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“Free riding”, used as a term of description, refers to the taking of a jointly produced benefit without contributing towards its production. Used as a term of criticism, it refers to the wrongful failure to contribute towards the joint production of benefits one receives. On either usage, the central interest of moral philosophy in free riding is the same. This is to specify the conditions under which not contributing towards the joint production of benefits one receives is wrong, and to explain why.

Accompanying this central interest is a pair of questions about the reasons against free riding – questions about their breadth and depth. Once we have identified the conditions under which free riding behaviour is wrong, we want to know how broadly they apply. One claim is that the case against free riding provides a grounding for POLITICAL OBLIGATION. On this view, the state’s entitlement to compel citizens’ obedience to its AUTHORITY derives from its entitlement to compel us to contribute towards the benefits we receive from it. The other question concerns how deep within morality anti-free-riding principles lie. Are they derivative from more fundamental moral principles, or do they themselves lie at the foundation of morality?
§1  The “Principle of Fairness”
Recent attempts to specify the conditions under which free riding behaviour is wrong take as their starting-point a pair of influential suggestions by H.L.A. HART and John RAWLS. According to what Hart (1955: 185) calls the principle of “mutuality of restrictions”:

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.
Rawls’s (1971: 111-12) development of this idea is “the principle of fairness”:
a person is required to do his part as defined by the rules of an institution when two conditions are met: first, the institution is just (or fair), that is, it satisfies the two principles of justice; and second, one has voluntarily accepted the benefits of the arrangement or taken advantage of the opportunities it offers to further one's interests. 

Rawls’s more careful formulation restricts Hart’s principle in two significant ways. First, it is restricted to institutions which are themselves fairly structured. An extortionate scheme set up for the benefit of a small clique does not create obligations of compliance on those whom it happens to benefit. The second restriction is to cases in which a benefit has been voluntarily accepted, or the beneficiary has taken advantage of opportunities offered by the scheme; Hart talks simply of receiving a benefit. Whether this second restriction is required has been a topic of much further discussion: it is examined further below.

The other central issue of debate has been a point on which Hart is clearer than Rawls. Hart talks of a right that compliers have to the compliance of other beneficiaries; Rawls talks more vaguely of a requirement to do one’s part. Hart seems to imply that we can enforce payment from the beneficiaries of such schemes; Rawls is less clear.

These issues concern Hart and Rawls’s treatment of formal institutions with explicit rules. Less widely discussed has been the question to what range of informal cases a moral requirement against free riding extends. For example, in an art gallery that requests a $5 donation from visitors, am I wrongly free riding if I view the collections without donating? More informally still, what if no request is made, but I know the gallery is sustained by private donations?
§2  Political Obligation

There has been recurrent interest in the project of grounding political obligation – the obligation to recognize and obey the authority of the political state – in an anti-free-riding principle. Hart made this claim of his “mutuality of restrictions” principle. Although Rawls (1964) had begun by following Hart in this project, he then abandoned it. Rawls (1971) claims that the principle of fairness grounds obligations, such as the obligation to keep one’s promises. Duties of political obedience are distinguished from obligations, and treated as having a different source (see DUTY AND OBLIGATION).

The grounds Rawls had for changing his mind are the ones that distinguish his principle from Hart’s. The benefits conferred by the state are “compulsory”: one cannot (without excessive cost) avoid receiving them. And the state claims an entitlement to force people to pay for them. It is these two features that are emphasized by Nozick (1974) in opposing Hart’s proposed grounding for political obligation. He parodies Hart’s principle with examples of gangs throwing books into people’s houses and then demanding payment, and enthusiasts setting up a public address system to entertain the neighbourhood and then demanding that others take turns as disc jockey. When a compulsory benefit is forced on you, Nozick argues, there is no unfairness in refusing to pay for it: on the contrary, it is those extorting the payment who act unfairly.

Despite this, there has been a recent revival of interest in Hart’s project of grounding political obligation in an anti-free-riding principle. Its defenders have sought to emphasize the differences between the kind of extortionate behaviour parodied in Nozick’s examples, and the sort of situation in which demanding payment for an unsolicited benefit seems much more reasonable. If our village is under threat from tigers, and it is proposed that we all help to collect wood to build a protective fence, then it seems much more plausible to claim that my refusal to contribute is unfair. This kind of case still involves a compulsory benefit, but differs from Nozick’s examples in several significant-looking respects. The benefits clearly outweigh their cost for each contributor, benefits and costs are distributed fairly, and the benefits are nonexcludable: they can only be produced in a way that makes them available to anyone if they are made available to everyone. Moreover, there is no way of making the receipt of them voluntary: the protective fence can only be produced as a compulsory benefit, unlike the goods in Nozick’s examples.

Nozick’s critics claim that these differences are significant because of their relevance to whether it is reasonable to impose demands for payment on beneficiaries. Their thought is that, if I deliberated with others in good faith about the principles by which our interaction with each other should be guided, without claiming special privileges for myself, I must accept that requiring each of us to contribute to building the fence is reasonable. It is unreasonable to propose that we should go without protection when the cost to each of us is so small, and unreasonable to require the cost to be distributed onto others, exempting me. The situation is different in Nozick’s examples: there, it is reasonable to insist that benefits of these kinds should be made subject to voluntary agreements.

If this approach is to be extended to justifying political obligation, a stronger claim must be supported. That I am behaving unreasonably does not yet justify others in using force against me. Perhaps the others should simply build their fence and treat me with disdain as a free rider. To justify the use of coercion, the train of thought will need to be extended as follows. When a collectively produced good is important enough, and it is not reasonable to think that we will succeed in producing it without the use of coercive sanctions to enforce cooperation, it may be reasonable to adopt a scheme for producing the good that is backed by such sanctions. According to the revivers of Hart’s project, this is true of important collective goods secured by the state.

This line of argument needs much elaboration and supplementation in order to be convincing.  It needs to respond to the point that it is far from obvious that every citizen to whom claims of political obligation are addressed does receive a net benefit from the state. More fundamentally, it is objected that an argument from reasonable co-deliberation is unpersuasive as an attempt to establish the legitimacy of using force against those who prefer to be left alone. Perhaps if I were concerned to join the rest of the group, that would commit me to standards of reasonableness in engaging with others. But if I prefer not to associate myself with a group that claims authority over me, can I not complain that it is question-begging for them to invoke the terms of reasonable association within their group as a justification for compelling me to join in? (see LIBERTARIANISM)
§3  Harmless Wrongdoing

Free riding involves the consumption of goods that are jointly produced. Such goods often display two other kinds of jointness – jointness in supply and jointness in consumption – and when they do, this also seems morally significant (see PUBLIC GOODS). Speaking broadly, kinds of jointness in supply are ways in which supplying a good to anyone means supplying it to everyone. This broad idea can be made more precise in several different ways, two of which have been mentioned above: compulsoriness and nonexcludability. Kinds of jointness in consumption (speaking equally broadly) are ways in which one person’s consumption of a good does not impinge on others. One way in which this can be true is when it is “nonrival”: one person's consumption does not diminish the benefits available to anyone else from consuming the same good. For example, if I sneak into a private theatre without paying and watch the performance, I might impede no other theatregoer’s enjoyment (indeed, I might enhance it, if I clap at the right times).

Free riding does not always involve the consumption of nonrival goods. If I help myself to the tea bags in the staff common room without putting any money in the kitty, there are fewer tea bags available for other people. But often it does. When I ride on public transport without paying, no one else is prevented from riding. When I avoid paying council taxes but still leave my rubbish to be collected, yours is still collected.

In these cases, free riding seems not to HARM anyone. So if it is wrong, it is a way of doing wrong without doing harm. Either it wrongs other people without harming them, or it is a way of acting wrongly without wronging anyone. How could this be true?


One might respond by rejecting that question – maintaining that free riding is never harmless. The cost of providing public transport or council services is proportional to the number of service users, and is borne by those who pay. So if I use the service without paying, either the average cost of the service goes up or its average quality goes down. Perhaps the difference is not perceptible, but that does not mean I have no impact: I produce an imperceptible harm.


However, even if that is correct, it needs to be supplemented. Suppose there are imperceptible harms: given their imperceptibility, we need an explanation of why they should matter. If my actions will not perceptibly affect others, how can they be wrong? To answer this, it is natural to look in another direction – to something one might say whether one thinks that free riding produces imperceptible harm or no harm at all. This is the answer suggested by Rawls: the wrongness of free riding is its unfairness. The free rider arrogates a special privilege to himself – the privilege of taking a good without paying – while relying for the existence of that good on others’ willingness to pay. You can treat other people unfairly without harming them.
§4  Questions of Justification

Identifying free riding as unfair is the start of the task of explaining its wrongness, however, not the end. What is it about unfairness of this kind that makes it wrong? Answering this question carefully is the only reliable way to defend a fully satisfactory account of exactly which forms of conduct should be classified as wrongful free riding.


Answers to this question – the question of what ultimately justifies claims about the wrongness of free riding – are importantly constrained by the observation that free riding can be harmless. We can begin by noticing that this makes act-consequentialist approaches to  explaining its wrongness unhelpful (see CONSEQUENTIALISM). That harmless free riding is wrong does not itself compel the rejection of act-consequentialism, but it means that its wrongness cannot be explained by reference to its being detrimental to the welfare of the people of whom the free rider takes advantage. Rather, an act-consequentialist must say that my taking goods for which I have not paid (under certain conditions) is itself a bad feature of a situation. But that simply leaves this value-claim as what stands in need of explanation.

Beyond this, four main justificational suggestions seem more potentially helpful. A rule-consequentialist might invoke the good consequences of practices of contribution towards collective actions of goods-production. Theorists in the Kant-influenced contractualist tradition might plausibly invoke requirements of contribution as the object of agreement between parties who are committed to living with each other on terms of openness and respect (see CONTRACTUALISM). The earlier talk of the attitudes it is reasonable to take towards provision for our collective needs readily invites a theoretical development along these contractualist lines. Or, thirdly, it might be suggested that an Aristotelian grounding can be given for prohibitions on free riding – one that appeals to a willingness to contribute to worthwhile joint activities as an essential part of our sociality, and thus as contributing to the perfection of our distinctively human nature (see ARISTOTLE).

Clearly, the merits of these suggestions depend on the plausibility of these three general normative moral theories – they can only succeed in grounding the wrongness of free riding if they succeed in grounding the whole of morality. Other proposals seeking to derive the wrongness of free riding from a different foundation for morality could be considered. However, there is another possibility that is also worth taking seriously. This is that there is more than one foundational principle or norm from which the substance of morality derives, and that a norm of contributing to worthwhile collective activities is one of those foundations for morality. It is characteristic of a fair-minded person to accept the facts that we ought collectively to do something, and that our doing it requires individuals like her to contribute to our doing it, as themselves providing her with reasons for doing it. A view that deserves to be taken seriously is that the reason-giving status of those facts does not itself derive from any more fundamental part of morality. Just as, it might plausibly be suggested, accepting other people’s needs as a reason to help them is fundamental to morality – there is no deeper reason for taking others’ welfare to be practically important – the same can plausibly be claimed for the acceptance of worthwhile collective projects as giving me reasons to join in. There is no deeper reason for cooperative-spiritedness, just as there is no deeper reason for beneficence (see COOPERATION).
§5  Collective Decision-Making
As we saw, it is sometimes argued that free riding can be wrong even when the benefits for which one refuses to pay are compulsory. According to that neo-Hartian view, when the benefits are important enough (in relation to the costs of producing them), the costs are fairly distributed, and there is no feasible way to make receipt of the benefits depend on voluntary choice, it can be reasonable to impose a requirement to pay for them.


However, this list of conditions is not complete. This can be seen by asking: who decides whether each of those things is true? What if we disagree about that? If a group of you decide to implement a scheme for collectively producing a compulsory good and then impose it on me without consultation, surely that gives me grounds for complaint. Clearly, an argument for imposing such costs which appealed to what is implied by a commitment to reasonable joint deliberation would backfire. Even if a decision to institute the scheme would have been reached by deliberation of that kind, I have grounds for complaint if it has not been: in order for me to be included in the group on whose behalf the good is produced, I must be included in the deliberations of that group.

We need fair methods for making collective decisions, and the fairness of such methods has at least two aspects. They should be properly inclusive; and they should be internally structured in a way that is fair, being governed by suitably impartial procedures, and admitting only impartially acceptable reasons – not, for example, threats whose purpose is to secure privileges for some group members over others (see GROUPS, MORAL STATUS OF).

If such methods of collective decision-making are in place, then a reply is available to the question, “Who decides which goods will be produced, how to produce them, and how they will be paid for?” The answer is, “We do, collectively, by inclusive and fair procedures.” To the individual who complains that others are unfairly imposing themselves on him through the production of compulsory benefits, the group now has a reply. If we have together deliberated about what to do, following fair and inclusive procedures, then it is reasonable to require individuals to be bound by the collective decision, even when they disagree with it. Indeed, being bound by reasonable collective decision-making procedures is arguably itself a further application of the kind of fundamental moral cooperative-spirited thinking described above. To be cooperative-spirited is to be willing to playing one’s part in worthwhile collective projects. We have different opinions about which collective projects are worthwhile. But this points to the importance of fair procedures of collective deliberation as themselves constituting an important collective activity which I can be called on to support, by respecting the decisions we reach together, even when I disagree with them.
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