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O O O Income Distribution as a Public Good[

In Chapter 1 81 we add the issues of justice and equity to the matters of economic efficiency that we are
considering here. There we explain that the government may want to change the distribution of income that results
from the operation of the unregulated market on the grounds that the distribution is not fair. Before addressing that
topicl] we need to note that some economists have argued for redistribution of income on grounds that it
generates public benefits.For example[D let us say that many members of U.S.society want to eliminate hunger in
the. United States. Suppose you are willing to give$200 per year in exchange for the knowledge that people are not
going to bed hungry. Many private charities in the United States use the money they raise to feed the poor. If you
want to contributel] you can do so privately, through charity. So why do we need government involvement[]

To answer thisC] we must consider the benefits of eliminating hunger. FirstlJ it generates collective psychological
benefits] simply knowing that people are not starving helps us sleep better. Second[J eliminating hunger may
reduce disease[] and this has many beneficial effects. People who are fit and strong are more likely to stay in school
and to get and keep jobs. This reduces welfare claims and contributes positively to the economy. If people are less
likely to get sick[J insurance premiums for everyone will go down. Robberies may decline because fewer people are
desperate for money. This means that all of us are less likely to be victims of crimeld now and in the future.These
are goals that members of society may want to achieve. But just as there is no economic incentive to contribute
voluntarily to national defensel] so there is no economic incentive to contribute to private causes. If hunger is
eliminated[] you benefit whether you contributed or not the free-rider problem. At the same time[J poverty is a
huge problem and your contribution cannot possibly have any influence on the amount of national hunger the
drop-in-the-bucket problem. The goals of income redistribution may be more like national defense than like a
chicken sandwich from McDonald's. If we accept the idea that redistributing income generates a public good

[0 private endeavors may fail to do what we want them to dol] and government involvement maybe called for.
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