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shou ld be de termin ed through po litica l argu me nt a nd 
compromise. Economic fadors are important, of 
course; th ey may not be decisive but th ey should be 
take n into acco unt. T hese economists conte nd, more­
ove r, tha t th e regul a tory agencies should do th e w ill of 
the legis latu re at the least social cos t. 

Econo mi sts o f the second kind be li eve that cos t­
be nefi t analysis can take the values, argume nts, and 
convictions o f c it ize ns into accoun t . Th ese economis ts 
some tim es try to es timate moral and e thi ca l va lu es o n 
th e bas is of market data, for exa m ple, by looking a t 
prices pa id for prope rty in the range of a protected 
species. T he prim ary technique, however, is to ask 
c itize ns how mu ch th ey are w illing to pay for the 
sa ti s fac tio n of knowing that th e government has 
acted cons is te ntl y wi th some principle, for exa mple, to 
prese rve w ilde rness. Even if citi zens would pay o nl y a 
few dollars each for these moral "sa ti s factio ns," th e 
aggregate sum might be very s ubsta ntial. 

Thi s approach to cos t-ben efit an alysis-which 
rega rds th e idea ls and as piration s of citizens as 
"ex te rna liti es" consum e r marke ts have failed to 
"price"-res ts on th ree mi stakes. First, it allows 
economis ts to jus ti fy v irtuall y an y po licy at all or its 
opposite, fo r it is easy to find "fragil e" va lues, "in­
tang ibles," and "mo rali sms," to support almost any 
pos ition. 

Thi s ambitio us approach to cos t-be ne fit analys is 
res ts a lso o n w ha t philosoph ers ca ll a category­
mis take. Th is is a mis take one makes in desc ribing an 
obj ect in te rm s tha t do not appropriate ly apply to it , as 
w he n one says th at the square root o f two is blue. It is 
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As the Reagan administration budget is deba ted 
in Cong ress and the media, much of the discuss ion 
concern s the relati onship between welfare and em­
ployment. The pres ident support s optional workfare 
prog rams, in which individual s tates are pe rmitted to 
require food stamp recipients to "work off" the va lue 
of food s tamps received . AFDC (Aid to Fa milies w ith 
Dependent C hildre n) recipients are already requ ired 
unde r th e WI N (Work Ince nt ive) progra m to registe r 
for and accept training and employme nt as a cond ition 
of eligibility (i f not needed at home for th e ca re of a 
young child). Such require ments h ave gene rated 
heated arg um ents for both their expansion and e lim i­
na tion , o n bo th moral and pragmatic g ro unds. 

Arguments for Work Requirements 
A fir s t arg ume nt for work require me nts, which 

may implicitly unde rlie many other arguments, is that 

R eport from the Ce nter f01" 

~&- ( 

nonsense to tes t the worth of an idea l or a principle by 
as king w ha t people a re will ing to pay for it. As well t ry 
to establis h the t ru th of a theore m by asking w hat it is 
worth, in economic te rms, to math ematicia ns . No­
body asks econo mis ts how much t hey are w illing to 
pay for their view that cost-ben efit a nalysis should 
form the basis of reg ulatory policy. No, the views of 
economis ts are supposed to be judged on the merits 
not priced at the margin . Why shouldn ' t thi s co urtesy 
ex tend to contrary opini ons as we ll? 

Third , cos t-bene fi t an alys is, in sofar as it "price s" 
ou r con victions as citizens along w ith o ur interests as 
co nsume rs, confuses the economic w ith th e political 
process. Pol itical decis ions have to be cos t-consciou s; 
th ey need to take economic factors into account. But 
th is does no t reduce th em to economic decis ions . To 
th ink o therwise w ould be to suggest th at economic 
"experts" should take the place of elected re presen ta­
tives as interpreters of th e pu blic interes t. Th is would 
replace de mocracy w ith a ki nd of technocracy. It 
wo uld deprive us of o ur mos t che ri shed po litical 
rights. 

Confl ict in o ur socie ty involves ideolog ical con­
tradiction as well as econom ic compe tition . Th e one 
ca nnot be unde rs tood in ter ms of or redu ced to the 
o ther . Cost-benefit analys is may be used to g ive us 
information about valu es fo r w hich markets exis t and 
are appropriate . But thi s use is limited. We must 
otherw ise rely on poli tical argum ent and co mpromi se 
in Congress end ing in a vo te and no t resort to cos t­
bene fit anal ys is te rmin ating in a bo ttom line. 

- Ma rk Sagoff 

Workfare? 

a welfare recipient owes somethin g to society in 
exchange for a gu arantee o f subsistence. On this 
v iew, food stamps, hou sing ass istance, and th e like are 
pri vileges extend ed by th e tax pay ing public to the 
indigent, and it is only fair th at those co nfe rring a 
privilege should be able to se t condi tions governing its 
receipt. 

A second clu ste r of a rguments appeals to the 
ma ny be nefit s to be obtained through a system of 
work requirements: 

(1 ) Betrefits fa other, more 1Ieedy recipients. If we assum e 
th at the welfa re budge t is re la ti vely fi xed, a g reater 
number of recipie nts mea ns a smaller share for each . 
If the welfa re pie is s liced thin enough , th e needies t 
reCipients may be threa tened w ith in adequate bene­
fit s. If able recipie nts are required to work in the 
regular labor market, the ir wages free w elfare funds 
to aid their needier fellows . (The crealion of public 
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service jobs, however, may actua ll y raise rather than 
lower welfare costs.) Baruch Brody, chairman of the 
philosophy department at Rice Univers ity, argues 
that this alone shou ld justify imposing such require­
ments: "In a jus t society the sole goal of the 
requirements to seek work and accept it is to make 
more available to those who are truly needy." 

2) Resforafi on of equity . AFDC recipients are a 
favored target for the imposition of work require­
ments. The AFDC program was originally instituted 
to permit mothers deprived of male support-usually 
widows-to remain at home to care for their children. 
But as more and more mothers work outside the 
home, this objective has seemed increasingly unfair to 
middle- and lower-income taypayers . James A. 
Rotherham, Deputy Associate Director for Human 
Resource Programs on the House Budget Committee, 
points out that" AFDC recipients with ch ildren under 
age six are not expected to work outside the home 
even though more than one-third of the women in the 
general population with ch ildren under age six do 
work outside the home./I Many of these working 
mothers regret that economic necessity forces them 
to abandon traditional roles. They also resent subsi­
dizing other mothers' full-time child care. Work 
requirements are perceived as reducing the overall tax 
burden whi le restoring fairness between the two 
groups of mothers. 

3) Benefits 10 working welfare recipients fhemselves. Work 
requirements are also claimed to bring considerable 
gain to the workers themselves. Many welfare fami ­
lies remain below the poverty level, and any move 
toward their economic self-sufficiency is to be wel­
comed. As Martha H. Phillips, Assistant Minority 
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Counsel of the Committee on Ways and Means in th e 
U.S. House of Representatives, observes: "A young 
woman or teenager w ith severa l sma ll child ren can 
look forward only to a li fe of being ground down by 
the we lfare system, inadequate income, and eventua l 
unemployab ility years hence when her youngest 
childre n are grown if she does not find employment 
now." T he benefits of work are psycholog ica l as we ll 
as economic. Active participation in the work force is a 
source of pride and sa ti sfac tion, and wor k is an 
important ingred ient in positive self-image and 
morale. 

4) Benefits fo welfnrc cl,iltlrell. The children of work­
ing welfare recipients benefit from the add itional 
income their parents bring home and the broader 
opportunities it makes possible. Th ey also ben efit 
from having "the cycle of dependency" broken, by 
ha ving as role models parents who are attai ning se lf­
sufficiency. 

Arguments Against Work Requirements 
Opponents of work requirem ents reply that 

welfare is not a privilege for w hich la bor is owed in 
pay ment, but a righf. Brod y insis ts, "Our fundamental 
assumption is th at we lfare is a right of the indigent, 
and not a privilege, so no appeal to the rights­
privileges distinction can justify enforcement of the 
work requirement." 

They charge furthermore that work require­
ments will not in fact provide any of the benefits cited 
by the ir defenders, because work requirements 
simply don't work. The indigent are for the most part 
uneducated and unskilled, unable to compete in the 
private market or to perform public service jobs of any 
great value. Thus their work is unlikely to provide any 
saving s in government expenditures. (The workfa re 
plan has not been ass igned any savings value at all by 
the administration.) Taxpayers will not gain, except in 
smug self-righteousness, and fellow welfare recip­
ient s would not have gained under the current sys tem 
anyway, since any savings would not have been 
divided up among the needy. 

The benefit to the workers and their families is 
also dubious. Phillips notes, " It is doubtful that the 
family wi ll come out ahead financially, at least in the 
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short run ." This is especially true under the adminis­
tration's proposa ls, w hi ch ca ll for reduci ng ass istance 
to the work ing poor, th ereby penali zing th em eco­
nomica lly for their efforts. Since most public serv ice 
jobs are " make work" jobs w ith no realistic future , 
th ey are not mea ningful o r sa tisfying e nough to 
provide an y psychologica l rewards to we lfare families. 

Finall y, oppone nts of work requirements argue 
th at they punish the vic tim s of inju s tice or di sc rimi ­
nati on for t heir poverty or unemploy ment, holdin g 
th em respons ible for social conditions for wh ich th ey 
are not to blame. Norman Daniel s, Associate Pro­
fessor of Phil osophy at Tufts Universi ty, argues that 
in a society that is se rious ly unjust, as h e takes ours to 
be, "the assig nm ent of respo nsibility-eve n blame­
worthiness- to those w ho fail to work see ms highl y 
pro ble matic . It is ce r tainly pro blematic w hen jobs are 
sca rce or unavailable, and it rema ins proble matic 
w he n availab le jobs are h ard, burdensome, unrewa rd ­
ing, and often dead-end . . We may be making the 
wors t-o ff mem bers of a society pay tw ice for the ir 
ci rcu msta nces." 

Ro th e rha m agrees. The poores t groups in 
America - blacks, Hispanics, and women - are t he 
groups mos t discr imin ated agains t in our society. 
"The fact th a t welfare is a form of co mpensa tion to 
victim s of di sc rimination lbecomes] in creasingly evi­
de nt. Viewed fr om this perspec tive, th e em pha sis on 
work requirements . ma y be misplaced. An ex­
treme categori za tion of the work feature s. is that 
th ey bla me th e victim fo r the crime." 

Conclusions 
Ma n y defe nd ers of work requ ire ments hold th at 

welfare is a pri vil ege for w hich payme nt is owed in 
re t urn; oppo nen ts cla im it is a right. But it may be the 
case tha t welfare is both a right and that someth ing is 
owed fo r it in re turn . Many right s a re contingen t 
upo n one's respec ting the rights of others. The right 
to be assured a minimal level of well-being may 
likewise be co ntingent upon the res ponsibility to 
assist others in need if able to do so. Henry Aa ro n, 
Sen ior Fell ow at th e Brookings In s titution, exp lains: 
"Th e argum ent that a wo rk require ment const itutes 
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Duties Beyond Borders is a book about compromise. 
Confronted w ith the grim realities of contemporary 
interna tional relations, Stanley Hoffma nn raises 
Kant's question: ca n one be a moral politician, " who 
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' forced labor' res ts on the presumption h(ll}' tha t t he 
government ought to provide a gua rantee agai ns t 
des ti t ution ami th at not hing sho uld be expected in 
re turn from the be nefi ciaries fo r that guarantee . 
The idea that . nothing is ex pected in return for 
such a guarantee seems to me to have ve ry lit t le 
j us tifica tion ." 

Th e second charge, that work requirement s don ' t 
work, see ms more se ri ous. If work require ments are 
to meet the goals of benefitin g needier indi vidual s and 
allowing workers to beco me self-s ufficient, s teps 
must be taken to ensure that th e work performed is 
indeed of som e genuine wort h a nd that revenues 
received from it are indeed ret urn ed to the welfare 
pool. Ma npower programs like WIN are specifically 
de signed to meet this firs t condition, by aiding in the 
development of marke table ski ll s, and a full 20 percent 
of AFDC recipients leave the ro lls as a result of 
in creased earnings. The second condition is not met at 
present, thu s considerably undermining the justice of 
current work requirements. Surely at the very lea st, 
work requirements should not be imposed at the same 
t ime that job training programs are cut or curtailed, 
and workers should not be financially penalized for 
their co ntributions. 

Finally, it seems indisputable th at the poorest 
members of our socie ty are all too often the victims of 
racial, sex ual , and linguis tic discrimination. But work 
requirements constitute a punishment for society's 
victi ms only if work itse lf is a punishment. But thi s 
n eed not be the case, unless th e work required is 
exceptio nally soul-wearying . Th e Spa nish philoso­
pher and theologian Miguel de Unamuno wrote, 
"That saying, ' In the sweat of th y face shalt thou eat 
bread,' does not mean that God condemned man to 
work. . . It would have been no co ndemnation to 
have condemned' man to work itself, fo r work is the 
only practical consola tion fo r having bee n born. " 

Thr virws of Bnrllch Brody, Jllmrs A. ROlhrrhllm. Mllrtlrll H. Phil/i,lS, 
Normlln Orwirls, ami Hrnry Allron nrt dra wlt fro m Ilrtir COlllrihllliO!ls 10 
Income Support: C onceptual and Po licy Issues (Totowll, N.].: 
ROWIIIIl '1 Ilnd Liltltfirld, 1981), n {o l/u tion of m ll ys by ll/lilosoplirrs, socin/ 
scirnlisls , Illl/l polirymnker5 011 iss lies iu IIII' rUllrrilig we/fart-rrform drhall'. 
To order, see p. 15. 

employs the principles of politica l prude nce in such a 
way that they ca n coex ist w ith morals"? Hi s response 
is a ca ut ious, qua lified optimism. In every area of 
international diplomacy, the s tatesman is caught in a 
vicious w eb of incompatible obliga tions and interests. 
But "the duty of the mora l politician is to turn the evil 
circle gradually into an ascending spi ral." 

T wo compromises emerge from Hoffma nn's dis­
cussion as central. The fir s t bridges the idealis tic de­
mand s of morality and th e realities of international 
competition, the ends toward w hich we aspire and the 
means of attaining the m. In the domain of inter-
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