods the government provides.

The problems in determining the precise contents of a given package of
discretionary goods are compounded by the pluralism and diversity of mod-
ern liberal societies—and so by epistemological difficulties to which Rawls
refers as the “burdens of judgment.”25 Under these circumstances, there are
legitimate disagreements about the precise forms in which indispensable
goods should be provided and paid for. Because production of many goods
involves complex systems in which large numbers of people are involved,
people should be treated equally in regard to their preferences, and so deter-
minations should be made through acceptably fair democratic procedures,
subject to the added check that the products of such procedures should be
able to be defended by strong reasonable arguments.26 If we grant these
claims, the principle of fairness is able to establish obligations to support a
range of indispensable goods and a package of discretionary goods that is
indirectly necessary for the former’s provision, as determined in this manner.

If we allow these claims, we can see that the resulting position possesses a
significant strength, but also a significant disadvantage. The services the
principle justifies falls far short of comprehensiveness. Although the central
idea of the principle of fairness is of course fairness, in order to overcome
problems of “accepting” benefits, the principle is able to establish obliga-
tions only in regard to benefits subjects clearly accept or are necessary for
acceptable lives (and those required for provision of such benefits, according
to the indirect argument).27 But fairness cannot establish obligations to sup-
port services that benefit other people. Most notable here are social welfare
services that support the poor, handicapped, or otherwise disadvantaged.28

Up to a point, such services can be viewed as public goods. To the extent that
they keep the poor minimally satisfied and so not disruptive of public order,
they contribute to the overall environment of law and order that is beneficial
to everyone. But welfare functions ordinarily go far beyond this, and to the
extent that they benefit only recipients, they require justification by other
moral principles.

This criticism can be extended. Governments typically support recre-
ational and cultural activities: public parks, wilderness areas, museums,
operas, symphonies, play houses, and ballet companies. It is difficult to
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maintain that any of these is indirectly necessary to the provision of essential
public goods. Moreover, public parks, opera houses, symphonies, and muse-
ums are excludable services. Their benefits can be withheld from specific
people relatively easily through admission charges and the like. Thus once
again, it is not clear if the principle of fairness can justify requirements for
people who do not choose to make use of them to support them.

II

Although the principle of fairness has difficulty establishing obligations
in the areas we have noted, other principles can fill the gap. I will discuss two
other principles: a duty of mutual aid, which requires people to help others
who are in severe need or distress, and what I call the “common good” princi-
ple (CG). In accordance with the main theme of this essay, the two principles
not only do not exclude one another but are mutually supporting. A theory
employing both along with the principle of fairness is stronger than a theory
that employs only one of these principles.

The duty of mutual aid is most commonly discussed in connection with
the so-called “natural duties of justice,” presented by Rawls in A Theory of
Justice.29 According to Rawls, natural duties are unlike obligations in that
they bind all people without regard to their voluntary actions.30 If A makes a
promise to B, the obligation binds only A and is owed only to B. Other peo-
ple, not involved in the transaction through which the obligation is generated,
neither owe nor are owed what has been promised. With a natural duty, in
contrast, all individuals are bound by the requirement in question, which is
also owed to all people. For example, all people have duties of mutual aid to
assist anyone who is in need or distress. Several of Rawls’s natural duties are
familiar, intuitively clear moral principles. These include the duty not to
harm or injure others,31 the duty to show others the respect due to them as
moral beings,32 and the duty of mutual aid, “the duty of helping another when
he is in need or jeopardy, provided that one can do so without excessive risk
or loss to oneself.”33

In Rawls’s theory, the status of the natural duties rests on the fact that they
would be adopted by the representative individuals in the original position.
However, setting aside the details of Rawls’s arguments, I view the natural
duties as intuitively clear moral principles, which can be assumed to hold.34

This is true of the duty of mutual aid, or as it can be called, a principle of
samaratinism.35 I take it as obvious that we recognize this principle as a gen-
eral moral requirement, binding on all people.36 For example, we generally
recognize a requirement to aid a person in distress, for example, a child who

808 POLITICAL THEORY / December 2004



is drowning in a swimming pool. Other things being equal, for Smith to walk
by and not aid the child would subject her to severe moral condemnation.
This principle requires one generally help other people who are in need or
distress, and so to aid society’s unfortunate members, for example, orphans,
the mentally ill, the handicapped, and others who cannot care for themselves.

Because the natural duties hold generally, there are obvious advantages in
using them to establish political obligations. Such was Rawls’s intention in A
Theory of Justice. In addition to the duties we have noted, he introduced two
additional duties bearing on political institutions, duties “to comply with and
to do our share in just institutions when they exist and apply to us,” and to
assist in establishing just arrangements when they do not exist, when this can
be done at little cost to ourselves.37 These two duties can be referred to as the
“natural political duties.” As with the other natural duties, their status in
Rawls’s theory rests on the fact that they would be chosen in the original posi-
tion. Unlike the other natural duties, the natural political duties are not famil-
iar, intuitively clear moral principles. But for the sake of argument, we can
extract them from Rawls’s theory and assume that they hold, in which case
they would ground general requirements to obey the law.

In A Theory of Justice, Rawls attempted to establish a full theory of politi-
cal obligation on the natural political duties. But there is a problem with this
line of argument. The natural duties are generally conceived of as having lim-
itations on their force. They require various actions, but only as long as these
are of little cost. Because political obligations can require substantial sacri-
fices, the natural duties are unable to ground the core obligations that are cen-
tral to the workings of an acceptable state.

As presented by Rawls, a number of natural duties are qualified by explicit
limits on their force. The duty of mutual aid is to help others when they are in
need, “provided that one can do so without excessive risk or loss to oneself.”38

The duty to bring about a great good holds “only if we can do so relatively
easily.”39 The second of the natural political duties, the duty to help establish
just institutions, is similarly qualified. It is interesting that in both passages in
which it is presented, this duty is explicitly qualified in regard to cost, while
the duty to comply with existing institutions is not.40 But Rawls provides no
explanation. At one point he appears to indicate that all natural duties are so
qualified.41 But we cannot say for certain what his position is, and we need
not pursue this matter here.42 For ease of reference, we can refer to a natural
duty or other moral principle that is qualified in regard to cost as a “weak
duty” or a “weak principle,” and to one that is not so qualified as a “strong”
duty or principle.

Our general intuitions concerning the natural duties support the claim that
they are weak principles.43 As we have noted, Smith would be subject to
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severe condemnation if she allowed a child to drown. The same would be true
if rescuing the child would require Smith to get her clothing wet, even to ruin
her expensive shoes. But ordinarily, we would not say that her duty to assist
the child would require her to assume significant risk, for example, if she had
to rush into a burning building that might collapse any time. Actions of this
kind pass beyond the required to the supererogatory and are the stuff of hero-
ism. At the very least, a theorist who wishes to argue for a strong duty of
mutual aid must meet a significant burden of justification in order to establish
this in contradistinction to our basic moral notions.44

If this contention is granted, then we can see the limitations of a theory of
political obligation based solely on the natural duties. Requirements to com-
ply with just institutions as long as this is not costly to oneself would not
ground obligations to pay burdensome taxes or to obey other costly laws, let
alone to undertake military service, to fight, possibly to die, for one’s country.
If Rawls intends for the first natural political duty to hold without regard to
cost, then he must present a clearer, fuller account of it, including why it dif-
fers from the other natural duties in this respect.

However, even if a natural duty view cannot serve as a self-standing theory
of political obligation, it can contribute significantly to MP theory, as we
have formulated it. Although the natural duties are unable to establish the
state’s costly core functions, they—especially the duty of mutual aid—are
able to support social welfare and other similar programs, as long as these
pose relatively light burdens. One reason requirements along these lines are
permissible is that they generally entail only financial contributions. Requir-
ing that Smith contribute money to a homeless shelter is obviously less bur-
densome than requiring that she spend time there, for example, making beds
or counseling clients. As long as financial contributions are reasonably light,
the principle of mutual aid should be able to generate requirements for many
programs. In the abstract, it is difficult to draw the line between acceptably
light and objectionably heavy burdens. Perhaps something along the lines of
the 10 percent tithe that many religions impose (or suggest) is acceptable.
Perhaps the level is lower, only 2 percent or 3 percent, while the amount that
can be required will depend to some extent on the level of need and the kind
of services that can be provided.45 Whatever the difficulties in identifying
precise lines here, especially in the abstract, the thrust of the principle is clear,
while even if we cannot draw precise lines, we can identify instances falling
clearly on either side of it. Thus a theory of political obligation that combines
the principle of fairness and some variant of the duty of mutual aid can be
stronger than a theory built on either of these principles taken separately. But
before we can accept this position fully, we must address an important prob-
lem, the “particularity” of obligations under natural duty.46
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Central to common notions of political obligation is a strong connection
between the individual and a specific political body, of which he is generally
a citizen. However, this is difficult for a duty of mutual aid to account for. If
Grey is required to help people in distress, why must these be his fellow citi-
zens, as opposed to allowing him to fly off to Africa or Latin America where
people are likely in far greater distress? If, following Rawls, we posit a natu-
ral political duty “to comply with and to do our share in just institutions when
they exist and apply to us,” then it has to be explained why Grey must comply
with the institutions of one country rather than another. Even though he lives
in Great Britain, which we can assume possesses just institutions, Sweden,
Canada, and Belgium can also be assumed to have just institutions. Why
must he comply with and support the British government, rather than the gov-
ernments of these countries? This problem seems to be addressed in Rawls’s
formulation as the duty to support just institutions when they “apply” to us.
But this of course raises the question of how institutions “apply” to one.47

Various means have been proposed to overcome the particularity prob-
lem.48 The most convincing, I believe, are rooted in reciprocity. One advan-
tage of combining different moral principles is that this can provide means to
identify the political community of which one is a member and so the institu-
tions that apply to one.49 Because individuals could not lead acceptable lives
without indispensable benefits provided by the community, it is misleading
to think of them as isolated individuals in the equivalent of a Lockean state of
nature.50 Grey is “naturally” a member of the community that supplies him
with indispensable goods.51 The institutions that “apply” to him are those that
provide these goods, and he has special responsibilities towards his fellow
citizens, because their efforts are necessary for essential public goods he
receives. In addition, only if the poor and unfortunate members of his society
regularly obey the law can there be an overall atmosphere of law and order
that is essential to his own well-being. The efforts of his fellow citizens,
including unfortunate ones, are also necessary for the provision of national
defense, successful working of public health, environmental measures, and
the like. Therefore, Grey is justified in giving them special concern, in recog-
nition of and to reciprocate for contributions they make to his own well-
being. Moreover, as Richard Miller argues, this is consistent with Grey’s self-
interest. Special concern for his fellow citizens could provide them with
additional incentives to obey the law and increase their level of public trust.52

Accordingly, not only must Grey fulfill his duty of mutual aid by working
through the highly coordinated mechanism of a government, but the particu-
lar government he should support is that of his own territory.

So fortified, the duty of mutual aid can justify extensive state programs.
These include providing the unfortunate with obvious necessities, for exam-
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ple, food, shelter, clothing, health care. By extension, programs that provide
aid to dependent children can be justified, if it is necessary to support parents
in order to make sure the needs of their children are met. In order to alleviate
the distress of the poor, a significant range of benefits can be provided.

Let us return to the comprehensiveness requirement. Combining the argu-
ment of this section with that of the last, we are able to fill a significant gap in
the comprehensiveness of a fairness theory. While fairness primarily justifies
requirements that pertain to programs that are beneficial to individuals them-
selves, the duty of mutual aid can require citizens to support government pro-
grams that aid the distressed, as long as the programs are not overly burden-
some. By supplementing the functions covered by fairness, mutual aid
greatly extends the reach of citizens’ moral requirements. Through its focus
on joint production and consumption of essential state benefits, fairness in
turn plays an essential role in the working of mutual aid in defusing the par-
ticularity problem. Through both mechanisms noted at the beginning of this
essay, cumulation and mutual support, a theory of political obligation that
combines fairness and a duty of mutual aid is more powerful than a theory of
obligation based on either principle working by itself.

III

The theory of political obligation developed thus far still falls short of the
comprehensiveness requirement. In addition to providing indispensable pub-
lic goods and seeing to the needs of the unfortunate, the state claims to be able
to perform a large range of other services. For example, states regulate their
economies to keep inflation and unemployment in check, a function that is,
arguably, neither indispensable for satisfactory lives nor covered by natural
duty requirements to aid those in distress. States also commonly support pub-
lic education, museums, symphonies, and national parks.

An additional consideration concerns the existence of a standing mecha-
nism to take measures for the common good.53 States claim such a general
power. Arguably, such a mechanism is itself indispensable. But even if we do
not go so far, we can recognize that a society with such a mechanism is clearly
better off than one without. And so the question is whether MP theory can be
extended to justify these activities.

I believe this problem can be addressed through an additional, principle,
which I call the “common good” principle (CG). According to this principle,
the mechanism in place in society X to provide indispensable and other nec-
essary public goods and to aid the unfortunate can also take reasonable mea-
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sures to promote the common good in other ways. The principle combines
elements of fairness and consequentialist principles of political obligation.

CG: The government of society X, which provides indispensable (and necessary discretion-
ary) public goods and basic social welfare services may take reasonable measures to pro-
mote the common good in additional ways, with citizens required to do their fair shares to
support its efforts.

Since CG is not a familiar principle, it must be discussed in some detail.
The main thrust of CG follows from the fact that supply of indispensable

public goods under the principle of fairness creates a community. As I have
noted, the independent, Lockean individual in the state of nature is a fiction.
Because Grey and other inhabitants of society could not lead acceptable lives
without public goods supplied by joint cooperation, they should be viewed as
members of the community that furnishes them. In addition, in order to pro-
vide necessary public goods (and an infrastructure of discretionary goods),54

Grey and other members of community X must develop effective decision-
making institutions. So associated, Grey and other X-ites can employ these
institutions to advance their interests. The existence of a standing mechanism
to deliberate about and promote the common good is of enormous value. As
Hume says, once government has been established, it is able to take on addi-
tional tasks. Although certain projects are clearly in the public interest, they
are often too large for one or a few persons, while, without government, it is
difficult to marshal the efforts of the necessary numbers. Government is able
to get things done, and so to provide great benefits for the community: “Thus
bridges are built, harbours open’d, ramparts rais’d, canals form’d, fleets
equip’d,” and other ends accomplished, which would not have been possible
without government intervention.55 Each of these projects might not be either
indispensable or necessary for the provision of indispensable goods. But
because each one contributes to society, CG justifies them, and others. A pol-
icy of providing these services should on the whole benefit all members of
the community. It follows from the principle of fairness that if Grey benefits
from the joint efforts of his fellows in regard to these measures, then he can
have moral requirements to do his fair share in providing them. For ease of
reference, we can refer to the entire range of programs CG supports as
“common provisions.”

Justification for government to take such measures is clearly along
consequentialist lines. There is little doubt that governments are justified in
providing for the health and welfare of their populations, regulating their
economies, and taking other measures that are clearly in the public interest.
We would likely raise questions about a government that did not take obvious
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measures to improve the lives of its citizens. In a democratic country, the gov-
ernment is no more than a mechanism that represents the collective citizenry,
and so parallel considerations require that individual citizens support such
measures. In general, their main responsibilities here are paying taxes. The
programs in question cost money, and citizens have moral requirements to
contribute their fair shares. In order to be clear about their requirements,
imagine that tax payments were clearly divided so that the amount each citi-
zen pays for each program could be clearly identified. Under such circum-
stances, Smith would be required to contribute the requisite amount to each
reasonable program, again, because of consequentialist and fairness consid-
erations. She can be morally required to do her fair share to advance the good
of the community of which she is a member.

Although CG might appear to be an extension of the principle of fairness
rather than a separate moral principle, this is not the case. Of course, for our
purposes in this essay, the separateness of CG is relevant to the need for MP
theory rather than simply a theory based on the principle of fairness alone.
We saw in the last section that the latter is not a defensible possibility. Along
similar lines, although CG draws on the principle of fairness, it must also
draw on consequentialism. As we have noted, the principle of fairness is able
to justify obligations only in regard to cooperative efforts that benefit the
obligee himself (see above, p. 9). CG grounds wider obligations to support
efforts that are beneficial to society. This is in accordance with consequen-
tialist requirements to promote the public good.56 Only if the individual is
required to support specific programs that are not necessarily beneficial to
him can CG extend the reach of people’s political obligations.

A related objection is that, if CG can be established along these lines, it
might appear to be too successful. Provision of indispensable public goods
and necessary discretionary goods may be viewed as clearly in the public
interest, as may programs to aid the unfortunate. If the community votes to
supply them, then they will appear to fall under CG. If this is true, then CG
itself may satisfy the comprehensiveness requirement, thereby making MP
theory unnecessary.57 However, CG by itself is not able to fulfill this role. CG
requires prior identification of the community of which one is a member. As I
have noted, this is provided by joint production and consumption of indis-
pensable public goods under the principle of fairness. Without this, it is not
clear exactly what makes Grey a member of a specific community and why
he must support efforts to advance its interests.

Once the relevant community is identified, its members can jointly work
to promote its interests. Their efforts could include measures to supply neces-
sary discretionary goods and social welfare programs. However, because
there is no incompatibility between CG and other principles that support
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these programs, the fact that CG also supports them is a strength rather than a
weakness. Moral requirements supported by a set of different principles are
likely to be stronger than requirements supported by fewer principles.
Because of its connections to community membership, the CG principle
is closely related to currently fashionable theories of political obligation
grounded on principles of association.58 But while these theories are often
unclear about exactly how association gives rise to moral requirements and
their precise nature,59 through mutual support of different principles of obli-
gation, the argument here makes clear both the nature of a person’s commu-
nity and the moral requirement to support it. Once again, community is con-
stituted by joint production and consumption of indispensable public goods.
Because people require these for acceptable lives, they are “naturally” mem-
bers of the community and have requirements to do their fair share in
reasonable efforts to promote the common good, as the community sees this.

Although CG appears to be a sweeping principle, and so potentially dan-
gerous, it is circumscribed by the fact that measures taken must be reason-
able. Cashing this notion out gives us three conditions that must be satisfied:

(i) the government services or provisions in question must actually be in the public interest;
that is, benefits must outweigh costs;

(ii) the provisions must be distributed fairly; and
(iii) decisions in regard to these benefits must be made democratically, with all individuals

having a fair say.

According to (i), society will be able to generate obligations through CG
only if policies actually are in the public interest. Not any decision will create
binding moral requirements. In addition to being fairly decided on, there
must be a strong case that the resulting package of provisions benefits soci-
ety. The same holds for individual programs or provisions. Each of these
must be able to be shown to be in the public interest, and it must be shown that
benefits outweigh costs.

An obvious objection is that this standard fails to be satisfied in the real
world. The requirement that each specific program or policy be beneficial is
obviously inconsistent with omnipresent special interest legislation. Requir-
ing individuals to be concluded by determinations of the majority invites
abuse. Democratic safeguards do not prevent the majority from compelling
the minority to support its own favored programs. In the words of Joseph
Kalt, “Given standard realistic assumptions, the individuals who effectively
are the state at any time would act to promote their own welfare at the expense
of non-controlling individuals.”60 Any working majority can be tempted to
pursue its own interests while adhering to the letter of the law. The use of pub-
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lic power to benefit special interests is too familiar an aspect of democratic
politics to require comment.

This is a formidable difficulty, but we should recognize that CG does not
justify all government enactments that purport to be in the public interest.
The principle legitimizes only those that actually do promote the common
good. Beyond a certain point, a government that is used by the majority to
exploit the minority becomes illegitimate. It would be wrong, however, to
expect governments to be perfect, or even to meet demanding standards of
justice. The appropriate standard is tolerable or reasonable justice. A govern-
ment’s actions must be on the whole defensible, though exceptions should be
accepted. In regard to common provisions, it must be borne in mind that they
are components of overall packages of benefits that government provides.
Unfair distribution of common provisions, or of specific components of the
package of common provisions, is of course deplorable but not sufficient to
dissolve Grey’s political obligations, as long as the overall package of bene-
fits he receives is worth its costs—and the other necessary conditions both for
common provisions and overall legitimacy of government are met.61

In addition to being beneficial for society, (ii) common provisions must be
distributed fairly. If city A receives extensive benefits, then city B should be
treated similarly. Criteria for allocating resources should be reasonable and
neutral between geographical and cultural areas. Because obligations under
CG draw on prior obligations under the principle of fairness, it is essential
that common provisions not upset these balances.62

Grey can of course disagree with other members of society about the spe-
cific goods necessary to advance the public interest, and could well believe
that none are necessary at all. In diverse societies disagreements are
expected; there will be an enormous range of opinions about what society
requires. Thus the third requirement: (iii) such decisions must be made
through democratic procedures, which provide all members equal say. As in
regard to other issues, with people disagreeing about steps that should be
taken to advance the general interest, their differences should be discussed
and voted on, according to recognized procedures. Grey will not be alone in
being dissatisfied with aspects of the resulting programs. The compromises
required in a diverse society should be to some degree unsatisfying to every-
one alike. However, regardless of departures from their preferences, all indi-
viduals have obligations to support the result, as long as it is determined fairly
and can be defended as beneficial to society with strong reasonable argu-
ments.63 CG in effect leaves all members of society subject to common deter-
mination of what is in the public interest. But the obverse side of this is that all
inhabitants are able to attempt to persuade the majority to realize their own
views of what is beneficial.
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Condition (iii) also bears on questions of fair distribution. Widespread dif-
ferences as to what constitute appropriate principles of distributive fairness
also must be addressed through fair procedures.64 Fair democratic proce-
dures must be used to select appropriate principles from the class of accept-
able principles of distribution and so to determine standards of fair distribu-
tion. If procedures work properly in these regards, the resulting distribution
of common provisions should be acceptably fair and so consistent with polit-
ical obligations under the principle of fairness. Moreover, it bears mention
that democracy also helps preserve fairness, in allowing decisions to be revis-
ited. With democracy in place, if specific decisions are objectionable, means
are in place to reverse them.

Even with these safeguards, one can still object. For instance, Locke
requires that people agree to subject themselves to the judgment of the major-
ity, whether or not they have rights to participate in its deliberations. As
Simmons notes, one advantage of requiring express consent is the protection
from tyranny it affords.65 CG, in contrast, is not accepted. But as I have noted,
requirements to support the common good stem from membership in com-
munities. The three conditions ensure that people’s rights and interests are
respected. Still, Smith can contend that, because the goods in question are not
indispensable to her welfare or required to aid other people in distress, she
should not be required to support their provision. We can hypothesize that
she benefits relatively little from them and so they are not worth their costs to
her. The response is that CG is not intended primarily to benefit her. The
requirement is that Smith support efforts to promote the general good. The
three conditions serve as safeguards to ensure that she is not exploited by self-
interested majorities. In addition, as we have noted, even though given com-
mon provisions need not benefit her, they cannot render the overall package
of benefits she receives from society not worth its costs to her.

Because Smith is a member of society and has moral requirements to pro-
mote its interests, defenders of common provisions can reply to Smith that a
common way of conceptualizing her situation is doubly incorrect—wrong in
two different respects. In objecting to having to support common provisions,
Smith is likely to construe the situation as whether she as a distinct individual
is morally required to contribute to a distinct set of government benefits. But
for reasons we have seen, Smith is not a distinct individual; she is a member
of society, while the common provisions she receives are not a distinct set of
benefits but part of an overall package of benefits that society provides
through a process of deliberating about appropriate means to promote the
general good.

Consider Robert Nozick’s famous example of the public address system.66

A group of neighbors bands together to provide music and information to the
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neighborhood. Each neighbor runs the system for one day. When it is Smith’s
turn to contribute, she refuses, saying that she prefers not to give up a day. But
once again, the public address system does not stand by itself. It is part of a
package of benefits that is viewed as in the general interest by the community
itself, of which Smith is a member and in the deliberations of which she has
rights to participate. Because of X’s democratic institutions, Smith is like
other X-ites in having the ability to attempt to influence her fellow citizens to
utilize public resources to promote what she believes to be the common good.

It could be objected that since the public address system is a detachable
part of society X’s overall package of benefits, then X is not justified in
extending the obligations she has in reference to other goods to the public
address system as well. As Simmons argues, if a provider of a given set of
goods extends his provision to include additional goods, “this should be at his
own risk. He should either provide them free or try to make them excludable;
what he may not do is impose them on others at a price set by him.”67

But although individual components of the package can be detached and
provided separately, what links them is that all are specific applications of
society’s general effort to advance the common good. Viewed in this light,
the public address system is part of an overall process that is generally benefi-
cial and so Smith has moral requirements to support it. Even if she does not
benefit from the process in some particular case, in all likelihood she will
benefit from other aspects of the package, while she is also protected by the
safeguards we have noted. If obligations to support particular elements could
be ruled out simply because given individuals did not benefit from them, the
mechanism could accomplish almost nothing (beyond providing goods dis-
cussed in the previous sections), and all would be far worse off. Even if her
compliance or noncompliance with the mechanism would go undetected, she
has moral requirements to do her fair share in supporting the decision-
making process of society of which she is a part.

If we assume that CG is able to deflect the criticisms we have explored, an
important objection still remains, that the principle does too much. Since it
justifies requirements to comply with all laws that support the common good,
by itself, it could generate requirements to obey all laws, thereby once again
making MP theory otiose. We have seen that a strong form of this objection
fails, because CG requires the support of the principle of fairness in order to
establish the relevant community.68 But once this is done, CG is arguably
capable of grounding all other obligations—making both further work by the
principle of fairness and the natural duty principle unnecessary.

Although I believe that CG does establish moral requirements to support
the full range of governmental actions, I also believe that MP is a more con-
vincing theory with the additional principles than without them. Appeal to
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other principles allows CG to do less moral work. If all political obligations
beyond those to support essential public goods were grounded only in the
majority’s belief that the relevant services were in the public interest, defend-
ers of the principle would have a relatively hard time responding to com-
plaints of abuse. As our discussion indicates, this is an inherent problem with
CG. Support for supply of indispensable public goods is required by the prin-
ciple of fairness as is support of social welfare functions by the natural duties
of justice. In regard to these areas of government function, CG does not stand
alone. Because requirements to help supply these goods are based on other
moral principles, political obligations grounded on CG alone begin only after
these other principles leave off, and so encompass only provisions that are
not necessary for indispensable goods and do not aid the needy. Although
this is not an inconsiderable range of programs, it most likely involves a rela-
tively small percentage of what an individual is required to contribute to the
state.

An additional way other principles strengthen MP theory is through their
overlap. Requirements to contribute to certain public goods are grounded in
the principle of fairness and requirements to support social welfare functions
in the natural duties of justice. These moral requirements add moral force to
the requirements that CG generates in regard to these programs. Once again,
central to MP theory is the belief that different principles of obligation will
generally complement rather than exclude one another. The overlap of differ-
ent principles that bear on particular state functions obviously strengthens
requirements to support them.69

IV

If we grant the arguments in the previous sections, then the result is a the-
ory that satisfies the requirements presented at the beginning of this essay.
MP theory is both general, grounding obligations for most or all citizens, and
comprehensive, corresponding to the self-image of the state. As we have
seen, the three principles we have discussed work in tandem in two ways,
covering state services not addressed by other principles and supporting the
working of the other principles in regard to the same services. With its three
moral principles interacting in these ways, MP theory takes on a certain com-
plexity. It becomes difficult to determine exactly where the contributions of
one principle leave off and those of another begin. The fact that MP theory
depicts many political obligations as grounded by more than one principle is
perhaps disconcerting at first. But this is consistent with the initial intuitive
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plausibility of many different theories of political obligation and corresponds
to the highly complex nature of contemporary societies.

Throughout this essay, for purposes of argument, we have discussed indis-
pensable and discretionary goods in isolation from one another, and from
social welfare services supported by natural duties and other services justi-
fied as promoting the common good. But in practice, these different func-
tions overlap, with the workings of one affecting others, which in turn impact
on others, and so on. The high degree of interpenetration is seen clearly in
government’s function of advancing the common good—much of which will
overlap with functions justified by the other principles. This complex inter-
weaving of moral principles corresponds to the complex, interconnected
character of modern life. To have a safe and secure environment, an economy
that functions healthily, efficient transportation and communication, and
other “essential services,” in addition to amenities that make for more pleas-
ant and interesting lives, requires a high degree of efficient coordination. The
interdependence of different systems is readily seen when an element is not
working smoothly—be it a power failure, a transportation workers’ strike, a
natural disaster, or a threat to public safety. There is room for disagreement as
to whether the resulting disruptions are compatible with what we would view
as “acceptable” lives. The complexities cannot be addressed here. But how-
ever we respond, it is clear that overlap and interactions between require-
ments to support the entire range of state functions match up with the over-
lapping nature of the functions themselves that are necessary for acceptable
lives in modern societies.70
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