
 

 
Global Public Goods: Critique of a UN Discourse
Author(s): David Long and  Frances Woolley
Source: Global Governance, Vol. 15, No. 1 (January–March 2009), pp. 107-122
Published by: Brill
Stable URL: https://www.jstor.org/stable/27800741
Accessed: 19-09-2019 14:45 UTC

 
JSTOR is a not-for-profit service that helps scholars, researchers, and students discover, use, and build upon a wide

range of content in a trusted digital archive. We use information technology and tools to increase productivity and

facilitate new forms of scholarship. For more information about JSTOR, please contact support@jstor.org.

 

Your use of the JSTOR archive indicates your acceptance of the Terms & Conditions of Use, available at

https://about.jstor.org/terms

Brill is collaborating with JSTOR to digitize, preserve and extend access to Global Governance

This content downloaded from 143.107.26.62 on Thu, 19 Sep 2019 14:45:00 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



 Global Governance 15 (2009), 107-122

 Global Public Goods:
 Critique of a UN Discourse

 David Long and Frances Wool ley

 The concept of global public goods has been advanced as a way of under
 standing certain transborder and global problems and the need for a coor
 dinated international response. It has been used to describe everything
 from global environment, international financial stability, and market effi
 ciency, to health, knowledge, peace and security, and humanitarian rights.
 Using an internal critique, this article finds that the concept is poorly de
 fined, avoids analytical problems by resorting to abstraction, and masks
 the incoherence of its two central characteristics. The conclusion is that
 even if the concept of global public goods is effective rhetorically, precise
 definition and conceptual disaggregation are required to advance analysis
 of global issues. Keywords: public goods, externalities, international pub
 lic policy.

 In the last several years, academics and policymakers have turned to the
 concept of global public goods as, to use former UN Secretary-General
 Kofi Annan's words, "the missing term in the equation" for understand

 ing and addressing a number of international problems. Though the shift of
 focus as a result of September 11, 2001, has negatively impacted the promi
 nence of the global public goods literature?for instance, work on humani
 tarian intervention or human security?the concept continues to be an im
 portant one in certain policy, official, and academic circles. While the basic
 notion of public goods is borrowed from the public economics literature,
 in the broader policy community, global public goods have come to en
 compass everything from the global environment, international financial
 stability, and market efficiency, to health, knowledge, peace and security,
 and human rights.

 The concept of public goods has been used in international relations
 scholarship for some time. The term global public goods itself goes back at
 least to the early 1990s.1 But the most recent wave of interest was generated
 in the context of the UN's Millennium Development Goals as a way of un
 derstanding certain transborder problems and the need for a coordinated in
 ternational response. The global public goods concept has been promoted

 most particularly by researchers associated with the United Nations Devel
 opment Programme (UNDP) and the World Bank.2 Kofi Annan claimed that
 to secure peace, greater well-being, social justice, and environmental sus
 tainability, collective action is a prerequisite since "no country can achieve

 107

This content downloaded from 143.107.26.62 on Thu, 19 Sep 2019 14:45:00 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



 108 Global Public Goods

 these global public goods on its own, and neither can the global market
 place."3 It was the conceptual key to the World Bank's rebranding of itself
 as the "Knowledge Bank." And for the Research Department at UNDP, the
 concept was the fulcrum of a project to reinvent the case for international
 development assistance and the rationale for a fundamental rethinking of
 the working of the global political and economic system.

 Unfortunately, the concept of global public goods is poorly defined,
 and in this article we argue that it is better understood as a rhetorical device
 than as an analytical tool.4 The attempt to apply the concept of public goods
 at the international level draws on a wide range of literatures to modify and
 widen the economic definition, but as a result, explanatory power is com
 promised. Furthermore, the attempted manipulation of the concept ignores
 its fundamental incoherence, its mixing together of the distinct concepts of
 nonrivalness and nonexcludability.

 We use here an internal discursive critique, examining the logic at the
 heart of the concept rather than considering in detail its theoretical or practical
 applications. We first outline the concepts of public goods and global public
 goods. In the two substantive sections of the article, we address the problems
 of abstraction and incoherence. We suggest that researchers and policymakers
 should eschew the rhetorical attractiveness of this ill-defined concept and in
 stead examine the political economy of exclusion, rivalry, and public provision
 as they pertain to international cooperation and global issues.

 What Are Global Public Goods?
 The idea of global public goods builds on the well-established economic
 concept of public goods.5 Public goods are nonrival in that they can be, as
 Inge Kaul, Isabelle Grunberg, and Marc A. Stern put it, "consumed by many
 without becoming depleted,"6 or it costs nothing to have another person use
 the good. Public goods are also nonexcludable: "no one can be barred from
 consuming the good."7 Thus, public goods are contrasted with "private"
 goods, which are excludable and rival. For example, when I have a private
 good, like a sandwich, I can prevent others from eating it (it is excludable).
 If someone else has a sandwich, it does not benefit me; I must get my own
 sandwich (it is rival).

 But what sorts of goods are nonexcludable and nonrival? The exem
 plars in the public economics literature are traffic lights and the lighthouse,
 the latter of which graces the cover of the first UNDP Global Public Goods
 volume, published in 1999. Once a lighthouse is constructed and opera
 tional, any shipping in the area of it can benefit from the warning light it
 provides (it is nonexcludable), and any ships that do benefit do not compro
 mise the access of ships coming afterward to the same benefits of warning
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 David Long and Frances Woolley 109

 (it is nonrival)?although the historical accuracy of this paradigmatic ex
 ample has been questioned.8

 Technology determines whether or not goods are nonrival and nonex
 cludable. Recent developments in information technology have made music,
 books, movies, this article?anything that can be downloaded over the Inter
 net?virtually nonrival. When exclusion is possible, as for some academic
 journals, users may pay a high price to access these nonrival goods. Yet the
 diffusion of and ready access to copying technology is seriously compro
 mising the ability of producers to exclude consumers?as the controversy
 over peer-to-peer file sharing programs and the royalties owed to musicians
 and other artists attests. At the same time, new technologies are making ex
 clusion possible where it was not before?for example, for roads (the Lon
 don congestion charge) and genetic information ("terminator genes" in
 biotechnology).

 For economists, the coincidence of both absolute nonexcludability and
 nonrivalry is what makes up pure public goods. But, as Alan Prest argued
 thirty-five years ago, "goods exhibiting both of the relevant characteris
 tics?non-rivalness in consumption and non-excludability?are likely to be
 few in number."9 Also acknowledging that pure global public goods are
 rare, Kaul and associates shift their focus to what they call impure public
 goods. These are goods that are either nonrival, but to some extent exclud
 able, or nonexcludable, but somewhat rival. Public goods is then used as an
 umbrella term for any good, service, condition, or outcome that is either
 nonexcludable or nonrival or both. "Common pool" resources?that is, re
 sources that are nonexcludable but rival (such as fisheries), so-called pub
 lic bads or "externalities" (pollution), and "club goods," which are nonrival
 up to a point but excludable (a swimming pool)?are discussed under the
 rubric of public goods.10

 In the economics literature, public goods are significant because they
 lead to market failures and so justify the government's role in addressing
 that failure. Many important social activities have public goods character
 istics, such as national defense, fire prevention, roads and other communi
 cations systems, and disease prevention. Nonexcludability means that the
 supplier of a public good runs the risk that people will use the good with
 out paying.11 This is the phenomenon of free riding and suggests that pub
 lic goods will tend to be overexploited or underproduced, there being little
 rationale for private producers to produce something whose price will tend
 to zero. Furthermore, as Larry Summers has argued with regard to knowl
 edge, it "will be under-produced if people cannot exclude others from the
 benefits and it will be under-produced even if they can because, if they can,
 they will exclude people from the benefits and then people will not be able
 to take full advantage of the benefits."12
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 While nonexcludability leads to Overexploitation, nonrivalry may be
 characterized by underuse. If a good is nonrival, and consumption of the
 provided good or services is costless to the producer, any exclusion of con
 sumers will be inefficient, since the marginal benefit consumers enjoy ex
 ceeds the marginal cost producers incur. Yet there are typically fixed costs
 associated with producing a nonrival good, which can become a barrier to
 entry for others. The economic context may be one where existing firms
 have market power and use that power to restrict supply and raise prices.
 This is especially the case in the software and pharmaceutical industries,
 where research and development costs may be very large.

 One of the principal insights of the global public goods literature is that
 growing international interdependence as a result of technological change,
 economic openness, and multilateral cooperation means a "growing number
 of national public goods have gone global."13 Public goods vary according
 to the geographic area to which they apply. For instance, lighthouses and
 traffic signals are local public goods?that is, they apply to a specific geo
 graphic area. Defense is a national public good in that it defends a particu
 lar nation against attack. Kaul, Grunberg, and Stern define global public
 goods as ones that are "quasi universal in terms of countries (covering more
 than one group of countries), people (accruing to several, preferably all,
 population groups), and generations (extending to both current and future
 generations, or at least meeting the needs of current generations without
 foreclosing development options for future generations)."14

 They argue that many erstwhile national public goods, such as financial
 stability, have become genuinely global public goods due to technological and
 policy changes commonly described through the rubric of globalization.15

 There is no firm consensus as to the list of global public goods, though
 the books by Kaul et al. list health, education and knowledge, peace and se
 curity, the environment, and a stable and open international economic
 order.16 Though some global public goods are new, others, such as "the
 atmosphere, the geostationary orbit, the electromagnetic spectrum, and the
 high seas," predate human activity.17 The global public goods concept uni
 fies a diverse collection of topics, suggesting a common collective action
 problem and large potential benefits to international cooperation.

 In general, public goods beyond and across national borders suffer from
 problems of provision like all public goods but also involve the added com
 plexity of the collective action problem among nation-states that have no
 central governing agency among or above them. Kaul and colleagues clas
 sify the various types of global public goods into global natural commons,
 such as the high seas and the atmosphere; global human-made commons,
 such as global networks, international regimes and knowledge; and global
 policy outcomes and conditions, such as peace and financial stability. The
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 David Long and Frances Wool ley 111

 problems of supply differ for each of these: first, overuse; second, underuse;
 and third, undersupply.18

 Abstraction
 The first problem with global public goods concerns what they are. Health,
 knowledge, environment?these have more than importance to human life
 in common. The items on this rather grand list are all, as Kaul and colleagues
 note, abstractions, "more conditions than concrete things. Their provision is
 thus difficult to monitor or verify."19 However, the technical difficulty of
 verification is hardly the most serious problem with the concept. In theory
 building and concept development, some measure of abstraction is a nec
 essary part of explanation, through simplification and generalization,
 though it can also result in methodological problems, including difficulties

 with operationalization.20 The persistent abstraction of global public goods
 is more serious because it serves to avoid complexity and real-world issues.21

 Ultimately, the abstraction of global public goods hides theoretical frailty
 and provides ideological cover.

 Pure public goods are rare; but those that are identified tend to be ab
 stractions. Why? Abstraction does not flow from some intrinsic quality or
 characteristic of the public goods. Rather, abstraction produces public goods
 by definition. Abstraction entails something less tangible. But because it is
 less tangible and more conceptual, it is less likely to be rival or excludable.

 Abstractions make public goods because abstractions are not exhaustible.
 For example, everyone can have health without others necessarily suffering.
 But not everyone can enjoy the concrete reality of health care. We wait (or
 pay) for surgeries precisely because health care is rival (a surgeon cannot
 operate on two people simultaneously) and excludable (a hospital can
 choose whom to admit). In the abstract, knowledge benefits everyone; yet
 patents exclude, as do educational institutions.22 In all cases, the global pub
 lic goods are hardly tangible or manipulable; or as soon as they are, they lose
 precisely the public goods character that is supposed to set them apart. The
 few global public goods examples that are concrete, such as the ozone layer,
 the electromagnetic spectrum, and orbital space, are impure public goods

 with distinctly rival aspects. For example, a geostationary orbit, which can be
 taken by anyone with the resources to put a satellite into space, is more like
 a fishery?a common pool resource that can be depleted?than a pure public
 good.23

 A reliance on abstraction is the reason for the curious and rather strained

 comparisons of "national defense and pizza" or "financial stability and air
 planes" in the public goods literature, where the public good is abstract and
 private good concrete.24 The more abstract the conceptualization, the more
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 public goods are evident; the more concrete, the more the private character
 of goods comes to the fore. Moreover, the abstract concepts are deliberately
 chosen. National defense is an abstraction associated with a specific gov
 ernment department and area of public policy. It is abstract enough to seem
 nonrival and nonexcludable, yet concrete enough to be tangible for under
 standing and amenable to public policy intervention, largely because of that
 identification with a government department. Yet this conflates the abstract
 concept of defense with the particular military policies, personnel, and
 materiel of national governments?two things that are hardly identical.

 As well as being abstract, global public goods, such as the global fi
 nancial system, international peace, and environmental sustainability, are
 usually systemic factors, whether these are conditions or outcomes. But a
 systemic factor is a public good by definition. For instance, international
 financial stability is a global public good only because and insofar as it
 applies to the whole international system. By virtue of being a system-level
 factor or characteristic, that factor must be nonrival and nonexcludable
 within that system. But this is a question of self-definition, not analysis.

 That this is simply stipulation is not the only difficulty, however. In at
 taching global public goods not just to the international financial system,
 but also to the stability of that system, a normative commitment is made to
 maintain this particular system, whether it is global capitalism, the eco
 nomic hegemony of the United States, or whatever arrangement one might
 prefer. The conservative normative element of such an argument, with its
 preference for order, is reminiscent of Hedley Bull's discussion of inter
 national order in Anarchical Society.25

 Kaul and associates do not see the abstractness of global public goods
 as a problem. They call the more abstract conditions and outcomes, such
 as peace and financial stability, final global public goods. The more con
 crete mechanisms, services, and goods that lead to these final goods, such
 as international regimes or peacekeeping missions, are labeled intermediate
 global public goods.26 By this sleight of hand, the collective provision of
 private goods or local public goods is labeled a global public good. The
 global significance of these intermediate global public goods, which are in
 fact generally club goods or local public goods at best, inheres in the asso
 ciation with the higher-order, more abstract concern. And as one tries to be
 more specific, the more private the goods become: financial stability is a
 global public good, trade regimes are club goods, forms of free trade and
 implementation of trade rules favor some more than others; peace is a
 global public good, peacekeeping missions are national or regional public
 goods, peace and order will be preferred by those in power over the rebel
 lious ethnic minority, and so on.

 This and other problems with abstraction are evident in the example of
 defense as a public good. Defense seems to be a public good, nonexcludable
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 and nonrival; everyone in a nation is in principle defended by their national
 military from attack by foreign powers. But this abstract conception is be
 side the point. When an attack occurs and active defense and practical action
 are required, because military resources are scarce, they will be deployed to
 defend some and not others. Here defense is different from a public good
 such as a firework display, which all can witnesses if they choose but which
 provides greater benefits to those who enjoy colorful explosions and fewer
 to those who do not like loud bangs. National defense is not a pure public
 good, because some people are excluded from it?for example, those living
 in undefended areas.

 The public goods literature also tends to assume that military expendi
 ture is for national defense. Yet the military establishment in some states is
 a threat to the human security of their own populations. Analyses of conflict
 find the explanation of wartime military expenditures in conflicts over re
 sources (Sudan, Congo, or Iraq) or in ethnic or ideological conflicts (Rwanda,
 Bosnia, or Iraq). From the perspective of the international community, a
 protracted civil war, waged about and through control of the country's dia
 mond resources, is not a public good.

 In peacetime, the military resources of a country act as passive defense
 or, better said, a deterrent to future attack. Thus, strictly speaking, deter
 rence, not defense, is the public good. But the problem with this line of
 argument is that it is nearly impossible to determine whether deterrence
 works, as the national security threats that are averted by deterrence efforts
 are unobservable. We observe incidents only when deterrence fails. By con
 trast, active defense is measurable but also excludable and rival.27

 Taking a global viewpoint, however, national defense looks more like a
 local public good or a private good of the nation concerned. Ruben Mendez
 has argued that peace and security are the global public goods rather than
 defense.28 If international peace and security are considered the global pub
 lic goods, it is not clear to what extent national military spending actually
 achieves or is even directed toward the global public good. The security
 dilemma means that military expenditures by one nation may reduce the
 security of its neighbor. The confrontation of militaries is a source or at
 least an indication of global insecurity rather than security.

 Furthermore, it is hardly a compelling argument to say that military
 spending is the only or best way of achieving peace and security. There are
 diplomatic, political, economic, and other means. And peacetime defense
 spending is determined by more than simply peace and security impera
 tives. Public spending on the military is generally the result of a complex
 process and frequently involves pork-barreling elements such as the use of
 military bases as a job creation strategy or the location of bases in the home
 districts of influential legislators. As with much government spending and
 policy priorities, this is hardly the stuff of public goods.

This content downloaded from 143.107.26.62 on Thu, 19 Sep 2019 14:45:00 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms
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 Alternatively, military spending on peacekeeping and other peace sup
 port missions could be considered a contribution to a global public good, as
 Mendez claims. Yet peace support operations?their occurrence, makeup,
 mandate, location?have been shaped by the self-interested motivations of
 troop-contributing countries and the UN Security Council, especially the
 Permanent Five, which decide on such operations (or regional organizations
 where those have had the jurisdiction and political will and capacity to act).
 Thus, the distinction between war-fighting and peacekeeping militaries and
 the different contributions to public goods can be difficult to make.

 Such theoretical problems are compounded by the ideological effect of
 abstraction.29 The use of abstract terms works to obfuscate private and pub
 lic goods and legitimates certain private goods while delegitimating others.

 With respect to peace, abstraction works ideologically because it obfuscates
 power and distributional issues at the heart of concrete situations in world
 politics and the global economy. Charles Kindleberger, for example, gives
 the exploitation and domination of powerful interests a free ride when he
 asserts that there are "occasions when the world suffers from the under

 production of the public good of stability, not because of greedy vested in
 terests and domination or exploitation, but because of the principle of the
 free rider."30 If we follow Kindleberger, we accept the vested interests of
 the powerful, because, as we know from reading E. H. Carr, the interests
 of the powerful are synonymous with the interests of the system as a whole.
 Instead, we should ask if international peace and economic stability really
 are global public goods, then whose peace is being stabilized, and on whose
 terms? Is this peace under the hegemony of the United States or with high
 levels of military spending? Is it peace with justice and without structural
 as well as overt violence? Kaul et al. would like to address such issues in

 their notion of global public goods, but to do so they must go through in
 tellectual gymnastics, twisting the meaning of access and of public in order
 to bring distributional issues to the fore.31

 Incoherence
 While advocates have adopted and modified public goods for international
 affairs, they have neglected a basic incoherence at the heart of the concept.
 The idea of public goods confounds two concepts?nonrivalry and nonex
 cludability?that are analytically and practically distinct; it is not a single
 concept but rather two distinct notions. This is a problem because non
 excludability and nonrivalry are only loosely related. Whereas private
 goods are, in theory and in practice, both rival and excludable,32 the same
 is not true of the superficially opposite concept, public goods; although
 public goods are theoretically both nonrival and nonexcludable, in practice
 many goods are either nonrival but excludable, or nonexcludable but rival.
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 A pure concept that does not appear in practice very often need not,
 however, be irrelevant. According to scholars as diverse as Milton Fried
 man and Kenneth Waltz, pure analytical concepts aid understanding be
 cause they focus on significant causes and eliminate sundry "noise." In eco
 nomics, perfect competition, or in physics, frictionless motion, are pure
 forms (or ideal types) rarely if ever reached, yet the concepts aid under
 standing and explanation.33

 Unfortunately, the global public goods concept is not pure in this way:
 not only are nonrival and nonexcludable characteristics theoretically dis
 tinct, they appear separately in practice, and the policy implications that fol
 low from each are different. This is why global public goods seem to suffer
 such a bewildering range of deficiencies; those that Kaul et al. identify in
 clude undersupply, oversupply, underprovision, and underutilization.34 The
 lack of coherence in this range of problems follows from an incoherent core
 concept.

 The contrasting issues of environment and knowledge illustrate this
 point. With respect to the environment, the problem of Overexploitation of
 common pool resources occurs because, although these resources are non
 excludable, they are rival; if they were not, further consumption would be
 costless. It is precisely because we cannot endlessly trawl for fish, cannot
 keep sending more and more satellites into (geostationary) orbit, and so on,
 that we need policy analysis and action. Given the character of the policy
 problem in terms of the rivalry of consumption, combining analysis under
 the same heading as factors that are nonrival is simply confusing.

 Meanwhile, the international controversy over patents and intellectual
 property, highlighted in the dispute over the inclusion of Trade Related
 Aspects of Intellectural Property Rights (TRIPs) in the World Trade Orga
 nization (WTO), exists because knowledge is excludable. If it were not, the
 "ownership" of seeds or genetic sequencing information would be open to all
 rather than fought over by biotechnology multinationals, development groups,
 or indigenous and other activists. Especially in the developing world, one
 can see the introduction of genetically modified seeds as a way of privatiz
 ing the commons. What was once open to all is now restricted, a circum
 stance exacerbated by the creation of so-called terminator seeds.35 Here
 again, even if the knowledge is nonrival, the importance of the issue is a
 consequence of the development of excludability and thus of privatization.
 To mix this up with factors that are nonexcludable is to court confusion.

 While conflating nonrival and nonexcludable elements is an error, con
 sidering the issues separately has benefits. To begin with, there are well
 developed literatures in each instance. An "externality" is a general term
 that refers to any situation where the actions of one agent affect others in

 ways that are not transmitted through market prices, pollution being a clas
 sic example. The advantage of externality theory is that it can apply to any
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 nonexcludable good, whether rival or nonrival,36 including the global en
 vironmental and other common pool resources. Consequently, externality
 theory is more general: as Kaul and associates note in passing, a pure pub
 lic good can be seen as just a special type of externality.37 Indeed, it could
 be argued that it is in the understanding of cross-border externalities, such
 as pollution, resources depletion, and health, that the UNDP global public
 goods collections do their most useful economic policy work.38

 Likewise, substantial insights into the economics of nonrival goods can
 be gained from the analysis of clubs, the theory of natural monopoly, or the
 economics of information. Club goods can, together with the economics of
 information, explain the benefits and coordination problems likely to arise
 from the establishment of international regimes for trade. A natural monop
 oly occurs in industries where there are large initial or fixed costs but low
 marginal costs. As a result, an established firm will have lower costs and be
 able to dominate the market, eliminating competition, reducing supply, and
 raising prices. Natural monopoly explains the concerns at the heart of, for
 example, debates of intellectual property. The substantial initial research
 and development expenditures in industries such as software or pharma
 ceuticals are a significant barrier to entry?and this barrier allows manu
 facturers to charge prices substantially higher than the production costs.
 Recognizing the monopolistic nature of certain intellectual property rules
 allows us to recognize the real risk that nonrival but excludable knowledge
 will be underused, and a few powerful firms and states that control this
 knowledge can appropriate a portion of the benefits that flow from it.

 We might try to avoid the difficulties with conflation by considering
 only pure public goods. The problem is that the specific nature of pure pub
 lic goods as a core concept renders them marginal at best. It might be inter
 esting to have a theory for the special subset of nonexcludable goods that
 happen to be nonrival also, but surely there are too few such goods to justify
 giving it a major place in our analysis, unless we are looking for a theory of
 lighthouses and their international parallels. Kaul and colleagues do indeed
 note in passing that a pure public good can be seen as just a special type of
 externality. Yet they proceed to develop the umbrella concept rather than ex
 amine the specific analytical issues at stake.

 The global response to the prospect of avian flu illustrates a number of
 the problems with public goods and advantages of other analytical frame
 works. As a communicable disease, avian flu is to some degree nonexclud
 able. It is also nonrival; or, rather better, there are certain network exter
 nalities, meaning that the more people that "consume" the virus, the more
 likely any individual person will be to consume it, too. But the global pub
 lic good of health involves the treatment of the virus or the prevention of
 illness. Treatment with, for example, nursing care or medications such as
 Tamiflu, and prevention through immunization, requires the development
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 of knowledge and the provision of medicines, both of which are excludable
 and the latter of which is rival. These are distinct problems, with distinct
 policy implications and solutions. Leaving aside the bizarreness of the ideas
 of a virus as a commodity and an avian flu epidemic as a "good," setting
 health within a global public goods framework blurs rather than sharpens
 analysis.

 Conclusion: Analytical Deficiencies, Rhetorical Gains
 While the prominence of the concept of global public goods seems to have
 faded somewhat since 9/11, it has remained current and popular in aca
 demic and policy circles despite the analytical deficiencies we have identi
 fied. But the erstwhile fashion for global public goods has more to do with
 persuasion than explanation. From a rhetorical point of view, conflation,
 abstraction, and incoherence are positively advantageous, because they
 bring together loosely related ideas and rally people with different under
 standings of an abstract concept to a common cause. It is the basis of rally
 ing cries like this from Kaul et al.: "At the end of the day, common con
 cerns bind all people. Everyone wants to participate in a fair, stable global
 market economy. Everyone seeks an end to diseases such as HIV/AIDS and
 tuberculosis. Everyone hopes to benefit from nature. And everyone desires
 peace. Such issues also bind nations."39

 But such banalities belong in a political manifesto, not a piece of ana
 lytical research. UN declarations and goals are ideals not very different from
 political manifestos. As such, they are necessarily rhetoric?as are interna
 tional instruments and treaties. So our critique is as important for the imple

 menters at the national level?that is, government policymakers?as it is for
 UN representatives.40 Still, the poverty of the global public goods concept is
 revealed by the range of issues encompassed, which resemble the incoherent
 wish lists that the UN has been trotting out in various forms for decades.

 A good deal of the attraction of global public goods lies in the not-so-in
 nocent term itself. Public goods has a positive connotation while common
 pool resources or natural monopoly are less attractive-sounding ideas. In ad
 dition, the association of global public goods with economic theory is of im
 portance. Kaul and her colleagues have increasingly and overtly left the orig
 inal economic analysis behind, supplementing the idea with concepts and
 theory from sociology, political science, and other disciplines. But the eco
 nomic concept is nevertheless still deployed as a signifier or as a persuasive
 technique, an example of what Donald McCloskey called economic rhetoric.41

 Robert Cox suggested that theory is always for someone and for some
 purpose.42 The public goods concept works for some economists as an eco
 nomic rationale for government, though this can lead to anything from a
 defense of the role of government per se to an advocacy of a particular lim
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 ited set of government functions.43 For officials and researchers associated
 with UN agencies, as Malloch Brown has suggested, "the concept of global
 public goods?or bads?tells us that we are not facing myriad problems
 and that disparate crises are not erupting for different reasons in nearly
 every sphere. Rather, we are facing just one major challenge: how to re
 think and reorient public policymaking to catch up with today's new reali
 ties of interdependence and globalization."44 The concept gives a simple ra
 tionale for the activities of those associated with UN agencies and lends a
 sense of cohesion to the set of diverse issues they face and the policies and
 coordination that will be required to address those issues. But it is termi
 nology modified to fit the exigencies of international public policy rather
 than explanatory theory.

 Global public goods may provide intellectual succor to confused, over
 whelmed, and besieged public policy practitioners and analysts. For some
 researchers and officials in the international policy community, it appears to
 supply anew a justification for the existence and activities of the UN and
 the international policy community more generally. It frames a question and
 even suggests an answer with regard to issues in international public policy
 that the UN or one of its agencies is looking for?a rationale for UN and/or
 international NGO involvement, coordination, control, or direction in a host

 of public policy domains. For Kaul, this means international policy innova
 tion, including the participation of stakeholders beyond simply the United
 Nations.45 But we should not be deceived: this is a "UN-plus" framework?
 the United Nations conceived as a preeminent actor in the world of global
 public goods, as overseer or coordinator, if not provider.

 Unfortunately, the answer is too simple: the analysis provided in the
 public goods literature can at best identify a collective action problem; it
 does not supply a solution. We know that markets can fail when goods are
 nonrival or nonexcludable, and this creates a possible niche for government
 or, as Kaul suggests, the public; but governments (or the public) are made
 up of agents with their own interests, sometimes selfish ones. Governments
 (or the public), like anyone else, are confronted with information problems
 and free-riding tendencies that have to be overcome in order to succeed
 where the market fails. The rationale for government intervention or pub
 lic control or oversight assumes rather than demonstrates that this will suc
 ceed where markets fail. The public, and the governments elected by them,
 can be myopic, self-interested, and imperfectly informed, as much as they
 can be far-sighted, altruistic, and well informed. And this is all the more
 true for global public goods in the complex and loosely regulated environ

 ment of international affairs. The really interesting and important questions
 are how governments or civil society can overcome the lack of knowledge
 about both the costs and benefits of producing global public goods, tran
 scend free-riding tendencies, and provide goods that citizens value.
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 In sum, the global public goods concept is not an analytical panacea.
 It is conceptually incoherent and overly abstract. There are already existing
 economic theories of externalities and natural monopolies that are more
 powerful explanations of the specific situations that the global public goods
 literature generalizes about. It would be better to advance the specific
 analysis of nonexcludable and nonrival goods in the international system
 without the distraction of the rhetorically attractive, but practically mar
 ginal, example of global public goods. ?

 Notes
 David Long is professor of international affairs at Carleton University in Ottawa,
 Canada. He is the author of Towards a New Liberal Internationalism, and has writ
 ten many papers on international theory and on the European Union. Frances Wool
 ley is professor of economics at Carleton University. She has published on public
 policy toward households, economics of the family, and feminist economics. The
 authors would like to thank the Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council
 of Canada for providing funding for this project and Simon Dalby for his comments
 on an earlier draft.
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