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 Prologue 

  The roots  of this book go down twenty years. It was the spring of 1968 
in Thailand, an insurgency was in progress in the northeastern part of 
the country, and the Thai and American governments were pouring 
resources into rural development—the Thai version of winning the 
hearts and minds of the people. Fresh out of the Peace Corps, I was 
leading the fi eldwork for a case study of four villages. We wanted to 
interview villagers about the development projects in their communi-
ties and, more generally, about what they thought of the Thai offi cials 
in their district. We wouldn’t try to force the villagers’ responses into 
multiple-choice boxes; rather, we would just let them talk and then we 
would write down what they said, however they chose to say it. 

 After a few weeks in our fi rst set of two villages, I was convinced the 
research was going to be a failure. The interviews were turning up only 
the most casual mentions of either the development projects or gov-
ernment offi cials. We weren’t going to have enough data to analyze. 
So the Thai interviewers and I tried a variety of fi xes. None worked. 
We were confi dent that the villagers were being candid with us, but 
probe as we might, the conversation kept veering away from the topics 
that were important to us. Instead, the villagers talked at length about 
the affairs of the village. Sometimes it was about the family next door, 
the price of kenaf, or the new bus service into the market town. Often 
it was about governance—not the governance of the nation or of the 
district, however, but governance of the village. 

 The accounts that unfolded were far different from the ones I had 
expected. For while my two years in the Peace Corps had taken me 
to many villages, I had always approached them as a “change agent,” 
as that role was called in those days. We change agents had been en-
joined to “consider the needs of the people” and “encourage local 
participation,” much as change agents back in the States were call-
ing for “maximum feasible participation” in community development 
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projects. But my experience had been that villagers seemed never 
to get anything done. Give a project to the village, and it would bog 
down. Now, with the chance to sit back and just listen, I was hearing 
about all the things that village headmen and committees ( their  com-
mittees, home-grown) did when the change agents weren’t around. 
They ranged from major projects like building a reservoir to day-to-
day functions like reconciling marital disputes. Sometimes the mecha-
nisms were sophisticated: progressive taxation to fi nance repairs to a 
village hall, renting a grader to make a road, designating one villager 
to go away to learn brickmaking so he could teach the others. Some-
times the mechanisms were simple. Not everything was always done 
well. In one of the two villages, the main topic of conversation was 
how to remove an incompetent headman. But good or bad, the gover-
nance of the village’s affairs was at the center of interest. 

 As the interviews accumulated, I had to face the fact that the vil-
lagers’ concerns were anchored in things that we weren’t asking 
questions about. Then another thought hit me:  They were right.  The 
conditions that made for a happy or unhappy village had much more 
to do with the things they were interested in than with the things I was 
interested in. 

 My small epiphany had nothing to do with theories of social change, 
just the simple truth that Alexis de Tocqueville had in mind when he 
began his examination of American political institutions, one hemi-
sphere and more than a century removed. “It is not by chance that I 
consider the township fi rst,” he wrote in  Democracy in America:  

 The township is the only association so well rooted in nature that 
wherever men assemble it forms itself. Communal society therefore 
exists among all peoples, whatever be their customs and laws. Man 
creates kingdoms and republics, but townships seem to spring di-
rectly from the hand of God. 1  

 Had I read Tocqueville more thoroughly in my college days and re-
membered it better, I would have seen much more quickly how the 
villages worked and how effective “development” in them came about: 

 It is in the township, the center of the ordinary business of life, that 
the desire for esteem [and] the pursuit of substantial interests . . . 
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are concentrated; these passions, so often troublesome elements 
in society, take on a different character when exercised so close 
to home and, in a sense, within the family circle. . . . Daily duties 
performed or rights exercised keep municipal life constantly alive. 
There is a continual gentle political activity which keeps society on 
the move without turmoil. 2  

 But it did not occur to me to consult my foggy memories of Tocque-
ville in trying to understand what I was observing. These were Thai 
villages in 1968, not New England townships in 1831. 

 The half-formed thoughts that came to me during the early stages 
of the research were brought more sharply into focus as the research 
proceeded. One of the next two villages we chose was a model village, 
the pride of the Mukdahan District. An energetic and engaging young 
Thai offi cial had been imported into the community and had brought 
about a cascade of development projects—a fi shpond, a new school 
building, a cotton-growing project, a rice cooperative, even a health 
clinic. This time, we were sure we would get material about our as-
signed topic, for in this village the offi cial Thai government was very 
much a part of current village life. 

 We fi rst occupied ourselves with trying to fi nd how each individual 
project had affected the village. (Were there fi sh in the fi shpond? How 
many people used the health clinic? How had these projects affected 
the villagers’ lives?) Again, we ran into a problem. The villagers’ an-
swers about the effects of any individual project were short. But their 
discussions of the ways in which the life of the village had changed 
overall were spontaneous and subtle and deeply felt—and the news 
was not good. The energetic and engaging young offi cial had taken 
over (with the best interests of the villagers at heart), and in so do-
ing had supplanted the mechanisms by which the villagers ran their 
village and pursued their lives. The villagers said plainly and without 
qualifi cation that the life in this model village had gotten worse, not 
better. 

 Well, you can’t make an omelet without breaking eggs, right? It’s 
too bad, but one of the costs of modernization is the breakdown of 
some quaint old-fashioned ways. They’ll adapt to it after a while. Such 
were the assumptions I had brought to the work. But it was hard to 
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listen to these villagers and be as confi dent as before. Again, it would 
have helped me to understand what had happened if I had remem-
bered Tocqueville: 

 The diffi culty of establishing a township’s independence rather 
augments than diminishes with the increase of enlightenment of 
nations. A very civilized society fi nds it hard to tolerate attempts 
at freedom in a local community; it is disgusted by its numerous 
blunders and is apt to despair of success before the experiment is 
fi nished. 3  

 And again: “The institutions of a local community can hardly struggle 
against a strong and enterprising government.” 4  And yet again: “If you 
take power and independence from a municipality, you may have doc-
ile subjects but you will not have citizens.” 5  

 I still did not see as acutely as Tocqueville, but I began to entertain 
a suspicion that within a few more weeks had become another small 
epiphany in that spring of 1968: Once again,  the villagers were right.  
The things being lost in that village were at least as important as the 
things being added. The losses involved deterioration in the bedrock 
functions performed by any community, in Missouri or Brooklyn as in 
Northeast Thailand—settling neighbors’ disputes, helping people in 
need, solving common problems. These in turn represented the bed-
rock resources for the individuals’ pursuit of their private lives. The 
village had been doing a damned good job of fi lling those functions—
not according to a romanticized Rousseauistic image of noble villag-
ers, but by any standard for a civilized community. The conventional 
wisdom of development policy said that modernization must transfer 
functions and powers from communities to larger units. I began to 
ask myself a question that twenty years later I ask of contemporary 
America in this book: Are we really sure that’s a good idea? 

 I did not subsequently try to stand athwart the bows of rural mod-
ernization yelling “Stop!” I continued to think (as I do today) that it 
is a good thing for villages to acquire fi shponds and health clinics. 
When I returned to the United States, I continued to think (as I do 
today) that it is a good thing for hungry people to be fed, for the un-
educated to be educated, for the disadvantaged to be given a helping 
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hand. But two thoughts that I brought home from my experience in 
Thailand never completely left me. 

 The fi rst was a notion that what I had seen in small rice-farming 
communities was relevant to complex American communities. The 
thought took a long time to mature; the reasons to resist were for a 
long time overwhelming. But I fi nally came to rest in the belief that 
Jeffersonian democracy is still the best way to run society, including 
the society in which we fi nd ourselves today. Yes, I am aware that Jef-
ferson himself said the earth is for the living, and that he chided those 
who “ascribe to the preceding age a wisdom more than human.” 6  But 
it just may be that on certain fundamental questions of government, 
Jefferson and his colleagues were right more universally than they 
knew. In particular, they understood that the vitality of communities 
and the freedom of individuals are intertwined, not competitive. 

 But that conclusion came very late, as it does in this book. I reached 
it indirectly, by way of the second thought I brought home from Thai-
land: Whatever the best of all possible worlds may be, policy analysts 
have not been doing a very good job of deciding whether we are get-
ting from here to there. By counting whether fi shponds have fi sh and 
health clinics have patients—or, in America, by counting the number 
of people under the poverty line or the number of people who receive 
Medicaid benefi ts—policy analysts are not just failing to see the forest 
for the trees. Ultimately, the trees we are counting do not make up the 
forest of interest. 

 Policy analysts—and I include myself in the indictment—have been 
in the position of the drunk in the old joke. You have probably heard 
it: A man who has had too much to drink is on his hands and knees 
under a streetlamp searching for something. A passerby comes up 
and asks him what he is looking for. The drunk points to a nearby 
house and says that he was unlocking his door and dropped his keys. 
But, the passerby observes, the door is over there. “I know,” the drunk 
replies, “but the light’s better over here.” 

 We have looked where the light is, and for modern policy analysis 
the light consists of quantitative analysis. I do not say this altogether 
critically. Give a policy analyst variables that can be expressed in num-
bers, and he has at hand a powerful array of analytic tools to probe 
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their meaning. The limitation—and it has become more and more 
confi ning over the years—is that so few of the interesting variables in 
the social sciences can be expressed in numbers. The more compli-
cated the constructs one wants to examine, the less likely that they can 
be crammed within the quantitative paradigm. Concepts such as “hap-
piness” and “self-respect” and “the nature of man” (you will be run-
ning up against all of these and more in the pages that follow) force 
one to grapple with evidence that crosses the disciplines of econom-
ics, sociology, political science, and psychology, and for which hard 
data are hard to come by and “proof” is usually impossible. And so it 
is with this book, a queer mixture of hard data, soft data, thought ex-
periments, and speculations. 

 In such cases, and especially when a book has a controversial point 
of view, the author should at least be obliged to provide his readers 
with the equivalent of Informed Consent, telling them in advance 
where the discussion is headed in both its text and its subtext. In that 
spirit, this is the way I see  In Pursuit:  

 Part 1, “The Happiness of the People,” is a statement of purpose 
and defi nition of terms. The question is how “success” in social pol-
icy is to be measured. I argue that we have been using inadequate 
measures, and propose that a better idea is to use the pursuit of hap-
piness as a framework for analyzing public policy. Then I discuss 
the concept of happiness in historical perspective and defi ne how 
the word “happiness” will be used in the rest of the book. My objective 
in part 1 is to reach a common understanding about ultimate ends 
that readers from many perspectives can accept. Acknowledging this 
common understanding about ultimate ends doesn’t imply anything 
about whether a specifi c policy will succeed or fail in achieving those 
ends—such issues remain suspended for many more chapters. 

 Part 2, “When There Is Bread,” will, I hope, be for my readers what 
it was for me, an excursion into some fascinating topics. They include 
the uses of money in the pursuit of happiness, what “safety” means, 
the basis for self-respect, and my personal favorite, how people en-
joy themselves. These are what I will call “enabling conditions,” the 
raw material for pursuing happiness. My purpose is to explore each of 
them, sometimes drawing on recent empirical work, sometimes trying 
to tease out the implications of questions that don’t have hard-and-fast 
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answers (What is “enough” money? “Enough” safety?), but which 
lend themselves to more systematic exploration than one might have 
imagined. 

 My purpose is also to have fun with these questions, to play with 
them, and I hope that readers will relax and enjoy. You are not being 
led down a path that will suddenly leave you stranded in unacceptable 
company. On the contrary, as I point out in the text, a reader may with 
perfect consistency agree with the main points of part 2 and still dis-
agree with just about everything I say in part 3. 

 That having been said, however, it is also true that part 2 presents 
what I believe to be evidence (even without subsequent interpreta-
tion) for fresh ways of looking at social policy, even if it doesn’t logi-
cally compel one set of solutions. The subtext to part 2 is that old 
clichés about human lives (money can’t buy happiness, the impor-
tance of self-respect, and so forth) examined closely not only are true 
but can powerfully infl uence one’s thinking about policy. 

 Part 3, “Toward the Best of All Possible Worlds,” begins with a prop-
osition which must be true but rarely is acknowledged: Policy analy-
sis is decisively affected by the analyst’s conception of human nature. 
One may consider a government policy to be practical or impractical, 
safe or hazardous, only according to one’s conception of what is good 
for humans, and that in turn has to be based on one’s conclusions 
about the potentials and limitations of humans acting as social crea-
tures. For decades, the dominant intellectual view in the United States 
seems to have been that humans acting in the private sphere tend to 
be uncaring or inept, whereas humans acting in the public sphere 
tend to serve (or can be made to serve) the common good. I associate 
myself with the view that humans acting privately tend to be resource-
ful and benign whereas humans acting publicly are resourceful and 
dangerous. After explaining the nature of that view and the reasons 
for it in the opening chapter of part 3, I analyze the policy implica-
tions of the preceding chapters from that perspective. 

 There is within part 3 a change of voice. For two chapters (9 and 
10), I argue on behalf of new ways of evaluating results and design-
ing solutions to specifi c social problems, saying in effect that there 
are better ways to conduct social policy than our current one even if 
you prefer reform in small doses. Signifi cant improvements, I argue, 
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would follow just by changing the frame of reference for perceiving 
what we are trying to accomplish. In chapters 11 and 12, I use suc-
cessively broader strokes to present my reading of the implications of 
the material—implications not just for how we might best tackle spe-
cifi c social problems, but for the larger question, how society is to be 
organized so that it best serves “the happiness of the people.” Chap-
ter 13 closes the book by taking this line of thinking to its ultimate 
expression. 

 For many readers, this book will pose more questions than it of-
fers answers. I will be satisfi ed with that. If we have learned nothing 
else from our problems in formulating good social policy in recent 
decades, it is that we need better questions about what we are doing 
and why. And I continue to hope that the longer the questions are 
pondered, the better the answers will become. 

 Charles Murray 
 Washington, D.C. 

 March 20, 1988  
 



  Part One 
 “The Happiness of the People” 

 A good government implies two things; fi rst, fi delity 

to the object of government, which is the happiness of 

the people; secondly, a knowledge of the means by which 

that object can be best attained. 

  — James Madison 
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 1 
 Measuring Success 
in Social Policy 

 This book is fi rst about how people pursue happiness in their lives, 
and then about how government can help in that pursuit. 

 It is not a topic that is easy even to name, for “happiness” is an hon-
orable word fallen on hard times. We have gotten used to happiness 
as a label for a momentary way of feeling, the state of mind that is the 
opposite of sad. Happiness is the promised reward of a dozen pop-
psychology books on the airport book rack. It is a topic for bumper 
stickers and the comic strips—happiness as warm puppy. A book on 
public policy about “happiness”? Surely there is a sturdier contempo-
rary term I might use instead. “Quality of life,” perhaps: “This book 
is about personal quality of life, and what government can do to im-
prove it.” Or more respectable yet: “This book is about noneconomic 
indicators of perceived personal well-being, and their relationship to 
alternative policy options.” But there’s no getting around it. Happi-
ness is in fact what we will be talking about. 

 What Is the Criterion of Success? 

 The fi rst, natural question is why one might choose to discuss 
public affairs in terms of this most private and elusive of goals. The 
pragmatic reason is that policy analysts are increasingly forced in that 
 direction by events. The experience of the last half-century and more 
specifi cally of the last two decades must arouse in any thoughtful ob-
server this question:  What constitutes “success” in social policy?  

 For most of America’s history, this was not a question that needed 
asking because there was no such thing as a “social policy” to succeed 
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or fail. The government tried to be helpful to the economy in modest 
ways. It facilitated the settlement of the frontier. It adjudicated and 
arbitrated the competing interests of the several states. But, excepting 
slavery, the noneconomic institutions of American society remained 
largely outside federal purview until well into the twentieth century. 
As late as the 1930s, there was still no federal “policy” worthy of the 
label affecting the family, for example, or education, or religion, or 
voluntary associations. Some laws could be argued to have effects on 
such institutions (the child labor laws on the family, for example), but 
the notion that the federal government had a systematic relationship 
with the “success” of parents in raising their offspring, of schools in 
educating their students, or of poor people’s efforts to become no 
longer poor would have struck most observers as perhaps theoretically 
true, but rather an odd way of looking at things. 

 Over a period of time from the New Deal through the 1970s, the na-
tion acquired what we have come to call “social policy,” with dozens of 
constituent elements—welfare programs, educational programs, health 
programs, job programs, criminal justice programs, and laws, regula-
tions, and Supreme Court decisions involving everything from housing 
to transportation to employment to child care to abortion. Pick a topic of 
social concern or even of social interest, and by now a complex body of 
federal activity constitutes policy, intended to be an active force for good. 

 This brings us to the question of measuring success. For if the fed-
eral government seeks to do good in these arenas, there must be as 
well a measure of what “good” means. Whether you are a citizen or a 
policymaker, the same question arises with regard to any particular as-
pect of social policy: Are you for or against? Let’s build more prisons. 
Yes or no? Let’s dispense more food stamps. Yes or no? 

 For many years—certainly during my own training during the sixties 
and early seventies—social science faculties in our universities assumed 
a substratum of truths about why certain policies were good or bad 
things, and policy analysts did not have to think very hard about why 
the outcomes we analyzed were good or bad. We knew. Fighting poverty 
had to be good. Fighting racism had to be good. Fighting inequality 
had to be good. What other way of looking at good and bad might there 
be? And what other way of measuring progress might there be except 
to measure poverty, crime rates, school enrollment, unemployment? 



m e asu r i ng succe ss  i n soci a l pol icy  [  5  ]

 By such measures, however, the policies didn’t work out so well. In 
fact, by most such measures things got worse rather than better, and 
a fi erce debate has raged about whether the policies themselves were 
at fault (a view that I share) or whether things would have been still 
worse without them. But even as the debate has continued, it has been 
increasingly diffi cult for policy analysts of any persuasion to avoid 
wondering whether we have been asking the right questions. Are we 
thinking about “progress” in the right way?  What constitutes “success” in 
social policy?  

 Fighting poverty is good, yes. But if the poverty rate goes down 
while the proportion of children born to single women goes up, how 
are those two vectors to be combined so that we know whether, in the 
aggregate, we are headed up or down, forward or backward? Fighting 
racial discrimination is good, yes. But if the laws against discrimina-
tion in housing are made ever more stringent and actual segregation 
in housing increases, what are we to make of it? How are we to decide 
what course to navigate in the future? 

 Underlying these questions are others that ask not just how we 
are to add up confl icting indicators but rather the more far-reaching 
question, What’s the point? What is the point of food stamps, anyway? 
What are they for? Suppose that we passed out food stamps so freely 
that no young man ever had to worry about whether a child that he 
caused to be conceived would be fed.  Would that really be a better world 
for children to be born into?  Or let us take food stamps writ large: Sup-
pose that we made all material goods so freely available that parents 
could not ever again take satisfaction from the accomplishment of 
feeding, sheltering, and clothing their children.  Would that really be 
a better world in which to be a parent?  The immediate “point” of food 
stamps is simple—trying to help people have enough food to eat. But 
food stamps serve (and perhaps impede) other ends as well. What’s 
the point? Ultimately, happiness is the point. 

  “ The Pursuit of Happiness” 

 To make the case for happiness as something that a policy analyst 
can reasonably think about, there is no better place to start than with 
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the stately and confi dent words of the Declaration of Independence. 
It is worth trying to read them as if for the fi rst time: “We hold these 
truths to be self evident: that all men are created equal, that they are 
endowed by their creator with certain unalienable rights, that among 
these are life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness—that to secure 
these rights, governments are instituted among men . . .” 

 “Happiness” was not Thomas Jefferson’s idiosyncratic choice of 
words, nor was “pursuit of happiness” a rhetorical fl ourish to round 
out the clause. For the Founders, “happiness” was the obvious word 
to use because it was obvious to them that the pursuit of happiness 
is at the center of man’s existence, and that to permit man to pur-
sue happiness is the central justifi cation of government—the “ob-
ject of government,” as James Madison wrote in The Federalist 
No. 62. 1  James Wilson, who was later to become one of the chief ar-
chitects of the Constitution, was voicing the general understanding 
of his contemporaries when he wrote in 1769 that the only reason 
men consent to have government is “. . . with a view to ensure and to 
increase the happiness of the governed, above what they could enjoy 
in an independent and unconnected state of nature,” and then went 
on to assert that “the happiness of the society is the fi rst law of every 
government.” 2  John Adams calmly asserted that “Upon this point all 
speculative politicians will agree, that the happiness of society is the 
end of Government, as all divines and moral philosophers will agree 
that the happiness of the individual is the end of man.” 3  Washington 
took happiness for his theme repeatedly, returning to it for the last 
time in his Farewell Address. 4  The concept of happiness and the word 
itself appear again and again in Revolutionary sermons, pamphlets, 
and tracts. 5  

 What may annoy the modern reader approaching these texts is 
that these eighteenth-century writers never stipulated what they  meant  
by happiness. The word appears in a sentence and then the writer 
or the speaker moves on. It is as if they were addressing people who 
would of course know what was meant by “happiness”—not only 
know, but agree. And so they did. They did not necessarily agree on 
the details. Some took their understanding from Aristotle and Aqui-
nas, others from Locke, others from Burlamaqui or Hutcheson. But 
educated men were in broad agreement that happiness was a label for 
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a ubiquitous concept, the concept of the good-that-one-seeks-as-an-
end-in-itself-and-for-no-other-reason. The logic behind this concept is 
simple and highly intuitive, going roughly as follows. 

 Anything we enjoy—anything that is a “good” in some sense—we 
enjoy for itself, but we also enjoy it because of other goods to which 
it leads. I enjoy getting a new car, let us say. Perhaps I enjoy it for 
the thing-in-itself known as a New Car, but I also obviously value it for 
other things such as driving places. Or: I value friendship as a good-
in-itself. But I also use friendship for other ends besides friendship. 
Friends may educate me, which is also a good; they may make me 
laugh, which is also a good; or they may loan me money when I need 
it, still a third good. 

 The same applies to political goods. An egalitarian may value equal-
ity as a good-in-itself, but he also values it for the other good things 
that equality facilitates. Ethical goods are subject to the same dualism 
(  justice is a good-in-itself, but it also serves many other purposes). 

 What the men and women of the eighteenth century took for 
granted—and I will take for granted in this book—is that the mind 
must conceive a stopping point to the chain of questions about “What 
other ends does it serve?”: an end at which there is no answer pos-
sible, an end that is reached when one is talking about the good-that-
one-seeks-as-an-end-in-itself-and-for-no-other-reason. At this stage of 
the discussion, there is no need for us to try to decide what this ulti-
mate good-in-itself consists of. We need only to agree that the concept 
of such a self-suffi cient end-in-itself exists. To be discussed, it needs a 
label. That label is happiness. 

 Happiness and Higher Goals 

 The use of happiness in this, its ancient and honored meaning, 
nonetheless continues to sound strange to contemporary ears. “Hap-
piness” has become identifi ed with self-absorption, the goal you seek 
if you are a young urban professional who doesn’t give a damn about 
anything except your own pleasure. When “happiness” is proposed 
as the proper goal of life, the nearly refl exive response is that a ma-
jor  problem  with contemporary America is that too many people are 
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preoccupied with their own happiness and that too few understand 
that life has higher and more worthy purposes. 

 The most obvious response to this is semantic:  You can have no higher 
aspiration than happiness.  By defi nition (the traditional one), happi-
ness is the only thing that is self-suffi ciently good in itself and does 
not facilitate or lead to any other better thing. A “higher” goal would 
be another good. That other good, being good  as you defi ne good,  
would contribute to your happiness. (If you say that perhaps not—
that it is possible for something to be good that nonetheless does not 
contribute to your happiness—then you fi nd yourself entangled in 
 self-contradictions. Somewhere along the line, you are shifting the 
defi nition either of “good” or of “happiness.”) 

 But such semantic responses are not suffi cient, for they seem to 
imply that a Mother Teresa’s understanding of the highest good can-
not be distinguished from an understanding of the highest good as 
a new BMW. Let me add therefore another common understanding 
from the eighteenth-century tradition. It was taken for granted that 
any thoughtful person thinks about what “the good” means, and espe-
cially about what the highest good means. It was also taken for granted 
that thoughtful people strive to live their lives (albeit with the frailties 
and inconstancies of humans) according to that understanding. The 
pursuit of happiness is not just something that human beings “do,” it 
is the  duty  of a human being functioning as a human being, on a par 
with the duty to preserve one’s integrity. 

 Let me take this thought further. To imagine a human being not 
pursuing happiness is a kind of contradiction in terms. To be fully hu-
man is to seek the best ends one knows, and to be fully human is also 
to apply one’s human intelligence as best one can to the question, 
What  is  the good? I will be returning to this densely packed thought in 
the next chapter, but as starting points: Happiness is something that 
a Mother Teresa is striving to achieve. And anyone whose  highest  good 
 really is  a new BMW is not thinking in recognizably human ways. (If 
that seems harsh, note the italics.) For those who put their signatures 
to the Declaration, a society in which people were able to pursue hap-
piness was no more and no less than a society in which people were 
able to go about the business of being human beings as wisely and 



m e asu r i ng succe ss  i n soci a l pol icy  [  9  ]

fully as they could. The job of government was to enable them to do 
so. 6  People can have no higher calling, nor can governments. 

 My assertion, and the linchpin of this book, is that what was true 
then is true now. The longer one thinks about why one is in favor of 
or opposed to any particular measure to help people, the more one is 
driven to employ that most un-twentieth-century concept, happiness. 
The purpose of government is to facilitate the pursuit of happiness of 
its citizens. 

 Understandings 

 As I set out to explore this strange but useful concept called “the 
pursuit of happiness,” two understandings: 

 no equations 
 First, I will not be suggesting that we try to assess the “happiness 

yield” of a given policy. If catalytic converters are proposed as a way 
of reducing air pollution then air pollution remains the immediate 
problem at which they are directed and we had better do a hard-
headed job of deciding whether catalytic converters are a good way to 
achieve that immediate goal. Nor shall I be trying to quantify a “hap-
piness index” by which we may measure progress or retrogression. My 
goal is to make use of the idea of happiness, not trivialize it. 

 Rather, as I will be arguing in the chapters that follow, the concept 
of happiness gives us a new place to stand in assessing social policy. 
New places to stand offer new perspectives and can give better lever-
age on old problems. I will be arguing that the pursuit-of-happiness 
criterion gives us a valuable  way of thinking  about solutions, even 
when that way of thinking does not necessarily point us toward “the” 
solution. 

 no rose gardens 
 I will be discussing the  pursuit  of happiness as it relates to social 

policy rather than the  achievement  of happiness. Only the former can 
be a “right.” The latter is not within the gift of any government. 
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 It is equally obvious, however, that the concept of “ability to pursue 
happiness” is not met simply by dubbing someone free to do so. You 
cannot pursue happiness effectively if you are starving or suffering 
other severe deprivations. You may meet misfortune with fortitude; 
you may extract from your situation what contentment is possible; but 
you may not reasonably be said to be “free to pursue happiness” un-
der such conditions. “Pursuit” requires that certain conditions prevail, 
and part 2 explores the conditions that are most immediately relevant 
to government policies. 

 But neither does “enabled to pursue happiness” translate into a 
high probability of achieving whatever you set out to achieve. “Not 
that I would not, if I could,” writes William James, “be both handsome 
and fat and well dressed, and a great athlete, and make a million a 
year, be a wit, a  bon-vivant,  and a lady-killer, as well as a philosopher; 
a philanthropist, statesman, warrior, and African explorer, as well as a 
‘tone-poet’ and saint. But the thing is simply impossible.” 7  Similarly, 
you cannot reasonably ask that you be enabled to achieve any particu-
lar sort of happiness you might prefer. “Ability to pursue happiness” 
will be treated as meaning that no one and no external objective con-
dition controlled by government will prevent you from living a life 
that provides you with happiness. It may not be the most satisfying life 
you can imagine in its detail. Others with no greater merit than you 
(as you see it) may lead lives that you would prefer to live. But you 
will have the wherewithal for realizing deep and meaningful satisfac-
tions in life. If you reach the end of your life unhappy, it will be your 
fault, or the fault of natural tragedies beyond the power of society to 
prevent. 

 And with that, we have cleared away enough underbrush to begin. 
Just as war is too important to be left to generals, so is happiness too 
important to be left to philosophers. It is a word with content that 
bridges widely varying political views. It lends itself to thinking about, 
puzzling over, playing with. Doing so can profoundly affect how we 
conceive of good laws, social justice, and some very practical improve-
ments in the quality of American life. 
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 2 
 Coming to Terms with Happiness 

 My objective is to provide a new backdrop against which to measure 
the wisdom or utility of specifi c government policies. I propose to use 
the concept of the pursuit of happiness for that purpose, consider-
ing the constituent conditions that enable us to pursue happiness and 
then asking how these conditions may be met. 

 This is easily said and not even very controversial as long as “hap-
piness” has not yet been defi ned except as the good-that-one-seeks-as-
an-end-in-itself-and-for-no-other-reason. The task in this chapter is to 
fi ll in the concept of happiness with enough content to permit us to 
talk about the pursuit of happiness more specifi cally. 

 Happiness from Aristotle to 
the Self-Anchoring Cantril Scale 

 There is a curiously common assumption that everyone has his 
own idiosyncratic notion of what constitutes happiness. One contem-
porary scholar writing a book on the causes of human misery begins 
with a casual aside that “On the score of happiness, it is diffi cult to say 
anything more than that its sources seem infi nitely various, and that 
disputes about tastes are notoriously hard to resolve.” 1  To illustrate his 
point, he mentions “the happiness to be had by making other people 
miserable,” apparently assuming that distinctions between sadism and 
other forms of human pleasure are arbitrary inventions. 2  Or there 
is the friend who, when told that I was writing a book dealing with 
the pursuit of happiness, assumed that I must necessarily get bogged 
down in what he viewed as the California school of happiness, sitting 
on the beach waiting for the perfect wave. 
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 The assumption that defi nitions of happiness are idiosyncratic is 
curious because the oddball defi nitions are always the other fellow’s. 
It is as if everyone recognizes the degraded concept of “happiness-as-
feeling-good” that dominates popular usage, and assumes that that’s 
how everyone else looks at it, while at the same time harboring (per-
haps even a little guiltily) a private inner understanding of happiness 
that is close to the classical understanding. 

 In practice, the level of agreement about what constitutes happi-
ness is remarkably broad—an assertion you may put to the test by 
turning to the end of this chapter and seeing whether you can tol-
erate the working defi nition I employ. If you can, you may skip this 
chapter without loss except the pleasure of knowing what good com-
pany you are in. The purpose of this chapter is not to persuade you 
of a particular understanding of happiness but to indicate, briefl y and 
nontechnically, how recent has been the retreat from a common in-
tellectual understanding of human happiness. For centuries, there 
was a mainstream tradition in the West about the meaning of happi-
ness which I will call Aristotelian. In the eighteenth century, an alter-
native (which I will call Lockean) began to develop that nonetheless 
maintained an undercurrent of agreement about how men achieve 
happiness. It was not until the twentieth century that social science 
dispensed with the intellectual content of both traditions and began 
to defi ne happiness by the responses to questionnaire items.* 

 the aristotelian mainstream 
 “We adopt Aristotelianism as our framework,” writes a historian of 

the idea of happiness, “because it is the most complete and elaborate 
theory, because it asks the most questions, considers the most alter-
natives, and combines this amplitude with serious attention to con-
sistency and proof.” And, he adds, it also is unquestionably the most 
infl uential of the understandings of happiness, dominating the West-
ern tradition until the eighteenth century and continuing to stand as 
the point of reference against which any alternative must be assessed. 3  

* The terms “Aristotelian” and “Lockean” denote the same distinction as the 
terms “eudaemonian” and “hedonic” that are sometimes used in the literature 
on happiness.
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 Aristotle’s disquisition on happiness is found in the  Nicomachean 
Ethics.  He begins by developing the concept of happiness as the ul-
timate good-in-itself that proved to be such a unifying bedrock for 
subsequent writers. Every activity, he writes, has a good that is its own 
particular end. In medicine, the good to be achieved is health; in strat-
egy, the good is victory; in architecture, the good is a building, and so 
on. 4  In modern idiom, everything we do can be said to be “good for” 
something. 

 Aristotle uses this commonsensical beginning to ask, Why seek any 
particular good? Why build the building, cure the disease, or win the 
victory? Any particular activity permits two answers: One engages in 
the activity for the sake of the thing-itself, yes, for there is something 
intrinsically satisfying in any good thing, but one pursues it as well 
for the sake of something else. Happiness is the word for that state 
of affairs which is the fi nal object of these other goods. It is unique 
because it is the  only  good that we always choose as an end in itself and 
never for the sake of something else. “Honor, pleasure, intelligence, 
and all virtue we choose partly for themselves,” Aristotle writes, “for 
we would choose each of them even if no further advantage would 
accrue from them—but we also choose them partly for the sake of 
happiness, because we assume that it is through them that we will be 
happy. On the other hand, no one chooses happiness for the sake of 
honor, pleasure, and the like, nor as a means to anything at all.” 5  

 To call the highest good “happiness” is “perhaps a little trite,” Ar-
istotle acknowledges, and he proceeds to specify its content more ex-
actly. To do so, he invokes a characteristic of man that today is sure 
to provoke an argument. He asserts that man is distinctively rational. 
The unique proper function of man, Aristotle argues, the one that 
sets him apart from all other creatures, is delineated by human intelli-
gence. Happiness cannot be understood, nor can it exist, without ref-
erence to behavior ordered by intelligence—that is, without reference 
to rationality—any more than the proper function of a harpist can be 
understood without reference to the playing of a harp. “The proper 
function of man, then, consists in an activity of the soul in conformity 
with a rational principle or, at least, not without it.” 6  

 For Aristotle, “conformity with a rational principle” means some-
thing far more complex (and realistic) than an icy, mathematical 
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calculation of odds. There are instead two forms of wisdom, “theoret-
ical wisdom” and “practical wisdom.” *  Scientifi c knowledge advances 
by means of theoretical wisdom, but the achievement of happiness 
is bound up much more closely with practical wisdom, or, as Aristo-
tle defi ned it, “the capacity of deliberating well about what is good 
and advantageous for oneself.” 7  Such deliberation is not a scientifi c 
process. Indeed, it could not be, for every actor and every situation 
is different from every other, and every action is interpreted differ-
ently and redounds differently depending upon the peculiarities of 
persons and circumstances. General laws of behavior thus must al-
ways be interpreted according to the particular situation. The quality 
that permits these interpretations to be made rightly and then acted 
upon appropriately is practical wisdom. When a statesman makes 
a decision—Pericles is for Aristotle the embodiment of the ideal—
he must call upon his store of practical wisdom. So also must busi-
nessmen in making investments for the future, a parent in dealing 
with his children, a young woman in choosing a husband. None of 
these judgments can be made adequately through scientifi c reason-
ing alone; all must be informed as well by the broader, more diffuse 
wisdom that is equally, but differently, part of man’s unique gift of 
rationality. 

 The more highly developed one’s practical wisdom, the better the 
effects of one’s actions for oneself and for mankind—a thought that 
leads to another key aspect of Aristotle’s presentation, the link be-
tween thought and action. Aristotle’s point does not demand that a 
man necessarily act on every conclusion or intention that forms in his 
mind. (He may know that rain is predicted and wish not to get wet, 
and yet still not carry his umbrella to the offi ce.) But a man who  typi-
cally  divorces intention from action has in some profound sense shut 
himself off from human society, for a society cannot function at all if 
its members systematically fail to base their actions on their judgment. 
As philosopher Alasdair MacIntyre observes, “Were anyone systemati-
cally inconsistent in this way, he or she would soon become unintel-
ligible to those around them. We should not know how to respond to 

* The Greek abstract noun is phronesis and is translated as “prudence” in 
some translations of the Ethics.
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them, for we could no longer hope to identify either what they were 
doing or what they meant by what they said or both.” 8  

 To repeat: The more highly developed one’s practical wisdom, the 
“better” the effects of one’s actions for oneself and for mankind. To 
be “better” in this way is also to be more virtuous—practical wisdom, 
Aristotle concludes, is both a virtue in itself and also the progenitor of 
virtuous behavior. And, to return to our original theme, practical wis-
dom facilitates happiness. It allows one to “deliberate well about what 
is good and advantageous for oneself,” as well as to fulfi ll that most 
human of functions, the exercise of intelligence. For Aristotle, intel-
ligence (or rationality), virtue, and happiness are all interlocked. In 
this passage from the chapter in which he initially defi nes happiness, 
he puts the relationship this way: 

 In other words, the function of the harpist is to play the harp; the 
function of the harpist who has high standards is to play it well. 
On these assumptions, if we take the proper function of man to 
be a certain kind of life, and if this land of life is an activity of 
the soul and consists in actions performed in conjunction with the 
rational element, and if a man of high standards is he who per-
forms these actions well and properly, and if a function is well per-
formed when it is performed in accordance with the excellence 
appropriate to it; we reach the conclusion that the good of man is 
an activity of the soul in conformity with excellence or virtue, and 
if there are several virtues, in conformity with the best and most 
complete. 9  

 It would be unfair to leave Aristotle’s view of happiness at such 
an abstract level, however. Happiness as he envisions it is not at all 
austere or abstract. On the contrary, it is consistent with what “is com-
monly said about it” by ordinary people, Aristotle writes. It is pleasur-
able, for example, in that “the sensation of pleasure belongs to the 
soul, and each man derives pleasure from what he is said to love.” 10  
Elsewhere (see especially bk. 10), Aristotle clarifi es the nature of plea-
sure and, as might be expected, he emphatically rejects an identity of 
pleasure and happiness: That happiness is pleasurable does not mean 
that pleasures constitute happiness. But the happy man enjoys him-
self, and the happier he is, the more he enjoys himself. 
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 Aristotle adds that at least some resources (money, for example) 
are also necessary for happiness, and such things as personal attrac-
tiveness and good birth are helpful. But happiness as Aristotle devel-
ops the concept is not something to be reserved only to the rich or 
the brilliant. Even if the highest happiness is reserved to the wise, “it 
can attach, through some form of study or application, to anyone who 
is not handicapped by some incapacity for goodness.” 11  In this con-
text, Aristotle makes another point that is especially relevant: Just be-
cause you are not enjoying the most ideal happiness you can imagine 
for yourself does not mean you cannot be happy. Misfortunes may oc-
cur in the life of any person, no matter how wise and virtuous, but “if, 
as we said, the activities determine a man’s life, no supremely happy 
man can ever become miserable, for he will never do what is hateful 
and base.” He will act in the ways that bring happiness, “just as a good 
shoemaker makes the best shoe he can from the leather available.” 12  

 The prescriptions that fl ow from Aristotle’s analysis sound familiar 
to modern ears. If your parents taught you that lasting satisfaction 
comes from developing your talents to their fullest, doing your job as 
well as you can, raising a family, and contributing to your community, 
your parents were teaching you an Aristotelian course. By the same to-
ken, Aristotle has been viewed by modern critics as a defender of bour-
geois values. Thus Bertrand Russell writes with unconcealed disdain that 

 Those who neither fall below nor rise above the level of decent, 
well-behaved citizens will fi nd in the  Ethics  a systematic account of 
the principles by which they hold that their conduct should be reg-
ulated. The book appeals to the respectable middle-aged, and has 
been used by them, especially since the seventeenth century, to re-
press the ardours and enthusiasms of the young. But to a man with 
any depth of feeling it cannot but be repulsive. . . . 13  

 Readers of Aristotle might well respond that in his evocation of 
courage as well as wisdom, justice as well as honor, he is calling forth 
not just “decency” or “respectability” but the very best that humans 
have in them. For that matter, it is not such a bad thing (or perhaps, 
such a common one) to be a decent, well-behaved citizen. It is easy 
to understand the resilience of the Aristotelian vision of happiness if 
only because it so closely corresponds to the evolving views of so many 
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people who grow older, into “respectable middle age,” and try to fi g-
ure out what is making them happy or unhappy. Aristotle’s view has, 
as a social scientist might say, a good deal of face validity. 

 This underlying correspondence between Aristotle’s philosophy 
and everyday experience may account for why the Aristotelian frame-
work was without serious competition for nearly two millennia. The 
advent of Christianity provided a religious branch of thinking about 
human happiness over which this book—after all a book about so-
cial policy and not a history of theories of happiness—must skip. It 
may be noted in passing, however, that in this area as in many others, 
Christian and especially Catholic theology owe much to Aristotle. For 
Aquinas, writing his  Treatise on Happiness,  Aristotle did not even need a 
name. He was simply and without peer The Philosopher. 

 the lockean revision 
 An indispensable underpinning of the Aristotelian view of happi-

ness was that all pleasures are not created equal; some are inherently 
superior to others. It is impossible for a person to make himself truly 
happy by stringing together episodes of sex, feasting, circuses, and 
idle good times. Beginning with the eighteenth century, an infl uen-
tial line of British philosophers discarded the underlying premise that 
pleasures can be ranked. *  

 The individual took center stage. An individual human being has 
inviolate rights, makes private decisions, and whether those decisions 
are “right” or “wrong” is a question that can be answered only by the 
individual who makes them. And so with happiness. It is not neces-
sary, they argued, to assign a hierarchy of virtue or goodness to hu-
man activities. It is suffi cient to say that human beings pursue their 
self- interest as they perceive it, including their understanding of such 
things as pleasure and happiness.  How  they perceive these things is 
not subject to validation by an outside party. 

* I have not tried to include the French philosophes, deciding that the pur-
poses of this brief survey are adequately met by summarizing the British line. 
This decision is more a matter of space than principle; still, as has been said, 
“The propagandists of the Enlightenment were French, but its patron saints and 
pioneers were British.”14
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 John Locke, writing at the end of the seventeenth century, was the 
fi rst to voice this radically different approach to happiness. Happiness, 
he wrote, is sensible pleasure. Its lowest form is “so much ease from all 
pain, and so much present pleasure, as without which anyone cannot 
be content.” Its highest form is not any particular type of activity nor 
is it even categorizable by its virtue or lack of it. Rather, the highest 
form of happiness is simply “the utmost pleasure we are capable of.” 15  
Happiness is as happiness does; therefore no outside agent—such as a 
king, for example—has the right to interfere with the individual’s pur-
suit of those pleasures and satisfactions that have the most utility for 
his particular notions of what makes him happy as long as he harms 
no one else in that pursuit. 

 The theoretical gap between the Aristotelian and the Lockean view 
of happiness yawns wide. But if one asks whether the Lockean view of 
happiness really did represent a major change in the way men viewed 
the question that concerns us—How are men to pursue happiness?—
the differences between the British philosophers and the Aristotelians 
are far less clear. The same writers who propounded a radically new 
view of man’s natural rights, who overturned prevailing ideas about 
the rights of kings and aristocrats over common men, tended to give 
descriptions of private virtue and its connection with happiness that 
correspond quite closely to the Aristotelian one. *  

 To understand how these theoretical differences were bridged, it 
fi rst must be remembered that Locke’s value-stripped statement that 
happiness consisted of sensible pleasure was modifi ed by his succes-
sors. The Scottish moral philosophers who followed—most promi-
nently David Hume, Francis Hutcheson, and Adam Smith—saw more 

* The argument that follows should not be construed as meaning that the 
distinction is unimportant. Indeed, some hold that it is decisive—Alasdair 
MacIntyre, for example, argues powerfully that the shift from the Aristotelian 
to the Enlightenment framework effectively destroyed our capacity to use moral 
language and to be guided by moral reasoning.16 My limited assertion here is 
that someone who absorbs the full context of Locke or Hume (for example) 
and tries to seek happiness according to the philosophies they express will not 
behave very differently from the person who has been steeped in Aristotelian 
ethics, despite the very different internal rationales they may hold for their 
behavior.
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in the human animal than Locke had admitted; they saw as well “be-
nevolence,” which constituted for them the basis of the social order. 
For Hutcheson in particular, the “moral sense” enabled and indeed 
compelled thoughtful men to take pleasure—to fi nd happiness—in 
acts that Aristotle would have found entirely suitable. Hutcheson, writ-
ing of the meaning of obligation and self-interest, argues that men are 
so powerfully driven by their nature “to be pleased and happy when 
we refl ect upon our having done virtuous actions and to be uneasy 
when we are conscious of having acted otherwise” that self-interest in-
herently will tend to coincide with virtuous behavior. 17  Similarly, David 
Hume writes that “whatever contradictions may vulgarly be supposed 
between the selfi sh and social sentiments” are no greater than those 
between selfi sh and any other sentiments. “Selfi sh” has any attraction 
only because the things that are selfi shly sought are attractive. What 
is most attractive to men? What gives the most relish to the objects of 
their selfi sh pursuits? Hume sees “benevolence or humanity” as the 
ones that perceptive men will naturally choose. 18  

 We need not exclude even Locke from this line of thought. Locke 
was, after all, a Calvinist, and Calvinists were not notably permissive 
in their attitude toward what constitutes right behavior and suitable 
pleasure. Locke’s writings include clear statements that only the short-
sighted are content with pleasures of the senses. When he wrote that 
“the highest perfection of intellectual nature lies in a careful and con-
stant pursuit of true and solid happiness,” Locke meant happiness in 
Christianity and in just society. 19  Locke’s epistemology permitted men 
to call themselves happy if they felt pleasure, whatever its sources. But 
the sources of pleasure that actually worked were limited. 

 Much the same points may be made about the utilitarians, iden-
tifi ed primarily with Jeremy Bentham and John Stuart Mill, who fol-
lowed in the nineteenth century. *  The utilitarians, building on the 
Lockean tradition, saw happiness as a favorable balance of pleasure 
over pain in which Aristotelian considerations of higher pleasures ver-
sus lower pleasures need play no part. “Nature has placed mankind 

* Once again, I do not intend to blur major differences, this time between 
Lockean and Utilitarian ethics, but instead am referring specifi cally to the prac-
tical understanding of how happiness is achieved.
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under the governance of two sovereign masters, pain and pleasure,” 
Bentham wrote in a famous passage. “They govern us in all we do, in 
all we say, in all we think.” 20  It is an uncompromising rejection of Aris-
totelian distinctions and moral precepts. 

 But then Bentham constrains his notion of the pursuit of happi-
ness  in practice  to the point that one wonders whether it might not be 
easier to be a Calvinist than a Utilitarian. Bentham asserts that hap-
piness (an excess of pleasure over pain) must be maximized for the 
community, not for any one member of it. 21  That his own happiness 
is his fi rst concern does not free him from a moral obligation to act 
in ways that promote the greatest happiness for the greatest number. 
How is he to fulfi ll this moral obligation? Bentham proposes his “he-
donistic calculus,” which considers seven factors of pleasure and pain. 
One must choose the moral act by considering all seven and decid-
ing whether a given action is a net plus or a net minus—an excruciat-
ingly rigorous demand on an individual’s moral sense. Disregarding 
the practicalities of actually implementing Bentham’s dictum, it is an 
understanding of “happiness as pleasure” that, if adhered to, seems 
likely to evoke the same middle-class morality that so offended Russell 
about Aristotle’s  Ethics.  

 John Stuart Mill went much further, identifying himself with man’s 
capacity for rational action as a fundamental source of true enjoyment 
and happiness. “It is quite compatible with the principle of utility to 
recognize the fact that some  kinds  of pleasures are more desirable 
and more valuable than others,” he wrote. “No intelligent human be-
ing would consent to be a fool, no person of feeling and conscience 
would be selfi sh and base,” no matter how convinced they might be 
that doing so would yield them a greater amount of pleasure. 22  Shortly 
thereafter, he adds: 

 It is better to be a human being dissatisfi ed than a pig satisfi ed; bet-
ter to be Socrates dissatisfi ed than a fool satisfi ed. And if the fool, 
or the pig, are of a different opinion, it is because they know only 
their side of the question. 23  

 Thus, briefl y, some reasons for arguing that in the evolution of the 
concept of happiness an array of philosophers espoused quite differ-
ent conceptual views of happiness that nonetheless had very similar 



com i ng to t e r ms w i t h h a ppi n e ss  [  21  ]

behavioral implications. To borrow from V. J. McGill’s formulation in 
 The Idea of Happiness:  in Aristotle, virtue is the substance of happiness; 
in the post-Lockean revision, it is instrumental. 24  

 The concept of happiness as employed by the Founding Fathers 
in general and Thomas Jefferson in particular reveals this easy co-
existence of intellectually alien traditions. Jefferson was a good Lock-
ean in his view of happiness as the constant pursuit of men. Indeed, 
he went beyond Locke, viewing the pursuit of happiness not just as 
something that men naturally did as a consequence of their human 
essence, but as an end of man ordained by natural law (or by God). 
A desire for happiness was itself part of man’s essence. 25  But he also 
was drawn to the “moral sense” philosophy of Francis Hutcheson, and 
argued that “the essence of virtue is doing good to others.” 26  Finally, 
bringing himself full circle back to a Lockean perspective, Jefferson 
rejected the public arena as a suitable place for virtue to manifest it-
self, putting it instead in the private sphere of effort and reward. 27  As 
historian John Diggins summarized it, Jefferson “made happiness the 
end of life, virtue the basis of happiness, and utility the criterion of vir-
tue.” 28  In less elaborated ways, the other Founders shared this rough 
compromise between theoretical options and real ones in the pursuit 
of happiness: Men may do what they will to pursue their vision of hap-
piness, as long as they do not harm others, but thoughtful men will 
behave as virtuous gentlemen. 

 the sociologists’ alternative, “avowed happiness” 
 As the nineteenth century drew to a close, people stopped talking 

about “happiness” as a philosophical construct. Howard Mumford 
Jones associated the demise of happiness with William James. No mat-
ter what tradition you endorsed, he argued, James left you adrift. With 
 Pragmatism,  James had dismantled the notion of happiness as a life 
lived in correspondence to immutable reason. With  Varieties of Reli-
gious Experience,  he had cast doubt on happiness grounded in theol-
ogy. “And if happiness means the acceptance of things on the basis of 
right reason,” Mumford Jones wrote, “the place of rationality in con-
sciousness is so considerably shrunken by a study of James’s  The Princi-
ples of Psychology . . .  that Locke seems for a time to be a mere museum 
piece.” 29  Modern man was upon us. 
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 William James is not the only suspect in the case, but whether it was 
he or Freud or the quantum physicists who did in the classical con-
cept of happiness is not the issue. Happiness as defi ned by Aristotle or 
the Enlightenment or the utilitarians depended on man’s being a rec-
ognizably rational, purposive creature. In the late nineteenth century, 
that assumption became intellectually untenable. By the time that the 
twentieth century dawned, the pursuit of happiness had become for 
the intellectuals a matter of healthy psychological adaptation. The 
man in the street might still be under the impression he was pursuing 
an Aristotelian ideal (not identifi ed as such) of the virtuous life. But 
the scientifi c view had changed. For the twentieth century, Howard 
Mumford Jones gloomily concludes, “the problem of happiness is the 
problem of adjustment between the primitive subliminal urges of our 
hidden selves and the drab and practical necessities of every day.” 30  

 If the pursuit of happiness is in reality the pursuit of adjustment, 
then happiness is a matter of whatever feels good, and the pursuit 
of happiness is the pursuit of good adjustment—the therapeutic 
ethic, as Daniel Patrick Moynihan has termed it in a related context. 31  
Twentieth-century social scientists have accordingly been reluctant to 
treat happiness as a construct which may be predefi ned. Instead, they 
have worked from the notion of “avowed happiness.” If people say 
they’re happy, the moderns have said, let us assume they are report-
ing accurately and then try to ascertain what “avowedly happy people” 
have in common. 

 The technique can be as uncomplicated as the one used by Nor-
man Bradburn in his pioneering survey for the National Opinion 
Research Center in 1961. His interviewers asked simply, “Taking all 
things together, how would you say things are these days—would you 
say you are very happy, pretty happy, or not too happy these days?” 32  
Another important study asked “How do you feel about your life as 
a whole?” and gave the respondent an opportunity to circle one of 
seven points on a scale ranging from “delighted” to “terrible.” 33  An-
other technique has been to let the respondent defi ne the extremes, 
then place himself at a point on that continuum. The best-known of 
these is called the “self-anchoring striving scale” developed by soci-
ologist Hadley Cantril in a cross-national study. 34  Or the investigator 
may obtain more specifi c ratings on a variety of scales (“boring” to 
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“interesting,” “lonely” to “friendly,” and so forth) and sum them to ob-
tain a composite measure as Angus Campbell and his colleagues did 
in the “Semantic Differential Happiness Scale” used in the landmark 
assessment of American quality of life sponsored by the Russell Sage 
Foundation. 35  

 I will not attempt a systematic survey of the outcomes of these stud-
ies, which in any case has been done quite well elsewhere.* 36  Still, two 
general points about the modern social science literature regarding 
happiness are pertinent to my use of the concept of happiness. 

 The fi rst point is that social scientists have not found happiness to 
be a particularly variegated phenomenon. In all cases, the concept 
of “satisfaction” plays a central role in describing happiness. In some 
studies (Cantril, Campbell et al.), satisfaction is treated as the chief 
operational component of “happiness.” An argument still rages about 
the elements of satisfaction (for example: Is satisfaction a function of 
the gap between aspiration and achievement? Or of the gap between 
aspiration and expectation?), but satisfaction itself, understood much 
the same way you probably think of the word, is indispensable. 37  

 The second point is that momentary pleasures don’t seem to be very 
relevant to happiness. Social scientists have avoided making value judg-
ments about worthy and unworthy types of happiness so that they could 
measure what people really thought as opposed to what they were sup-
posed to think. But this open-mindedness has yet to reveal a widely held 
(or even narrowly held) notion of happiness grounded in hedonism. 

* This is not the place for a detailed methodological discussion of survey 
research techniques, their strengths and limitations. But my reservations about 
the “avowed happiness” studies are apparent. My reasons, briefl y, are as follows: 
The main problem with using happiness as a self-defi ned construct is that it has 
tended to produce reports of correlates without offering much leverage for get-
ting into the black box of explanation. Suppose, for example, that one relates 
educational level to avowed happiness. Any result—a strong positive correlation, 
a strong negative correlation, or weak correlation—is “interesting,” but only in-
sofar as it prompts subsequent questions, complete with hypotheses to be tested, 
about why those results were obtained. The literature remains quite tentative 
in this regard. “Happiness” is an example of a construct that may be informed by 
the kinds of data that social scientists are able to obtain from surveys, but cannot 
very usefully be defi ned by such data.
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Listening either to evangelists or to the evening news, one gets the im-
pression that living for the moment is a prevalent idea of the good life, 
but the surveys have found hardly anyone who says he adopts it for him-
self. Very few people actually seem to attach much importance to the 
fl eeting pleasures of the fl esh in deciding whether or not they are happy. 

 A Working Definition of Happiness 

 Thus some of the reasons that a highly specifi c defi nition of happi-
ness is not necessary to a discussion of the pursuit of happiness. What-
ever their starting points, and regardless of theoretical differences, 
people who think about what makes a life a happy one end up with 
much in common. If you apply your own defi nition, it is almost cer-
tain that it will share enough of the core characteristics I have just 
discussed to permit common understanding. 

 For the record, the working defi nition I will employ is  lasting and 
justifi ed satisfaction with one’s life as a whole.  The defi nition is not origi-
nal; indeed, minor variants of it have been used by so many that schol-
arly credit for it is diffi cult to assign. 38  The defi nition in effect says that 
when you decide how happy you are, you are thinking of aspects of 
your life that tend to  defi ne  your life (not just bits and pieces of it) and 
you base your assessment of your own happiness on long-range satis-
factions with the way things have gone. The pursuit of happiness will 
refer to an individual’s everyday efforts to plan and conduct his life so 
that it yields lasting and justifi ed satisfaction. 

 This is a prosaic defi nition with one barb, however: the word “justi-
fi ed.” “Justifi ed” is un-Lockean, implying that not all kinds of satisfac-
tions are equal. “Justifi ed” suggests that such things as objective right 
and objective wrong exist, that such a thing as virtue exists. 

 One must distinguish at this point between the specifi cs that you, 
the reader, or I, the author, attach to the meaning of “justifi ed” and 
the level of agreement necessary to continue the discussion. Perhaps 
you are a religious person and interpret the concepts of right, wrong, 
and virtue according to a specifi c code that you believe to be uni-
versally applicable. Or perhaps you are willing to accept the notion 
that such a thing as virtuous behavior exists, but insist that it must be 
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defi ned differently for different cultures and different times. In either 
case, we may put such specifi cs aside. In the context of this book, “jus-
tifi ed” with regard to happiness says that it is not enough to feel good; 
you must have a plausible reason for feeling good. As philosopher 
Wladyslaw Tatarkiewicz writes, “The man who is satisfi ed is not only 
emotionally gratifi ed but also  regards  his satisfaction as justifi ed.” 39  
Happiness is more than a feeling. 

 To this extent, I am insisting that if reason is surrendered, happi-
ness cannot be justifi ed. Remember Mill’s comment: Better to be a 
human being dissatisfi ed than a pig satisfi ed, regardless of the pig’s 
view. Put in another context: If someone who is a drug addict says that 
by remaining in a permanent drugged state he can achieve a life of 
perpetual ecstasy, and that this is a valid way of being happy, the “justi-
fi ed” requirement says he is wrong. He is not happy, whatever he may 
think. He has surrendered reason. He has surrendered an indispens-
able element that makes him human. 

 Seen from one perspective, this assertion does not entail a great in-
tellectual leap. Who wants to live the life of a drug addict? But it does 
require a dogmatic statement: It is true not just of me (that I could 
not be happy as a drug addict),  it is true of all people, even those who insist 
they are happy being drug addicts.  And as soon as we make such a state-
ment, all sorts of thoughts intervene. What if one were poor? What if 
one lived in a ghetto? What if one had no education and no opportu-
nity? Is it really appropriate for a person in the comfortable middle 
class to say that no one who lives in a euphoric stupor can be happy? 
I will be assuming that yes, it is appropriate and even essential to be 
dogmatic that life must be lived with self-awareness and self-judgment. 

 The Experience Machine Test 

 I am not sure it is necessary to dwell on the foregoing point— 
perhaps it is self-evident—but it is so important to the rest of my ar-
gument that I refer you to philosopher Robert Nozick’s device, the 
“experience machine,” adapted here for my own purposes. 40  

 Imagine a machine with electrodes that can be attached to your 
brain in such a way that it will make you feel exactly as if you were 
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haying whatever experience you wish. You want to write a great novel? 
The machine can give you exactly the sensations of writing a great 
novel. You want to make friends? Have an ideal marriage? The experi-
ence machine can do it for you, for a day or a lifetime. 

 You are not to worry about missing out on anything—you will have 
a huge library of possible experiences to choose from. If you wish, you 
may try a little of everything—two years a test pilot, two years a Tal-
mudic scholar, two years the parent of loving children; whatever you 
wish. The main point is that while you are on the machine, your con-
sciousness of what is happening will be indistinguishable from the real 
thing. You will think you are a concert pianist, or rock star if you pre-
fer, and the experiences of a Vladimir Horowitz or of a Mick Jagger 
will not have been any more real than the ones you feel while fl oating 
in the tank, attached to the electrodes. All you have to do is ask to be 
plugged in. The test question: Would you choose the experience ma-
chine as a substitute for living the rest of your life in the real world? 

 Most people say no. Specifying why one would refuse is not easy, 
however. Every reason you may devise is irrational unless you hold an 
underlying, bedrock premise that what you  do  and  are  is anchored in 
something other than sensory input to your nerve endings. The stipu-
lation that the satisfaction be “justifi ed,” while it will not involve any 
particular creed or set of values, does require this fundamental belief 
that the state of being human has some distinctive core—that a hu-
man being has a soul, if you will. 

 If you have any residual uncertainty about your stance, it may be use-
ful to think of the judgment one would make for one’s own child. Sup-
pose that your child had a serious physical disability—was confi ned to a 
wheelchair, for example, and was therefore intrinsically prevented from 
ever having certain experiences. *  Would you then choose a life on the 
experience machine for your child? (You could hook him up while he 
was asleep, so he would not have even the momentary anguish of know-
ing that his subsequent experiences would be fake.) I am assuming, 
and assuming that you agree, that the answer must be a horrifi ed no. 

      

* At some point, presumably, a simulation of life would be preferable to the 
real thing. What is the equivalent of brain dead in deciding that it would be 
morally permissible to put someone on an experience machine?



  Part Two 
 When There Is Bread 

 It is quite true that man lives by bread alone—when there is no 

bread. But what happens to man’s desires when there  is  plenty of 

bread and when his belly is chronically fi lled? 

 —Abraham Maslow 

 Other things equal, human beings enjoy the exercise of their realized 

capacities (their innate or trained abilities), and this enjoyment 

increases the more the capacity is realized, or the greater its 

complexity. 

 —The Aristotelian Principle as stated by John Rawls 
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 3 
 Enabling Conditions 
and Thresholds 

 To pursue happiness is to pursue the good we seek as an end in itself, 
that thing which, realized, expresses itself as justifi ed satisfaction with 
life as a whole. The object of government is to provide a framework 
within which people— all  people, of all temperaments and talents—
can pursue happiness. The question remains: What does any of this 
have to do with practicalities, not social philosophy? 

 As a way of framing the question, I will use the notion of “enabling 
conditions.” As the name implies, an enabling condition does not 
cause something to happen (governments do not make people 
happy), it permits something to happen (governments behave in 
ways that leave people able to be happy). And so with specifi c poli-
cies: Government policies affect the conditions that  enable  people to 
pursue happiness and thereby may be considered effective or ineffec-
tive, good or bad, effi cient or ineffi cient. Why are food stamps good? 
One reason might be that food stamps are good because they keep 
people from starving. The very practical, down-to-earth proposition is 
that you can’t pursue happiness if you’re starving. Hardly anyone will 
disagree. Stated more formally as an enabling condition, 

 It is impossible to pursue happiness without a certain amount of 
material resources. 

 This seems self-evident—enough so, at any rate, that it makes sense 
to inquire how social policy interacts with this enabling condition. 
What does the policy called food stamps have to do with the enabling 
condition involving “enough” material resources to pursue happiness? 
And having asked that question, it then makes sense to ask (still stick-
ing to the very practical issues involved) what “enough” might mean. 
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 With material resources, I began with the most obvious of all 
enabling conditions. As soon as one pushes further, the room for 
disagreement increases. One quickly reaches possible “enabling con-
ditions” that some will fi nd marginal, irrelevant, or conceptually re-
dundant with the conditions that have already been defi ned. I have 
no interest in pushing the limits. Anyone who wants to develop a defi -
nitionally taut, orthogonal set of enabling conditions for happiness 
is welcome to try to do so; I will not. The objective is not to set up an 
internally consistent intellectual system but to ask how some obviously 
important enabling conditions of happiness relate to day-to-day life 
and day-to-day social policy in the United States of America in the lat-
ter part of the twentieth century. For this task, we have an excellent 
conceptualization already available, and I draw upon it for organizing 
the succeeding chapters. 

 Maslow’s Needs Hierarchy 

 In 1943, psychologist Abraham Maslow published an article entitled 
“A Theory of Human Motivation,” which argued that human needs 
fall into a few basic categories arranged in a hierarchy. 1  At the most 
primitive level, man needs to survive. Withhold food from a man, and 
food will be what he most wants; for him, utopia is a place with enough 
food. “Freedom, love, community feeling, respect, philosophy, all may 
be waved aside as fripperies which are useless since they fail to fi ll the 
stomach. Such a man may fairly be said to live by bread alone.” 2  

 When enough food is available, utopia stops being a place with 
enough food. Other needs surface. “A want that is satisfi ed is no lon-
ger a want. The organism is dominated and its behavior organized 
only by unsatisfi ed needs.” 3  Maslow identifi ed fi ve categories of need 
and ranked them in this order: 

 • Physiological needs (food, water, shelter, sex). 
 • The need for safety (predictability, order, protection from 

physical harm). 
 • The need for intimacy (belongingness, friendship, relationships 

with spouse and children). 
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 • The need for esteem (self-respect, recognition, and respect 
from others). 

 • The need for self-actualization (expressing one’s capacities, 
fulfi lling one’s potential). 

 Maslow argued that these needs are met roughly in the order listed. 
People whose basic physiological needs have not been met are absorbed 
fi rst in satisfying them, then in ensuring their safety, then in forming 
intimate relationships of love and friendship, then in attaining self-
esteem, and fi nally in fulfi lling their special potentialities. This order 
is not immutably fi xed (and is not important to this discussion in any 
case). People trade elements of one good for elements of another, peo-
ple value different goods differently, but such is the general sequence. 

 Maslow went on to become a major fi gure in psychology, with a 
controversial body of work that extends far beyond his original needs 
hierarchy. My use of Maslow is limited to this: He provides a useful 
way of organizing an unwieldy discussion. Taken together, his fi ve cat-
egories are a capitulation of the enabling conditions for the pursuit 
of happiness—which is to say, if all of them were met, it is diffi cult to 
see how a person could claim that he was prevented by external condi-
tions from pursuing happiness. 

 I have adapted them for purposes of this discussion under the chapter 
headings of material resources (corresponding to physiological needs), 
safety (safety needs), and self-respect (esteem needs). The discussion of 
self-actualization has been folded into a somewhat broader topic that 
embraces as well the concept of intrinsic rewards—taken together and 
dispensing with jargon, the label “enjoyment” is as good as any. 

 Omissions 

 I have omitted a separate discussion of the need for “belonging-
ness” and intimacy in this part of the book not because social policy 
is irrel   evant (quite the contrary), but for two other reasons. First, 
some of the most important ways in which social policy enables 
people to form intimate relationships with others are through the 
other en   abling conditions, especially self-respect (self-respect being 
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an enabling condition not only for happiness in general but also for 
the development of relationships with others in particular). Second, 
I will be arguing much later in the book that the formation of “little 
platoons” (chap. 12) is the nexus within which the pursuit of happi-
ness is worked out. What Maslow calls the need for belongingness is 
not just one of the needs, it is the key for meeting the others as well. 

 Before leaving the list of enabling conditions, a few comments 
about two obvious missing ones. What about human needs for free-
dom? Justice? Maslow argues that they are not separate categories, but 
rather “preconditions for basic need satisfactions.” 4  It is perhaps an 
indication of the underlying coherence of Maslow’s system that, de-
spite my own predisposition to treat freedom as an enabling condition 
and the disposition of many other commentators on social policy to 
treat justice as an independent enabling condition, it turns out to be 
awkward to do so. Few of us wake up in the morning looking forward 
to the day because we are free or live in a just society. We are much 
more likely to wake up looking forward to the day (if we are so for-
tunate) because of other things that freedom and justice have made 
 possible—they are the enabling conditions of the enabling conditions, 
if you will. In a book about the felt satisfactions of life, freedom and 
justice seem to be examples of things that from day to day are  good for  
a wide variety of other things and are better discussed in that context. 

 The Strategy for the Discussion 

 For the next four chapters of this book about public policy, I ask 
that you temporarily forget about specifi c policies. In fact, the key to 
this enterprise is precisely  not  thinking about policies (which we will 
begin to do instead in part 3) and instead concentrating on  what it is 
we want to accomplish  regarding each of the enabling conditions, ignor-
ing for the time being how to do so through government programs 
and largely ignoring even whether it is possible to accomplish such 
things through government programs. We have identifi ed (I am ask-
ing you to agree) four extremely important enabling conditions for 
the pursuit of happiness: material resources, safety, self-respect, and 
“enjoyment.” Perhaps public policy can contribute a great deal to the 



e na bl i ng con di t ions a n d t h r e shol ds  [  33  ]

achievement of these conditions, perhaps not. We don’t know yet, 
because we haven’t yet thought about what the conditions consist of. 
When a person is living in a situation where the enabling conditions 
have been met—where he has “enough” material resources, safety, 
self-respect, and access to enjoyment to pursue happiness—what will 
be the characteristics of each of those states of affairs? 

 thresholds 
 My general strategy will be to superimpose upon the concept of “en-

abling condition” the concept of “threshold.” To illustrate, consider 
the role of food as an element in the enabling condition “material 
resources.” Has anyone been happy while starving? Only, one may as-
sume, under the most extraordinary circumstances. Has anyone been 
happy while having only a Spartan diet, with little variety but adequate 
nutrition? Of course; it happens all the time. There is a  threshold  be-
fore which it is nearly impossible to pursue happiness, after which the 
pursuit of happiness becomes readily possible. The fi rst question to 
ask of enabling conditions will be, Is there a threshold state and, if so, 
where does it lie? Is there such a thing as “enough” material resources 
to enable one to pursue happiness? “Enough” safety? “Enough” self-
respect? “Enough” enjoyment? 

 An intuitive fi rst response is that surely there is not such a thing as 
“enough” of these goods that can be defi ned concretely or general-
ized across all people. But that really amounts to saying that “thresh-
old” can be a complex concept, not that thresholds do not exist. For 
example, continuing the food example, don’t people who have a wide 
variety of foods tend to enjoy life more than people who must live on 
beans, other things being equal? The answer is probably “yes,” if “en-
joyment” is understood to mean “pleasure,” and given the multitude 
of exceptions that are wiped away by that catchall, “other things being 
equal.” But it is just as obvious that there are limits. At some point 
along the diet continuum from “beans and rice” to “every food in the 
world,” the correlation between “access to amount and variety of food” 
to “ability to pursue happiness” drops to zero. Such a thing as a thresh-
old exists, though we defer the question of where it is to be found. 

 Or consider the case of a person for whom good food provides the 
rewards that Bach provides for a music lover. Is his threshold the same 
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as for the person who hardly notices what he is eating? In one sense 
the gourmet’s threshold is different: The appreciation of food is for 
him a signifi cant source of aesthetic enjoyment, whereas it is not for 
the indifferent eater. But in another sense his threshold is the same: If 
tomorrow the gourmet is told by his doctor to subsist on a few bland 
foods for his health, he can nonetheless continue to pursue happiness 
(even though he has been deprived of an important source of enjoy-
ment), just as the indifferent eater can. 

 An examination of the threshold state and whether one exists will 
lead us to other kinds of analyses. For example, suppose there is a 
clear-cut threshold condition (a point below which happiness cannot 
be pursued and above which it can) but it differs widely among peo-
ple. In this case, it becomes critically important that social policy maxi-
mize the ability of each person to put himself in a situation satisfactory 
to his own needs. Now, in contrast, imagine that there is no threshold 
condition for anyone, but instead everyone agrees that more is better: 
If you have two units of  X , you are better able to pursue happiness 
than with one unit of  X , and this holds true for all values of  X . In such 
a case, social policy should be more concerned about pumping out an 
endless supply of this magic good and seeing that it is equitably dis-
tributed than with allowing people to seek their own level. 

 why no more than enable? 
 It may seem a minimalist approach to policy—just to “enable” peo-

ple to do something (why not go further, and  help  them do it?), to 
worry just about reaching a “threshold” (why not go beyond, and sup-
ply a plenitude?). But the minimalism is intrinsic, not arbitrary. To 
understand the perspective of the chapters that follow, it is essential to 
understand fi rst of all that when the topic is the pursuit of happiness, 
“enable” is as far as the government can go. 

 In the world of public policy that the television networks describe 
every evening on the news, governments face choices of how  much  to 
do, because the policies that get talked about the most are policies 
based on problems. A problem is shown—a fl ood in Pennsylvania, 
homelessness in Manhattan, traffi c congestion in the skies, a scientifi c 
fi nding that a certain level of radon is dangerous—and always there is 
the question, What is the government going to do about it? Is it going 
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to stand idly by? Reconsider its position? Invoke its powers? Propose 
new legislation? Increase the number of fl ight controllers? Issue new 
federal regulations? 

 Generally, the possible responses are characterized as choices 
among things to be done. The more primitive option—“doing some-
thing” versus “doing nothing”—is irrelevant for most issues. The fi re 
department may choose to send one or two or three engines to a 
fi re, based on an assessment of how many are needed to put out the 
fi re. But the fi re chief does not mull over each fi re alarm, deciding 
whether to respond at all. 

 In such cases, it is appropriate to think in terms of the government 
“doing a little” versus “doing a lot.” The public may debate whether 
the fi re department should institute a fi re prevention program or re-
quire fi re drills or add paramedics to its fi re-fi ghting teams. People 
may argue for a stripped-down fi re department or an extensive one. 
Similarly, people may argue over the size of a road-building program, 
the scope of a Medicaid program, the eligibility rules for government-
paid scholarships to colleges. In all such cases, governments have 
open to them the choice of doing a lot or a little. 

 But now consider the question, “ How much  should the government 
do to help people pursue happiness?” At fi rst, it sounds reasonable: 
Surely the government has, in this case as well, choices to make about 
how much to do. Won’t expanding the scholarship program (for ex-
ample) do more to help people pursue happiness by expanding edu-
cational opportunity? But on refl ection, that example does not refute 
the proposition that governments can only enable people to pursue 
happiness. An expanded scholarship program enables  more  people to 
pursue happiness (by expanding the number of people who are en-
abled to pursue happiness through access to education). But the “how 
much” question would have to be phrased in terms of the magnitude 
of aid available to a given individual: Does a government that provides 
full scholarships “do more” to help a given person pursue happiness 
than a government that provides half scholarships? If that’s the case, 
does providing a personal tutor for each recipient do more than not 
providing a tutor? And if that’s the case, does . . . But the point, a 
simple one, should be clear. People pursue happiness, governments 
 cannot . The thing called “educational opportunity” always has to be 
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transmuted by the individual who gets the opportunity into the pro-
cess called “the pursuit of happiness.” It can never be the thing-itself. 
And, while different people respond in different ways, it is intuitively 
obvious that at some point (for now, never mind where) the govern-
ment will no longer be doing more to help people pursue happiness 
by providing them with ever more lavish educational services more 
tenderly provided. It will be doing less. 

 And so with all governmental functions in their relationship to the 
pursuit of happiness. If a government chooses to build a lot of roads, 
it may build a lot of roads. If it chooses to treat a lot of sick people, it 
may treat a lot of sick people. But if it chooses to “help people pursue 
happiness a lot,” it can only go so far. It may not choose to pursue 
happiness on behalf of anyone. That must remain the quintessentially 
personal, undelegatable task of life. The government can “do as much 
as it can” to  enable , but it can do no more than enable. 

 This is not necessarily equivalent to “government should do as 
little as possible.” Rather, it is a question of choosing the things to 
do. Consider by way of analogy the work of a park ranger responsible 
for maintaining a hiking trail through a wilderness area. His work 
is curiously contradictory. The people who use his trail have certain 
 expectations—they do not come prepared for a Special Forces sur-
vival course—and so if he does his job right, the footpaths will be 
maintained. Perhaps there will be a guardrail at a treacherous spot. 
But when the guidebook specifi es that backpackers who take a certain 
trail should be on the lookout for grizzlies, he will do them no favors 
if he goes out and shoots the grizzlies. If a trail is rated as a rough and 
rocky climb, he will do them no favors by smoothing and paving the 
trail. And when it comes to the land off the trails, the whole point of 
his job is to protect it, not to alter it—which in turn can involve deli-
cate tasks that require the ranger to expend a great deal of effort so 
that as little as possible is changed. 

 The park ranger’s job is to prepare the wilderness so that it  enables  
people to enjoy visiting a wilderness area—and there is no way in the 
world he can do an iota more than that. In describing the details of 
his job, the question is not  how much  is done, but choosing the things 
to be done and then determining whether those things are done  right . 
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 “Enabling” applies to any activity in which the doing is the thing. I 
could have evoked as appropriately the preparation of other kinds of 
facilities—a play perhaps, or a party. Sometimes the preparers have 
a lot of work to do (designing the set, preparing the lighting), some-
times their work consists of doing nothing with forethought (choos-
ing the right mix of guests and then standing aside). The question is 
not how much the preparers do, but whether they do it right. Does 
the stage manager enable the actors to give a good performance, does 
the host enable the guests to have a good time? And that is what I will 
be asking about the human activity that is most thoroughly a case of 
“the doing is the thing,” the pursuit of happiness: What does enabling 
consist of, and (in very general terms in this part of the book) how 
might these understandings affect what government does? 

 Often I will be suggesting that the things that are not done, the 
areas in which policy consists of deliberately refraining from action, 
are as critically important to enabling the pursuit of happiness as the 
things that policy actively tries to do. Or to return to the original anal-
ogy, I will be asking you to consider a world in which the fi re depart-
ment leaves certain types of fi res unattended, not because it has too 
little equipment but because it would be a bad idea to put out the fi re. 

 It is not such a radical thought—I am surrounded at this moment 
by hundreds of fi res in my neighborhood that the fi re department is 
ignoring and that everyone agrees the fi re department should ignore. 
There’s one a few feet away from me, keeping my coffee warm. In the 
case of fi res, of course, we all know that fi re departments are for put-
ting out uncontrolled fi res and there is no need to specify that fi res 
in stoves and furnaces don’t count. But the example calls attention to 
the peculiar problem facing this particular book on policy: In decid-
ing what constitutes a good “policy for putting out fi res,” one fi rst has 
to decide what fi res one wants put out. In the case of fi re departments, 
the decision rules are obvious; that’s why we don’t have to think about 
them. In the case of pursuing happiness, the decision rules are not so 
obvious. The purpose of the four chapters that follow is to think about 
decision rules  before  thinking about policy. This still leaves room for 
saying that governments should “do a lot” or “do a little”—but only 
once we have decided what needs to be done. 
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 4 
 Material Resources 

 “Poverty” has in recent years been to policy analysts what damnation 
is to a Baptist preacher. For more than two decades, progress or retro-
gression in social policy has been measured against this benchmark. 
Few goals have been more highly valued than to “bring people above 
the poverty line.” To be below the poverty line has constituted proof 
that government help is needed. 

 There are three reasons for this preoccupation. One is that defi cits 
in material resources are visible. We can see, paint, photograph, fi lm, 
televise, and videotape sunken cheeks and tattered clothes. Defi cits in 
the other enabling conditions are not so visible. Compounding this 
imbalance, defi cits in any of the other enabling conditions may  mani-
fest  themselves as poverty. Self-esteem again provides a good example. 
Large numbers of the homeless are dispirited in ways that are trace-
able to defi cits in esteem (and in other enabling conditions besides 
poverty). It is often such defi cits that created the homelessness. But 
the symptom is poverty—living in the streets, dressed in rags, begging 
for food—and the symptom can be alleviated by material resources. 

 This points to the second reason why money has taken on such a 
central place in social policy calculations: Material resources, alone 
among the enabling conditions, are fungible. I can use money to buy 
you a meal or a place to stay. I cannot use money to buy you esteem. 
Defi cits in material resources are in this sense susceptible to “solu-
tions” in ways that the other enabling conditions are not. 

 The third reason is that defi cits in material resources suggest threats 
to survival. Without food, people starve to death. Without shelter, they 
perish of exposure. The state of being “in poverty” is loosely identifi ed 
with a state of being at risk of life and health. The plight of the street 
people again provides an apt illustration. The street people  are  in the 
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streets and  do  appear to be in danger of starving—and they are also 
“in poverty.” The observer may point out that the street people con-
stitute a small fraction of the people labeled “homeless,” and that the 
homeless constitute a small fraction of the people under the poverty 
line. He may analyze the data on why people live in the streets, and 
point out that the reason why people live in the streets in Calcutta or 
Cairo (no way to make a decent living) applies to only a small frac-
tion of street people in the United States. He may then conclude, with 
logic and evidence on his side, that the problem of street people and 
the poverty problem are separate, that the means for solving one are 
all but unrelated to solving the other. But for most of us the visceral 
link will remain. Poverty taken to its ultimate extreme means death. 

 These are some of the reasons why poverty has so preoccupied 
us. It is the generic stand-in for the social problems of our age. Solve 
the riddle of poverty, we have often seemed to hope, and the rest of 
our problems will solve themselves. As long as poverty exists, we have 
often seemed to despair, nothing else can compensate the poor for 
their condition. “Whatever progress has been charted on the graph of 
‘progress and poverty,’ ” Gertrude Himmelfarb writes in her history of 
the idea of poverty, “it is poverty that still strikes the eye and strikes at 
the heart. It is as if the modern sensibility can only register failure, not 
success, as if modernity has bequeathed to us a social conscience that 
is unappeasable and inconsolable.” 1  

 A continuing theme of this book will be that in fact most of the 
pains and damages that we associate with contemporary poverty in 
Western societies have little to do with a lack of material resources 
(beyond a certain point): that money  in itself, by itself  does not inspirit 
the dispirited homeless, make loving mothers of neglectful mothers, 
make a cheerful home of a dump. A few days later, even if the money 
continues to be provided, the dispiritedness and neglectfulness will 
be back and the home will be a dump with different furniture. The 
crucial qualifi er, of course, is that phrase “beyond a certain point,” 
for below that point money can make all the difference in the world. 
So the topic for now is material resources and an exploration of that 
“certain point.” When the enabling condition is material resources, 
how much is enough? 
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 I will present two talking points. The fi rst is that, for purposes of open-
ing up a wide range of ways to pursue happiness, “enough money” lies 
close to subsistence—not precisely at subsistence, but close. The second 
is that the fi rst proposition can hold true, to a far greater degree than 
we commonly realize, for inhabitants of sophisticated Western societies. 

 What Is “Enough” Money? 

 The proposition that “enough money to pursue happiness” lies 
close to subsistence is a minor revision of the notion that money does 
not buy happiness. Combine this unoriginal proposition with the 
truth that you can’t pursue happiness if you’re starving, and the impli-
cation for the quantitative relationship of income to happiness is fully 
defi ned: If we have an accurate measure of happiness and an accu-
rate measure of income, then the relationship of happiness to income 
should look something like fi gure 1. 

 Happiness is very low until subsistence is reached, rises very steeply 
immediately thereafter, but quickly levels off as subsistence is left be-
hind. Or, as Maslow would argue, once the physiological needs are 
met, the next level of needs arises and determines the organism’s 
state of satisfaction. How does this expectation compare with what is 
known about the relationship of wealth to happiness? 

Zero

Subsistence

None

Very high

Material Resources

Happiness

Infinite

figure 1. On Money Buying Happiness, Theoretically . . .
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 happiness and national wealth 
 The answer depends on whether you look at the relationship of 

happiness to income  across  countries or  within  countries. If the ques-
tion is “Are people in rich countries happier than people in poor 
countries?” the answer seems to be quite close to the expectation. Very 
poor countries in which much of the population is barely surviving—
countries such as India, Bangladesh, and some parts of sub-Saharan 
Africa—show very low levels of avowed happiness. But this holds true 
only at the extremes (and even then with exceptions). Avowed happi-
ness rises quickly with national wealth in the early stages, then much 
more slowly among the wealthier countries. Figure 2 gives a rough 
idea of the relationship, using happiness data from the Cantril and 
Gallup international surveys, both of which used a self-anchored scale 
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figure 2. On Money Buying Happiness, Empirically . . .
Sources: The happiness data are from the Gallup world sample (1976) and 
the Hadley Cantril data (1965), as reported in Ruut Veenhoven, Databook of 
Happiness (Boston: D. Reidel, 1984), table e, p. 518. Per capita GNP data are 
taken from Charles Lewis Taylor and David A. Jodice, World Handbook of Political 
and Social Indicators, 3d ed., vol. 1 (New Haven, Conn.: Yale University Press, 
1983), table 3.6; and from Bureau of the Census, Statistical Abstract of the United 
States 1970 (Washington, D.C.: Government Printing Offi ce, 1970), table 1254, 
p. 810. All per capita GNP are expressed in 1978 dollars. Note that a per capita 
GNP in 1978 of $9,770 in the United States translated into median family 
income of $17,640, or more than $30,000 in 1987 dollars.
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that is claimed to have high cross-cultural validity. 2  National wealth is 
expressed as gross national product (GNP) per capita. 

 These are not data to go to court with—sample sizes for some 
countries are only 300 people—but the general correspondence with 
the curvilinear “predicted” relationship in fi gure 1 is obvious. Very 
quickly, more money buys little more happiness. 

 Some argue that the relationship between national wealth and hap-
piness is even weaker than fi gure 2 indicates. Political scientist Richard 
Easterlin, who has done the most rigorous work in this area, reached 
the conclusion that the relationship is nil: “[R]icher countries are not 
typically happier than poorer ones. . . . By and large, the evidence 
indicates no relation—positive or negative—between happiness and 
national income. Whether the people in a particular time or place 
are comparatively happy is seemingly independent of the average 
level of income.” 3  The Gallup data suggest that this may overstate the 
case slightly—examined closely, those data show signs that happiness 
scores continue to increase, albeit slightly and irregularly, with wealth 
even after subsistence is left behind. But such uncertainties only tend 
to reinforce the proposition that national wealth has at most only a 
very tenuous relationship to avowed happiness. 

 happiness and individual wealth 
 The predicted relationship of wealth to avowed happiness fails to 

match reality, however, when we turn to the happiness of individu-
als  within  a given nation. This was the second of Easterlin’s fi ndings. 
People in poor Mexico and in affl uent France may have similar mean 
avowed-happiness scores, but rich people in France are happier than 
poor people in France, as rich people in Mexico are happier than 
poor people in Mexico. In every country, Easterlin found, people with 
high income tended to report higher levels of happiness than people 
with low income. 

 The same relationship held true longitudinally within countries. 
The United States is a good example. As Easterlin pointed out, from 
the late 1940s to 1970, average real income in the United States in-
creased by about 60 percent while reported levels of happiness in the 
United States were about the same in the late 1940s as they were in 
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table 1 

Year
Percentage Responding 
“Very Happy”

Median Family Income 
(1987 Dollars)

1948 44% $15,300

1956 54% $20,400

1963 47% $23,600

1970 43% $29,400

1977 42% $30,600

1981 46% $28,500

Sources: The Gallup Report, no. 189 (  June 1981): 40; Bureau of the 
Census, Statistical Abstract of the United States 1982–83 (Washington, D.C.: 
Government Printing Offi ce, 1982), table 714; Bureau of the Census, 
Historical Statistics of the United States (Washington, D.C.: Government 
Printing Offi ce, 1975), table G179–88.

1970, but in each survey richer people had higher happiness scores 
than poorer people. The same phenomenon continued through the 
1970s. Table 1 gives the percentages of people who identifi ed them-
selves as “very happy” in Gallup polls taken from 1948 to 1981, along-
side the median family income in those years (expressed in constant 
1987 dollars). 

 Perversely, the percentage of people reporting themselves as happy 
dropped steadily from 1956 through 1977, as real income soared—
then increased from the 1977 to the 1981 measures, as real income 
dropped. But at any given time  within  that period, rich people re-
ported themselves as being happier than poor people. Table 2 shows 
the gradient, using Gallup’s 1981 income categories. 

 The effect of income is not as great as some might have predicted. 
That more than a third of people with incomes under $5,000 re-
ported themselves to be “very happy” is intriguing, and it would be 
fascinating to fi nd what happens to the relationship at higher income 
levels (Does it keep rising through $50,000? $100,000? $1,000,000?). 
But that a relationship exists is clear. 

 Putting the longitudinal and cross-sectional data together, one 
emerges with a paradoxical situation. You may think of it this way: 
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Imagine a man with a real income of  X  dollars in 1950 and his son 
with precisely the same real income in 1970. On average, the son can 
be expected to be less happy with his income than the father was with 
his. To be  as  happy as the father, the son must make  more  money. Fur-
thermore, there are no signs that the process will be any different for 
the son’s son. Easterlin’s gloomy conclusion was that “to an outside 
observer, economic growth appears to be producing an ever more af-
fl uent society, but to those involved in the process, affl uence will al-
ways remain a distant, urgently sought, but never attained goal.” 4  Two 
other researchers came up with a memorable phrase to describe the 
situation. We are caught, they said, on “a hedonic treadmill.” 5  

 This is all very well as a matter of aggregate statistics, but there is 
also the wisdom of Sophie Tucker to consider: “I’ve been poor, and 
I’ve been rich, and believe me, honey, rich is better.” Perhaps the he-
donic treadmill writ small works out to something like this: It is true 
that when you think back to the happy and unhappy times of your life, 
they do not necessarily match up with the amount of money you had 
at the time. Still,  other things being equal , at this very moment in your 
life, you prefer your current income over any lesser amount and prob-
ably have a hankering for more. 

 The hedonic treadmill is not as depressing as it may seem at fi rst 
glance. It is not irrational. We get caught on it for any number of 
understandable reasons, some of which are summarized in the note 

table 2

Family Income 
(1981 Dollars)

Percentage Responding 
“Very Happy”

$25,000 & over 56%

$20,000  –24,999 48%

$15,000–19,999 48%

$10,000–14,999 38%

$ 5,000–9,999 40%

Under $5,000 35%

Source: The Gallup Report, no. 189 (  June 1981): 38.
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below.* And it is not even necessarily a frailty that we need to fi ght. So-
phie Tucker was at least partly right. It may be true that people by and 
large are always going to seek more money and will always fi nd as they 
succeed that money in and of itself is of limited value in increasing 
their happiness. People may still, quite reasonably, want to increase 
their income. If they can’t buy happiness, they can make some other 
good use of the money. 

 The empirical fi ndings about the relationship between money 
and happiness thus tell us little that is surprising or even particularly 

* The phenomenon called the hedonic treadmill is not necessarily irratio-
nal or mysterious. Economist Moses Abramovitz has discussed some of the rea-
sons why the promised land of “all the money we need” keeps receding from 
us.6 One explanation is habituation. A couple with children in the house save 
enough money to add a private bathroom for themselves. For a while, they luxu-
riate in their new privacy. After a time, they don’t notice it anymore. To recover 
the same sense of active pleasure, they have to do something new with still more 
money—buy a sailboat, move to a more exclusive neighborhood. It is not the 
use of one’s luxuries one enjoys, according to the habituation argument, but the 
process of acquiring them and their (short-lived) novelty. Another alternative 
explanation is that increases in real income (as measured by the consumer price 
index) don’t necessarily make the things that you want more affordable, if the 
rest of society is getting richer too. Affl uence is commonly used to buy private 
space, for example. But the number of spacious lots with beautiful ocean views 
is fi xed, while the number of affl uent customers expands. Real income may in-
crease relative to the number of toasters one can afford, but the prices of the 
most valued luxury goods rise disproportionately and one is nearly as unable 
to afford them as before.7 This point is perhaps even more vivid with regard to 
services. Western-style affl uence brings with it laborsaving devices and some ser-
vices, but only the very richest Americans enjoy the degree of true freedom from 
the bothersome daily “overhead” of existence—cooking, cleaning, washing, and  
the general bother of looking after oneself—as do large numbers of people with 
far lower incomes who live in countries where servants still work cheap. A fi nal 
explanation is suggested by Stefan Linder in The Harried Leisure Class: It takes 
time and effort to reap satisfactions from the things we buy (a labor theory of 
leisure, as it were). As more things are acquired, the time we can give to each 
becomes more limited, and the satisfactions we obtain are accordingly diluted—
thus Linder’s hilarious image of the prosperous Scandinavian spending an eve-
ning at home, trying as best he can to read The New York Times, listen to the Ital-
ian opera, smoke his Havana cigar, sniff his French cognac, drink his demitasse 
of Brazilian coffee, and make love to his beautiful Swedish wife.8
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dismaying about human beings. They do, however, raise a fascinating 
question: What are the implications of the hedonic treadmill for good 
public policy? 

 the ultimate irrelevance of the 
hedonic treadmill to good policy 

 The issue is how government  enables  people to pursue happiness. 
For the enabling condition called “material resources,” the question 
therefore is: How may we characterize the state of affairs when every-
one in a society has suffi cient material resources to be able to pur-
sue happiness? When will we be able to say, “The government of the 
United States has met its obligation to provide for the material needs 
of its citizens, and may now devote its attention to other matters”? 

 One internally consistent answer is “Never.” The fact is that people 
with more money tend to be happier than people with less money 
at any given slice in time, no matter how much money the poorer 
people have. The appropriate conclusion, judging from these data, is 
that money does make a difference and that the only way to deal with 
the hedonic treadmill is to treat it as a fact of life and go on using the 
government to redistribute money from rich to poor, no matter how 
much money the “poor” have. 

 The logic is internally consistent. The only problem is that the con-
clusion is absurd. It is absurd fi rst at the limit. No thinking person 
believes that more money means more happiness after a point. This 
assertion is no more controversial than saying that no thinking person 
believes that a person with fi ve million dollars is likely to be happier 
than a person with four million dollars. The problem is to fi nd the 
point after which increases in money no longer facilitate the pursuit 
of happiness. 

 We may cut down the range by asking questions of this sort: Sup-
pose that at some time in the future the United States becomes so 
wealthy that the poorest families have the purchasing power of the 
current median (more than $30,000 in 1987), while the average in-
come has tripled in the meantime. In that state of affl uence, would 
you be prepared to argue that poor people are prevented from pur-
suing happiness because they have too little money? Or to put it an-
other way, if all families in the United States had at least that much 
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purchasing power, could we then forget about poverty as an issue for 
social policy and worry about other matters instead (even if the me-
dian had by that time increased to $100,000)? 

 In such a society, “poor” people—that is, people with only $30,000 
in purchasing powers—will doubtless still envy the rich people, that 
being human nature. And it will also be true that people with only 
$30,000 will be unable to purchase some desirable goods, and will 
feel that if only they made $40,000, or $50,000, or $100,000,  then  
they would have what they need, and would be satisfi ed. But granting 
that these reactions will prevail, the question remains: In designing 
public policy, will changes in economics be the answer anymore, if our 
goal is to enable people to pursue happiness? 

 In answering the question, remember that we have defi ned out of 
existence all issues of safety nets and minimum income and the mean-
ing of the poverty line. We are saying that the poorest people in the 
country are making the equivalent of $30,000 a year. So if we are to 
say that, yes, people are still prevented from pursuing happiness for 
economic reasons, the policy prescription that follows is (as far as I 
can tell) necessarily the egalitarian solution, whereby everyone makes 
roughly the same amount of money. That would succeed in chang-
ing the terms of the envy (people then could concentrate on envying 
other people their power, talent, beauty, and other unequally distrib-
uted gifts). Would it enhance the pursuit of happiness among the pre-
viously poor people? 

 In the egalitarian literature, there is a presumption that income lev-
eling would have some such utilitarian effect, but these arguments have 
historically been put in terms of societies in which wealth exists side by 
side with abject poverty. It is an interesting question to put to the egali-
tarians, and one that is increasingly pertinent in a world of expanding 
wealth: Why, in pursuing happiness, is one person with enough money 
impeded by someone else’s having more? As far as I can tell (the reader 
is invited to work through his own answers), the logic behind an answer 
ultimately has to hinge on some strange understandings of  happiness—
roughly on the order of, “my happiness is augmented by knowing that 
other people do not have more than I do.” Presumably this logic is 
most attractive to those who see unequal incomes as ipso facto proof of 
social injustice, an argument that I will not try to contest here. 
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 But if one is not attracted by the logic of the egalitarian solution, 
as I am not, then one is left without economic solutions for getting 
people off the hedonic treadmill. When we reach a state of prosper-
ity in which poverty is defi ned as an income equivalent to $30,000 a 
year, the hedonic treadmill will remain, but policy solutions to the un-
equal happiness of the poorer members of society cannot be based on 
raising their income (I am arguing). Everything we know about how 
people have reacted in the past tells us that they are  not  going to be 
any happier when they are making $40,000, or $50,000, or $100,000, 
if the rest of society has continued to get still richer. 

 It may be objected that by assuming $30,000 as the fl oor I have 
fundamentally changed the terms of the issue. Currently, poor people 
in American society are genuinely in need of more material resources, 
whereas in my imaginary society the “poor” people who make $30,000 
would not have such an objective defi cit. This raises the fascinating 
question of where poverty begins, however. Macaulay, writing of Victo-
rian England, chided his contemporaries for sentimentalizing about 
a Golden Age in the past when “noblemen were destitute of comforts 
the want of which would be intolerable to a modern footman.” 9  A cen-
tury later, we think of Victorian England as a swamp of Dickensian 
poverty. Would a $30,000 fl oor  really  be “enough material resources,” 
whereas the current poverty line represents “not enough material re-
sources”? Or has our current poverty line in fact already passed the 
threshold of enough? 

 Suppose, for example, that you put yourself in the position of a per-
son in 1900. The same question is put to you, only slightly amended 
to fi t the different moment in history: “Suppose that at some time in 
the future the United States becomes so wealthy that the poorest fami-
lies have an income of the current (1900) average, while the average 
income has tripled in the meantime?” I suggest that no poor person 
in 1900 would have imagined that his material needs would not be 
met by the income of the average American at that time—which is 
to say, an average that made America at the turn of the century the 
promised land for poor people around the world. 

 The point is, of course, that we have already surpassed that millen-
nial state of affairs from the vantage point of a poor person in 1900. 
The real purchasing power of families at the poverty line in the late 
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1980s (in 1987, $11,612 for a family of four) is much greater than the 
purchasing power of the average family in 1900.* Does this mean that 
people at the contemporary poverty line are living lives in which they 
can pursue happiness? Not necessarily. Rather, I am arguing that the 
 reason why  they cannot does not necessarily lie in money. 

 All this is far from demonstrating that people with near-subsistence 
incomes have “enough” material resources to pursue happiness. 
In fact, two points should be conceded. One is that providing more 
money to poor people probably will increase the felt-happiness of the 
people who get the money in the short term (for the same reasons dis-
cussed under the explanations for the hedonic treadmill). The second 
is that  if nothing else is done , poor people who stay at the same near-
subsistence income while the rest of the society gets richer will proba-
bly become more unhappy than they were before. But our topic is the 
pursuit of happiness. Once subsistence has been passed, what are the 
relative priorities to be attached to further augmenting income versus 
other steps (which may preclude augmenting income)? To explore 
this question, I ask you to join in a series of thought experiments. 

 Thought Experiments about Being Poor 

 One of the great barriers to a discussion of poverty and social pol-
icy in the 1980s is that so few people who talk about poverty have ever 
been poor. The diminishing supply of the formerly-poor in policy-
making and policy-infl uencing positions is a side effect of progress. 
The number of poor households dropped dramatically from the 
beginning of World War II through the end of the 1960s. Despite 
this happy cause, however, it is a troubling phenomenon. From the 
beginning of American history through at least the 1950s, the new 

* In 1987 dollars, the average annual earnings in 1900 for all occupations 
was about $6,000; in nonfarm occupations, about $6,700.10 I acknowledge the 
incomparabilities—if a family that could afford domestic help in 1900 cannot 
now, but can afford a television, how does it all balance out? My point is simply 
that the contemporary poverty line represents a lot of raw purchasing power in 
historical terms.
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generation moving into positions of infl uence in politics, business, 
journalism, and academia was bound to include a large admixture 
of people who had grown up dirt-poor. People who had grown up in 
more privileged surroundings did not have to speculate about what 
being poor was like; someone sitting beside them, or at the head of 
the table, was likely to be able to tell them. It was easy to acknowledge 
then, as it is not now, that there is nothing so terrible about poverty 
per se. Poverty is not equivalent to destitution. Being poor does not 
necessarily mean being malnourished or ill-clothed. It does not au-
tomatically mean joylessness or despair. To be poor is not necessarily 
to be without dignity, it is not necessarily to be unhappy. When large 
numbers of people who were running the country had once been 
poor themselves, poverty could be kept in perspective. 

 Today, how many graduates of the Kennedy School of Government 
or of the Harvard Business School have ever been really poor? How 
many have ever had close friends who were? How many even have 
parents who were once poor? For those who have never been poor 
and never even known any people who were once poor, it is diffi cult 
to treat poverty as something other than a mystery. It is even more 
diffi cult to be detached about the importance of poverty, because to 
do so smacks of a “let them eat cake” mentality. By the same token, 
however, it is important that we who have never been poor be able 
to think about the relationship of poverty to social policy in a much 
more straightforward way than the nation’s intellectuals and policy-
makers have done for the past few decades. To that end, I propose 
fi rst a thought experiment based on the premise that tomorrow you 
had to be poor. I do not mean “low-income” by Western standards of 
affl uence, but functioning near the subsistence level, as a very large 
proportion of the world’s population still does. 

 In constructing this thought experiment, the fi rst requirement is 
to divorce yourself from certain refl exive assumptions. Do not think 
what it would be like to be poor while living in a community of rich 
people. I do not (yet) want to commingle the notions of absolute 
poverty and relative poverty, so you should imagine a community in 
which everyone else is as poor as you are; indeed, a world in which 
the existence of wealth is so far removed from daily life that it is not 
real. 



m at e r i a l r e sou rce s [  51  ]

 The second requirement is to avoid constructing an imaginary per-
son. The point is not to try to imagine yourself in the shoes of “a poor 
person” but to imagine what  you , with your particular personality, ex-
periences, strengths, and limitations (including your middle-class up-
bringing and values), would do if you were suddenly thrust into this 
position. 

 version i: being poor in a thai village 
 To do all this in the American context is diffi cult. Any scenario is 

fi lled with extraneous factors. Let me suggest one that I used as a way 
of passing the time when I was a researcher driving on the back roads 
of rural Thailand many years ago. What if, I would muse, I had to live 
for the rest of my life in the next village I came to? (Perhaps a nuclear 
war would have broken out, thereby keeping me indefi nitely in Thai-
land; any rationalization would do.) 

 In some ways, the prospect was grim. I had never been charmed by 
sleeping under mosquito netting nor by bathing with a few buckets 
of cloudy well water. When circumstances permitted, I liked to end a 
day’s work in a village by driving back to an air-conditioned hotel and 
a cold beer. But if I were to have no choice . . . 

 As it happens, Thailand is an example of an attractive peasant cul-
ture. Survival itself is not a problem. The weather is always warm, so 
the requirements for clothes, fuel, and shelter are minimal. Village 
food is ample, if monotonous. But I would nonetheless be extremely 
poor, with an effective purchasing power of a few hundred dollars a 
year. The house I would live in would probably consist of a porch and 
one or two small, unlit, unfurnished rooms. The walls might be of 
wood, more probably of woven bamboo or leaf mats. I would have (in 
those years) no electricity and no running water. Perhaps I would have 
a bicycle or a transistor radio. Probably the nearest physician would be 
many kilometers away. In sum: If the criterion for measuring poverty 
is material goods, it would be diffi cult to fi nd a community in deepest 
Appalachia or a neighborhood in the most depressed parts of South 
Chicago that even approaches the absolute material poverty of the av-
erage Thai village in which I would have to make my life. 

 On the other hand, as I thought about spending the next fi fty years 
in a Thai village, I found myself thinking more about precisely what 
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it is that I would lack (compared to my present life) that would cause 
me great pain. The more I thought about the question, the less likely 
it became that I would be unhappy. 

 Since I lacked any useful trade, maybe I could trade the Jeep for 
a few  rai  of land and become a farmer. Learning how to farm well 
enough to survive would occupy my time and attention for several 
years. After that, I might be able to improve my situation. One of the 
assets I would bring from my Western upbringing and schooling would 
be a haphazardly acquired understanding of cash crops, markets, and 
entrepreneurial possibilities, and perhaps I could parlay that, along 
with hard work, into some income and more land. It also was clear to 
me that I probably would enjoy this “career.” I am not saying I would 
 choose  it, but rather that I could fi nd satisfaction in learning how to be 
a competent rice farmer, even though it was not for me the most de-
sired of all possible careers. 

 What about my personal life? Thais are among the world’s most 
handsome and charming people, and it was easy to imagine falling 
in love with a woman from the village, marrying, and having a fam-
ily with her. I could also anticipate the pleasure of watching my chil-
dren grow up, probably at closer hand than I would in the United 
States. The children would not get the same education they would in 
the States, but I would have it within my power to see that they would 
be educated. A grade school is near every village. The priests in the 
local  wat  could teach them Buddhism. I could also become teacher to 
my children. A few basic textbooks in mathematics, science, and his-
tory; Plato and Shakespeare and the Bible; a dozen other well-chosen 
classics—all these could be acquired even in up-country Thailand. My 
children could reach adulthood literate, thoughtful, and civilized. 

 My children would do well in other ways too. They would grow up 
in a “positive peer culture,” as the experts say. Their Thai friends in 
the village would all be raised by their parents to be considerate, hard-
working, pious, and honest—that’s the way Thai villagers raise their 
children. My children would face few of the corrupting infl uences to 
be found in an American city. 

 Other personal pleasures? I knew I would fi nd it easy to make 
friends, and that some would become close. I would have other 
good times, too—celebrations on special occasions, but more often 
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informal gatherings and jokes and conversation. If I read less, I would 
also read better. I would have great personal freedom as long as my 
behavior did not actively interfere with the lives of my neighbors (the 
tolerance for eccentric behavior in a Thai village is remarkably high). 
What about the physical condition of poverty? After a few months, I 
suspect that I would hardly notice. 

 
You may conclude that the thought experiment is a transparent setup. 
First I ask what it would be like to be poor, then I proceed to outline 
a near-idyllic environment in which to be poor. I assume that I have a 
legacy of educational experiences that would help me spend my time 
getting steadily less poor. And then I announce that poverty isn’t so 
bad after all. But the point of the thought experiment is not to suggest 
that all kinds of poverty are tolerable, and even less that all peasant so-
cieties are pleasant places to live. When poverty means the inability to 
get enough food or shelter, it is every bit as bad as usually portrayed. 
When poverty means being forced to remain in that condition, with 
no way of improving one’s situation, it is as bad as portrayed. When 
poverty is conjoined with oppression, be it a caste system or a haci-
enda system or a people’s republic, it is as bad as portrayed.  My thought 
experiment is not a paean to peasant life, but a paean to communities of free 
people.  If poverty is defi ned in terms of money, everybody in the Thai 
village is poor. If poverty is defi ned as being unable to live a modest 
but decent existence, hardly anyone there is poor. 

 version ii: being made suddenly 
poor in the united states 
 Does this thought experiment fail when it is transported to the 

United States? Imagine the same Thai village set down intact on the 
outskirts of Los Angeles. Surely its inhabitants must be miserable, liv-
ing in their huts and watching the rest of the world live in splendor. 

 At this point in the argument, however, we need no longer think in 
terms of thought experiments. The situation I described is one that 
has been faced by hundreds of thousands of immigrants to the United 
States, whether they came from Europe at the end of World War II or 
from Vietnam in the mid-1970s. Lawyers found themselves working 
as janitors, professors found themselves working on assembly lines. 



[  54  ] w h e n t h e r e is  br e a d

Sometimes they followed the same process I just described, working 
their way up and out. Many had to remain janitors and factory work-
ers, because they came to America too late in life to retool their for-
eign-trained skills. But their children did not have to remain so, and 
they have not. A reading of their histories, in literature or in the oral 
testimony of their children, corroborates the pattern I described. Was 
a Latvian attorney forced to fl ee his country “happy” to have to work 
as a janitor? No. Was he prevented by his situation—specifi cally, by his 
poverty—from successfully pursuing happiness? Emphatically, no. 

 Let us continue the thought experiment nonetheless, with a 
slightly different twist. This time, you are given a choice. One choice 
is to be poor in rural Thailand, as I have described it, with just enough 
food and shelter and a few hundred dollars a year in cash: a little be-
yond bare subsistence, but not much. Or you may live in the United 
States, receive a free apartment, free food, free medical care, and a 
cash grant, the package coming to a total that puts you well above 
the poverty line. There is, however, a catch: you are  required  to live 
in a particular apartment, and this apartment is located in a public 
housing project in one of the burned-out areas of the South Bronx. 
A condition of receiving the rest of the package is that you continue 
to live, and raise your children, in the South Bronx (you do not have 
the option of spending all of your waking hours in Manhattan, just as 
the village thought experiment did not give you the option of taking 
vacations in Bangkok). You still have all the assets you took to the Thai 
village—once again, it is essential that you not imagine what it is like 
for an Alabama sharecropper to be transplanted to the South Bronx, 
but what it would be like  for you.  

 In some ways, you would have much more access to distractions. 
Unlike the situation in the Thai village, you would have television you 
could watch all day, taking you vicariously into other worlds (an infe-
rior form of the experience machine). Or, for that matter, it would be 
much easier to get books than in a Thai village, and you would have 
much more money with which to buy them. You could, over time, fi x 
up your apartment so that within its walls you would have an envi-
ronment that looks and feels very like an apartment you could have 
elsewhere. 
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 There is only one problem: You would have a terrible time once 
you opened your door to the outside world. How, for example, are 
you going to raise your children in the South Bronx so that they grow 
up to be the adults you want them to be? (No, you don’t have the op-
tion of sending them to live elsewhere.) How are you going to take a 
walk in the park in the evening? There are many good people in the 
South Bronx with whom you could become friends, just as in the vil-
lage. But how are you to fi nd them? And once they are found, how are 
you to create a functioning, mutually reinforcing community? 

 I suggest that as you think of answers to those questions, you will 
fi nd that, if you are to have much chance to be happy, the South 
Bronx needs to be changed in a way that the village did not—that, 
unlike the village as it stood, the South Bronx as it stands does not 
“work” as an environment for pursuing happiness. Let us ignore for 
the moment how these changes in environment could be brought 
about, by what combination of government’s “doing things” and 
“refraining from doing things.” The fact is that hardly any of those 
changes involve greater income for you personally, but rather changes 
in the surrounding environment. There is a question that crystallizes 
the roles of personal vs. environmental poverty in this situation: What 
is the dollar sum that would persuade you to move self and family to 
this public housing project in the South Bronx? 

 version iii: poverty and your own children 
 The purpose of the fi rst two versions of the thought experiment 

was to suggest a different perspective on one’s own priorities regard-
ing the pursuit of happiness, and by extension to suggest that perhaps 
public policy ought to refl ect a different set of priorities as well. It 
is easy in this case, however, to assume that what one wants for one-
self is not applicable to others. Thus, for example, it could be said 
that the only reason the thought experiments work (if you grant even 
that much) is because the central character starts out with enormous 
advantages of knowledge and values—which in themselves refl ect the 
advantages of having grown up with plenty of material resources. 

 To explore that possibility, I ask you to bear with me for one more 
thought experiment on this general topic, one I have found to be a 
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touchstone. 11  This time, the question is not what kinds of material 
resources you (with your fully developed set of advantages) need for 
your pursuit of happiness, but what a small child, without any devel-
oped assets at all, needs for his pursuit of happiness—specifi cally, 
what your own child needs. 

 Imagine that you are the parent of a small child, living in con-
temporary America, and in some way you are able to know that to-
morrow you and your spouse will die and your child will be made an 
orphan. You do not have the option of sending the child to live with a 
friend or relative. You must choose among other and far-from-perfect 
choices. The choices, I assure you, are not veiled representations of 
anything else; the experiment is set up not to be realistic, but to evoke 
something about how you think. 

 Suppose fi rst this choice: You may put your child with an extremely 
poor couple according to the offi cial defi nition of “poor”—which is 
to say, poverty that is measured exclusively in money. This couple has 
so little money that your child’s clothes will often be secondhand and 
there will be not even small luxuries to brighten his life. Life will be a 
struggle, often a painful one. But you also know that the parents work 
hard, will make sure your child goes to school and studies, and will 
teach your child that integrity and responsibility are primary values. 
Or you may put your child with parents who will be as affectionate to 
your child as the fi rst couple but who have never worked, are indiffer-
ent to your child’s education, who think that integrity and responsibil-
ity (when they think of them at all) are meaningless words—but who 
have and will always have plenty of food and good clothes and ameni-
ties, provided by others. 

 Which couple do you choose? The answer is obvious to me and I 
imagine to most readers: The fi rst couple, of course. But if you are 
among those who choose the fi rst couple, stop and consider what the 
answer means. This is  your own child  you are talking about, whom you 
would never let go hungry even if providing for your child meant go-
ing hungry yourself. And yet you are choosing years of privation for 
that same child. Why? 

 Perhaps I set up the thought experiment too starkly. Let us repeat 
it, adding some ambiguity. This time, the fi rst choice is again the poor-
but-virtuous couple just described. The second couple is rich. They 
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are, we shall say, the heirs to a great fortune. They will not beat your 
child or in any other way maltreat him or her. We may even assume af-
fection on their part, as we will with the other couples. But they have 
never worked and never will, are indifferent to your child’s education, 
and think that integrity and responsibility (when they think of them 
at all) are meaningless words. They do, however, possess millions of 
dollars, more than enough to last for the life of your child and of your 
child’s children. Now, in whose care do you place your child? The 
poor couple or the rich one? 

 This time, it seems likely that some people will choose the rich 
 couple—or more accurately, it is possible to think of ways in which 
the decision might be tipped in that direction. For example, a wealthy 
person who is indifferent to a child’s education might nonetheless 
ship the child off to an expensive boarding school at the earliest pos-
sible age. In that case, it is conceivable that putting the child with the 
wealthy ne’er-do-wells is preferable to the poor-but-virtuous couple, 
 if  they end up providing the values of the poor family through the 
surrogate parenting provided by the boarding school—dubious, but 
conceivable. One may imagine other ways in which the money might 
be used to compensate for the inadequacies of the parents. But failing 
those very chancy possibilities, I suggest that a great many parents on 
all sides of political fences will knowingly choose hunger and rags for 
their child rather than wealth. 

 Again, the question is Why? What catastrophes are going to befall 
the child placed in the wealthy home? What is the awful fate? Would 
it be so terrible if he grew up to be thoughtlessly rich? The child will 
live a life of luxury and have enough money to buy himself out of 
almost any problem that might arise. Why not leave it at that? Or let 
me put the question positively: In deciding where to send the child, 
what is one trying to achieve by these calculations and predictions and 
hunches? What is the good one is trying to achieve? What is the crite-
rion of success? 

 One may attach a variety of descriptors to the answer. Perhaps you 
want the child to become a refl ective, responsible adult. To value hon-
esty and integrity. To be able to identify sources of lasting satisfaction. 
Ultimately, if I keep pushing the question (Why is honesty good? Why 
is being refl ective good?), you will give the answer that permits no 
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follow-up: You want your child to be happy. You are trying to choose 
the guardians who will best enable your child to pursue happiness. 
And, forced to a choice, material resources come very low on your list 
of priorities. 

 Reprise: A Question of Priorities 

 We have begun with the most obvious of all the enabling condi-
tions. How is policy to be arranged so that everyone has enough mate-
rial resources to pursue happiness? Let me try to draw together the 
discussion in terms of the usual way of construing the problem, the 
problem reconstructed according to the pursuit-of-happiness crite-
rion, and where this leaves us. 

 Construing Progress: The Usual Understanding.   The contemporary in-
tellectual basis for talking about public policy and material resources 
has been redistribution. Great inequalities in material resources exist. 
They are at the least morally suspect and, if they are morally permis-
sible at all, must be justifi ed.* A main function of public policy is to 
defi ne a fl oor of material resources below which no one should be 
permitted to fall. The criteria for assessing public policy are the pov-
erty line (progress consists of reducing the number of people who fall 

* I am adumbrating John Rawls’s “difference principle,” elaborated in A The-
ory of Justice, which holds that “social and economic inequalities . . . are just only 
if they result in compensating benefi ts for everyone, and in particular for the 
least advantaged members of society.”12 In the seventeen years since it appeared, 
Rawls’s book has achieved remarkably broad international acceptance as the 
statement of the ethical basis for redistributive social democracy. In particular, 
Rawls’s difference principle tends to be treated not as a proposition but as an 
inarguable moral precept. In some European countries, parliaments have been 
known to debate at length whether a given bill is suffi ciently consistent with the 
difference principle. It is hardly less widely accepted by liberal intellectuals in 
the United States. In a recent discussion with the head of a major social science 
institute, I was interrupted by, “But it sounds as if you don’t accept the differ-
ence principle!” in a tone as genuinely astonished as if I had rejected the law of 
gravity.
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below it) and distribution (a widening gap between rich and poor is 
in itself seen as a problem, independently of other considerations). 

 One need not endorse the ethics of redistribution to be in favor 
of a redistributive solution to the problem of poverty, however. Prob-
ably everyone who is troubled by the problem of poverty in America 
has at one time or another thought something like this: “America is 
so rich that it can afford to give everyone a decent income. Let’s do 
it and be done with it: Guarantee an adequate material base, then let 
people work out the other goods they need to be happy as best they 
can. Maybe it’s not the ideal way, but at least I won’t have to worry 
about poverty anymore.” The underlying assumption in all such for-
mulations, whether they are proposed enthusiastically from the left or 
reluctantly from the right, is that the way in which people provide for 
their material needs is more or less independent of the way in which 
they provide for their other needs. 

 Recasting the Role of Material Resources.   In this chapter, I have lim-
ited the discussion to a narrow point: In deciding how to enhance the 
ability of people to pursue happiness, solutions that increase material 
resources beyond subsistence  independently of other considerations  are 
bound to fail. Money per se is not very important. It quickly becomes 
trivial. Depending on the other nonmonetary enabling conditions, 
poor people can have a rich assortment of ways of pursuing happi-
ness, or affl uent people can have very few. 

 The thought experiments and the farfetched scenarios of future 
general affl uence were stratagems intended not to convince you of 
any particular policy implications, but rather to induce you to enter-
tain this possibility: When a policy trade-off involves (for example) im-
posing material hardship in return for some other policy good,  it is 
possible that imposing the material hardship is the right choice.  For example, 
regarding the “orphaned child” scenario:  If  a policy leads to a society 
in which there are more of the fi rst kind of parents and fewer of the 
second, the sacrifi ces in material resources available to the children 
involved might conceivably be worth it. 

 The discussion, with its steady use of the concept of “near- 
subsistence” as “enough material resources to pursue happiness,” has 
also been intended to point up how little our concept of poverty has 
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to do with subsistence. Thus, for example, if one simply looks at the 
end result of how people live, a natural observation of contemporary 
America might be that we have large numbers of people who are living 
at a subsistence or sub-subsistence level. But I have been using “subsis-
tence” in its original sense: enough food to be adequately nourished, 
plus the most basic shelter and clothing. The traditional Salvation 
Army shelter provides subsistence, for example. In Western coun-
tries, and perhaps especially the United States, two problems tend 
to confuse the issue. One is that we have forgotten what subsistence 
means, so that an apartment with cockroaches, broken windows, and 
graffi ti on the walls may be thought of as barely “subsistence level,” 
even if it also has running water, electricity, heat, a television, and 
a pile of discarded fast-food cartons in the corner. It might be an aw-
ful place to live (for the reasons that the South Bronx can be an awful 
place to live), but it bears very little resemblance to what “subsistence” 
means to most of the world. Secondly, we tend to confuse the way in 
which some poor people  use  their resources (which indeed can often 
leave them in a near-subsistence state) with the raw purchasing power 
of the resources at their disposal. Take, for example, the apartment I 
just described and move a middle-class person with middle-class habits 
and knowledge into it, given exactly the same resources. Within days 
it would be still shabby but a different place. All of which is precisely 
the point of the thought experiments about Thailand and the South 
Bronx: Money has very little to do with living a poverty-stricken life. 
Similarly, “a subsistence income” has very little to do with what Ameri-
cans think of as poverty. 

 That being the case, I am arguing that the job of designing good 
public policy must be reconstrued. We do not have the option of say-
ing, “First we will provide for the material base, then worry about the 
other enabling conditions.” The enabling conditions interact. The 
ways in which people go about achieving safety, self-respect, and self-
fulfi llment in their lives are inextricably bound up with each other 
and with the way in which people go about providing for their mate-
rial well-being. We do not have the option of doing one good thing at 
a time. 

 In the discussion of the enabling conditions, I have put material 
resources fi rst on the list only because that is where it has stood in 
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the political debate. I am suggesting that properly it should be put 
last. This stance still leaves us with the problem of making sure that 
the basic material resources for pursuing happiness are available to 
all. Warmth, shelter, and food are still essential. Under present social 
policy, large numbers of people are cold, unsheltered, and hungry. 
But before we decide how these basics are to be provided, let us exam-
ine the framework within which they should be provided if the other 
nutrients of happiness are to be available as well. 
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 5 
 Safety 

 A main reason why communities form in the fi rst place is that we may 
be safe from the tigers beyond the compound. This elemental notion 
of safety—safety from predators who might otherwise do us physical 
harm—is behind Maslow’s placement of safety as number two in the 
needs hierarchy. But safety and threats can take many forms. It is nec-
essary to begin with a few words about the larger framework that re-
lates safety and social policy to the pursuit of happiness. 

 Types of Threats, Types of Safety 

 Threats to safety can be roughly divided into those which are pas-
sive and those which are predatory. By “passive” I mean that no one is 
out to get you. There may be a bone in the fi sh, and you may choke 
on it, but no one put it there in an attempt to kill you. “Predatory” 
threats are ones created and pursued by some active, purposeful 
agent. Someone  is  out to get you. 

 We may then divide threats on a second dimension: avoidable and 
unavoidable. By “avoidable,” I mean that you can anticipate the ex-
istence of a potential problem and act to forestall it. You know that 
fi sh have bones that are easy to choke on, therefore you take small 
bites and chew cautiously; perhaps you eat fi sh only when in the pres-
ence of someone who knows the Heimlich maneuver. By taking these 
precautions, you are unlikely to die of choking on a fi sh bone. Simi-
larly, many threats that are created unintentionally by other people 
are highly avoidable, even though you technically shouldn’t be put in 
a position of having to avoid them. If your neighbor digs a hole beside 
the sidewalk and neglects to cover it, he may legally be negligent. But 
if some sunny morning you fall into it, you have been careless—the 
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threat is highly avoidable. An example of an extremely hard-to-avoid 
threat is that you will be hit by a meteorite, or that some food you cur-
rently eat will be found to be carcinogenic twenty years from now. 

 From a policy perspective, these threats have historically called for 
four responses. For the threats that fall under the generic heading 
of “acts of God,” insurance was created—private initially, now increas-
ingly governmental. The insurance function can, of course, be ap-
plied to any type of threat, including the most predatory and the most 
avoidable. One distinctive feature of insurance in all cases, however, 
is that it applies after the fact. It does not increase safety; it only cush-
ions the consequences of failures in safety. Ironically, another distinc-
tive feature of insurance is that it tends inherently to  decrease  safety 
for all threats that are avoidable: If I’m fully insured, I tend (ceteris 
paribus) to take fewer precautions to avoid the threat. 

 The second response is tort law, which applies to breaches of safety 
through negligence. In theory (disregarding some serious contempo-
rary problems with application), tort law provides an economical way 
to deal with a wide variety of injuries and losses: the injured party is 
relieved, or at least cushioned, from the consequences of the act, and 
everyone is made safer because the threat of a civil action encourages 
prevention of a recurrence. 

 The third response is represented by the peculiar nature of actions 
that are both highly predatory and unavoidable by the individual, the 
worst of which tend to be those in which the most unmanageable force 
(the government) has run amok. Thus the appropriate response is 
governmental self-restraint—in the United States, constitutional limi-
tations on what the government can do and the self-policing to make 
good on those limitations. (A second category of threat that fi ts the 
pure predatory-unavoidable category, but one that I will ignore here, is 
attack by a foreign power, for which the response is national defense.) 

 This leaves us with the fourth and fi nal response to threats to safety, 
the police function. The police function is called into play for all 
highly predatory acts not sanctioned by the state. Even if the individ-
ual is completely able to defend himself, the police function applies. 

 Those who are of the opinion that the rest of the chapter should be 
devoted to the threat of nuclear war and its relationship to the pur-
suit of happiness, or to the threat of acid rain, have an arguable point. 
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But they also are entering into some highly technical areas that would 
take us far afi eld. 1  The police function—protection of the individual 
against aggression by his fellow citizens—comes fi rst to mind when 
most of us think of the degree to which we are at risk from day to day, 
and is the one on which I will be focusing for this discussion. In this 
context, the threats posed by crime seem most central to day-to-day 
life for most people, and the links between crime and the pursuit of 
happiness are archetypal. 

 What Is the Baseline? 

 It would seem that we can begin the discussion of the enabling con-
dition called “safety” by assuming that a problem exists, one that pub-
lic policy ought to do something to correct. Few if any other issues in 
contemporary social policy arouse more widespread public concern 
than crime in the streets and its fi rst cousin, the illegal drug traffi c 
that engenders so much street crime. But the topic is not whether the 
crime rate is “too high” in an abstract sense. Instead, we are inquiring 
into the nature of the condition called “safety” relative to the pursuit 
of happiness, which I will argue leads us to a quite different concep-
tion of what is broken and therefore needs fi xing. 

 The difference fi rst becomes apparent because of the lack of a base-
line. With material resources, a baseline is readily defi nable: enough 
food for good nutrition, enough clothing and shelter to ward off the 
elements. We may argue about how much more than those basics is 
appropriate in an advanced society, but the bare minimum is defi n-
able. Not so with safety. The crime statistics, for example, are usually 
put in terms of crime rates. But how many homicides per year per 
100,000 people, or how many muggings per year per 100,000, is low 
enough to make you feel so safe that you will go about your daily busi-
ness without taking precautions? It is unlikely that you can answer the 
question—that’s not the way one thinks about “feeling safe.” 

 Even more to the point, some people like risk while others don’t, 
which makes it tricky to talk about “safety” as being a universal need. 
The issue of job security is probably a better example of this than 
crime. Some people are made uneasy, even frantic, by the prospect of 
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job insecurity. For them, a secure union job or university tenure sys-
tem, say, are the ideals. Others are bored by a secure job and become 
happy only after they have struck out on their own. In reality, both 
types of people want a certain degree of safety (most risk-takers want 
enough predictability to be able to assess the risks they might choose 
to take), but the level that constitutes “enough” is vastly different. Fur-
thermore, for the risk-takers there can be “too much” safety: Force 
them to live in a society where they are not permitted to take such 
risks, and they will be miserable. 

 I am alluding to sources of human satisfaction that will come up 
again in different language under the discussions of self-respect and en-
joyment. The point here is that the wide differences in personal taste for 
risk make it diffi cult to talk about a uniform “need for safety” with re-
gard to any of the types of threats, including the threat of crime. When 
ten different people pick an acceptable crime rate, and all ten answers 
are different, how is a policymaker to choose the reasonable one? 

 Differences in the “baseline tolerance of risk” across people are only 
part of the problem. The degree of safety and risk we enjoy constantly 
changes for each of us as individuals, and so do our responses. For 
example, would I feel safe walking across New York’s Central Park at 
noon? Yes, and I’ve done it often. Would I feel safe walking across Cen-
tral Park at midnight? I’m sure I wouldn’t, and I’m not about to try. So 
is the city of New York meeting an appropriate standard of “enough 
safety,” or not? Do I have a right to go wherever I please, whenever I 
please and expect the same degree of safety from crime, or does the 
standard of “enough safety” properly vary with time and place? 

 Such considerations illustrate the pervasive problem: In discussing 
whether safety is adequate, the great diffi culty is answering the ques-
tion, “Compared to what?” I begin that task by considering, then dis-
carding, the notion that the number of crimes is the right measure. 

 Quantity of Crime Is Not Really the Problem 

 Two different issues tend to become mixed when people discuss the 
crime problem. One is the explosive increase in crime during the late 
1960s and the slower but still troubling increases during the 1970s. 
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The increases were real. In 1960, for example, 161 violent crimes 
were reported per 100,000 people. 2  In 1980, when reported crimes 
reached their peak, there were 581. This constituted more than a tri-
pling of violent crime, large by any standard. For property crimes, the 
increase during the same twenty-year period was from 1,726 to 5,319, 
also a tripling. Hardly any community of any size was immune from this 
increase. 

 But while the increase is lamentable, a reduction in safety must be 
distinguished from having so little safety that one’s quality of life is af-
fected, and that, it must be remembered, is our topic: “enough safety” 
so that one may go about one’s life seeking happiness without being 
defl ected. Seen from this perspective, “enough safety” probably exists 
for the great bulk of the population despite the increase in crime. 

 The small Iowa town where I grew up illustrates the distinction to 
be drawn between an increase in crime and inadequate safety. Local 
crime has unquestionably increased in the last twenty-fi ve years, and 
it is a topic of complaint. The increase in crime has even changed 
behavior: Once, few people bothered to lock their homes when they 
left the house to go shopping. Now, many do. Some, especially the 
elderly, think they are taking a risk when they go for a walk after dark, 
and are reluctant to do so. But there really isn’t much of a threat. 
Months, even years, can go by without anything resembling the clas-
sic street mugging in which an ordinary citizen walking peacefully on 
an ordinary street is attacked. So while there has been an increase in 
the crime problem that has aroused some concern, safety remains at a 
level that ought to be adequate by any reasonable criterion. 

 Compare this situation with the one described by Claude Brown, 
who wrote in  Manchild in the Promised Land  about Harlem of the 1940s 
and 1950s, regarding Harlem in the 1980s: 

 In any Harlem building, whether a tenement or a relatively luxu-
rious high-rise, every door has at least three locks on it. Nobody 
opens a door without fi rst fi nding out who’s there. In the early eve-
ning, or even at midday, you see people—middle-aged men and 
women—lingering outside nice apartment houses, peeking in the 
lobbies. They seem to be casing the joint. They are actually trying 
to fi gure out who is in the lobby of  their  building. “Is this some-
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one waiting to mug me? Should I risk going in, or should I wait 
for someone else to come?” If you live in Harlem, USA, you don’t 
park your automobile two blocks from your apartment house be-
cause that gives potential muggers an opportunity to get a fi x on 
you. You’d better fi nd a parking space within a block of your house, 
because if you have to walk two blocks you’re not going to make 
it. . . . In Harlem, elderly people walking their dogs in the morning 
cross the street when they see some young people coming. They try 
to act casual, but of course they aren’t. They are very aware of those 
young people—you can almost feel the tension as the youngsters 
get closer. And what those elderly men and women have in the pa-
per bags they’re carrying is not just a pooper scooper—it’s a gun. 
And if those youngsters cross that street, somebody’s going to get 
hurt—you’re going to hear it. Everybody knows this. 3  

 The crime problem in the big city of which Brown writes is radically 
different from the crime problem facing most of the nation. 

 How many people are affected by this type of high-density crime? 
Surprisingly few. Consider fi rst that the high crime rates are concen-
trated in large cities. The larger the city, the higher the rate. The strik-
ing relationship of crime to city size is shown in fi gure 3. 
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 The relevance of the graph lies in a fact that may come as a surprise 
to many, that comparatively few Americans live in the core cities where 
the crime problem is worst. In 1980, fully one-half of the population 
of the United States lived in the countryside or in a jurisdiction of 
fewer than 10,000 persons. Only a quarter of the population lived in 
cities of 100,000 or more (the ones that showed the big jump in crime 
rates in fi g. 3). Only 8 percent of the population lived in the cities of a 
million or more persons that had the highest crime rates. 4  The United 
States may be famous for its megalopolises, but most of the people who 
may live in suburbs  near  large cities actually have their residences, and 
spend most of their “vulnerable” time, in much smaller communities. 

 And these crime fi gures are for the city as a whole. The communi-
ties that Claude Brown describes are so different from anywhere else 
that they exist in a world of their own. Contemplate what happens 
when we append to the above fi gure, using the same scale, the violent 
crime rate of the 25th Precinct in New York, the East Harlem area that 
was part of Claude Brown’s description (see fi g. 4). 
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 The image of urban danger that we carry in our minds is based 
on neighborhoods experiencing a rate of crime several magnitudes 
worse than that which the great bulk of the American population 
ever encounters.*   A very few places with a very small fraction of the 
population have a horrendous problem with crime and personal 
safety. But it is diffi cult to infer from the crime statistics for the na-
tion as a whole that many other Americans are impeded from go-
ing about their daily business by a fear that they will be assaulted 
or robbed, or that their home will be burgled while they are away. 
If you use the crime statistics as the basis for analyzing the enabling 
condition called safety, “enough safety” already exists for almost 
everyone. 

 The policy implication seems to be that “If you live in a high-crime 
neighborhood, that’s your business. If you don’t like it, move some-
where else.” But this conclusion is unsatisfactory, not just because it 
is cruel for people who can’t afford to move but also because of a gut 
feeling that, however hard to defi ne, there  is  a standard of safety that 
the government ought to be responsible for enforcing, and there  is  a 
widespread problem with safety in contemporary America that is not 
captured by the FBI’s crime index. 

 Let us back away from “crime” as an aggregate measure of the level 
of safety and ask: What are people so upset about when they com-
plain about the crime problem (even though they don’t live in places 
like the 25th Precinct)? What is the “threshold of safety” that in their 
perception is not being met? I will argue that the threshold consists of 
two parts, labeled “lawfulness” and “public civility.” 

 The Need for “Lawfulness” 

 The fi rst half of the threshold has to do with what I will call law-
fulness. Lawfulness is not coincidental with a low crime rate. Rather, 
it means that predatory behavior is treated in a reasonably  predictable 

* It may be noted that, according to unpublished New York Police Depart-
ment statistics, the 25th Precinct’s violent crime rate in 1986 had declined by 
31 percent since 1980. In 1980, the rate was 5,812 violent crimes per 100,000.
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and understandable  way that corresponds with commonly shared prin-
ciples of right and wrong within the community. 

 The police fi ll this function on the front lines by visibly  trying  to en-
force lawfulness, as illustrated by a recent description in  The New York 
Times Magazine  of a homicide detective working long hours to solve 
the murder of a crack dealer. No one was sorry the crack dealer had 
been killed—not the police, not the people in the neighborhood. It 
had been what the police sometimes call “a community service homi-
cide.” Nonetheless, the detective was doggedly trying to fi nd the killer. 
Why? In answer to the reporter’s question, the detective recalled a res-
ident of the neighborhood he had questioned that morning, a poor 
workingman in his fi fties who himself had been burglarized many 
times. 

 Now there’s a guy . . . who’s worked all his life, paid his taxes, lived 
an honest life and what does he get for it? He gets a neighborhood 
where he can’t keep a lock on the door and he can’t afford to leave. 
So you ask me where’s the motivation in a case like this where the 
deceased is a crack dealer? What it’s really about is that gentleman 
there in that apartment. What’s he got back? What’s he got back? 
But at least if he sees, here I am, the representative of the law, I’m 
going around, I’m talking to people, I’m working on this case, 
it’s not as if it’s completely gotten to the point where people are 
shooting each other in the streets and nobody cares, nobody even 
notices. 5  

 The detective was recognizing, as William Tucker has written, that 
“the criminal justice system is more than just a method for dealing 
with criminals. It is also a public stage upon which the continuing 
drama of public morality is enacted.” 6  Or to put it slightly differently, 
it is not enough that crime be dealt with  effi ciently  or even  effectively . It 
must also be dealt with  appropriately . This perception of appropriate-
ness begins with the police and extends through the courts and into 
the correctional system. 

 I use “lawful” to describe the appropriate process instead of the 
obvious alternative, “just.” Justice is a very big and complicated con-
cept, whereas what I have in mind is a simple-minded notion that 
goes something like this: In a lawful community, someone who does 
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something everyone agrees is both illegal and harmful is sought by 
the police. If he is caught, he is prosecuted. If he is convicted, he suf-
fers a penalty. 

 The hunt and the prosecution and the severity of the penalty will 
be in proportion to the crime and to the person. Major offenses will 
get more severe punishment than minor ones, repeat offenders will be 
treated as a greater menace than fi rst-time offenders, and so on. But a 
penalty—and a penalty that is generally agreed to be meaningful—will 
be assessed. When the court is merciful, it is because of mitigating cir-
cumstances in the crime or the person, not because of a game in which 
the offender is awarded points for being clever. Lawfulness means a 
calling to accountability, a solemn truth-seeking process whereby a law-
abiding community asserts its supremacy over outlaws. 

 For lawfulness to exist, it is not necessary that the police catch every 
lawbreaker. On the contrary, large numbers may go uncaught as long 
as they go uncaught for understandable reasons (it’s hard to catch a 
good burglar). Nor is it necessary that every guilty person be found 
guilty ( juries make mistakes). Nor need the punishments be severe 
(accountability is the critical concept, not vengeance). The only thing 
that is necessary, if I may put it colloquially, is that when someone who 
commits a crime is arrested for it, his neighbors’ perception of the 
world leads them to say, “He is in big trouble.” In such a case, lawful-
ness exists. If they say, “He’ll probably walk,” it doesn’t. 

 lawlessness and  miranda  et al. 
 Seen in this context, much of the public discontent with the law 

enforcement and criminal justice systems in recent decades may be 
interpreted not as a reaction to the real danger of being mugged or 
murdered, but to the perception that the world isn’t lawful anymore. 
The controversial Supreme Court decisions regarding admissible 
 confessions (notably  Miranda ) and evidence (notably  Mapp ) offer ex-
cellent examples. Because I am touching on issues that attract passion-
ate responses from all sides, let me emphasize some arguments that I 
am  not  making, one way or the other. I am not arguing that decisions 
such as  Miranda  and  Mapp  have handcuffed the police. I am not argu-
ing the constitutionality of such decisions. I am not even arguing the 
wisdom of such decisions. Rather, the proposition is that while such 
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decisions increase what might be called “rulefulness” ( society  in the 
form of the police is held to tighter accountability for  its  observance 
of the rule of law), their effects have come to symbolize lawlessness. 
Such decisions shift the function of the justice system from a solemn 
truth-seeking process in which society sits in judgment to something 
that resembles an arcane game with lots of hidey-holes for those smart 
enough (and with enough money) to fi nd them. Thus when a crimi-
nal gets off because of procedural errors in the arrest or the gathering 
of evidence, despite overwhelming evidence of guilt, the event mocks 
the community’s supremacy over the outlaws and is also disquieting to 
one’s sense of safety. People can do bad things with impunity even if 
they are caught. 

 The public’s unease about  Miranda  and  Mapp  are only emblems of 
a broader perception of lawlessness. Many people (I include myself) 
take for granted, for example, that a defendant with a good lawyer 
can usually either get off altogether or strike a deal that is far bet-
ter than the one he could have gotten without a good lawyer. Many 
people take for granted that if the government has enough interest 
in getting someone, it can eventually pin something on him or make 
him go broke in the process. More generally, many people take for 
granted that the fi nal result of any given case depends heavily on 
who spends the most money on it. To the extent that “many people” 
is becoming “most people” and is heading toward “just about every-
one,” each of these opinions constitutes a troubling indictment of 
the perceived lawfulness of the system, and the underlying way in 
which it is troubling is not to be fi xed by providing everyone with 
better lawyers. 

 Other aspects of the criminal justice system that have quite persua-
sive internal rationales affront our sense of lawfulness. Plea-bargaining 
arrangements and the granting of immunity to a little fi sh in order to 
get a bigger fi sh make good sense in terms of effi ciency, but such 
strategies are not lawful (in the sense I am using the term): people 
are supposed to get the appropriate penalty for what they did, not be 
punished for a lesser crime or go unpunished altogether because the 
criminal justice system fi nds it more convenient to do business that 
way. Similarly, it may make economic sense and may serve the ends of 
deterrence and rehabilitation to assign people to minimum-security 
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or maximum-security prisons according to their personal characteris-
tics instead of the gravity of their offenses, but it does not seem quite 
lawful to do so. Something is intuitively not lawful when the white-
collar criminals (some of whom damaged the lives of thousands of 
people) all seem to end up in minimum-security camps in the woods 
instead of the penitentiary just because they are more tractable pris-
oners than the inner-city offender who is imprisoned for a much less 
serious offense. 

 The critical difference between lawfulness and lack of lawfulness 
is exemplifi ed by the difference between a man who “gets away” with 
something because there is a reasonable doubt that he did it, and a 
man whose guilt is not in question but who gets away with it because 
of a technicality, whether it is a procedural technicality that leads 
the judge to throw out the case or a legal technicality that can be ex-
ploited by a suffi ciently clever lawyer. In a lawful world, people may be 
presumed to be innocent until proven guilty because the existence of 
the doubt makes the likelihood of a miscarriage of justice tolerable—
the system  probably  let a guilty man go free because prosecutors and 
jurors are not perfect and innocent people must be protected. When 
it is agreed that the system  certainly  let a guilty man get away, and ev-
eryone knows it, lawfulness has been undermined. 

 lawfulness and justice 
 One reason why I avoided the word “justice” in the preceding dis-

cussion is because justice is only incidental to the threshold of safety. 
This does not mean that people are indifferent to fairness and eq-
uity (part of the reason that minimum-security prisons for white-collar 
criminals are disquieting has to do with inequities), but that the ele-
ments of justice do not have a one-to-one correspondence with the 
elements of safety. 

 In a rough-and-ready way, justice to most of us means fairness—
sauce for the goose is sauce for the gander, or, if you prefer Aristotle, 
justice consists of treating likes alike and unlikes unlike. Another com-
monplace notion of justice has to do with magnitude of the offense. 
Theft is always a crime, but stealing ten million dollars is in some 
sense worse than stealing ten dollars. Still a third common notion of 
justice has to do with culpability. A person who knows exactly what he 
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is doing and who has no reasonable excuse for deciding to commit a 
crime is more culpable than a person of diminished mental capacity, 
or one who is youthful, or one who faces powerful temptations. 

 On all three of these justice-based grounds, a great deal of white-
collar crime demands (if we are to do justice) more energetic 
 investigation and prosecution than street crime. When it comes to 
lawfulness and the pursuit of happiness, however, our ideals of what 
should constitute good practice and the reality of what we want done 
by law-enforcement agencies depend crucially on where we live. Of-
ten, the resources of the police and prosecutor’s offi ce should be di-
rected at a mentally borderline, poverty-stricken youth who steals ten 
dollars before they are turned to the educated, fully self-aware, affl u-
ent man who steals thousands. Not always, but often. 

 By way of illustration, suppose that two thieves live in your neigh-
borhood. The fi rst has fi gured out how to penetrate the computer 
codes of the nation’s major banks and has programmed the comput-
ers, as they calculate the daily interest accruing to each savings ac-
count, to round down to the next penny and deposit the fractional 
leftover penny to an account of his own. No person in the country 
loses more than a few dollars a year to this gentleman, but his yearly 
income is millions of dollars. The second thief is seventeen years old, 
has grown up in a deprived environment, and a few times a week mugs 
someone—physically corners a person, threatens him or her with a 
knife, and robs that person of wallet or purse. If the victim refuses to 
give up wallet or purse, or if he has fewer than fi ve dollars, the young 
thief stabs the victim with his knife. Both of these thieves live in your 
neighborhood. You may ask police to arrest one or the other, but not 
both. Whom do you choose? 

 If we are interested in doing justice, the issue is cloudy. Maybe the 
size of the nonviolent theft makes the computer bandit the “worse” 
criminal; maybe the act of infl icting serious physical injury makes the 
young mugger the “worse” criminal. A long and inconclusive argu-
ment could be fought about which of the two ought to be arrested 
fi rst if justice is the goal. But if the issue is which criminal is a threat 
to safety and thereby an impediment to the pursuit of happiness, the 
answer is unequivocal. 7  No one’s pursuit of happiness is impeded 
in any meaningful way by the computer thief, whereas the mugger 
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poses an active threat to everyone in the neighborhood and victim-
izes even those whom he does not actually encounter by the fear he 
engenders. 

 This does not mean that the computer bandit should not be 
caught, prosecuted, and punished. To do so constitutes an important 
law-enforcement function. When the computer bandit or fraudulent 
fi nancier or other white-collar criminal visibly gets away with crime, 
he undermines the public’s sense of lawfulness just as does the street 
mugger. At some distant remove, catching and punishing the com-
puter bandit may even have something to do with safety (insofar as 
the deterioration of standards encourages people who are disposed to 
commit more hurtful crimes). But if the topic is safety, I suggest that 
 the only people who would choose to catch the computer bandit rather than the 
mugger  (if they have to choose one or the other ) are people who don’t live 
in the neighborhood where the mugger is operating.  Indeed, the only rea-
son any law-enforcement resources are devoted to computer bandits 
is that enough people who control the allocation of such resources do 
not live where the muggers do. *  

 I began by saying that justice has little to do with safety. A more pre-
cise statement is that, conceiving of justice as treating likes alike and 
unlikes unlike, such a thing as local justice must be distinguished from 
global justice. In the global scheme of things, the computer bandit 
and the mugger are “likes”—they are both thieves of a sort, and to that 
extent should be treated the same. In the local scheme of things, they 
are “unlikes.” One endangers his neighbor, the other does not. Justice 
is not forsaken—if the rich man’s son takes to mugging, he should be 
treated the same as the poor man’s son. But it is defi ned within the 
sphere that matters for the enjoyment of the good called safety. 

* An important distinction must be emphasized. It is quite possible to go 
into a high-crime neighborhood and fi nd people vocally upset about rich white-
collar criminals who get away with it. One may easily fi nd people who (as a gen-
eral principle) think that the police should catch the rich criminals instead of 
picking on poor folks who are just trying to scuffl e a few bucks to get by. I am 
saying that these principles are discarded in the specifi c case. If the young mug-
ger is operating on your block, threatening you, your spouse, and your children, 
and you control the disposition of police resources, you will fi rst make sure that 
resources are being devoted to catching the young mugger.
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 lawfulness and complexity: “law sufficiently 
complex is indistinguishable from no law at all” 

 So far, I have been arguing that the threshold condition of safety re-
quires not that the government provide a particular level of safety, but 
that it embody a particular stance toward outlaws. But I have also lim-
ited the discussion to predatory crime and the criminal justice system. 
Frank Rizzo’s observation that “a conservative is a liberal who has been 
mugged,” and Tom Wolfe’s recent codicil, “a liberal is a conservative who 
has been arrested,” both capture a truth: Crime and the criminal justice 
system can decisively affect quality of life, but do so mostly to those who 
are forcibly brought into contact with them. Let me now broaden the is-
sue of lawfulness to encompass the whole fabric of the legal system, and 
suggest that the problem of lawlessness has broader ramifi cations. 

 I refer specifi cally to the problem of predictability and understand-
ability, of “knowing what will happen” in response to a behavior. In 
the case of criminal law, most of the laws themselves are fairly well 
understood—we know it is against the law to rob someone, and we 
know what robbery means—but the administration of the law is so 
Byzantine that only an insider can size up what is likely to happen to a 
specifi c person who is arrested for robbery. In the case of noncriminal 
laws and regulations, the problem is more immediate and has more 
pervasive effects on the lawfulness of the world around us. 

 Imagine, for example, that you are a responsible homeowner who 
maintains your property carefully. But a person falls on your front 
steps and, lying there, announces that he has injured his back. At that 
moment, just how much money would you be willing to pay in return 
for a promise that the person lying on your sidewalk won’t sue you? 
Knowing yourself to be morally blameless, do you really want your day 
in court in the American legal system that exists in 1988? 

 To the extent that a payoff sounds attractive, I am arguing that we 
have a problem with lawlessness interfering with the pursuit of hap-
piness:  Even if the law “ought” to be on your side , a rational person will 
fear being subjected to it. Science fi ction novelist Arthur C. Clarke 
once observed that technology suffi ciently advanced beyond the un-
derstanding of the observer is indistinguishable from magic. I am sug-
gesting analogously that law suffi ciently complex is indistinguishable 
from no law at all. 



sa f et y [  77  ]

 This form of lawlessness is most pervasively a problem in the ar-
eas of threat and safety that I put aside: tort law, governmental self-
restraint, and the insurance function. 8  The tax code is an obvious 
example. Few citizens who make a good faith effort to observe the 
law  know , when they get a letter from the IRS telling them that their 
return is being audited, that they will not have to pay a penalty. Their 
confi dence is a function of how good they think their accountant is. 
It is not within their power (without taking a few years off to study the 
tax code) to fi ll out a tax return on their own and be sure that they 
have not broken the law. By the same token, it is not possible for many 
business executives to know for sure what their liability is. There is so 
much subjectivity, there are so many precedents available to judges 
who may exercise so much judicial discretion, that beyond a certain 
point all people can do, if they have the money, is to hire a good law-
yer and hope for the best. 

 When I say that law suffi ciently complex is indistinguishable from 
no law at all, I have a literal meaning in mind. If I live in a state where 
I cannot get a building permit for  X  except by paying a bribe, and my 
friend lives in a state where he cannot get a building permit for exactly 
the same  X  except by paying the same amount of money to a lawyer 
to represent him before the dispenser of building permits, what is the 
nature of the difference? The detached observer may know that in the 
corrupt state, I am dependent on the whim of the bureaucrat, who will 
probably sanction all sorts of bad building permits in return for a bribe. 
My friend lives in a state where it takes just as much money to use the 
law, yes, but the law is there, in black and white, and we may be confi -
dent that the law is sound and wise, else it would not have been written 
that way, and the dispenser of building permits is bound by that law, 
and will only say yes to a legally suitable building. We may hope all that. 
But similarly, the scientist may explain to the savage how the transistor 
radio works. That doesn’t make it any less like magic to the savage. 

 To make matters worse, we know as a matter of fact that the law can 
be bent and interpreted, that complexity in the law is an open invita-
tion to real lawlessness among those who hold the keys to the king-
dom. Thus the intimate relationship between the amount of money 
one has and one’s freedom from (or vulnerability to) the letter of the 
law makes the difference between the ability to pay for a good lawyer 
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and the ability to bribe the right bureaucrat more a matter of seman-
tics than of end result. 

 The Need for Public Civility 

 We return to the overall problem of safety. To repeat the question: 
What are people so upset about when they talk about “the crime prob-
lem”? What is the “threshold of safety” that in their perception is not 
being met? 

 I have argued that one aspect of the need for safety is a need for 
lawfulness. The other aspect is a need for public civility. The propo-
sition is that the threshold condition of safety requires public civil-
ity that has very little to do with preventing “crime” formally defi ned. 
Once more, a thought experiment is useful as a way of recognizing 
commonly shared reactions. 

 Imagine that tomorrow you have been fl own to New York City, 
driven from La Guardia to East Harlem, and deposited on a corner 
in that East Harlem precinct with the astronomical crime rate shown 
in the earlier fi gure. You are to spend the afternoon walking, shop-
ping, eating, and generally going about your business in that neigh-
borhood. Let us further imagine—since this is not a story about social 
differences—that you have adapted your dress and demeanor in such 
a way as not to stand out among the local inhabitants. 

 Are you, even so, nervous? Apprehensive? Do you suffer from a per-
ceived lack of safety that is importantly affecting your quality of life? 
For most people, the answer is probably yes. But if crime is at issue, 
you shouldn’t be. True, the crime rate in East Harlem is astronomical. 
But even that skyscraping bar on the chart represents only about 4,000 
violent crimes per 100,000 persons per year. There are about 43,000 
people in East Harlem and 365 days in a year. Your time of exposure is 
going to be about four hours. Even without a calculator, you as a ratio-
nal person can fi gure out that you have a trivially small chance of be-
ing killed, raped, robbed, or assaulted during your afternoon in East 
Harlem. And you presumably are going to be very alert throughout 
your visit, thereby narrowing still further the odds that someone will 
get a crack at you. So what are you really apprehensive about? 
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 What you may realistically be apprehensive about is another set of 
problems altogether that fall under the rubrics of being hassled and 
offended. Hassling includes panhandlers asking for change and be-
ing abusive if you do not make a contribution; small knots of teen-
age males hanging out on the streets and making you detour around 
them; being accosted by men if you are female and/or by hookers if 
you are male. Being offended might mean walking past a drunk sitting 
on the curb, stepping through litter, seeing obscene graffi ti. These are 
unpleasant, anxiety-provoking, and potentially dangerous aspects of a 
visit to an inner city some of which you  are  likely to encounter on your 
walk, of which you  are  properly apprehensive, and which you  cannot  
avoid by preventive action. Neither can they be avoided by the resi-
dents. They are part of the daily reality of the street. 

 These unpleasantnesses do not usually represent crimes, although 
some of the behaviors are technically illegal. They are not usually 
physically dangerous in and of themselves. Rather, they represent of-
fenses against standards of public civility commonly shared in other 
neighborhoods, and they arouse (with reason) the kind of apprehen-
sion produced for a subway rider by the masses of scrawled graffi ti, an 
apprehension, as Nathan Glazer has said, based on the “inescapable 
knowledge that the environment he must endure for an hour or more 
a day is uncontrolled and uncontrollable, and that anyone can invade 
it to do whatever damage and mischief the mind suggests.” 9  

 James Q. Wilson has written the best analysis of why breakdowns 
in civility and good order are important, evoking broken windows as 
the emblem. 10  He points out that if a window in a building is broken 
and is left unrepaired, the unvarying result, observed by sociologists 
and police offi cers alike, is that all the rest of the windows will soon be 
broken. “One unrepaired broken window is a signal that no one cares, 
and so breaking more windows costs nothing.” 11  He suggests that un-
repaired behavior, as it were, leads to the same kind of sequence; that 
a “stable neighborhood of families who care for their homes, mind 
each other’s children, and confi dently frown on unwanted intruders 
can change in a few years, or even a few months, to an inhospitable 
and frightening jungle.” He traces the events—the minor changes 
whereby enforcement of the minimum standards of civility and or-
der deteriorates: “A piece of property is abandoned, weeds grow up, a 
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window is smashed. Adults stop scolding rowdy children; the children, 
emboldened, become more rowdy. Families move out.” Wilson’s de-
scription of what happens next deserves quotation at length: 

 At this point it is not inevitable that serious crime will fl ourish 
or violent attacks on strangers will occur. But many residents will 
think that crime, especially violent crime, is on the rise, and they 
will modify their behavior accordingly. They will use the streets less 
often, and when on the streets will stay apart from their fellows, 
moving with averted eyes, silent lips, and hurried steps. “Don’t get 
involved.” For some residents, this growing atomization will matter 
little, because the neighborhood is not their “home” but “the place 
where they live.” Their interests are elsewhere; they are cosmopoli-
tans. But it will matter greatly to other people, whose lives derive 
meaning and satisfaction from local attachments rather than from 
worldly affairs; for them, the neighborhood will cease to exist ex-
cept for a few reliable friends whom they arrange to meet. Such an 
area is vulnerable to criminal invasion. . . . [I]t is more likely that 
here, rather than in places where people are confi dent they can 
regulate public behavior by informal controls, drugs will change 
hands, prostitutes will solicit, and cars will be stripped. Drunks will 
be robbed by boys who do it as a lark, and the prostitutes’ custom-
ers will be robbed by men who do it purposefully and perhaps vio-
lently. Muggings will occur. 12  

 Wilson’s treatment is not theoretical, but a summary of what has 
happened recently in urban America, and he does not exaggerate the 
speed of the sequence. The burned-out South Bronx seems to have 
been a symbol of urban hopelessness for so long that it is startling 
to hear a teacher in a South Bronx elementary school reminisce that 
during the mid-1960s, the competition for places in the middle-class 
apartment building across the street from the school was so intense 
that you had to pay an under-the-table fee to get one. By the begin-
ning of the seventies, the building was derelict. 

 In proposing that the threshold state for safety consists of enforcing 
community standards of civility, I hasten to add that such standards 
will vary across communities. In a neighborhood in Newark, New Jer-
sey, George Kelling, a colleague of Wilson’s, observed how a cop on 
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the beat enforced that community’s rules: “Drunks and addicts could 
sit on the stoops, but could not lie down. People could drink on side 
streets, but not at the main intersection. Bottles had to be in paper 
bags. Talking to, bothering, or begging from people at the bus stop 
was strictly forbidden.” 13  These standards might not be demanding 
enough for Scarsdale, but they were appropriate to the neighbor-
hood where they were being enforced: “Another neighborhood might 
have different rules, but these, everybody understood, were the rules 
for  this  neighborhood. If someone violated them, the regulars not 
only turned to Kelly [the beat cop] for help but also ridiculed the 
violator.” 14  

 Historically, every American community of any size had at least one 
such neighborhood where people who had the loosest requirements 
for public civility gravitated—skid row, or a lower- class  neighborhood 
(to be distinguished from lower- income  neighborhoods, which could 
be among the most prim and proper anywhere). Everywhere else, 
the minimum standards were broadly accepted and enforcement was 
wanted. The difference today is that the public behaviors once con-
fi ned to skid row are permitted in low-income neighborhoods. This 
does not mean that some communities of Americans no longer object 
to drunks or drug addicts or mentally disturbed people sprawled out 
on the streets. (The reason that drunks can be found passed out on 
the street in East Harlem is not, I submit, because the residents of East 
Harlem are evenly divided between those who do and those who don’t 
approve of drunks lying on the sidewalk.) Rather, it means that what 
is considered acceptable enforcement of this community standard has 
changed. 

 Without attempting a tight defi nition: The underlying requirement 
for civility in the normal range of neighborhoods seems to be that 
public places, especially the streets and sidewalks, be neutral ground, 
not used for business, not used for unsavory displays, not used for so-
cial turf, not used as a dumping ground for one’s private trash, not 
used for sleeping; and, the overarching rule, that public areas be 
places where people are required to behave in a civil manner—not 
necessarily polite or friendly, but, at a minimum, respectful of the 
other person’s right to be left alone. The threshold of safety is met 
when a failure of public civility is so unusual that it is noteworthy. 
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 Reprise: “Enough Safety” as a Natural Condition 
That Is Occasionally Unnaturally Lacking 

 Construing Progress: The Usual Understanding.   What I am treating as 
“safety,” an enabling condition for the pursuit of happiness, is usu-
ally treated as “the crime problem.” The problem is measured by FBI 
fi gures on crime rates and by public opinion surveys in which people 
are asked about their level of fear of crime. The measure of success in 
government policy has been straightforward: Calculate the crime rate, 
determine whether it is going up or down, and make policy decisions 
accordingly. The policy decisions are based on the prevailing wisdom 
about the causes of crime. If it is thought that crime is the result of 
poverty and deprivation, as in the 1960s, then programs designed 
to provide constructive alternatives to crime instead of punishment 
will be in vogue. If it is decided that crime results when the benefi ts 
of crime outweigh the costs, then programs to toughen law enforce-
ment will be in vogue, as in the 1980s. 

 Recasting the Relationship of Crime and Safety.   I have argued that “enough 
safety” to pursue happiness cannot be defi ned relative to a specifi c level 
of threat. Indeed, there is an intriguing analogy between the unend-
ing search for more safety from risk by contemporary policy advocates 
(some elements of the environmental and consumer rights movement, 
for example) and the unending search for more material resources. 
Both searches are ultimately unsatisfying bases for assessing progress in 
public policy for much the same reasons: No amount of progress is ever 
good enough, even though common sense and experience tell us that 
at some point we must pass (or have already passed) the optimum and 
are doing more harm than good. When one further considers that, as 
a practical matter, the great majority of readers of this discussion enjoy 
lives of extraordinary safety anyway, far safer than those of even their 
parents and orders of magnitude safer than those of their grandparents, 
just as they enjoy lives of extraordinary affl uence, it becomes apparent 
that the “crime problem” as it is ordinarily conceived is one that seri-
ously impedes the lives of only a small proportion of the population. 

 If then our topic is the measurement of success and progress in 
public policy, why bother with this lengthy discussion of safety? Again, 
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there is an analogy with solutions to poverty (“Just give everyone a de-
cent income and be done with it”). In the case of crime, why not sim-
ply say, “Extend to those in the 25th Precinct the same level of safety 
that the rest of us enjoy,” and be done with it? 

 But we cannot do that. The relationship of safety to the pursuit of 
happiness is not simply a matter of being suffi ciently protected against 
threats (who would choose to live in a sterile bubble?). If we make the 
people of the 25th Precinct safe by converting their neighborhood to 
a tightly surveilled armed camp, we have only exchanged one form 
of threat for another. It may be that the situation is so bad there that 
the residents would prefer the police-dominated armed camp over an 
outlaw-dominated armed camp, but we would still be very far from 
the best of all possible worlds. The discussion of safety as an enabling 
condition for the pursuit of happiness has attempted fi rst and most 
importantly to distinguish between  being faced with threats and having 
a satisfying framework for coping with threats . What has really happened 
to the people of the 25th Precinct (I have been arguing) is not that 
insuffi cient police are assigned to their district, but that the people of 
the 25th Precinct do not have a satisfying framework for coping with 
threats. 

 Using the specifi c case of crime, I have argued that the framework 
consists of two aspects. First, for coping with actual physical threats 
from crime,  the system must above all else satisfy the citizen’s need for lawful-
ness . The essence of lawfulness is captured by this formulation: 

 In a lawful community, someone who does something that is both 
illegal and harmful is sought by the police. If he is caught, he is 
prosecuted. If he is convicted, he suffers a penalty. 

 Nothing in the formulation needs imply Draconian punishments, 
truncated rights, vigilantism, or massive police forces. All it says is that 
the primal function of the criminal justice system is to hold account-
able those who commit crimes. Performing that function comes fi rst. 
If a residual “crime problem” suffi ciently severe to warrant further 
measures continues to trouble the system, then other things may be 
added to the criminal justice system  but not substituted for it.  

 The reason I include the phrase “both illegal and harmful” in 
the basic formulation of “lawfulness” is that all illegal things are not 
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equally disquieting to safety. The more directly harmful the act to the 
immediate well-being of people in the neighborhood the more impor-
tant (for a sense of lawfulness and of safety) that the criminal be ap-
prehended and stopped. This practical distinction among illegal acts 
is a reasonable ordering of priorities. It tends to be observed wherever 
the people who are at risk also control the law enforcement resources. 

 A major threat to lawfulness is complexity. In the criminal law as 
in civil law, tax law, and tort law, I have argued that  law suffi ciently com-
plex is indistinguishable from no law at all , from the point of view of the 
ordinary citizen. Lawlessness exists when the citizen must rely on go-
betweens, be they corrupt offi cials or be they lawyers, to work a system 
whose workings the citizen cannot comprehend. The point is not that 
everyone should therefore have a good lawyer, but that an essential el-
ement of lawfulness is law which is simple, objective, and consistently 
applied. 

 The second half of the framework for coping with threats consists 
of  the power to enforce community standards of public civility . Partly, this 
power directly affects quality of life—when a person cannot walk to 
the bus stop through a neighborhood park without being verbally 
assaulted by the gang of teenagers that uses the park as a hangout, 
that person’s daily life is importantly changed for the worse. But apart 
from that, public civility is intertwined with safety. The reason for 
keeping drunks from sleeping in the street or for rousting the gang 
of abusive teenagers is not just to placate people who are offended by 
such sights, but to preserve a fabric of public order that, once it frays 
in small ways, begins to rip in large ones. 

 These two aspects of the threshold condition of safety raise diffi -
cult problems of implementation and potential abuse of police power. 
However, there is merit in separating issues. The assertion here is that, 
to provide people with the good called safety, the minimal but indis-
pensable requirements are that it consistently and predictably hold 
criminals accountable for their crimes and that a community be able 
to enforce its standards of public civility. To say that these functions 
can be distorted or carried too far is not the same as saying that they 
are not minimal and indispensable. 

 Finally, the discussion of safety has raised for the fi rst time a ques-
tion that will recur frequently in part 3 when we consider the design 
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of policies. I have used the 25th Precinct in East Harlem as an ex-
ample of one of the comparatively rare places in the United States 
where physical safety really is a major, life-affecting problem. And yet 
it is also obviously aberrational. Very few people who live in the 25th 
Precinct  want  to live in fear of assault and robbery,  want  to submit 
to the public incivility that surrounds them. If it is aberrational for 
communities to permit the predators to dominate, the question for 
designing a safer 25th Precinct is not “How may we engineer better 
ways of preventing crimes and catching criminals?” but rather “What 
are we doing to cause this aberration?” 
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 6 
 Dignity, Self-Esteem, 
and Self-Respect 

 We turn now to a concept that has shaped much of contemporary 
thinking about social policy but that remains oddly obscure and unex-
plicated. In editorials and speeches, the concept commonly goes un-
der the label of dignity. Thus it is said that some policies “give dignity” 
to people, while others “let people keep their dignity” and still others 
“deny dignity” to people. 

 Welfare is often at issue. Should people be required to submit to 
detailed eligibility investigations? No, it is argued, because such in-
vestigations are demeaning: They strip the recipients of dignity. Food 
stamps are argued to be a better way of providing help than doling 
out food at soup kitchens, because the stamps let people retain more 
of their dignity. To live in impoverished circumstances is in itself said 
to be destructive of one’s dignity. 

 It is not just matters of welfare that have been shaped by consider-
ations of dignity. Drug rehabilitation programs, job training programs, 
services for unwed mothers, prison reform, educational reform— 
virtually all services designated for poor people—have been designed 
and evaluated, examined and criticized, according to the effects they 
are purported to have on the participants’ dignity. Employment policy 
has been decisively affected by attitudes toward dignity. On the one 
hand, having a job is often argued to be essential to dignity; on the 
other, being asked to take a menial job (a “dead-end” job in the cur-
rent phrase) is often argued to be destructive of dignity. 

 “Dignity” used in this context is a generic label. One might sub-
stitute “self-esteem” or “self-respect” in any of the examples I gave 
and it would carry the same message. And whatever one thinks of the 
argument regarding any particular policy, the underlying concept 
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is unquestionably important. Indeed, that is why Maslow made self- 
esteem one of his fi ve essential needs and why it is being included 
in this short list of enabling conditions for the pursuit of happiness. 
From the perspective of a different theoretical system, Gordon All-
port has written, “If we are to hold to the theory of multiple drives 
at all, we must at least admit that the ego drive (or pride or desire 
for approval—call it what you will) takes precedence over all other 
drives.” 1  The classic defense mechanisms of psychoanalytic theory— 
rationalization, projection, displacement, reaction formation, and 
repression—“have as their most important single objective the protec-
tion of self-esteem.” 2  Theorists of all kinds have recognized that the 
need for self-approval lies at the heart of human behavior. 

 Thus it is not surprising to fi nd a large empirical literature demon-
strating that people who feel low self-esteem suffer thereby. Low self-
esteem is one of the distinguishing features of clinical depression. 3  
Low self-esteem has been found to be associated with impulse aggres-
sion, negative affect states, and somatic symptoms; 4  with submissive-
ness, autonomic anxiety, and general maladjustment. 5  People with low 
self-esteem tend to be unimaginative, 6  dependent upon others, 7  less 
creative and fl exible, 8  more authoritarian, 9  and disposed to deviance 
and criminality. 10  High self-esteem, on the other hand, is associated 
with “positive mental health,” 11  expressed satisfaction with life, 12  and 
avowed happiness. 13  But in a sense these data are superfl uous. Morris 
Rosenberg, one of the most prominent contemporary analysts of self-
esteem, put it this way: 

 Few activities engage our lives so profoundly as the defense and en-
hancement of the self. The self-esteem motive intrudes on many of 
our daily activities, infl uencing what we say, how we act, what we at-
tend to, how we direct our efforts, how we respond to stimuli. The 
individual is constantly on the alert, dodging, protecting, feinting, 
distorting, denying, forestalling, and coping with potential threats 
to his self-esteem. 14  

 The thing that psychologists call self-esteem is not something that we 
need to be told is important. All of us prove it to ourselves every day. 

 But there is more to the pursuit of self-esteem than scratching a 
psychological itch. There is at issue some construct closely related to 
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“self-esteem” but encompassing more. For the process whereby one 
feels this whatever-it-is is in part a process of self-evaluation. To think 
oneself  deserving  of self-approbation is as important as self- approbation 
itself. And as the word “deserving” implies, this other construct has a 
rational, objective aspect that cannot be faked.* But what is it that we 
are talking about? What is the other thing usually denoted by these 
words “dignity,” “self-esteem,” “self-respect”? The following discussion 
falls into two parts. The initial sections try to tease out the crucial fea-
tures of the underlying concept, using self-esteem and self-respect as 
separable aspects of it. The latter sections shift to empirical fi ndings 
and their implications for good policy. 

 Some Problems with Self-Esteem as a Basis for 
Assessing Policies and Some Merits of Self-Respect 

 In trying to determine what the threshold condition is for this con-
struct that goes beyond self-esteem alone, we are faced with a problem 
different from those posed by material resources and safety. In the 
case of material resources, the concept of “enough” has an objective 
physiological meaning (subsistence-level food, shelter, and clothing). 

* It is this substantive, unfakeable aspect that Arthur O. Lovejoy had in mind 
when he wrote that “some modest measure” of self-esteem is “indispensable to 
endurable existence for creatures constituted as we are.”15 John Rawls, probably 
the most infl uential philosopher of social democracy, had a similarly rational, 
substantive component of whatever-it-is in mind when he asserted in A Theory 
of Justice that self-respect (or self-esteem—Rawls did not distinguish between 
the two) is “perhaps the most important primary good,” ranked even above the 
other goods of liberty and opportunity, income and wealth.16 Rawls writes fur-
ther: “We may defi ne self-respect (or self-esteem) as having two aspects. First of 
all, . . . it includes a person’s sense of his own value, his secure conviction that 
his conception of his good, his plan of life, is worth carrying out. And second, 
self-respect implies a confi dence in one’s ability, so far as it is within one’s power, 
to fulfi ll one’s intentions.” Rawls sees the fi rst aspect of self-respect as being con-
tingent on two conditions: “(1) having a rational plan of life, and in particu-
lar one that satisfi es the Aristotelian Principle [see chap. 7 of this book]; and 
(2) fi nding our person and deeds appreciated and confi rmed by others who are 
likewise esteemed and their association enjoyed.”17
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The problem is to determine how much more than subsistence (if 
anything) is required to reach a threshold condition for the pursuit of 
happiness. In the case of safety, the nature of the condition of safety 
can be stated, but the defi nition of “enough” is elusive—there is no 
easy analogue to subsistence. In the case of this new requisite for the 
pursuit of happiness, we begin without even a commonly accepted ref-
erent condition, let alone a sense of what “enough” means. 

 the definition of self-esteem 
 Quantitative students of self-esteem have taken a hands-off stance, 

morally speaking, in much the same way that they have taken a hands-
off stance toward the defi nition of happiness. “Self-esteem” has been 
defi ned in a way that strips it of normative implications. 

 William James was among the fi rst to state a value-neutral defi ni-
tion of self-esteem, as the “ratio of our actualities to our supposed 
 potentialities,” represented in his equation 18  

Self-Esteem =   Successes
 Pretensions

 Subsequent versions have stripped even this much specifi city from 
the meaning of self-esteem. Morris Rosenberg defi nes self-esteem as 
“the evaluation which the individual makes and customarily maintains 
with regard to himself; it expresses an attitude of approval or disap-
proval.” 19  Stanley Coopersmith, another leading investigator of self-
esteem, defi nes self-esteem as a “personal judgment of worthiness that 
is expressed in the attitude the individual holds toward himself.” 20  

 In other words, the question asked in the research has been 
whether people  say  they have high self-esteem (  just as they are asked 
whether they are happy in the avowed-happiness research); the re-
searchers work back from that to the conditions that produce or fail 
to produce the end result of avowed self-esteem .21  As social science, 
this approach has much to commend it; for purposes of policy analy-
sis, it tends to leave us adrift. 

 the ambiguous virtue of self-esteem 
 The problem with a value-neutral defi nition of self-esteem is that 

people can have high self-esteem when they shouldn’t. In 1985, for 
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example, a star basketball player in a Chicago high school was walking 
along the street with his girlfriend and brushed against a youth stand-
ing in his path, whereupon the basketball star was shot to death for 
reasons essentially the same as those that led Porthos to challenge 
d’Artagnan to a duel in the opening pages of  The Three Musketeers . 
The brushed-against youth’s sense of dignity had been offended. 
Where would the young man who did the shooting show up on a so-
ciological measure of self-esteem? Judging from subsequent newspa-
per accounts, very high. Consider, for example, one of the most com-
monly used scales for measuring self-esteem. It consists of ten items 
with which the respondent is asked to strongly agree, agree, disagree, 
or strongly disagree. 22  The ten items are: 

 On the whole, I am satisfi ed with myself. 
 At times I think I am no good at all. 
 I feel that I have a number of good qualities. 
 I am able to do things as well as most other people. 
 I feel I do not have much to be proud of. 
 I certainly feel useless at times. 
 I feel that I’m a person of worth, at least on an equal plane with 

others. 
 I wish I could have more respect for myself. 
 All in all, I am inclined to think I am a failure. 
 I take a positive attitude toward myself. 

 Judging from news accounts, the offended young man probably 
would have answered most of those questions with the “high self- 
esteem” answer. He was a leader. A success in his neighborhood. True, 
he was leader of a gang of violent young hoodlums. But, quite likely, 
he had very high, if perhaps fragile, self-esteem. 

 For the social scientist, this state of affairs may pose no problems. 
For the policy analyst, however, it should. If we consider that self- esteem 
is an enabling condition for the pursuit of happiness, and if by “self- 
esteem” we mean the sociologist’s defi nition, then we are led to con-
clude that the young man is doing fi ne on this particular enabling 
condition.  But he isn’t —that much seems intuitively apparent. The soci-
ologist’s defi nition of self-esteem is inadequate for describing whatever 
it is that we want people to acquire so that they may pursue satisfying 
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lives. A correct defi nition should at least give us more leverage in speci-
fying what is wrong with the young man’s status with regard to this elu-
sive quality. 

 Or I may put it another way. As long as we restrict ourselves to the 
sociologists’ concept of self-esteem, we are condemning ourselves to 
one of two barren courses. Either we are to perpetuate the excesses 
of earlier years in which everything was considered to be ethically in-
discriminable and the young hoodlum’s self-esteem was to be consid-
ered as “valid” as anyone else’s. Or else we must continue to exclude 
the effects on self-esteem from our assessments of policy. Neither 
course is satisfactory, and I therefore want to pursue the notion that 
a threshold condition of a related but larger quality exists. By the 
same token, however, I do not want to rush too quickly into a highly 
limited defi nition of this quality. A good place to begin is by draw-
ing a distinction between “self-esteem” and “self-respect,” and seeing 
where this leads us. 

 the difference between 
self-esteem and self-respect 

 Philosopher David Sachs offers a quick and easy way to confi rm 
that “self-esteem” and “self-respect” are fundamentally different no-
tions, by asking yourself whether it is possible to have too much of 
either. “Often it is thought of individuals that they have too much 
self-esteem,” he writes, “and there is no diffi culty in understanding 
the thought. But it is not often thought—indeed it seems a hard 
 saying—that a person has too much self-respect.” 23  We know what 
a person with too much self-esteem is like—puffed up, narcissistic, 
vainglorious. But what might a person with “too much self-respect” 
be like? He might be too stuffy, maybe lack a sense of humor, maybe 
be too unbending—but would he really have  too much  self-respect? 
Would we want him to correct his defects by diminishing his degree 
of self-respect, or by coming to understand that self-respect does not 
require, for example, stuffi ness? The latter, surely. As Sachs goes on 
to point out, such uses of the notion of “too much self-respect” are 
sarcasms. 

 One implication of this line of thought is that self-respect is always 
a good while self-esteem is not. But what is the nature of this good? 
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How are we to distinguish the substance of self-respect from the sub-
stance of self-esteem? For that, let us turn to another contemporary 
social philosopher, Michael Walzer. 

 Walzer distinguishes between self-esteem and self-respect by em-
ploying the concept of “measuring up”: 

 In order to enjoy self-esteem, we probably have to convince our-
selves . . . that we deserve it, and we can’t do that without a little 
help from our friends. But we are judges in our own case; we pack 
the jury as best we can, and we fake the verdict whenever we can. 
About this sort of thing, no one feels guilty; such trials are all-too-
human. But self-respect brings us closer to the real thing. . . . Now 
conscience is the court, and conscience is a shared knowledge, 
an internalized acceptance of communal standards. The stan-
dards are not all that high; we are required to be brethren and 
citizens, not saints and heroes. But we can’t ignore the standards, 
and we can’t juggle the verdict. We do measure up, or we don’t. 
Measuring up is not a matter of success in this or that enterprise, 
certainly not of relative success or the reputation of success. It 
is rather a way of being in the community, holding one’s head 
high. 24  

 It is a convincing description. For our purposes, Walzer’s formula-
tion has the special merit of excluding the mindless code duello vi-
sions of self-respect without drawing the net very tightly around any 
particular alternative set of standards. Walzer then goes on to specify 
that the key feature of self-respect is acceptance of responsibility for 
the acts that constitute measuring up or not measuring up. “What is 
dishonorable, above all,” he writes, “is the claim of irresponsibility, 
the denial of self-possession.” Sometimes the self-respecting citizen 
will fail to fulfi ll the obligations of citizenship, but he “acknowledges 
his failures, knows himself capable of fulfi lling his obligations, and  re-
mains committed to do so .” 25  (Emphasis added.) 

 I add the italics to that last phrase to emphasize a direct implica-
tion that Walzer does not stress but I will: Self-respect must ultimately 
be grounded in behavior. A person may fail to measure up now and 
again, but if he truly “remains committed to do so,” that commitment 
will be observable in behavior—if not in success, then in the act of 
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trying.* To stop trying is to lose self-respect. With that lone caveat, 
I will proceed using Walzer’s pair of assumptions that (1) self-respect 
is a psychological imperative and (2) it has to be grounded in a real 
(internalized) acceptance of responsibility for measuring up to the 
basic standards of being a member of a community. 

 Social Policy and Self-Respect 

 Boiled down to the essentials, there are two ways to look at the role 
of the government vis-à-vis self-respect. One is that self-respect is some-
thing like religious conviction. Personal defi nitions of self-respect can 
vary widely and, as long as the internalized standards do not demand 
such things as shooting people who brush against you, the govern-
ment has no right to say that one person’s internalized standards are 
better than anyone else’s. All that government can do is avoid degrad-
ing people. The alternative approach to social policy is to say that, 
while internalized standards may vary, there is an underlying set of 
standards that are inescapable—not because the government says so, 
but because they are inherent in the nature of being a member of 
a human community. Public policy should validate the underlying 
standards. 

 In recent practice, these two views have had topsy-turvy applica-
tions to public policy. The fi rst view sounds noninterventionist and 
libertarian, but in fact was the justifi cation for many of the liberal re-
forms in welfare, education, and law enforcement during the 1960s 
and early 1970s. The second view sounds authoritarian or perhaps 
theocratic, but in fact tends to lead toward policies that let events take 

* The necessity of stating this caveat is more apparent with regard to Rawls 
than to Walzer. Walzer implies without being explicit that the ultimate test of 
measuring up lies in behavior. Rawls seems to permit self-respect independent 
of behavior. It is easy to imagine a person who meets Rawls’s conditions for self-
respect (having a rational plan of life and confi dence in his ability to carry it 
out) who nonetheless fails to carry out that plan for reasons that are his own 
fault. Does he possess self-respect? If he does (I would argue) it is because he is 
engaged in some other activity that enables him to see himself as measuring up.
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their natural course, which generally means keeping government out 
of the picture. 

 the puzzle 
 This contradictory state of affairs arises from the nature of self-

respect. It  has  to be internalized (which means it has to be genuine), 
and it  has  to be earned—the individual has to do the “measuring up,” 
no one else can do it for him. To accept this and also to assign a high 
priority to self-respect (which seems equally necessary) creates a dis-
quieting moral puzzle that, generally speaking, policy analysts have 
dealt with by pretending it doesn’t exist. 

 The nature of the puzzle is illustrated by the recent work of some 
British sociologists who set out to examine whether being unem-
ployed caused “psychological distress” in young people. They began 
by placing their work in the context of previous research, noting that 
unemployment had already been proven to cause psychological dis-
tress in many people. They cited the work of Norman Bradburn, who 
was among the fi rst to establish an empirical relationship between 
work and happiness, and the work of Angus Campbell and his col-
leagues, who demonstrated that “life satisfaction” is also related to 
work. 26  They cited the literature showing that unemployment is re-
lated as well to depression, negative self-esteem, and anxiety. 27  So far, 
no surprises: Most people need no convincing that being unemployed 
would be very distressing. 

 But to what extent, the authors asked, did this distress apply to 
everyone? Might it not be that the only people who felt much dis-
tress were those who had “high commitment to the labor market” 
(meaning that they  wanted  to work)? The answer turned out to be 
yes. They examined some new data and found that young Britons 
who had “low commitment to the labor market” (who didn’t par-
ticularly want to work) didn’t mind being unemployed. They felt 
fi ne, thank you. 28  

 Whence the moral puzzle. In such a situation, what are the impli-
cations for good policy? What, if anything, should be done for these 
young Britons who feel no distress at being unemployed? They are 
not “measuring up” in the sense of providing their own keep. It seems 
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they must have little self-respect. On the other hand, if they don’t 
seem to know this, what’s the problem? 

 trying to ignore the puzzle 
 Policy analysts in general have sidestepped the puzzle through a 

line of argument that goes something like this: 
 For a variety of practical economic reasons, it is a good thing if peo-

ple have a commitment to the labor market. Therefore we may want 
to try to encourage the unemployed-but-untroubled young Britons 
to acquire more commitment to the labor market—perhaps through 
training and job programs that ease them into the labor market. But 
this is a practical matter involving macroeconomic objectives, not part 
of a crusade to make them want to work “for their own good.” If they 
prove to unresponsive to efforts to get them into the labor market, 
that does not mean that we should then tell them that they are infe-
rior to people who have jobs. 

 To assert that having self-respect (measuring up)  must  mean being 
productive is dogmatic, the argument continues. Many people live 
happy lives without being productive. Some people live off their par-
ents’ money. Others pull strings to get a city hall sinecure where all 
they have to do is collect their paycheck. Others fi nd a niche in the 
economy that provides them with a handsome income in return for 
very little effort. These people are not really “productive members of 
the community” in any meaningful sense of the term, but don’t they 
feel self-respect? Why make people who are unemployed measure up 
to a standard that so many other people evade? 

 The argument may be embellished by the observation that we do 
not in practice reserve our affection for only the sternly self-suffi cient. 
Literature is full of lovable ne’er-do-wells (does Bertie Wooster feel 
self-respect?). In real life, many of us count scamps as friends, often 
some of our most entertaining ones. The kaleidoscopic variety of 
people in the world and their variegated sources of self-pride is what 
makes life interesting. How dull if everyone were a Puritan, even 
though doubtless everyone would feel self-respect. 

 And isn’t the dogmatic response atavistic? In a subsistence economy, 
people who fail to contribute to the community in basic ways—getting 
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food, raising children, protecting turf—threaten the very survival of 
the community. The world no longer works like that. It is no longer 
essential for the survival of the community that everyone pull his 
own weight. We can afford free riders. Is there any real reason other 
than memories of bygone scarcities to believe that work is intrinsic to 
self-respect? 

 I will not try to spin out all the variants on such arguments; readers 
will doubtless be able to think of variants and improvements on them 
for themselves. My proposition is that all are ultimately unpersuasive. 
The thesis of the following discussion is that  the threshold condition for 
self-respect is accepting responsibility for one’s own life, for which the inescap-
able behavioral manifestation is earning one’s own way in the world . I am 
stating this not as an ethical precept but as a fact about human beings 
that ought to infl uence policy choices in important ways. No matter 
how ready some of us may be to absolve others from this responsibil-
ity, it is not within our power to do so. It is impossible to run public 
policy in a way that both frees people from the necessity to earn their 
own way and is also the best of all possible worlds in terms of enabling 
people to acquire self-respect. I will try to make this case in two ways, 
fi rst invoking shared experience and then offering some relevant em-
pirical evidence. 

 free lunches don’t nourish 
 “Earning one’s own way” may seem equivalent to “having a job,” 

and in that sense is too narrow a construction. “Earning one’s life” 
is perhaps more accurate. People don’t necessarily have to get a pay-
check for it. There are many ways to earn one’s life without draw-
ing a salary as conscientious mothers, studious students, and unpaid 
contributors to society of all kinds prove every day. But one way or 
another, we cannot be drawing more out of the world than we are put-
ting back and still retain our self-respect. 

 We may return to the examples I just cited as exceptions to the 
rule and reexamine them. For example, what about the person who 
lives off an inheritance? There is no need for a double standard. 
A young person who does not feel a strong commitment to be a pro-
ductive adult is in trouble, and this applies as much to rich people 
as poor people. (Some possible personal experiences to consider in 
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this regard are young people who have come into independent wealth 
at an early age.) People with large inheritances and no meaningful 
vocation search furiously for ways to create a surrogate. Sometimes 
it takes the form of expensive and often arduous hobbies, sometimes 
drugs and alcohol. Theirs is not really so different from the behavior 
of poor young people without work; they just have more exotic pas-
times and more expensive anesthetics. 

 What about people who hold soft jobs, who are employed without 
being productive? Most readers know such people; they bear contem-
plating for a moment. Do you really envy them? Would you exchange 
jobs with them if you could? (The money may be envied, I am suggest-
ing, but not the notion of sitting all day doing no useful work.) One 
may contemplate the state of mind of people who get kicked upstairs, 
keeping all their perks, perhaps even getting new ones, but deprived 
of real job functions. I know of no studies, but judging from accounts 
in  Fortune  and the  Wall Street Journal , many resign; many are miserable. 
Few seem to think that they’ve fi nally got it made, with lots of money 
and status but no work. 

 I pose this challenge: Try to think of anyone who does  not  have an 
authentic basis for self-respect as I am using the word and who seems 
to be happy. My proposition, which I am asking you to test in your 
own experience, is that self-respect is intimately, inextricably bound 
up with earning one’s own way—measuring up. The unemployed Brit-
ons who show no distress at being idle are kidding themselves. Free 
lunches don’t nourish. But rather than try to clarify these points with 
further hypotheticals and anecdotal data, let me turn to a body of em-
pirical work bearing on such issues. 

 An Operational Measure of Self-Respect 

 In the extensive technical literature on self-esteem, one fi nds very 
little that talks of “self-respect.” It is not thought to be a useful concept 
for research. But psychologists have over the last thirty years been en-
gaged in several pertinent lines of research. Some of the fi ndings from 
this work are more salient yet to the discussion of “enjoyment” in the 
next chapter. But one strand of the work has developed—de facto, not 
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intentionally—a measure of the core concept underlying self-respect, 
the belief in one’s personal responsibility, and has described its role in 
human functioning. The measure is known as “locus of control.” 

 the measure 
 Locus of control, also known as “internal-external control” or sim-

ply “I-E,” was fi rst developed as a personality measure by psychologists 
working at Ohio State in the 1950s. I-E did not come into wide cur-
rency until 1966 when psychologist J. B. Rotter published an article en-
titled “Generalized Expectancies for Internal Versus External Control 
of Reinforcement” which included a twenty-three-item, easily adminis-
tered test. 29  From nowhere, I-E quickly became an important research 
interest among psychologists. By 1975, the author of that year’s chap-
ter on personality in the  Annual Review of Psychology  could write that 
locus of control was “Undoubtedly . . . the single most popular topic in 
current personality research.” 30  Through the mid-1980s, the technical 
literature has grown at the rate of about a hundred titles per year. 

 The locus-of-control construct is founded on a simple and plausible 
proposition: People vary in the degree to which they see themselves as 
being responsible for what happens to them. This variation is repre-
sented by a continuum ranging from highly “internal” (at the extreme, 
belief that one controls almost everything that happens in one’s life) 
to highly “external” (at the extreme, belief that one’s life is controlled 
entirely by luck or outside forces). Very few people are exclusively in-
ternal or external. The place where any particular person sits on the 
continuum between the extremes is determined by asking how much 
the subject agrees or disagrees with a list of statements such as 

 Whether or not I get into a car accident depends mostly on how 
good a driver I am, 

 or 

 Whether or not I get to be a leader depends on whether I’m lucky 
enough to be in the right place at the right time. 31  

 To put it in terms of self-respect, an internal has a highly devel-
oped sense of personal responsibility for what he does and the con-
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sequences of those acts. The external, applying Walzer’s language, 
denies self-possession. 

 a pause for predictions 
 I have superimposed a new meaning on locus of control. Explic-

itly: To be an internal is to assume self-possession, the key psycholog-
ical attribute of self-respect. To say this, however, is to anticipate the 
fi ndings of the research. Perhaps it is useful to pause for a moment 
and ask: If the I-E scale were being presented to you for the fi rst 
time, before any research had been done, what would your expecta-
tions be? 

 Absent any theoretical preconceptions, it is not at all clear that ex-
ternals should be less happy (or productive or cheerful or whatever) 
than internals. The situation is very different from the one we encoun-
tered in the measurement of self-esteem. In that case, it is obvious that 
people who respond to items such as 

 I feel I do not have much to be proud of 

 with “Strongly agree” have real problems. But when the question is 

 Although I might have good ability, I will not be given leadership 
responsibility without appealing to those in positions of power, 

 to respond with the answer “Strongly agree” is not necessarily a sign 
of dysfunction. It can be an accurate statement about the reality that 
confronts a person. 

 Furthermore, there are a priori reasons to expect that externals 
are more at ease with the world—better-adjusted if you will—than in-
ternals. Where did the phrase “happy-go-lucky” come from, after all? 
The popular image of people who “take it easy” and who “take life as 
it comes” is an image of well-adjusted, happy people, “ Que será, será  ” 
is usually not taken to be a negative way of looking at life. Nor has a 
need for personal control gotten a good press in recent decades— 
descriptors such as “compulsive” and “anal retentive” have been com-
monly associated with characteristics that often go along with a highly 
internal I-E score, and they have not commonly been thought of as 
desirable personality traits. 
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 I mention these points in preface to the results that follow for two 
reasons. One is to emphasize that the fi ndings are not ones of which 
we can say, “Of course, everyone knew that.” Everyone didn’t know 
that. The other reason is that there has to be a coherent explana-
tion of the results. The intrinsic importance of self-respect—not just 
“self-esteem” but self-respect, grounded in the acceptance of personal 
 responsibility for one’s life—is a persuasive one. 

 the findings 
 So one-sided have the fi ndings about I-E been that one researcher 

felt compelled to voice dismay at the way in which her colleagues had 
been presenting the internals as the “good guys.” 32  But there’s no 
way around it. Again and again, the literature documents the ways in 
which internals do better, in all sorts of important ways. 

 We may begin with avowed happiness. Two researchers con-
ducted a large-scale study of white males assessing their avowed 
happiness using Cantril’s self-anchoring scale and including among 
their independent variables a measure of locus of control. 33  Many 
of the factors usually thought to be related to happiness—age, sex, 
social contacts, career, marital status, intelligence—had little or no 
relationship to happiness. Instead three other variables were espe-
cially important: self-reported health, “organizational activity” (in 
effect, links to a social network), and belief in internal control. As 
it happened, belief in internal control was also closely related to 
the degree of organizational activity. Another study of 437 males 
in Army basic training found that internals tended to claim greater 
life contentment while externals self-reported higher levels of de-
pression and anxiety. 34  Experiments with samples of the elderly 
have shown similar results, as have surveys of the victims of serious 
accidents. 35  People who believe and act as if they are in control are 
happier. 

 These statistical links between internal beliefs and various types of 
satisfaction and happiness are not the main point, however. It’s not 
so much that internals  are  happier, but that they have such superior 
tools for pursuing happiness. They function better in a variety of ways 
that link up directly with enjoying life and making life enjoyable for 
others. 
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 Internals are healthier, apparently because they take responsibility 
for taking care of their health and following up on doctor’s orders. 36  
Internals are less susceptible to pressure from others, less likely to 
conform for the sake of being part of the group, and more likely to 
assess material on its merits, not its reputation. 37  

 The literature demonstrates overwhelmingly that, even after con-
trolling for socioeconomic and intelligence factors, internals do much 
better on a wide range of activities that  do  lead to control over their 
own lives. Internals acquire and retain information better than ex-
ternals. 38  They take more time to deliberate when facing tough de-
cisions. 39  They outperform externals in school—again, even after 
controlling for factors such as intelligence and socioeconomic class. 40  

 Internals seem to fi nd it easier than do externals to deal with strang-
ers, and are likely to be more comfortable and less prejudiced with 
people who are “different” from themselves. 41  In dealing with prob-
lems, internals rely less than externals on coercion and threats, pre-
ferring persuasion instead. 42  Internals even tend to be more attractive 
than externals on an interpersonal basis. Researchers who conducted 
a study of interpersonal attractiveness reported with open surprise 
that people actually  like  people who are internals more than they like 
externals. Even the externals fi nd internals more attractive. 43  

 Finally, internals tend to be happier in their work, with greater job 
involvement and more job satisfaction. Give an internal and an exter-
nal the same job, and the internal will tend to do it better and take 
more away from it. 44  

 of chickens and eggs 
 Any discussion of the merits of being an internal must lead to a ques-

tion of causation: Is being an internal the cause of these desirable out-
comes? Or does being an effective person cause one to be an internal? 

 The answer makes a big difference in deciding whether to encour-
age people to adopt internal beliefs. Suppose, for example, that a 
person truly is ineffectual at accomplishing outcome  X  . It would then 
seem to be both inappropriate and cruel to try to convince that per-
son that he is responsible for outcome  X —he will only feel unwar-
ranted guilt when he fails. It is the disentanglement of such issues that 
makes the I-E literature so provocative and important. 



[  102  ] w h e n t h e r e is  br e a d

 The two main points about these attempts are that (1) not surpris-
ingly, I-E beliefs are in part a result of past experience, but (2) the 
beliefs themselves become a cause of subsequent experience. In the 
laboratory, this can be demonstrated by assigning tasks that are known 
to be within the ability of the subject to achieve. Moreover, a great 
deal of the research has explicitly controlled for intelligence, socio-
economic status, and other variables that presumably affect real (as 
opposed to perceived) control over events.* The answer to the initial 
chicken-and-egg question is not that reality has no bearing on how 
people answer I-E items when they are tested, but that  independently  
of those differences people with internal beliefs do better. To put it 
another way: If you take two people, identical in intelligence, socio-
economic status, and whatever else you wish to control for, and then 
give them both the same task, one that is within their capabilities to 
achieve, you had better bet on the one who brings to that task the 
belief that he, not luck, is responsible for his life. To believe that one 
is master of one’s own fate is to some degree a self-fulfi lling prophecy. 

 Reprise: Self-Respect as the Indispensable 
Good That Cannot Be Given 

 The discussion began on common ground. Some elusive quality 
that in the policy rhetoric is usually called “dignity” is a fundamen-
tal good that people must have if they are to lead satisfying lives. Ev-
eryone from editorial writers to psychologists to social philosophers, 
from political left to political right, seems to agree. But precisely what 

* Blacks constitute a special case that deserves mention. Early in the research 
on I-E, it was noted that blacks tended to be much more external than whites. 
This was understandable. A black who grew up in an age of systematic segrega-
tion and discrimination would be foolish not to answer many of the items on an 
I-E test with “external” answers, because, realistically, much of a black person’s 
world was controlled from outside. In 1969, a group of researchers dealt with 
this problem by distinguishing between personal control (one’s own compe-
tence to determine outcomes) and ideological control (the general role of the 
social system in determining outcomes).45 Since then, it has also been demon-
strated that middle-class blacks show far less racial discrepancy in I-E scores than 
do lower-class blacks.46
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is this seldom-defi ned good? In the course of exploring that question, 
the divergence between the common understanding and the pursuit-
of-happiness perspective became very wide. 

  Construing Progress: The Usual Understanding . “Dignity” as it fi gures in 
discussions of social policy is usually used interchangeably with  “feeling 
good about yourself.” It is treated as an antonym, roughly, of “feeling 
humiliated” or “feeling worthless.” The key aspect of contemporary 
political usage is that dignity can exist or fail to exist  independently of 
any quality within the person . Thus we may imagine two women standing 
in a line to receive some sort of welfare assistance, one a woman who 
has lost her job and cannot fi nd another, the other a woman who has 
lived off welfare for years and never tried to work or to be in any other 
way a useful member of the community. The welfare worker is rude to 
both of them. Both women fi nd this experience humiliating. The key 
assumption of the usual understanding of dignity is that if the welfare 
worker is respectful to both women—better yet, if the check is mailed 
to the women, so that they don’t have to confront a welfare worker at 
all—then this constitutes progress in promoting the thing called dig-
nity.  Both women  can thereby fi nd it easier to feel dignity. 

  Recasting the Role of Self-Respect . In the preceding discussion, I have 
argued that the concept of self-respect is the core of the human need 
in question, with self-respect defi ned as measuring up to internal-
ized standards of what it means to be a full-fl edged member of the 
 community—of being able to hold one’s head high. Applying the ar-
gument to the example of the women in the welfare line, a respectful 
welfare worker might promote  self-esteem  in both women, but can pre-
serve the  self-respect  only of the woman who has a basis for self-respect. 
The woman who lost her job has that basis. The long-term welfare re-
cipient whom I have described does not—she  cannot  feel self-respect, 
no matter what is done on behalf of her dignity. Or more ominously, 
she cannot feel self-respect unless society has been so arranged that 
“measuring up” no longer has any meaning to her—in which case, 
self-respect will itself have become a concept without meaning. 

 I have used divergent routes to the same destination. One may use 
the language of social philosophy, and say that self-respect is an es-
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sential human need and self-possession is essential to self-respect. Or 
one may turn to the work of the psychologists and conclude that it is 
tangibly good that people have a highly internal “locus of control”—
that they take a high degree of responsibility for their lives and act on 
that responsibility. I lump such conclusions into this formulation: It 
is essential to the pursuit of happiness that one earn one’s life. The 
threshold condition of self-respect is that one feel, not in one’s public 
protestations but in one’s heart, that he is a net contributor to the 
world. 

 It is the kind of homily to which almost everyone pays lip service. 
The reason why I have nonetheless approached it as if it were contro-
versial is that, if taken seriously, the implications for what constitutes 
good social policy are nearly revolutionary. To take just one example: 
No concept has been more unfashionable in social policy for the last 
twenty-fi ve years than “stigma,” and no criticism has been treated as 
more damning than to say that such and such a policy “stigmatizes” 
people. If the discussion above is accepted, under what circumstances 
might “stigma” be an appropriate feature of social policy? If self-
respect is not within the gift of any government or any policy, if the 
only thing that government can do is provide an environment within 
which people can earn their self-respect, then the implication of the 
argument in this chapter is that government’s duty is to provide an 
environment in which people accept responsibility for their actions. 
An acceptable social policy is one that validates the individual’s re-
sponsibility for the consequences of his behavior. Or to put it another 
way, a social policy that induces people to believe that they are not 
responsible for their lives is one that inhibits the pursuit of happiness 
and is to that extent immoral. Can then a policy that  fails  to stigmatize 
be a moral one? 

 I put the question mark because I think that trying to engineer 
stigma into a policy is as wrongheaded as thinking it can be engi-
neered out. But we will take up that issue in later chapters. For now, 
the example serves to illustrate how much appears on the table for re-
consideration after you take the initial, gigantic step of accepting that 
for anyone to have a satisfying life he  must  have self-respect, and that 
his self-respect  must  be earned. 
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 7 
 Enjoyment, Self-Actualization, 
and Intrinsic Rewards 

 When John Stuart Mill was a precocious youth of fi fteen, he set out 
to reform the world by propagating Bentham’s “greatest happiness 
principle.” He found happiness in devoting himself to making the 
world happy. Then, at twenty, he asked himself what would happen to 
his personal happiness if he succeeded in his aims for the rest of the 
world, and he came to the awful realization that the act of achieving 
his goal would destroy its pleasure. “At this,” he writes in his autobi-
ography, “my heart sank within me: the whole foundation on which 
my life was constructed fell down. All my happiness was to have been 
found in the continual pursuit of this end. The end had ceased to 
charm, and how could there ever again be any interest in the means? 
I seemed to have nothing left to live for.” 1  

 In the deep and prolonged personal crisis that followed, Mill 
 pondered the internal contradiction of “pursuing happiness,” the 
 intimate antagonism between the seeking and the thing-sought. He 
summarized his conclusion in this eloquent passage: 

 I [had] never, indeed, wavered in the conviction that happiness 
is the test of all rules of conduct, and the end of life. But I now 
thought that this end was only to be attained by not making it the 
direct end. Those only are happy (I thought) who have their minds 
fi xed on some object other than their own happiness; on the hap-
piness of others, on the improvement of mankind, even on some 
art or pursuit, followed not as a means, but as itself an ideal end. 
Aiming thus at something else, they fi nd happiness by the way. The 
enjoyments of life (such was now my theory) are suffi cient to make 
it a pleasant thing, when they are taken  en passant , without being 
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made a principal object. Once make them so, and they are immedi-
ately felt to be insuffi cient. They will not bear a scrutinizing exami-
nation. Ask yourself whether you are happy, and you cease to be so. 
The only chance is to treat, not happiness, but some end external 
to it, as the purpose of life. Let your self-consciousness, your scru-
tiny, your self-interrogation, exhaust themselves on that; and if other-
wise fortunately circumstanced you will inhale happiness with the 
air you breathe, without dwelling on it or thinking about it, without 
either forestalling it in imagination, or putting it to fl ight by fatal 
questioning. This theory now became the basis of my philosophy of 
life. 2  

 The passage also serves to describe the point that our discussion 
has reached. If you have acquired enough material resources (enough 
to know that more are not going to make you happier), live in safety, 
and are secure in your self-respect, you nonetheless may not be happy. 
But the task at that point is not to search for happiness, but for “things 
to do” that provide you with continuing enjoyment (or fulfi llment or 
self-actualization or intrinsic rewards—choose the label you prefer). 
Every once in a while you may observe your life and realize that, by 
and large, you are happy, but the best way to preserve that happiness 
is to become immediately reabsorbed in the things that are providing 
the enjoyment. 

 But to do so depends on fi nding “external ends” on which to focus 
one’s attention and energies. And not just that. Popular and scholarly 
accounts alike indicate that fi nding them is becoming more and more 
problematic. This situation has been best documented with regard to 
a central aspect of life, work. 

 Work is at the center of life partly as a practical matter, in that work 
constitutes the core waking hours of most days of the year. “You can’t 
eat for eight hours a day nor drink for eight hours a day nor make love 
for eight hours a day—all you can do for eight hours a day is work,” 3  as 
William Faulkner complained. At a more abstract level, work is at the 
center of life because it is also at the center of our satisfactions. Carlyle 
is the most fl orid defender of the proposition (“Produce! Produce! 
Were it but the pitifullest infi nitesimal fraction of a Product, produce 
it, in God’s name! ’Tis the utmost thou hast in thee: out with it, then. 
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Up! Up!” 4 ). But such views are hardly restricted to nineteenth-century 
Britishers, nor to Weber’s “Protestant ethic.” The belief that a person’s 
work is his chief source of worldly satisfaction is age-old and broadly 
held. Karl Marx said it as well as anyone: “Only in being productively 
active can man make sense of his life.” Work, Marx asserts, is the “act 
of man’s self-creation,” “not only a means to an end—the product—
but an end in itself, the meaningful expression of human energy.” 5  

 Correspondingly, the relationship of economic and social insti-
tutions to work has been at the center of debates over public policy 
for more than a century. Whether it is as sweeping as “control of the 
means of production” or as specifi c as legislation requiring employers 
to offer maternity leave, much of the social policy debate turns on the 
relationship of people to work, because the nature of that relation-
ship is so crucial to their happiness. 

 When we turn to the last of the enabling conditions for the pursuit 
of happiness, what Maslow called “self-actualization,” and think about 
it in terms of social policy, we must therefore confront primarily the 
world of work and an abundance of evidence that a great many peo-
ple are unhappy with that world. Most of the hard evidence is to be 
found in social science journals under the headings of job dissatisfac-
tion, alienation, and anomie. But a more vivid sense of the problem 
can be found in everyday life, observing in daily encounters the large 
number of people who seem to be (and often openly state that they 
are) unhappy in their work, with devastating consequences for their 
lives as a whole. The malaise is such that Studs Terkel, who got many 
ordinary people to talk to him about their work, introduced his book, 
 Working , by writing that “This book, being about work, is, by its very 
nature, about violence—to the spirit as well as to the body. . . . It is 
above all (or beneath all), about daily humiliations. To survive the day 
is triumph enough for the walking wounded among the great many 
of us.” 6  It is an astounding opening to a book in which most of the re-
spondents were making good money at jobs where they didn’t have to 
work very hard—certainly not “work very hard” in comparison to the 
norm throughout human history, and the norm everywhere except 
the developed West. 

 Terkel was not talking just about migrant workers and day laborers. 
He interviewed all sorts—white-collar workers, blue-collar workers, 
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technicians, professionals, the miserably paid and the lavishly paid. 
Few were self-actualized. Few found enjoyment in their work. More-
over, we know from more systematic surveys that the dissatisfaction he 
found has been increasing rapidly in the last few decades. As recently 
as 1955, for example, a survey of workers found that 52 percent en-
joyed their work so much that they “had a hard time putting it aside.” 
By 1980, the proportion who so enjoyed their work had dropped to 
only a third of the respondents (33.5 percent). 7  The drop was about 
the same for everyone, from professional persons to farmers, but it 
was the largest of all for manual workers. In 1955, 50 percent of man-
ual workers had enjoyed their work so much that they had a hard time 
putting it aside; by 1980, that fi gure had dropped by almost half, to 
27 percent. 8  

 The explanation for such fi ndings is widely suspected to lie in the 
very process of modernization. Boredom and the loss of a sense of 
purpose are often seen as a by-product of “progress” as we have expe-
rienced it in the twentieth century. Indeed, the very idea of progress 
(in its former positive meaning) has fallen by the wayside in the twen-
tieth century in large part because of the observation that people who 
are living longer and better than their grandparents by any quantita-
tive measure seem nonetheless to be enjoying it less. 

 We are moving into problems of modernity where public policy 
is not obviously relevant. The decline in religious faith and of “be-
lief in something greater than the life immediately around us” is, 
as Robert Nisbet has argued, intimately related to phenomena that 
Terkel observed as alienation and boredom and to an impoverish-
ment of the “eternal ends” that have given meaning to lives through-
out history. 9  The “exhaustion of Modernism” that Daniel Bell has 
described, and the search for a reenergizing, redemptive under-
standing of how the world works, is a historical phenomenon on 
a grand scale for which Congress presumably has no quick fi xes. 10  
There remains, however, a modest corner of the problem for us to 
examine. 

 The three preceding chapters tried to give a new perspective on 
old measures. Poverty, crime, and dignity have always been consid-
ered when social policy is assessed; I have argued that they have been 
misconceived and that they acquire valuable new dimensions when 
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considered in light of enabling conditions for the pursuit of happi-
ness. When it comes to “enjoyment,” “self-actualization,” or “intrinsic 
rewards,” the task is somewhat different: not to suggest a different way 
of looking at them, but to suggest that they  can  be looked at. They 
are not will-o’-the-wisp concepts about which everyone will have dif-
ferent opinions. We know more about them than most people realize, 
and what we know can usefully be brought to bear on policy issues. 
Social policy is involved in the same way it is involved in self-respect. 
The question raised by the discussion in the last chapter was not “How 
can social policy give people self-respect?” (it inherently cannot), but 
“How can social policy encourage an environment in which people ac-
quire self-respect?” Similarly, the question to be raised in this chapter 
is not how policy can make people enjoy themselves or fi nd life fulfi ll-
ing, but how it can encourage an environment in which enjoyment 
and self-fulfi llment fl ourish. 

 We will in the rest of this chapter be considering this proposition: 
While it is true that the ways in which people enjoy themselves are 
infi nitely various, the underlying reasons  why  things are enjoyable 
are limited and defi nable. The discussion proceeds in three parts. 
First, I present the basis of enjoyment and self-fulfi llment as stated by 
 Aristotle, a conception now in the process of being rediscovered by 
modern psychology. The second part is an account of the nature of 
enjoyment as revealed by contemporary research. The third part takes 
up contemporary fi ndings about the conditions under which enjoy-
ment fl ourishes. 

 Enjoyment and the Aristotelian Principle 

 As with happiness, Aristotle broke ground we still till. As he dis-
cussed happiness and its relationship with intelligence and action, he 
picked his way around a complex thought that he never quite articu-
lated in one place but which emerges unmistakably from his discus-
sion as a whole. 11  John Rawls assembled these related thoughts into 
the “Aristotelian Principle,” which he stated as follows: “[O]ther 
things equal, human beings enjoy the exercise of their realized capac-
ities (their innate or trained abilities), and this enjoyment increases 
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the more the capacity is realized, or the greater its complexity.” Rawls 
continues: 

 The intuitive idea here is that human beings take more pleasure 
in doing something as they become more profi cient at it, and of 
two activities they do equally well, they prefer the one calling on a 
larger repertoire of more intricate and subtle discriminations. For 
example, chess is a more complicated and subtle game than check-
ers, and algebra is more intricate than elementary arithmetic. Thus 
the principle says that someone who can do both generally prefers 
playing chess to playing checkers, and that he would rather study 
algebra than arithmetic. 12  

 The more we learn about human motivation in the laboratory, the 
more it seems that Aristotle was saying something true and important 
about how human beings enjoy themselves. *  

 The accumulation of evidence has been cautious, working slowly 
away from a consensus among psychologists early in this century that 
human behavior could be fully explained without recourse to any-
thing resembling an innate urge to exercise “realized capacities.” 
For several decades following the advent of psychology as a scien-
tifi c discipline, human behavior was conceptualized as a straightfor-
ward  stimulus-response pattern. Pavlov’s dog learns that a bell means 
that food is on the way; once that is learned, the dog responds to 
the stimulus of a bell by salivating. The  motivation  for behavior (why, 
after all, does the dog respond to the prospect of food?) was seen 
as ultimately the product of a small number of physiological drives. 
Freud originally saw two drives—sex and aggression. 14  The empiri-
cists, led by C. L. Hull, saw four—hunger, thirst, sex, and the avoid-
ance of pain. 15  

* Lest the Aristotelian Principle be taken out of context, it is important to 
emphasize that Aristotle saw enjoyment as part of, but by no means the same 
as, a well-lived life. Alasdair MacIntyre said it concisely: “Just because enjoyment 
of a highly specifi c kind . . . supervenes upon each different type of successfully 
achieved activity, the enjoyment of itself provides us with no good reason for em-
barking upon one type of activity rather than another.”13 Those crucial decisions 
rest on man’s unique capacity for intelligence informed by virtue.
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 These determinants of behavior left very little to the discretion of 
the human being as a volitional, thoughtful creature. Other psycholo-
gists, notably E. L. Thorndike and B. F. Skinner, dispensed with the 
question of motivation and volition altogether. 16  Like Hull, they saw 
behavior as a product of past reinforcements, but their orientation, 
labeled operant psychology, treated motivation as a black box. The 
experimenter introduced stimuli and measured behavioral responses. 
The rest of what might be going on (if anything) was of no concern to 
operant theory and its predictive power. 

 Operant conditioning obviously worked in certain kinds of cir-
cumstances. The underlying drives postulated by the drive theorists 
seemed to be important for explaining certain kinds of behavior. But 
as time went on and the experimental record accumulated, research-
ers found that other behaviors stubbornly resisted being pigeonholed. 
Behavior in both animals and humans seemed to be more compli-
cated and interesting than the existing theories could accommodate. 

 The fi rst new probings emerged in tests to validate empirically what 
is sometimes known as the “Wundt Curve,” in honor of the psycholo-
gist who fi rst hypothesized it in 1874  17  (see fi g. 5). 

 “Stimulus intensity” can refer to degree (saltiness, for example); 
also to the newness, surprisingness, or complexity of a stimulus. As the 

Stimulus Intensity
(newness)

Pl
ea

sa
n

tn
es

s
U

n
pl

ea
sa

n
tn

es
s

figure 5. The Wundt Curve



[  112  ] w h e n t h e r e is  br e a d

stimulus increases in intensity, it becomes increasingly pleasant until 
one fi nds oneself in possession of too much of a good thing, where-
upon the stimulus shifts from pleasant to unpleasant. 18  

 When “degree” is at issue, it is not surprising that the reactions 
of animals of all sorts, including humans, should follow the Wundt 
curve: Saltiness in food is increasingly pleasant up to a point when the 
food abruptly becomes “too salty” and then inedible. But the relation-
ships of newness, surprisingness, and complexity to pleasantness were 
more intriguing. Why, for example, should rats offered equal rewards 
at the end of a T-shaped or Y-shaped maze tend, in successive runs, to 
choose the arm they had not chosen in the previous run? The only 
explanation that fi t the data was that the rats sought (in a nonrational 
sense) to expose themselves to novel stimuli. 19  

 Among human subjects, such phenomena have been documented 
in a variety of experimental situations. Infants given choices among 
groups of toys consistently tend to choose groups that contain a mix-
ture of unfamiliar and familiar toys, for example, avoiding groups that 
contain either wholly familiar or wholly unfamiliar toys. Adults asked 
to judge the pleasantness of shapes that have been gradated by com-
plexity initially regard those of intermediate complexity as the most 
pleasant; as they become more familiar with the shapes, their prefer-
ences shift to the increasingly complex shapes. 20  

 Psychologists working in the 1940s and 1950s began producing evi-
dence that this taste for complexity, surprisingness, and newness was 
related to enjoyment. Among other things, these psychologists began 
to notice how much of human behavior consisted of exploration, play, 
and other activities that seemed to be self-sustaining. Children at play 
were a conspicuous example, but adults too “played.” These activities 
continued even in the absence of any identifi able external reinforce-
ment. People did them because they  enjoyed  doing them, for reasons 
that had no perceptible relationship to sex, aggression, hunger, thirst, 
or avoidance of pain. Furthermore, human beings developed. Long 
after they had acquired their basic survival skills (whether they con-
sisted of learning to hunt or learning double-entry bookkeeping), hu-
man beings persisted in maturing, altering themselves in patterned 
ways that were common across human beings but did not easily fi t 
within drive theory. 
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 By the late 1950s, a psychologist named Robert White was prompted 
by these anomalies to suggest a new motivational concept. He pub-
lished an article in  Psychological Review  postulating that human beings 
took satisfaction from dealing effectively with the environment around 
them. The reward was a feeling of “effectance,” and this reward was 
suffi cient to motivate the behavior—hence his label, “effectance mo-
tivation.” It was an awkward phrase, and in fact there was a perfectly 
good everyday word for what he had found. He used it in the title of 
the article: “Motivation Reconsidered: The Concept of Competence.” 21  

 By “competence,” White was not referring to a specifi cally human 
characteristic. In his view, elaborated in a series of articles appearing 
from 1959 to 1971, effectance motivation characterizes organisms in 
general. But clearly the notion of “competence” and of satisfactions to 
be gained from coping with one’s environment had immediate impli-
cations for studying human behavior. An urge to “competence” had 
a different weight and feel to it than an urge to satisfy hunger, slake 
thirst, reproduce, or avoid pain. Amidst the bleak plains of behavior-
ism, the possibility that man might be human in the Aristotelian sense 
was putting up shoots. 

 The Anatomy of Enjoyment 

 In his 1943 article introducing his decidedly non-Freudian theory 
of human motivation, Abraham Maslow labeled the fi fth and last of 
the needs in his hierarchy “the need for self-actualization.” This ulti-
mate need, stated by a twentieth-century psychologist, sounds almost 
like a paraphrase from book I of Aristotle’s  Ethics:  

 Even if all these [lower-level] needs are satisfi ed, we may still often 
(if not always) expect that a new discontent and restlessness will 
soon develop, unless the individual is doing what he is fi tted for. A 
musician must make music, an artist must paint, a poet must write, 
if he is to be ultimately happy. What a man  can  be, he  must  be. This 
need we may call self-actualization. . . . It refers to the desire for 
self-fulfi llment, namely, to the tendency for him to become actual-
ized in what he is potentially. This tendency might be phrased as 
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the desire to become more and more what one is, to become every-
thing one is capable of becoming. 22  

 The need for self-actualization subsequently led Maslow to formu-
late the notion of “peak experiences”—self-actualization reifi ed—
and to interview people about their peak experiences. He found 
that they exhibited characteristics that sounded very much as if peak 
experiences were not just exalting, but intensely  enjoyable . Indeed, if 
Maslow’s respondents are to be taken at face value, “self-actualization” 
should be thought of not as some rarefi ed experience reserved to a 
few, but as a supreme form of “fun” that everyone ought to be enjoy-
ing as  often as possible. 

 A scholar at the University of Chicago, Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi, pro-
posed a frontal attack on the problem. He set out to determine what 
“enjoyment” means, beginning with the most direct example of enjoy-
ment, man at play. “The simple goal of this study,” he wrote, “is to under-
stand enjoyment, here and now—not as compensation for past desires, 
not as preparation for future needs, but as an ongoing process which 
provides rewarding experiences in the present.” 23  He and his colleagues 
chose a set of people who “had one thing in common: they consisted 
of people who devote much energy to some activity which yields mini-
mal rewards of a conventional sort”—30 rock climbers, 22 professional 
composers of modern music, 53 chess players (30 males of all skill levels 
and 23 of the nation’s top female players), 40 basketball players from 
high-school teams, and 28 female modern dancers, ranging from be-
ginners to professionals. Csikszentmihalyi and his colleagues called the 
disparate activities to which these people devoted so much time and en-
ergy “autotelic” (from the Greek  auto  = self and  telos  = goal, purpose), 
and began gathering data about what made them do so. From this exer-
cise came a remarkable description of a process that many had assumed 
to be indescribable, the process of enjoyment. 

 “flow” 
 As they analyzed the results, they decided that autotelic was the 

wrong name. “Autotelic” implied to them that external goals or ex-
trinsic rewards do not exist. Such goals and rewards might in fact exist, 
the researchers found; they just weren’t important. When professional 
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poker players (and many entrepreneurs) claim that “money is just a 
way of keeping score,” they are being literal; the process of winning 
is the thing, not the winnings themselves. Or as Csikszentmihalyi ob-
served, “We still have to hear of an artist who packed up his brushes 
after completing a painting, or even paid much attention to a canvas 
after it was fi nished. . . .” 24  

 Recognizing this, “the autotelic experience” was given a new label, 
“fl ow.” The authors borrowed it from this description by a young poet 
comparing the sense of “fl owing” that he got from writing poetry with 
the same sense he got while rock climbing. “The purpose of the fl ow 
is to keep on fl owing,” he said, “not looking for a peak or utopia but 
staying in the fl ow. It is not a moving up but a continuous fl owing; you 
move up only to keep the fl ow going.” 25  

 The label “fl ow” has an uncomfortably trendy ring to it, but the 
phenomenon itself is not mystical nor even rare. Consider the last 
time that you looked up in surprise after being absorbed in something 
and said “Where did the time go?” The self-forgetfulness—the com-
plete absorption in the task that John Stuart Mill saw as essential to 
happiness—is one of several characteristics of what Csikszentmihalyi 
calls fl ow. 

 Another common aspect of fl ow is that action is joined with aware-
ness. 26  You know exactly what you’re doing, but you are not thinking 
about the fact that you know. Along with this awareness goes a sense 
of control. The dancer experiencing fl ow does not worry about trip-
ping; the rock climber does not think about falling. “What is lost in 
fl ow,” Csikszentmihalyi writes, “[is] the self  construct , the intermedi-
ary which one learns to interpose between stimulus and response.” 27  
Still another characteristic of fl ow is that it occurs when attention is 
centered on a limited stimulus fi eld. A basketball player describes the 
world as narrowing down to the court; the chess player describes it as 
narrowing even further, to the squares of the chess board. 

 One of the most intriguing characteristics of fl ow is the clarity of 
“right” and “wrong,” “good” and “bad” that seems to be built into the 
experience. Or as Csikszentmihalyi put it, a fl ow experience character-
istically “contains coherent, noncontradictory demands for action and 
provides clear, unambiguous feedback to a person’s actions.” 28  Fur-
ther, the feedback is built into the process. Thus one young basketball 
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player noted that he could tell how well he was doing when he was 
playing poorly or playing reasonably well, “but if I’m having a super 
game I can’t tell until after the game.” 29  He even loses track of the 
score. There is a “rightness” to what he is doing that bypasses the ordi-
nary assessment process. An interesting sidelight of this aspect of fl ow 
is that  one cannot experience fl ow while cheating —not because cheating is 
morally reprehensible, but because it gets in the way of the essential 
unambiguity. 

 The quality of “challenge” that was so essential to fl ow could occur 
in almost any kind of activity. Basketball is not cerebral in the same 
sense that chess is, yet the commonality of the fl ow experience was evi-
dent. The anecdotal evidence available to Csikszentmihalyi for other 
activities suggested similarly that “people who enjoy bowling or gam-
bling enjoy it for the same reasons that a composer enjoys writing mu-
sic or a chess player enjoys a tournament.” 30  

 I have focused on Csikszentmihalyi’s fi ndings because they repre-
sent the best systematic work that has been done. But a large journalis-
tic literature about people who  do  enjoy their work provides additional 
evidence. The descriptions of the underlying enjoyment to be had in 
performing surgery, customizing cars, wrestling with iron beams, or 
putting out fi res are far more similar than the contents of these dif-
ferent jobs would suggest. 31  I will not try to review that evidence here 
except to illustrate the extremely important point that enjoyment is 
not restricted to the glamorous or prestigious jobs. One example is 
especially apt, because the job in question is one that to most people 
probably seems unusually tedious—the job of a directory assistance 
telephone operator. 

 In a recent magazine article about the long-distance telephone 
 system, the writer encountered one such operator and opened the 
conversation with a question that seems self-evident: “Isn’t your job in-
credibly boring?” But the directory assistance operator said that, no, it 
needn’t be. He quickly acknowledged that it  could  be incredibly boring, 
if he relied on the computer. But good directory assistance operators 
don’t rely on the computer, he said, and that’s what makes the job fun: 

 A good directory assistance operator, he continued, works out of 
personal memory as much as possible, and the job is satisfying to 
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the degree that it can be done out of personal memory. Sometimes 
when the calls are fl owing in, four a minute, and personal mem-
ory is knocking them out of the box, one after another, a rhythm 
emerges and begins to build. The calls lay down the beat, the bass 
line; the melody fl oats out of another department in personal 
memory, picks up the bass and begins to carry it . . . Sometimes he 
fi nds himself beating time on the fl oor, on the sides of his terminal. 
What makes this possible, he says, is knowing. Not thinking; when a 
call comes in that takes thought . . . you lose the rhythm. The music 
stops. What starts it again is knowing. And it is the repetition that 
makes the knowing possible. And that, he said, leaning back, is why 
the job isn’t boring. 32  

 Such testimony suggests that perhaps “fl ow” is not such a bad word 
after all for describing the nature of such enjoyment. 

 The most striking aspect of the directory assistance operator’s de-
scription is the way in which he  makes  the work more complicated 
so that he may enjoy it. Many of Studs Terkel’s respondents who en-
joyed their jobs were doing the same thing, and it made no difference 
whether the job was one ordinarily thought to be “creative” or one 
ordinarily thought to be “menial.” “I want my hands to be right when 
I serve,” a waitress told Terkel. 

 I pick up a glass, I want it to be just right. I get to be almost Oriental 
in the serving. I like it to look nice all the way. To be a waitress, it’s 
an art. I feel like a ballerina, too. I have to go between those tables, 
between those chairs . . . Maybe that’s the reason I always stayed 
slim. It is a certain way I can go through a chair no one else can do. 
I do it with an air. If I drop a fork, there is a certain way I pick it up. 33  

 Similarly, people engaged in activities in which they are not expert 
can fi nd enjoyment in them if the correct balance is found. Thus, for 
example, the executive who does fi x-up chores around the house on 
the weekend can fi nd himself taking pleasure in patching a leaky roof. 
The point is not the content of what one is doing as much as it is 
the content relative to one’s own skills. Trying to build a house would 
be simply dispiriting for the amateur. Patching it, for a person who is 
pleased if a nail goes in straight, can be absorbing and satisfying. 
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 challenge and enjoyment 
 In  creating  challenges for themselves when the job did not do it for 

them, the waitress and the directory assistance operator both intui-
tively recognized the core dynamic of enjoyment that Csikszentmi-
halyi identifi ed from his analysis of the data. To wit: Enjoyment and 
challenge are inseparable. Specifi cally, Csikszentmihalyi identifi ed 
three elements that seem to play consistent roles in the feeling of en-
joyment: a feeling of creative discovery, a challenge overcome, a diffi -
culty resolved. 34  Csikszentmihalyi graphically summarized his conclu-
sions this way: 35  

Boredom

Worry

Flow

Anxiety

Anxiety

Skills

Challenges

High

High

Low
Low

figure 6. The Aristotelian Principle Recast

 The fi gure is a graphic representation of the way that enjoyment 
occurs when challenges are in the correct relationship to skills. When 
an average chess player is competing with someone at his skill level or 
slightly higher (that is, someone he can beat only if he tries hard), he 
can be completely absorbed in the game. As the challenge begins to 
exceed the skills for coping with it, then worry begins (“I’m in over my 
head”). When the imbalance is great (the chess player fi nds himself 
sitting across from Bobby Fischer), worry about the possibility of fail-
ure is transformed into anxiety—about the imminence of failure, the 
overload on one’s capabilities, the prospect of making a fool of him-
self. If, on the other hand, the skills are greater than the challenge, 
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boredom results. If the skills are  much  greater than the challenge (the 
same game seen from Bobby Fischer’s point of view), then another 
kind of anxiety occurs, in the form of intense frustration at being pre-
vented from exercising one’s skills. 

 The fi t of Csikszentmihalyi’s summary with Aristotle’s anciently 
discovered Principle (“Other things equal, human beings enjoy the 
exercise of their realized capacities . . . and this enjoyment increases 
the more the capacity is realized, or the greater its complexity”) is re-
markably close. What brings this from the realm of interesting social 
science to something that policy analysts ought to ponder is the aspect 
of challenge. Challenge is a resource for meeting the human need 
called enjoyment, just as food is a resource for meeting the human 
need called nourishment. If one measure of a good society is its pro-
duction and distribution of food, another measure of a good society is 
its production and distribution of challenges. 

 But we are not fi nished with the problem of understanding enjoy-
ment. For while the work of Csikszentmihalyi illuminates the anatomy 
of enjoyment, it does not address the question of how it is that people 
become engaged in such activities in the fi rst place. For that, we turn 
to another body of work. 

 Self-Actualization and Intrinsic Rewards 

 Everyone spends most of his life doing things that are not from mo-
ment to moment “self-actualizing” and not, from moment to moment, 
especially “fun.” When even the glamorous occupations are examined 
closely, their glamorous parts are a fraction of the whole. The peak mo-
ments of the heart surgeon’s professional life, when everything hangs 
on his knowledge and small motor skills, are few in comparison to the 
hours he spends doing things as mundane for him as stitching a hem 
is to a tailor. The moments that an actor spends in front of an audi-
ence, that a trial lawyer spends in front of a jury, or that a wide receiver 
spends catching passes are fl ashes in their life’s work compared to the 
hours, days, or months spent on preparation for those moments. 

 Yet some people enjoy themselves at their work nonetheless, not just 
for a few peak moments but more or less continually. The trial lawyer 
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may enjoy the lawyer’s work-life and the actor the actor’s work-life, just 
as people in less glamorous professions “like what they do”—that is, 
 take satisfaction  in it as it happens (not just in retrospect), for no reason 
obvious to the rest of us. They are engaging in a less intense form of 
fl ow. Obviously, this gives them an advantage over the rest of the world 
in the successful pursuit of happiness. The question is therefore es-
pecially pertinent: What are the conditions that enable this gratifying 
state of affairs to exist? What encourages it? What impedes it? 

 “intrinsic” and “extrinsic” motivation 
 During the same years when Csikszentmihalyi was pursuing the na-

ture of enjoyment, other scholars began trying to unravel another as-
pect of these self-sustaining behaviors. What Csikszentmihalyi treated 
as “autotelic activities,” they treated as the product of “intrinsic mo-
tivation,” defi ned as “the innate, natural propensity to engage one’s 
interests and exercise one’s capacities, and in so doing, to seek and 
conquer optimal challenges.” 36  

 These scholars have not been particularly interested in why things 
are enjoyable. They are satisfi ed to take as given that certain activities 
are self-sustaining, done “for the fun of it,” and have tried to  determine 
how this type of intrinsic motivation interacts with “extrinsic” motiva-
tion. The fi rst thing they found, to their acknowledged surprise, was 
something that Mark Twain had pointed out a century earlier. 

 In  The Adventures of Tom Sawyer  and the famous story of the white-
washed fence, Mark Twain observed that “there are wealthy men in 
England who drive four-horse passenger-coaches twenty or thirty miles 
on a daily line, in the summer, because the privilege costs them con-
siderable money; but if they were offered wages for the service, that 
would turn it into work and then they would resign.” Twain was identi-
fying a stubborn and important tension between intrinsic and extrin-
sic rewards. Paying people changes the terms of an activity. Among 
other things, it can lead people to treat an activity as something they 
have to do instead of something they want to do. 

 That is more or less what the fi rst systematic experiments investi-
gating intrinsic motivation revealed in the late 1960s. Edward Deci, 
who went on to become the leading scholar in the fi eld, gave block-
building puzzles to two sets of college students. One set of subjects 
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was paid for completing the puzzles, the other set was not. When 
the time was up, the person administering the experiment left the 
room on a  pretext, leaving the students alone. Then the researchers 
 surreptitiously observed the subjects during free time after the experi-
ment. The  subjects who had  not  been paid tended to continue working 
on the puzzles whereas the subjects who had been paid tended to read 
the magazines that the researchers had left in the room. Like Twain’s 
coach drivers, the puzzle solving had been turned into work for those 
who had been paid and remained play for those who had not. 

 As other psychologists tried to replicate his results, the effect Deci 
had discovered soon proved to be ubiquitous and robust. Calder and 
Staw asked their subjects to rate how much they enjoyed their task (as-
sembling a jigsaw puzzle), and found that those who had been paid 
found it less enjoyable than those who had not. 37  Pritchard, Campbell, 
and Campbell found the same effect among subjects asked to solve 
chess problems. 38  Other researchers demonstrated the effect for high-
school students. 39  Elementary-school students. 40  Preschoolers. 41  The 
mentally retarded. 42  Yoshimura demonstrated the effect among Japa-
nese and Eden demonstrated it among Israelis. 43  By the end of the 
1970s, there was no longer any question whether extrinsic rewards 
tended to undermine intrinsic motivation. 

 Why should people like something less  because  they were paid for 
doing it? As the research accumulated, the psychologists began to 
converge on an explanation. People tend to categorize the things they 
do either as ends in themselves or as means to other ends, and the 
choice has very little to do with the content of the thing-to-be-done. 
People can be bored doing the most glamorous of jobs; they can take 
satisfaction from the most menial of jobs. 

 The act of paying for the performance of the task is important in 
three respects. First, the payment can tend to establish a criterion of 
success that interferes with enjoying the thing-for-itself—put roughly, 
one has to think about two things, what one is doing and the money 
one is getting for doing it. Or, as Csikszentmihalyi might say, the fact 
that money is involved distracts from the absorption necessary to 
achieving fl ow. 

 A related but slightly different effect of the act of paying is that the 
payment signals that the thing-to-be-done is a chore, and something 
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one would not do unless one were paid. If one accepts the notion that 
things-to-be-done either are or are not enjoyable according to some 
objective status that cannot be altered by the person doing them, then 
a chain of reasoning is set up: Since I would not do this unless I were 
paid, it must be something that is not enjoyable-in-itself. Because it is 
not enjoyable-in-itself, there is no way that I can make it so. Therefore 
I cannot be enjoying myself while I do it. 

 The third and perhaps most important effect of payment on intrin-
sic rewards is one that relates directly to the Aristotelian Principle: Pay-
ment tends to give people an incentive to strip their jobs of the com-
plexity and challenge that create enjoyment in the fi rst place. If I am 
doing something because I have to in order to obtain some other de-
sired end, then, obviously, I prefer that the job be made as undemand-
ing as possible, and that I fi nish it as quickly as possible with as little 
effort as possible. Given such an orientation, the account given by the 
directory assistance operator is incomprehensible: Why is he making 
his job so complicated when he could use the computer? The notion 
of working overtime without pay to fi nish a job is truly irrational: Fin-
ishing the job is not what one is getting paid to do. Thus it is not sur-
prising that three researchers who examined the relationship of task 
complexity to extrinsic rewards reported just such an effect. People 
who were paid for doing something made the job as simple as possible. 

 But they also uncovered a less predictable and more insidious re-
sult. Once a person had gotten used to the idea that the job should 
be done as quickly and with as little effort as possible, that attitude 
carried over even when the extrinsic reward was removed. For exam-
ple, children who had learned a game with a reward attached to it 
subsequently played the game less often, and preferred a simpler ver-
sion of the game, than the children who learned the same game in a 
no-reward situation. 44  Or to return to the language of the Aristotelian 
Principle, the existence of the reward directly obstructed their ability 
to “enjoy the exercise of their realized capacities.” Comparable effects 
were found by Shapira, who showed that college students given free 
choice selected challenging puzzles unless there were contingent re-
wards, in which case they chose easy ones. 45  

 Such fi ndings raised a troubling problem. Extrinsic rewards make 
the world go round. West or East, in capitalist or socialist countries, 
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people are paid for working. If extrinsic rewards always undermine 
intrinsic motivation, the implication would seem to be that no one 
can be paid for doing something he enjoys without losing some of 
that enjoyment. And yet that result does not accord with common 
sense. Some people who love their work also make lots of money with-
out having their satisfaction impeded. What are the conditions under 
which extrinsic rewards do  not  reduce intrinsic motivation? 

 autonomy and self-determination 
 The experiments proliferated, trying different rewards structures— 

rewards given for participating without regard to performance (equiv-
alent in the real world to most blue-collar industrial jobs), rewards 
given for the amount of work done (similar to piece-rate systems of 
pay or commissions for sales), rewards contingent on performance ac-
cording to some normative standard (equivalent to salaries adjusted 
according to quality of work), and rewards obtained by direct compe-
tition (as in poker). By 1983, these studies had led to a crucial distinc-
tion among three types of events that may bring rewards. 

 The fi rst type is “informational.” An informational event provides 
useful facts for a person to use without imposing guidance about how 
those facts are to be used. The lack of direction does not mean a lack 
of structure, however. An “informational environment” is not synony-
mous with a “permissive environment.” 

 The second type of event is “controlling.” Controlling events pres-
sure the person to think, feel, or behave in specifi ed ways. 46  This can 
occur in a number of ways, from the controlling infl uences exerted 
by the status of another party (a parent or boss, for example) to the 
controlling infl uences exerted by contingent rewards. 

 The third type of event is labeled “amotivational,” prompted by 
the studies of what is called “learned helplessness.” Learned helpless-
ness has involved some of the more brutal experiments (at least to the 
layman’s eyes) in motivation, wherein subjects are “taught” by expe-
rience that their behavior has no infl uence on events—for example, 
by giving the subject an electric shock independently of whether the 
subject performs his assigned task correctly. 

 To simplify the results, these “events” may be thought of as feed-
back. Informational feedback gives the subject unadorned, correct 
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information about how the subject is doing; controlling feedback 
adds pressure to the information (e.g., “Do better next time!”); amo-
tivational feedback keeps the subject from having any reason to think 
he is “doing” anything in the way of effective action. 

 The effects of these types of feedback were systematically related to 
the effects of rewards on behavior. Amotivational events tended to ex-
tinguish behavior altogether, as subjects who learned that their behav-
ior didn’t matter stopped trying. 47  Controlling events could produce 
results, but they also undermined intrinsic rewards. 48  Informational 
events were the best: They tended to permit intrinsic rewards to con-
tinue even when extrinsic rewards were present. 49  To date, the only 
combination of rewards and feedback that seems to improve intrin-
sic motivation over the baseline condition of no reward at all and no 
feedback at all is performance-based extrinsic rewards (rewards that 
depend not only upon doing the task, but upon how well it is done) 
plus informational feedback. 50  

 So we know it is possible to sustain or even to increase intrinsic mo-
tivation in the presence of extrinsic rewards. But to do so, it seems 
 essential to work with that exotic notion that Robert White advanced so 
 tentatively in the 1950s: “competence.” Intrinsic motivation is intimately 
bound up with people functioning as autonomous, self- determining, 
competent human beings. Such is the conclusion, at any rate, of the 
most recent and comprehensive synthesis of the data by  Edward Deci 
and another leading authority in the area, Richard M. Ryan. In their 
1985 book,  Intrinsic Motivation and Self-Determination in Human Behav-
ior , they drew three propositions from the literature. I summarize them 
below, taking two kinds of liberties. One is stylistic (see their text in 
the notes) for purposes of communication. 51  The other is substantive. 
Deci and Ryan refer to perceived causality, perceived competence, per-
ceived self-determination, and perceived autonomy. I recast their word-
ing to assume real causality, real competence, real self-determination, 
and real autonomy, for reasons I will expand upon later. 

 Their fi rst proposition ties personal control to intrinsic motivation: 
 When people are in control of an activity, they enjoy it more . When people 
are passive, not in control, they enjoy it less. 52  In part, Deci and Ryan 
justify this proposition through the evidence that money payments di-
minish intrinsic motivation by changing the locus of causality from 
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internal to external (“I am no longer doing this because I want to; I 
am doing it because someone is enticing me to do it with money”). 53  
But they are also able to draw on a variety of other evidence that 
events which undermine self-determination (internal causality) also 
undermine intrinsic motivation, whether the events be the threat of 
punishment, the promise of nonmonetary rewards, or constraints 
such as surveillance and evaluation. 54  

 The second proposition borrows from Csikszentmihalyi’s (and ulti-
mately Aristotle’s) notion of optimal challenges.  People have a deep need 
for the sense of competence that comes from mastering something that is diffi -
cult . When external events promote this competency, intrinsic motiva-
tion is enhanced. When external events prevent such demonstration 
of competence, intrinsic motivation is diminished. 55  

 The evidence for the notion of “optimal challenge” draws from the 
study by Shapira (see above) and another study by McMullin and Stef-
fen, who found that students who worked on puzzles that got more 
diffi cult with each trial displayed greater intrinsic motivation than 
students who worked on puzzles at a constant diffi culty level, 56  plus 
additional studies dealing with small children.* 57  The experimental 
evidence on behalf of the proposition is based on a number of studies 
in which subjects received both positive and negative feedback (which 
were assumed to bolster and undermine perceived competence re-
spectively). As might be expected, intrinsic motivation followed suit. 
In studies with positive feedback, the undermining effects of the tan-
gible rewards on intrinsic motivation seemed to be counterbalanced 
by the positive effects of the enhanced perceived competence. 58  In 
studies with negative feedback which did  not  help the subject attain 
competence (note the important caveat), intrinsic motivation de-
creased. Detailed analyses of the data indicate that the mediating fac-
tor was a drop in perceived competence. 59  

 The third proposition summarizes the fi ndings regarding the ef-
fects of “informational,” “controlling,” and “amotivational” events on 

* Specialists in child development will recognize in “optimal challenges” sim-
ilarities to Piaget’s teachings on moderately assimilable stimuli and Montessori’s 
on the need to organize stimulation relative to the child’s internal organization.
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intrinsic rewards. Informational events are good, heightening per-
ceived competence. Controlling events are bad, because either way of 
controlling—giving people orders or taking them under one’s wing—
causes people to feel less in control and undermines their enjoyment. 
Amotivational events are bad—telling people that the situation is be-
yond their control makes them feel helpless and discourages any sort 
of behavior. 60  

 Deci and Ryan have systematized a body of scientifi c literature by 
scholars of many perspectives that is increasingly leading others to sim-
ilar ways of looking at the role of competence and self- determination. 61  
And, as with Csikszentmihalyi’s elaboration of autotelic behaviors and 
fl ow, the underlying concepts are familiar and even commonsensical 
to the lay reader. The novelty of Deci and Ryan’s outlook lies not in 
what they say about the sources of human enjoyment, but in the fact 
that they can once again, after nearly a century’s lapse, make such 
statements with the imprimatur of science behind them. 

 Reprise: Self-Actualization as Enjoyment 
and Enjoyment as the Exercise of Competence 
in the Face of Challenge 

 “Self-actualization,” like the word “happiness,” tends to be used so 
glibly that the problem in analyzing it is fi rst of all to bring it down 
to earth. The best place to begin is with the observation that some-
times human beings do, in point of fact, enjoy themselves, do become 
absorbed in and are gratifi ed by certain kinds of activities, and that 
they can enjoy these repeatedly, over long periods of time, without 
becoming bored. Since we all recognize that such enjoyment occurs, 
why not (I have suggested) forget about “self-actualization” for the 
moment and think instead about how it is that human beings come to 
enjoy themselves, assuming that a person who enjoys himself for great 
stretches of his life is likely to be self-actualized as well. The reason for 
inquiring into this topic is the hope that understanding the nature of 
human enjoyment might be useful when we begin to think about de-
signing good social policy. 
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 Construing Progress: The Usual Understanding.   The debate over social 
policy has impinged on this topic only indirectly. Policymakers and 
analysts think in terms of “progress” regarding material resources, 
crime, and even dignity, but I cannot think of an example of policy-
makers or analysts asking the question, “What constitutes human en-
joyment, and how does this relate to what we’re doing?” 

 Still, there are a few themes in contemporary assessments of social 
policy that relate indirectly to the topics we have been reviewing. For 
example, leisure is commonly assumed to be a good—people with 
more leisure are tacitly assumed to have more enjoyable lives than 
people with less leisure—and therefore a shorter work week (for the 
same pay) is evidence of progress. Another example is the curious way 
in which the enjoyment to be gained from a particular job has been 
confused with (or submerged by) considerations of money and pres-
tige. Thus, being a doctor is assumed to be undifferentiatedly “better” 
and “more challenging” than being a nurse, and one seldom hears in 
public dialogue that some people will enjoy being a nurse more than 
being a doctor. It is as if the only reason one would be a nurse instead 
of a doctor is because one was denied the opportunity to be a doctor. 
Similarly, one does not often hear it argued that, for some people, 
being a waitress will be more enjoyable than being a nurse, being a 
mechanic will be more enjoyable than being a lawyer, or (unspeak-
able thought) being a secretary will be more enjoyable than being an 
executive. In the best of all possible worlds, according to the usual un-
derstanding, people will work short hours and everyone will have a job 
that is “meaningful,” with “meaningful” tending to exclude low-skill 
physical labor and tending to include any of the professions and any 
supervisory position. 

 The usual understandings on these issues also tend to disregard the 
satisfaction of overcoming diffi culties. This is not surprising, since the 
purpose of most social policies is to reduce a diffi culty, lower a bar-
rier, or insure against a risk. Therefore people who design policy have 
never started from the assumption that overcoming obstacles can be a 
source of pleasure, as well as of self-respect, in itself. Many of the diffi -
culties and barriers that social policy is meant to address are perceived 
as being unfair; it is an easy jump to assume that all are unfair, or at 
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the least, undesirable. These are understandable reactions, but they 
also mean that the contemporary dialogue about policy is almost com-
pletely silent on the question raised by the discussion in this chapter. 

 Recasting the Role of Enjoyment.   How can social policy facilitate hu-
man enjoyment if that enjoyment is intimately linked to the exercise 
of competence in the face of challenge? 

 The immediately obvious and the unthreatening answer is that so-
cial policy must facilitate the acquisition of competence by all its 
 citizens—an answer that, among other things, can be translated into a 
call for better educational programs so that people will become more 
competent. 

 But such answers are suffi cient only insofar as we assume that com-
petence and autonomy are qualities that are pumped into people, not 
things evoked from people. Once we entertain the kinds of questions 
raised by the psychologists’ probings of the sources of human enjoy-
ment, the answers become more provocative, not to say radical. 

 As in the case of the fi ndings about self-respect, the implications 
for social policy are far reaching only if one takes the fi ndings about 
competence and autonomy literally. One may instead treat them in 
terms of  perceptions  of causality, competence, self-determination, and 
autonomy, as Deci and Ryan did in the three propositions that I recast 
(see the endnotes). 

 By recasting their propositions to assume real causality, real compe-
tence, real self-determination, and real autonomy, I meant to empha-
size the same reality test that underlay the discussion of self-respect in 
the preceding chapter. In that case, I argued it was not enough that 
people say that they are “committed to measuring up” and urged that 
authentic commitment must be refl ected in behavior. In this case, I 
conclude that we must avoid thinking in terms of how people can be 
made to “feel as if ” they are in control of events; rather, they must  be  
in control of events. It does no good to try to persuade people they 
are competent if they are not acting competently. It misses the point 
to tell people they are self-determining human beings if they really 
are not. The question is not how government can organize a good 
PR campaign, but how society can be organized so that people are 
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authentically in control of their own lives and possess authentic com-
petencies in which they can take pleasure. 

 We are left at the end of the discussion of enabling conditions with 
this contrast: The enabling condition that has dominated American 
social policy since the 1960s (and European social policy since long 
before that) has been the distribution of material resources. But if 
one asks, “What do we know about the importance of material re-
sources to human happiness?” the answer is that the relationship— 
after subsistence is reached—is complex and ultimately determined 
by a number of other factors. At the other extreme, the enabling con-
dition that has been virtually ignored by social policy has been enjoy-
ment and the processes that produce human enjoyment—which turn 
out to be closely linked to challenge, competency, and autonomy. If 
one asks, “What do we know about the importance to happiness of 
being a self-determining, competent human being?” the answer is that 
these qualities are consistently and decisively important. 

 What happens when we try to make the priorities for assessing poli-
cies fi t the priorities for pursuing happiness?  





  Part Three 
 Toward the Best of 
All Possible Worlds 

 The science of constructing a commonwealth, or renovating it, or 

reforming it, is . . . not to be taught  a priori. . .  . That which in 

the fi rst instance is prejudicial may be excellent in its remoter 

operation, and its excellence may arise even from the ill effects it 

produces in the beginning. The reverse also happens; and very 

plausible schemes, with very pleasing commencements, have often 

shameful and lamentable conclusions. 

 —Edmund Burke 

 Governing a large state is like boiling a small fi sh. 

 —Lao-tzu 
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 8 
 Policy and an Idea of Man 

 Nothing that has gone before lines up neatly with practical politics. 
The discussion of material resources can be used to defend a miserly 
fl oor on income assistance to the poor (“If wealth doesn’t buy happi-
ness, why give people more than subsistence?”), which would be con-
servative. It can also be used to defend a low ceiling on permissible 
wealth (“If wealth doesn’t buy happiness, why let people accumulate 
huge fortunes?”), which would be liberal. The discussion of safety ar-
gued for just deserts and public civility, which sounds like code for 
“lock ’em up,” the conservative prescription; but the concern was to 
protect poor people, not suburbanites, which sounds liberal. 

 The discussion of self-respect argued for the importance of making 
one’s own way, an argument usually identifi ed as conservative. But the 
defi nition of self-respect was lifted verbatim from the middle of a pas-
sage arguing that such self-respect is best fostered by a welfare state. 
The discussion of enjoyment celebrated individual achievement and 
autonomy, a theme of the right. But the thinker who stated the Aristo-
telian Principle and assigned it a central role in human happiness was 
John Rawls, the philosopher of social democracy, writing in  A Theory 
of Justice.  

 What follows, then, is not a “therefore . . .” but something less 
dogmatic. The fi ndings and argumentation of the last several chap-
ters may be used to develop an internally consistent case on behalf of 
socialist states or capitalist ones, communitarian states or libertarian 
ones, or (to state the dichotomy more accurately) powerful states or 
limited ones. 

 The continental divide that forces the fl ow of the logic one way or 
the other is defi ned by one’s idea of man. Solutions to social prob-
lems that call for a central government to intervene are not attrac-
tive or workable without one set of assumptions about man, a limited 
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government is not attractive or workable without another, and the 
elements of the two sets are not interchangeable. Indeed, they are 
antagonistic. 

 What Does an Idea of Man Have to Do with Policy? 

 By “idea of man” I am speaking of issues that reach beyond any-
thing that can be fully resolved by the psychologists’ experimental 
data, for the topic is not only what man is, but what man might be. 
Martin Diamond, writing the lead article for a collection subtitled  An 
Inquiry into Fundamental Concepts of Man Underlying Various U.S. Institu-
tions,  explained why. 

 Politics, he acknowledged, begins with practical questions about 
how to get the garbage collected or how to get along with the Rus-
sians. But “whenever we ask what to do about any particular problem, 
large or small, we are, of course, asking what it is  best for us  to do in 
the circumstances.” 1  To answer “What is best for us?” requires us to 
have “some notion of who we are and want enduringly to be.” 2  The 
question of what kind of people we want to be must then be grounded 
in some still broader notion of what is good for human beings in gen-
eral. And if voters or policymakers are to decide what is good or bad 
for human beings in general, they must have a view on what it means 
to be human: “that is, on an idea of what are the human needs and 
their order of dignity, on what are the human capacities, possibilities, 
and limits—in short, on an idea of man.” 3  

 These ideas are a mix of our ideas about man-as-he-happens-to-
be (which can be informed by data of the sort presented in part 2), 
but also about man-as-he-would-be-if-he-realized-his-essential-nature, 
which is much more elusive. 4  This is why two people may accept ex-
actly the same data-based statements about man in part 2 and reach 
polar disagreement about the policy implications. A specifi c illustra-
tion comes to mind: 

 In George Gilder’s account of life in the Albany ghetto,  Visible Man,  
the main character, pseudonymously called Sam, is a person of intel-
ligence and natural talents who has grown up in a classically deprived 
environment. 5  As an adult, he cannot hold onto a job, wastes good 
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opportunities when they are proffered, lives off welfare at second hand 
by living with women who are on welfare, fathers children he fails to 
support, and is generally irresponsible (from one point of view) or un-
able to cope (from another). Then he is arrested and jailed. During 
the period in jail, Sam is a different man. Outside, he has been oblivi-
ous to the rules. In jail, he knows the rules inside out and wrenches 
from them every possible fractional inch of latitude. Outside, he 
had been indolent. In jail, he is constantly busy with entrepreneurial 
schemes for making the best of his situation. Outside, he had been in-
competent. In jail, he is highly competent. If only Sam would behave 
outside as he behaves inside, Gilder concluded, he would be making a 
middle-class income within a few years. 

 What are the implications of such a story for public policy, assum-
ing agreement on the facts as presented? I am suggesting they cannot 
possibly be defi ned by data. Even if we could agree (which is problem-
atic in itself) that man-as-he-is does tend to respond to challenge as 
Sam did, our notions of “what it means to be human” would lead us 
to radically different prescriptions, liberal and conservative, and more 
data would not change our minds. Too much of what goes into our 
prescriptions is based on what man could be and should be, not just 
what he is. 

 Thomas Sowell traces such disputes to confl icts of “visions” of man. 
“Visions” as Sowell uses the word are pretheoretical, “what we sense or 
feel  before  we have constructed any systematic reasoning that could be 
called a theory, much less deduced any specifi c consequences as hy-
potheses to be tested against the evidence. A vision is our sense of how 
the world works.” 6  In the chapters that follow, the logic will be under-
written, inevitably, by the vision that I hold, my understanding of the 
amalgam of man-as-he-happens-to-be and man-as-he-would-be-if-he-
realized-his-essential-nature, just as your reaction to it will be shaped 
by your vision of the nature of man. 

 There is no point in trying to “prove” one set of views about this 
Brobdingnagian topic, but neither need we ignore it. Just being ex-
plicit about who believes what will help. First, I will associate myself 
with a particular set of views. Reduced to their essentials, these views 
are that man acting in his private capacity—if  restrained from the use 
of force —is resourceful and benign, fulfi lling his proper destiny; while 
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man acting as a public and political creature is resourceful and dan-
gerous, inherently destructive of the rights and freedoms of his fellow-
men. I will explain these views using the language and logic of the 
American Founding Fathers. Next, I will suggest that if one accepts 
that set of views of man, the way we assess social policy is pushed in 
certain directions. Then in subsequent chapters we will get down to 
cases. 

 A Brief Note on This Particular Use 
of the Founders as Authorities 

 In 1987, the celebration of the bicentennial of the American Con-
stitution prompted lavish invocations of what the Founding Fathers 
would and wouldn’t think of contemporary American problems. 
Much of this use and misuse of the Founders centered on debates 
about interpretation of the Constitution by the contemporary Su-
preme Court, just as much of recent political philosophy has been 
concerned with whether the Constitution should be interpreted liter-
ally according to its text, according to “original intent,” or as a “living 
document” that must be reinterpreted for each generation. To avoid 
possible confusion, let me emphasize that the center of attention in 
the discussion that follows is quite different. The Constitution itself is 
not the topic, nor any specifi c provision of the Constitution. Rather, 
it is argued that the Founders (taking their thought as a whole, en-
compassing the thinking behind the Declaration and the Constitu-
tion) drew from common eighteenth-century understandings of 
man’s potential and of man’s limitations, and that  these  understand-
ings (not any particular point in the Constitution) provide an impor-
tant and persuasive perspective on how to approach contemporary 
policy issues. 

 A second potential point of confusion is the way in which I am treat-
ing the Founders as “authorities.” The chain of reasoning in many of 
the recent invocations of the Founders seems to be either 

 The Founders were brilliant men. 
 The Founders thought  X . 
 Therefore we in contemporary America should think  X . 
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 Or, just as bad, 

 The Founders were slaveholders [or males or members of an 
economic elite, etc.]. 

 The Founders’ views on  X   were thereby affected. 
 Therefore, the Founders’ views on  X   are not germane to 

contemporary America. 

 In the following pages, the use of the Founders is something closer 
to this: 

 In the eighteenth century, a coherent and impressively argued 
set of views about man was set forth, in somewhat different 
but related ways by different thinkers. I am persuaded of 
the continuing truth of those views, and of their continuing 
applicability to the way governments function. The people who 
most directly applied these views to the government of an actual 
nation were the Americans known as the Founding Fathers. 

 As I expatiate on civics-class standbys that you have been hearing 
about since you were a sophomore in high school, the underlying 
question will be: What if these fellows were right? 

 The Potential of Private Man 

 The founding of the nation was an affi rmation of the potential of 
individual human beings and in that sense was profoundly optimistic. 
Two features of man especially captured the imagination of Ameri-
cans of the Revolutionary era: his capacity to act as an autonomous 
being, and his equality as an actor. 

 autonomy 
 The Founders’ ringing defense of man’s  right  to act independently 

is different from their analysis of man’s  capacity  to act independently. 
The Declaration hailed the inalienable right, in the words that were 
once part of the secular catechism of every schoolchild. 7  The theory 
that undergirded it drew from John Locke’s theory of natural rights 
as expressed in his  Second Treatise of Government.  8  But along with the 
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right of man to be free and independent (no matter whether he used 
that freedom wisely), there was a strong sense that man was at his best 
operating as an individual. The Founders came to this conclusion 
from two different lines of reasoning, the second of which I fi nd more 
persuasive than the fi rst. 

 The Moral Sense.   In the mid-eighteenth century, one of the liveliest 
issues of political philosophy had to do with the question of whether 
men were Hobbesian brutes or had within them a “moral sense,” in 
the language of the Scottish philosophers. Jefferson was one of the 
most optimistic Founders on this score, although his remained a 
guarded optimism. Men did have a moral sense, he argued; more im-
portantly, the moral sense was part of the heritage of all men—not 
learned, but instinctive. It was as much a part of man “as his leg or 
arm.” 9  Acting from this moral sense, men left to their own devices 
tend to act virtuously toward their neighbors, observing when they are 
distressed and responding to those distresses with assistance. 10  Jeffer-
son was aware that human nature (the other half of the compound) 
was such that men could behave badly, but believed they were seduced 
into behaving badly by bad government. Good government left men 
alone to behave as they had it in them to behave. As Diggins put it, 
“Classical political thought aspired to make man dependent upon the 
state, to whose civil ideals private interests would be subordinate; Jef-
fersonian liberalism aspired to free man from the state to pursue his 
own interests. . . .” 11  

 Approbativeness.   Many of the Founders were more skeptical than 
Jefferson. Perhaps, they thought, man did not have an instinc-
tive moral sense after all. Or perhaps, even if he did, the moral 
sense was so tenuous that it could not be relied upon. Nonethe-
less, man still functioned best (they argued) as an autonomous 
 being, not because he had a moral sense but because of his instinc-
tive desire for approbation—what Arthur O. Lovejoy later labeled 
“approbativeness.” 

 Approbativeness refers to the ineradicable desire of men to re-
ceive approval and to avoid disapproval. 12  Adam Smith, in  The Theory 
of Moral Sentiments,  gives one of the most complete analyses of this 
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instinct, arguing that it is an unavoidable result of society. 13  A man 
raised alone on some desert island, without any communication with 
another human being, could not possibly think of his own “charac-
ter,” Smith pointed out, any more than he could think of his face as 
being “beautiful.” He would lack any frame of reference. But put him 
together with other human beings and he  cannot avoid  having a frame 
of reference for considering his own character, just as he cannot avoid 
having a frame of reference for assessing the beauty or deformity of 
his face. 14  Smith’s subsequent argument is far more subtle (and per-
suasive) than can be conveyed here, but for our purposes it comes 
down to the straightforward proposition that man comes to society 
with an “original desire to please, and an original aversion to offend,” 
feeling pleasure from approbation  for its own sake,  and pain from dis-
approbation. 15  These reinforcements may be in the form of fame and 
fortune, in the good opinion of coworkers or neighbors, in the praise 
of one’s boss, or in the admiration of one’s children. Seen from a con-
temporary perspective, Smith is in some respects discussing the need 
for self-esteem and self-respect that was documented in chapter 6. 

 Approbativeness serves as a replacement for the “moral sense” 
(should it be lacking after all) by leading people to behave in ways 
that are functional for the society in which they wish to reside. Ap-
probativeness will tend to produce behaviors quite similar to those 
that we hope will be prompted by the moral sense: Communities 
function better when people exhibit a certain degree of coopera-
tiveness, mutual regard, and generosity; that being the case, behav-
iors that are cooperative, mutually respectful, and generous tend to 
receive approbation; therefore, people who want the approbation of 
their fellows have a strong incentive to behave in these positive ways. 
Reason and virtue might fail to govern human behavior, but “the 
substitutes— approbativeness or self-esteem or emulation or all three 
together—are, by the benefi cent dispensation of Providence, capable 
of  producing the same effects in outward conduct as reason and vir-
tue themselves.” 16  John Adams nearly paraphrased Smith, writing in 
1790 that “as Nature intended men for society, she has endowed them 
with passions, appetites and propensities calculated . . . to render 
them useful to each other in their social connections. There is none 
more essential and remarkable” than this desire of every man “to be 
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observed, considered, esteemed, praised, beloved, and admired by his 
fellows.” 17  To a twentieth-century reader, there is nothing strange in 
the thought, even if the wording is sometimes archaic. It seems to be 
an empirical fact that everyone wants to be well-thought-of, and a rea-
sonable conclusion that the desire to be well-thought-of is a force for 
maintaining a civilized society. 

 equality 
 The other revolutionary aspect of the Founders’ optimism regard-

ing the nature of man had to do with that word which has in the twen-
tieth century been used to mean so many things, “equality.” 

 The Founders were not egalitarians nor even very good democrats. 
Men  are  unequal, they observed, and these inequalities should affect 
the way a government is structured. This is a far different thing from 
saying that the inequalities are unjust and should be reduced (the 
twentieth-century issue), for the inequalities that concerned them 
were inequalities of virtue, accomplishment, and judgment, not in-
equalities of material condition. 18  When it came to government and 
what was meant by “the consent of the governed,” the Founding Fa-
thers were generally persuaded that one could easily go too far. Thus 
Jefferson could write easily of a “natural aristocracy” of virtue and tal-
ents that “I consider as the most precious gift of nature, for the in-
struction, the trusts, and government of society.” 19  Madison took as 
the limit of his “great republican principle” that the common people 
would have the good sense to recognize the rarer men of virtue and 
wisdom who were fi t to serve as their representatives. 20  Such features 
of the Constitution as the electoral college and provision for the se-
lection of senators by the state legislatures were a few of the concrete 
expressions of the Founders’ doubts about the masses. 21  

 In the twentieth century, the Founders’ unfl attering vision of the 
common man has come under sustained attack. One history widely 
used as a university text,  The American Political Tradition  by Richard 
Hofstadter, is a good example, pointing out that an essential purpose 
of the Constitution was “cribbing and confi ning the popular spirit.” 22  
The Founders “did not believe in man,” the author wrote, and had “a 
distrust of man [which] was fi rst and foremost a distrust of the com-
mon man and democratic rule.” 23  
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 Hofstadter was right. The Founders  were  distrustful of democratic 
rule. But the Founders believed that men  were  equal in another and 
crucial sense, and the affi rmation of that equality was perhaps the 
most revolutionary and optimistic aspect of the Founders’ conception 
of man. 

 Their view was revolutionary fi rst in that it broke with the assump-
tion that inequalities were governed by class. The few who were fi t to 
govern were not necessarily to be drawn from an economic or social 
aristocracy. Alexander Hamilton, in many ways the most elitist of the 
Founders, wrote matter-of-factly that “experience has by no means jus-
tifi ed us in the supposition that there is more virtue in one class of 
men than in another.” On the contrary, he continued, the only dif-
ference among the social classes is the type of vice that predominates, 
not its quantity. 24  But beyond this pragmatic recognition that virtue 
and intelligence can reside in anyone was a broader affi rmation of 
equality. The nobility of the American experiment lay in its allegiance 
to the proposition that everyone may equally aspire to happiness. 

 This seems hardly a radical position to modern eyes, but radical it 
was. From the most ancient times until the Founding Fathers broke 
ranks, governments had been based on the opposite premise, that only 
a few men have the potential for (in modern terms) self-actualization. 
All men may exhibit rudimentary good qualities or experience primi-
tive feelings of pleasure, it was believed, but attributes such as virtue 
and meaningful happiness might be achieved by only an exceptional 
few. A primary function of government was to nurture these few. “The 
classical idea of human nature is, as it were, aristocratic,” as Diamond 
put it. “All men are human but some are more so, and that is the 
crucial political fact.” The Founding Fathers began a new tradition 
that is now as unquestioned as the old one: “The modern idea of hu-
man nature is democratic: No difference among us can reach so far as 
to alter our naturally equal humanness, and  that  is the crucial fact.” 25  
That also is the underlying assumption of equality and democracy that 
makes it reasonable to seek the best of all possible worlds in one that 
makes the enabling conditions for pursuing happiness available to 
everyone. 

 In terms of practical politics, the Founders’ prescription was sim-
ple. Equality meant that all men shared as their birthright the same 
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natural rights of liberty. All were equally immune by right from the 
arbitrary coercion of the state. This did not have anything to do with 
equality of outcome. Edmund Burke expressed the prevailing view 
when he wrote that “All men have equal rights, but not to equal 
things.” 26  The essence of this constrained vision of equality, as Thomas 
Sowell has pointed out, is process—providing a level playing fi eld, to 
employ a modern analogy. 27  Even this formulation permits semantic 
games, but the underlying meaning is reasonably clear. If your com-
petitor comes to the playing fi eld after months of practice, with pro-
fessional coaching and superior ability, it is no doubt true that you will 
not derive much advantage from a level playing fi eld. But there is a 
qualitative difference between your disadvantage under those circum-
stances and the disadvantage if  the rules  specify that the referee give 
you three strikes and your competitor four, or (worse) that no matter 
what, your competitor  must  win. For if you have superior abilities or 
even just superior determination, what you need most of all is a level 
playing fi eld. What is deadening to the soul is not to lose, but to be 
forbidden to win. Until relatively recently in American history, such 
logic was taken for granted. 

 a common perspective 
 In this short review I necessarily ignore the rich variation in the 

views of the Revolutionary period, but the variation is less striking 
than the degree of consensus. In later years, John Adams, referring 
to the Declaration of Independence, wrote that “There was not an 
idea in it but what had been hackneyed in Congress for two years 
before.” 28  It was a sentiment that Jefferson himself endorsed, writ-
ing in a letter to Richard Lee in 1825 that the Declaration of In-
dependence “was intended to be an expression of the American 
mind.” Originality of thought was not the object; the essential thing 
was to “place before mankind the common sense of the subject,” 
drawing upon “the harmonizing sentiments of the day, whether ex-
pressed in conversation, in letters, printed essays, or the elementary 
books of public right, as Aristotle, Cicero, Locke, Sidney, etc.” 29  In 
trying to capture this consensus, one can do no better than did Ber-
nard Bailyn as he concluded  The Ideological Origins of the American 
Revolution:  
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 The details of this new world were not as yet clearly depicted; but 
faith ran high that a better world than any that had ever been 
known could be built where authority was distrusted and held 
in constant scrutiny; where the status of men fl owed from their 
achievements and from their personal qualities, not from distinc-
tions ascribed to them at birth; and where the use of power over 
the lives of men was jealously guarded and severely restricted. It 
was only where there was this defi ance, this refusal to truckle, this 
distrust of all authority, political or social, that institutions could 
express human aspirations, not crush them. 30  

 Such was the vaulting optimism about what free men might accom-
plish, what free men might be. 

 The Dangers of Public Man 

 The nation was founded as an affi rmation of the private man but 
was to survive because of profound pessimism about the public man. 
The construction of the American polity was grounded in the under-
standing that men acting as political animals are dangerous, and that 
what men might do innocuously as individuals is far different from 
what men might do innocuously as groups. Man’s potentialities are 
grand; his human nature constantly threatens to prevent him from 
realizing those potentialities. 

 This understanding was expressed in the Constitutional Conven-
tion, in the minutes of the state ratifying conventions, in the public 
and private correspondence of the leading fi gures, and (in a losing 
but infl uential cause) by the Anti-Federalists. But to a remarkable de-
gree the theory has been handed down to us in a single text,  The Feder-
alist,  the collection of eighty-fi ve letters written to newspapers in New 
York State in an effort to persuade the voters of New York to ratify 
the Constitution. The byline on the letters was “Publius,” the nom de 
plume of Alexander Hamilton, who instigated the project, John Jay, 
who soon had to drop out because of bad health (he was injured in 
a street riot), and James Madison, a Virginian who chanced to be in 
New York that winter of 1787–88 for the sitting of the Continental 
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Congress. It was a haphazardly conceived and hastily conducted ef-
fort that gave birth to the most enduringly infl uential document in 
American political history save only the Constitution itself. Jefferson 
(who had no part in either the convention or the writing of  The Fed-
eralist)  expressed the general opinion of the Founders when offering 
bibliographical advice to Thomas Randolph in a letter written just two 
years later. Adam Smith’s  Wealth of Nations  was the best book in politi-
cal economy, he wrote, and John Locke’s “little book on government” 
(meaning the  Second Treatise)  was “perfect as far as it goes.” But when 
it comes to arranging a practical government, “there is no better book 
than the Federalist.” 31  

 All of this contrives to make  The Federalist  almost inaccessible to us 
today. It is a classic as Mark Twain defi ned one, a book that people 
praise and don’t read. Nor is it an easy read, written as it is in the 
cadences and with the vocabulary of the eighteenth century. But it 
remains a critically important document for contemporary policy- 
making.  The Federalist  is not about the eighteenth century. It is about 
how humans function when given access to public power.* 

 faction, and its origin in human nature 
 Republics don’t last. Democracies don’t last. This was the stark em-

pirical truth that faced the Founders. It is a fi ne thing to say that gov-
ernment derives its just powers from the consent of the governed, but 
it is exceedingly diffi cult to translate this aspiration into policy. 

 The reason why it is so diffi cult, Publius concludes, is that men, 
given a chance, will destroy their freedoms under a representative 

 * Both the scholarship and the disputes about what Publius thought of hu-
man nature are extensive. I have skirted issues that are not directly germane and 
tried to make my summary statements no more argumentative than necessary—
for example, there is considerable controversy about the degree to which Madi-
son had a pessimistic view of human nature; there is much less disagreement 
that he was suspicious of man acting as a public person. I have limited myself to 
the latter and less contentious line of argument. Readers looking for a thorough 
analysis are referred to White’s  Philosophy,  The Federalist,  and the Constitution,  
which devotes three chapters to Publius’s view of human nature and includes an 
excellent review of other scholarship through the mid-1980s. 
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government. The bludgeon with which they do so is called faction, 
 defi ned by Madison in No. 10 as “a number of citizens, whether 
amounting to a majority or minority of the whole, who are united and 
actuated by some common impulse of passion, or of interest, adverse 
to the rights of other citizens, or to the permanent and aggregate in-
terests of the community.” 32  Faction is something with which the po-
litical system must live, because eliminating the phenomenon is out 
of the question. To endure, the system would either have to suppress 
 faction—which requires a totalitarian state—or else convince every-
one to share the same opinions and interests, which is impossible 
even in a totalitarian state. 

 It is impossible to avoid the coalescence of factions because “the 
latent causes of faction are . . . sown in the nature of man.” 33  Publius 
saw the proof everywhere—in the histories of the classical  period as 
in the struggles that had attended the Confederation. “Has it not . . . 
invariably been found,” Hamilton asked in Federalist No. 6, “that 
 momentary passions and immediate interests have a more active and 
imperious control over human conduct than general or remote con-
siderations of policy, utility, or justice?” 34  The modern reader may 
pause at the phrase “momentary passions”—a modern rendering 
might be “one’s current personal priorities”—and the optimist will 
balk at the word “invariably,” which is possibly too strong. But with 
these qualifi cations, subsequent history seems to bear Hamilton out. 

 Readers who fi nd this too cynical are invited to try to think of a sin-
gle social measure, including in your consideration the ones passed 
with the highest-minded of intentions, that was supported by a ma-
jority consisting of people whose  own  priority interests were being 
seriously impeded. Perhaps the archetypal contemporary example is 
school busing to achieve racial balance. White politicians and journal-
ists living in Washington, D.C., who spoke and wrote in support of 
busing almost without exception kept their own children in suburban 
or private schools. 35  Busing was a good thing for other people’s chil-
dren and a step toward social justice—but it was a measure whose con-
sequences could be evaded for their own children. The assertion here 
is not that people are without idealism (many who supported busing 
did so at political cost to themselves) but that the laws people sup-
port very rarely violate Hamilton’s generalization. In the busing case, 
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some were willing to suffer some consequences for themselves; few 
were willing to budge when it came to the interests of their children. 

 It is important to emphasize, however, that factions were an inevi-
table result of man acting in a  public  setting, not a refl ection of an in-
trinsically defi cient human nature. Hume, from whom Madison drew 
his own views on this matter, put it succinctly: In forming a system of 
government, “every man ought to be supposed a knave” even though 
“at the same time, it appears somewhat strange, that a maxim should 
be true in  politics  which is false in  fact”  —for, Hume observes, “men are 
generally more honest in their private than in their public capacity.” 36  
To concur with Publius, one need not believe that men are depraved, 
only that, by and large, they are self-interested and prone to calculate 
their self-interest in fairly simple, immediate terms. 

 given factions, what is to be done? 
 Factions will form, inevitably, and they will seek to obtain advantages 

over other factions, to obtain special favors, to accumulate power, to 
work their will on the polity. We cannot rely on enlightened statesmen 
to adjust these differences for the common good, partly because, as 
Publius noted, “enlightened men will not always be at the helm” and 
partly because in many cases there is no way to determine the public 
good “without taking into view indirect and remote considerations, 
which will rarely prevail.” 37  The conclusion? “The inference to which 
we are brought is that the  causes  of faction cannot be removed, and 
that relief is only to be sought in the means of controlling its  effects .” 38  

 To some of the infl uential Americans of the period, there was no 
way at all to provide such relief in the context of a strong federal gov-
ernment. These men, known as the Anti-Federalists, read the same ac-
counts of past republics that Madison and Hamilton read and came 
to the conclusion that men acting in a public capacity were so intrin-
sically bound to form factions and expand their power that the only 
relief lay in decentralization. 

 The Anti-Federalists lost the argument and have therefore been 
largely lost to history. Read today, some of their writings seem almost 
prescient. Here, for example, is Brutus (the Anti-Federalists’ clos-
est counterpart to Publius, generally thought to have been a promi-
nent Albany lawyer named Robert Yates 39 ), regarding congressional 
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authority versus the state legislatures. “It is a truth confi rmed by the 
unerring experience of ages,” he begins, “that every man, and every 
body of men, invested with power, are ever disposed to increase it.” 
Therefore, Brutus did not need to know exactly what the rationaliza-
tion for expanded federal authority would be—he didn’t need to know 
about modern communications or complex economies or any of the 
other ex post facto justifi cations. He knew that, one way or another, 
it would happen: The disposition to expand power “is implanted in 
human nature” and will inevitably “operate in the federal legislature 
to lessen and ultimately to subvert the state authority.” 40  Having made 
that prediction about the federal legislature, Brutus made this confi -
dent forecast about the Supreme Court: 

 [T]he judges under this constitution will control the legislature, for 
the supreme court are authorized in the last resort to determine 
what is the extent of the powers of the Congress; they are to give the 
constitution an explanation, and there is no power above them to 
set aside their judgement. . . . There is no authority that can  remove 
them, and they cannot be controlled by the laws of the legislature. 
In short, they are independent of the people, or the legislature, and 
of every power under heaven. Men placed in this situation will gen-
erally soon feel themselves independent of heaven itself. 41  

 As I associate myself with the thinking of the Federalists, I cannot sup-
press the seditious thought that just because the Anti-Federalists lost 
doesn’t mean they were in the wrong of it. 

 They did lose, however. Madison, Hamilton, and the rest of the 
Federalists calculated that the importance of an effective central au-
thority outweighed the risks it entailed and they were able to make 
their view prevail. But though they won, the Federalists were no less 
absorbed than the Anti-Federalists by fears for the survival of democ-
racy over the long run. 

 If the faction consists of less than a majority, Publius wrote, then an 
easy remedy presents itself. “Relief is supplied by the republican prin-
ciple, which enables the majority to defeat its sinister views by regular 
vote.” The minority may “clog the administration, it may convulse the 
society,” but it cannot win. 42  For Publius, the much greater problem 
was what happens when the faction consists of a majority. A time arises 
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when, for whatever reason, a majority of the people is in favor of a bad 
policy. It has the votes; it can pass its “sinister views.” What then? 

 And thus the “great object” facing Publius, facing the Founding Fa-
thers, and facing the United States of America throughout its history 
up to the present day: How to “secure the public good, and private 
rights, against the danger of such a faction.” From that aim fl ows the 
Federalists’ discussion of representative government vs. democracy, 
checks and balances, the role of a strong executive, and the other fea-
tures that were to protect against the destruction of the country by 
faction. Madison put his case in Nos. 10 and 51, Hamilton his in Nos. 
9, 70, 71, 76, and 78. The central message is that people with a pas-
sion to do things their way and impose their will on others are a dan-
ger so great and so unending that all the structures of the government 
must be arrayed against them. Madison stated the theme most power-
fully in the famous passage from Federalist No. 51: 

 It may be a refl ection on human nature, that such devices [as the 
separation of powers] should be necessary to control the abuses of 
government. But what is government itself but the greatest of all 
refl ections on human nature? If men were angels, no government 
would be necessary. If angels were to govern men, neither external 
nor internal controls on government would be necessary. In fram-
ing a government which is to be administered by men over men, 
the great diffi culty lies in this: You must fi rst enable the govern-
ment to control the governed; and in the next place, oblige it to 
control itself. A dependence on the people is no doubt the primary 
control on the government; but experience has taught mankind 
the necessity of auxiliary precautions. 

 This policy of supplying, by opposite and rival interests, the de-
fect of better motives, might be traced through the whole system 
of human affairs, private as well as public. We see it particularly 
displayed in all the subordinate distributions of power; where the 
constant aim is to divide and arrange the several offi ces in such a 
manner as that each may be a check on the other; that the private 
interest of every individual may be a sentinel over the public rights. 
These inventions of prudence cannot be less requisite in the distri-
bution of the supreme power of the state. 43  
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 There is no better statement of the pessimism with which one must 
view man acting as a political creature. 

 The Continental Divide, Again 

 I began the chapter by observing that the discussions of the en-
abling conditions—material resources, safety, self-respect, enjoyment—
lent themselves to internally consistent social policies that were poles 
apart. Which way one goes depends on how one perceives human 
nature. Having presented an overview of one perspective, I should 
add that there are many able proponents of the proposition that the 
Founding Fathers were wrong. Indeed, in the twentieth century it has 
been intellectually fashionable to believe that they were, joining in 
Hofstadter’s opinion that “No man who is as well abreast of modern 
science as the Fathers were of eighteenth-century science believes any 
longer in unchanging human nature. . . . Modern humanistic thinkers 
who seek for a means by which society may transcend eternal confl ict 
and rigid adherence to property rights as its integrating principles can 
expect no answer in the philosophy of balanced government as it was 
set down by the Constitution-makers of 1787.” 44  

 And that is the kernel of the debate over policy choices. Most of 
what we know as contemporary social policy is based on the tacit as-
sumption that the Founders were wrong. It is believed, apparently by 
a large majority of people, that humans  can  act collectively with far 
more latitude than the Founders believed they could. 

 If the Founders were wrong, we may conduct social policy on the 
assumption that if humans seek a more even distribution of resources, 
for example, they may achieve it. If humans want an end to racial in-
equality or sexual inequality, it is within their grasp to have it; all they 
have to do is pass the right laws. The world can be made constantly 
fairer if human beings use the instruments of government to reduce 
unfairness. If the Founders were wrong, we may continue to be opti-
mistic in the face of failures, and assume that when one attempt at a 
solution doesn’t produce the desired results, the proper response is to 
try again with another and better political solution. Most importantly: 
If the Founders were wrong, then we may assume that this expansive 
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use of a centralized government  can continue over the long run,  because 
men have it in them after all to act collaboratively in their public 
capacity. 

 Suppose, however, that the Founders were right. If one accepts 
their optimistic view of private man, then centralized governmental 
solutions are not attractive. What allows man to fulfi ll his own nature 
in the Founders’ vision is the process of individual response to chal-
lenge, risk, and reward. Each of those words—“individual,” “chal-
lenge,” “risk,” “reward”—grates against the rationale for centralized 
solutions. Centralized solutions from the left urge that the collec-
tive society has a moral claim on the individual; they seek to dampen 
risks and increase predictability, and use as primary measures of suc-
cess the achievement of security and equality. Centralized solutions 
from the right urge that the state has the right to impose beliefs on 
individuals; they seek to restrain by law individual variations in social 
 behavior, and use as primary measures of success the degree of con-
formity to the righteous way. If man has the autonomy and equality 
that the Founders saw in him, these goals are not “bad” but wrong-
headed. They do not liberate humans to fulfi ll their potential. They 
do not nourish the human soul. 

 If the Founders were right about  public  man, then the practical op-
tions for seeking solutions to social problems through a centralized 
government are highly constrained for two reasons. 

 First, such solutions will be impossible to sustain over time with-
out also sacrifi cing democracy. If Publius was right, republics collapse 
when a faction is able to use the state to impose its vision of the good 
on the rest of society. And a relentless use of the state in just that 
 fashion—to let a majority faction decide what is right for everyone 
and impose that vision on everyone—is the very essence of legisla-
tion that requires either school prayer on behalf of religious values or 
school busing on behalf of social justice. 

 Accepting Publius’s analysis, one should view the Western democra-
cies as in a process of transition. Sooner or later the genie will get out 
of the bottle. If one permits the government to do one thing for ev-
erybody in the country because it is the “right thing” to do, every once 
in a while the government will do another thing for everybody in the 
country that is the wrong thing. And as time goes on, and as the limits 
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on what it is permissible for government to do are loosened, there will 
be no defense against any number of bad things being done in the 
name of good. 

 Second (and less apocalyptically), policies that attempt to use the 
state to redistribute goods or increase equality will tend to fail. The 
ubiquitous “unintended outcomes” that have been found by the eval-
uators of social programs would not have mystifi ed Publius. Constitu-
encies of persons, Publius already knew, would seek to use the reforms 
for their own ends. They would form factions, bringing pressures to 
bear on the politicians who design the policies and the bureaucrats 
who implement them. The politicians and bureaucrats themselves 
would have ambitions that affect the way that the programs are run, 
not to mention other human frailties of vanity, ineptitude, and fool-
ishness that would obstruct the implementation of the great schemes. 
And if all that were not enough, Publius knew, the very defi nition of 
what constituted “serving the common good” would be impossible for 
anyone not omniscient and of Olympian detachment to discern. A 
central message for modern times to be drawn from  The Federalist  is 
that one cannot use central governments to do such things—not just 
“ought not” use them but  cannot,  successfully. To work, to be just, to 
be stable, centralized social reforms demand every quality of public 
man that the Founders did not believe in. 

 I said at the outset of the discussion that one cannot try to prove that 
one view of human nature is correct; not, at any rate, within the con-
fi nes of this book. Similarly, proof that these links between the Found-
ers’ view of man and the limits of government are true for all time 
and all circumstances is beyond me. The purpose of the discussion 
has been to lay bare underlying assumptions. We are about to set the 
discussion of the enabling conditions side by side with ways that social 
policy might work. In that discussion, I will be assuming that man is 
as the Founders saw him, sharing equal dignity with all as an auton-
omous actor, fi lled with exciting potential, seeking happiness in the 
free working-out of his life, perhaps inherently moral but at the least 
“fi tted for society”—and at the same time irredeemably problematic 
whenever given even a little rein to advance his own interests in the 
political arena. 
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 9 
 Asking a New Question, Getting 
New Answers: Evaluating Results 

 The three large assertions of this book so far have been that we ought 
to use the pursuit of happiness as the criterion of success in making 
social policy, that the design of policy solutions must refl ect one’s un-
derstanding of human nature, and that these things constitute not 
just a theoretical exercise but something that policy analysts ought ac-
tually to do as they go about their work. 

 It is time to take up the last assertion, that all this has some rel-
evance to the real task of devising better policies. In this and the 
 following chapters I will discuss two specifi c ways in which the frame-
work I have presented might be employed in assessing policy. This 
chapter will deal with the problem of evaluation: the art of measuring 
whether we are making progress, of deciding what (and how much) 
has been accomplished by a policy. The next chapter will begin to 
take up the design question: Given the existence of a social problem, 
how is one to divine a solution? Because the way we design solutions is 
so dependent on the way we assess results, I begin with the evaluation 
function. 

 The Inevitability of Evaluating 

 Despite the frayed reputation of social scientists as interpreters of 
social policy and its effects, there’s no way around it: People are going 
to make claims about the effects of social programs, and they are go-
ing to be based, for better or worse, on specifi c measures, specifi cally 
operationalized, of what has been accomplished. The fundamental 
question that has always been asked by presidents and congresses alike 
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is “Will policy  X  produce the intended result  Y   ?” The more precisely 
one attempts to answer it, the more one is driven toward methods very 
like the ones that social scientists use. 

 Policy analysis (as I will refer generically to this type of social sci-
ence) is predominantly quantitative. The techniques are numerous, 
each technique has its own idiosyncrasies, and the debates about tech-
nical issues are unending. But the esoterica of statistical analysis are 
not our concern. We will focus on a basic issue that receives too little 
attention, what I will call “the dependent variable problem.” 

 the dependent variable problem 
 Seen through the lens of evaluation statistics, the world is divided 

into “dependent” variables and “independent” variables. If one thinks 
in terms of cause-effect relationships, the independent variable is the 
cause, the dependent variable the effect. (A mnemonic for keeping 
them straight: An effect “depends upon” its cause, hence is depen-
dent.) If one thinks in terms of social policy goals to be attained by 
social programs, the program is the independent variable (or “the in-
tervention”) and the thing-to-be-attained is the dependent variable. 
For those who think in terms of conventional statistical notation, in-
dependent variables are the  X  s and dependent variables are the  Y  s. In 
a graph, the independent variable is shown on the horizontal axis, the 
dependent variable on the vertical axis. 

 The social scientist’s assessment of whether progress is being 
made depends on the measuring stick he employs for the depen-
dent variable. Almost all of the technical debates about the results 
of evaluation focus on the diffi culties associated with the actual data 
gathered and analyzed. (Is the measure valid and reliable in the 
statistical sense of those terms? Are the data accurately recorded? 
Is the sample correctly chosen? Are the statistical techniques used 
appropriately?) But long before the sample is drawn or any data 
are collected, the investigator has, whether he has thought about 
it or not, made two other decisions that will decisively shape his 
conclusions. The fi rst has to do with the way that the  construct  that 
is the “real” dependent variable is translated into  measures,  the sec-
ond with the unit of aggregation that will be used to describe the 
effect. 
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 operationalizing the construct 
 Almost nothing having to do with social policy that we can mea-

sure directly is the construct we are really interested in. This has been 
a leitmotif throughout this book, but it is time to be more explicit. 
When we measure poverty, we are not really interested in whether the 
person in question has an income above or below the number of dol-
lars that happens to represent the poverty line that year; we are inter-
ested in whether that person is living in a state of poverty. The poverty 
line is our best effort to operationalize the construct called “living in 
poverty.” When we examine grade-point averages (GPA), we are not 
really interested in the letters A, B, C, D, or F that teachers have writ-
ten onto school records, but in a construct called “learning” for which 
grades are a shadowy representation. In the jargon, GPA is an opera-
tional measure of learning; “an income lower than a certain number 
of dollars” is the operational measure of poverty. 

 The extent to which the operational measure truly represents the 
construct is crucially important to the results of an evaluation. Let us 
continue with the relationship of GPA to learning as the example. 
Suppose that GPA is a perfect operational measure of learning: It al-
ways increases when learning increases and never for any other rea-
son. In that case, if a new education program makes grades go up, we 
can be absolutely sure that learning has increased as well. Suppose, 
however, that learning is only loosely related to grades. In this case, a 
program can produce an increase in grades that fools us into thinking 
that learning has increased when it has not. We have not only failed to 
increase the student’s learning, we are under the illusion that we have 
succeeded, and the problem we set out to solve remains unsolved. We 
have used the wrong operational measure. Or it is equally possible 
that a poor operational measure will fail to refl ect a change in the 
construct—for example, fail to register an increase in learning, if the 
increase in learning is not captured by the grading process. 

 You will fi nd oddly little said about this issue in the press or even 
in the technical journals. Much more attention is given to whether 
the measure is calibrated accurately. With regard to the poverty in-
dex, for example, elaborate studies have been devoted to the question 
of how to assign a cash value to noncash benefi ts such as Medicaid 
and food stamps. The Labor Department works hard to improve the 
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accuracy of the data it uses to calculate the unemployment rate and 
consumer price index. Almost never does anyone call into question 
fundamental issues about how well or poorly the operational mea-
sure corresponds to the thing-in-which-we-are-really-interested: “being 
without the resources to live a modest but decent material existence” 
in the case of poverty, “wanting a job but unable to fi nd one” in the 
case of unemployment. It is an important fl aw in the public dialogue 
about policy. Politicians, television anchormen, editorial writers, and 
social scientists constantly write about (and interpret) rises and falls in 
the indicators; few ever stop to question whether they measure what 
they’re supposed to measure. This defect in the public dialogue about 
policy, important all by itself, is magnifi ed by the problems associated 
with choosing the unit of aggregation. 

 defining the unit of aggregation 
 The “unit of aggregation” as I am using the term here refers to the 

set of people that we use to evaluate the policy implications of the 
results.* Suppose, for example, we are evaluating the Job Corps, and 
the measure of success is “the state of being employed after graduat-
ing from Job Corps.” We have a choice about the unit of aggregation 
we use to assess the size of the outcome. We may express it in terms of 
the gain in employment for some large number of Job Corps trainees, 
or we may express it in terms of the improved odds of employment for 
any particular trainee. 

 Our choice makes a big difference in how we view the results. If we 
value the macroeconomic effects of the Job Corps program, we will 
probably want to examine the overall change in employment status, 
compare that with the costs of running the program, and produce a 
cost-benefi t analysis. But suppose instead that we are advising a par-
ticular youth whether to go into the Job Corps. The same results can 
produce completely different implications. I elaborate on this exam-
ple later in the chapter, but, for introductory purposes, suppose that 
Job Corps graduates are found on the average to make $3.30 more 
per week than people who don’t graduate from the Job Corps. 1  This 

 * “Unit of aggregation” has another technical meaning. I am using the term 
for the specifi c purpose described in the text. 
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may well be enough to claim that the Job Corps is cost-effective (de-
pending on collateral assumptions I won’t bother with here), but it 
doesn’t give me much incentive to join the Job Corps if I am a youth 
in the inner city who happens to hear about the results. 

 When the way we add up results is combined with the diffi culties 
of operationalizing hard-to-reify constructs, the nature of what I call 
“the dependent variable problem” becomes clear. If the dependent 
variables in social policy have been properly defi ned, measured, and 
aggregated, we will eventually make progress even if we make mistakes 
with our policies— because mistakes will be recognized.  If in contrast we 
have misconstrued the dependent variables, no degree of skill in im-
plementing policies or of precision in calibrating results will prevent 
us from making disastrous mistakes, because mistakes will not register 
as mistakes on our measuring devices. 

  The “dependent variable problem” is that the policy-making process has be-
come boxed into assumptions ensuring that some types of outcomes of social 
policy — some dependent variables — will be measured and others will not.  It is 
not just that policy analysts are measuring progress inaccurately, yield-
ing results with a larger margin of error than we would prefer. Rather, 
I propose that domestic policy-making in the United States has gone 
fundamentally awry. We use yardsticks thinking they are thermome-
ters. We try to measure whether we are doing better or worse, and 
we keep coming up with meaningless answers—worse, misleading 
answers—because the way in which we measure our progress in the 
pursuit of happiness unavoidably skews the way in which social policy 
permits certain kinds of happiness to occur. The people who analyze 
policy, make recommendations about what to do next, who write bills 
and regulations, have been shooting at the wrong targets. 

 The Pursuit of Happiness and the 55-mph Speed Limit 

 Let me try to set the nature of the evaluation problem as it relates 
to the pursuit of happiness by using a homely example: the national 
55-miles-per-hour speed limit enacted in 1974. 

 The Congress originally enacted the 55-mph speed limit as a tem-
porary measure in response to the Arab oil embargo. Its purpose was 
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to save fuel. As it turned out, this objective was unrealistic. Instead of 
the 10 to 30 percent reductions that had been predicted, the actual 
savings were trivial. And the fuel shortage quickly dissipated, so even if 
the law did save fuel, it wasn’t helping solve a national emergency. But 
by that time it had been learned (or thought it had been learned) that 
lives were being saved, so obviously the law had to be a good thing. In 
1974, Congress made the national speed limit permanent so that more 
lives could be saved.* And thus began a sort of national schizophrenia. 

 A Gallup survey in 1981 (typical of others) illustrates how zany the 
situation became. A large majority of the people polled, 75 percent, 
proclaimed their support for the speed limit. But only 29 percent 
said they obeyed it consistently. Even among those who said they fa-
vored the law, 42 percent conceded that they observed the law “not 
very often or never.” 2  The problem was that the lives-saved argument 
meant that it was not nice to be against the 55-mph speed limit. It was 
not nice even to  think  that one was against it. If you were against the 
55-mph limit, you were in favor of people dying in car accidents that 
you could have prevented. And so it came to be that a large major-
ity of Americans supported the law, including a large majority of con-
gressmen and senators, and a large majority of Americans disobeyed 
it, and nowhere more uniformly or fl agrantly than on the beltway sur-
rounding Washington, D.C. 

 In 1987, a bill was fi nally passed that permitted states to raise the 
speed limit to 65 mph on rural interstate highways. The debate over 
the eventual modifi cation of the law recalls Oscar Wilde’s remark 
about the diffi culties of reasoning a person out of something he has 
not reasoned himself into. The Congress extricated itself not so much 
because its original expectation for the law was false, nor because the 
data on savings of lives were refuted, but because so many Americans 
hated the law they said they supported. Those who led the public op-
position to the 55-mph limit never proved that the law did  not  save 
lives, nor did any other rationale for changing the law gain wide ac-
ceptance; rather, after years of frustration, they won what must seem 
to an impartial observer to be an irrational victory. 

 * More precisely, the law said that federal highway funds would be withheld 
from states that did not enact the 55-mph limit. 
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 In reality, I will argue, the debate over the 55-mph limit exempli-
fi es the problem of defi ning dependent variables. The opponents of 
the speed limit were not ignoring “the good.” They were construing it 
differently. And in this difference lie lessons that apply to a variety of 
contemporary issues. 

 Let us imagine we are examining the 55-mph speed limit afresh, 
divorced from political pressures. Our objective is to decide system-
atically, unemotionally, based on data, whether the law is, on balance, 
benefi cial or harmful—whether we have approached the best of all 
possible speed limits. 

 the conventional good 
 We begin by arraying the dependent variables to be assessed.   They 

are: 

 1. Human deaths and injuries (expected to go down). 
 2. Fuel costs (expected to go down). 
 3. Other economic costs associated with travel (expected to go up). 
 4. Noneconomic and nonhealth costs associated with travel 

(expected to go up). 

 The fi rst three of those outcomes lend themselves to straightforward 
quantitative measures. The calculations cannot be precise, because it is 
diffi cult to get data on all of the potential economic costs. Causal attri-
bution will be imprecise, especially for the estimate of lives-saved. But 
the procedures for identifying and developing measures and for as-
sessing causality are methodologically straightforward. The unit of ag-
gregation for measuring these costs and benefi ts will be “the nation.” 

 When we conduct the analysis, we fi nd that the 55-mph speed limit 
has saved 7,466 lives per year since it was enacted—by the end of 
1986, a grand total of almost 90,000 people saved by this one law.*   
For practical purposes, this fi nding ends the analysis. We may add the 

*  For verisimilitude, I am using the fi gure from a specifi c published estimate. 3  
I have no faith in this particular number, nor in the numbers produced by any 
other analysis with which I am familiar. I am not even endorsing the thesis that 
the 55-mph speed limit has saved a lot of lives. This discussion simply says, “Sup-
pose it has,” and uses a specifi c number for convenience. 
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savings in injuries. We may compute dollar savings in hospital bills 
and the economic benefi ts of the increased lifetime earnings of those 
who were saved, and we may subtract from those totals the costs as-
sociated with longer travel time. But these conclusions will make little 
difference.* Surely, it is an open-and-shut case. Thousands upon thou-
sands of people, perhaps including some of the readers of this book, 
are alive because of this law. 

 Meanwhile, we have reached our decision without even getting to 
that fourth dependent variable, the “noneconomic and nonhealth 
costs associated with travel.” What might these costs be? 

 It depends on where I live. If I live in the mountain and desert 
states of the American West, a strictly enforced 55-mph speed limit 
can mean several dozen extra hours per year spent on the highways. 
But in most cases these would show up under the calculation of “eco-
nomic costs.” More commonly, the noneconomic costs are not espe-
cially dramatic or urgent. If I am driving from Washington to New 
York to see friends and drive  55  instead of 70, it takes me an extra 
hour to get there. Or: I get bored sitting in the car, and so want to 
complete my journey faster. Or: I enjoy driving fast. 

 Economists have ways of dealing with these reasons for wanting to 
drive faster than 55 mph, but they come down to one form or another 
of “opportunity costs” that are assigned a dollar value, usually based 
on wage rates. 5  To assign a dollar value in this instance sidesteps the 
problem. To illustrate, consider the case of a man whose decrepit old 
car is not capable of going any faster than  55  mph. He drove down 
to Washington for the weekend and wants to get back home to New 
York in time for dinner, but to do so he will have to skip a visit to the 

 * To elaborate: The same analysis (Forester et al.) calculated that for 1978 
the 55-mph limit caused the nation’s citizens to spend a total of 456,279 extra 
person-years on the nation’s roads, and concluded that the reduction of 7,466 
fatalities per year attributable to the speed limit is outweighed by economic 
costs when a variety of standard procedures for valuing lives are used. 4  The analy-
sis also concluded that the main mechanism by which the speed limit saves lives 
is not by lowering speed, but by concentrating speeds within a narrower range. 
These conclusions, no matter how justifi ed they may be from a technical stand-
point, are bound to get lost in the public dialogue—as indeed they have been. 
How many readers have ever heard of them? 
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National Gallery of Art. Whichever choice he makes, he will incur an 
opportunity cost. The way I have set up the example, the man is facing 
a standard problem of deciding what he wants, how much he wants it, 
and what he’s able or willing to pay for it. Time is a scarce commod-
ity. If he wants to expand his “disposable time,” he will have to incur a 
cost by procuring a faster means of transportation. Somehow he will 
have to come up with the price for that benefi t. It would be nice if 
such benefi ts were free, but they aren’t. 

 Suppose, however, that his car will go 70 mph but the law says he 
must not exceed 55 mph. The nature of the opportunity cost changes 
subtly but very importantly. He has acquired the necessary resources 
to permit him to visit the National Gallery of Art and still get back 
to New York for dinner. He has paid all the prices necessary to do 
so. There is no necessary opportunity cost. The only reason he has to 
choose between the options is because of the law. The government 
has said, “There is a safety interest that justifi es removing from you 
this degree of freedom.” The point is not yet whether the law is good 
or bad. The only point I am making now is that the ordinary calculus 
of choice has been taken out of the chooser’s hands and the ordinary 
ways of construing opportunity costs are changed. The government 
has created the cost. 

 To return to our analysis of the costs and benefi ts of the 55-mph 
speed limit: Whether we use ordinary or extraordinary methods of 
calculating dependent variable #4, “the noneconomic and nonhealth 
costs of travel,” makes no difference. Given the terms of reference we 
applied to the analysis—what are the aggregate costs and benefi ts for 
the nation?—aggregate noneconomic costs will look trivial in impor-
tance next to the 7,466 lives per year being saved. 

 So our fresh look has decided that the 55-mph speed limit is a good 
thing. We do not want to repeal it. But this leads to a fascinating ques-
tion:  Why not lower the speed limit to 50?  We can demonstrate (using the 
same methods that yielded the fi gure of 7,466) that doing so may be 
expected to save a certain number of additional lives. Economics do 
not prevent us from taking such a step. Let’s lower the speed limit to 
50 and save even more lives! 

 Why hasn’t this happened? Why is it that no one in public life ever 
suggested that we lower the speed limit even further? It is unlikely 
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that in 1974 Congress stumbled onto precisely the right speed limit. 
Surely there is some number lower than 55 that would provide the 
optimum. And yet no one is seeking it. 

 As we in our imaginary deliberations take up this question, it be-
comes clear why it has not been discussed in the real world. The de-
bate as we confront the problem of determining the optimum speed 
limit becomes increasingly divided between a rational and an irratio-
nal component. For if it is true that a 50-mph limit will save lives, how 
many more will be saved by a limit of 49 mph? 48 mph? And so on. 

 Our choice of dependent variables is such that we cannot fi nd a 
place on the slippery slope to stop short. There is no point at which 
economic savings clearly become more important than savings in 
lives. Our objective is to be rational, to decide on a speed limit that 
maximizes “good,” and we have two sets of measures for maximizing 
“good”—human lives and economic effi ciency—and when changes 
are at the margin, it is impossible to rationalize any stopping point. 
By the same token, we know—irrationally, it would seem—that even 
at 50 mph and certainly at 45 mph, the costs are too high. People 
won’t stand for such a limit, no matter how rational it may be. Those 
ephemeral “other outcomes” that we couldn’t value have become so 
important that we know (without being able to specify the algorithm 
by which we know) that such speed limits are too low. Don’t ask us to 
defend this conclusion, because we cannot (the lives-saved case for 
lowering the limit just one more mile per hour will always be irresist-
ible). But that foggy, unarticulated set of “other factors” out there will 
fi nally be too strong to ignore. 

  The only reason that this commonsense assessment of the situation appears 
to be irrational is because we have construed the safety variable in ways that en-
sure it.  We have artifi cially constrained and distorted the policy assess-
ment so that it is impossible for people to defend doing what seems to 
them to be reasonable and desirable. There must be another way to 
look at the costs and benefi ts that accords with common sense. 

 an alternative good 
 We turn the analysis on its head. We are no longer holding in our 

head a concept of the aggregate public good, nor in our cost-benefi t 
calculations are we trying to estimate savings for the nation as a whole. 
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Rather, the concept of the good is individual happiness. Policy is to 
be assessed according to whether it increases or decreases the condi-
tions for pursuing happiness. We consider the question of the 55-mph 
speed limit—for the time being, the only option on the table. 

 Safety is by no means irrelevant. It is diffi cult to pursue happiness 
if you are dead, so safety remains a dependent variable. So do dollar 
costs and benefi ts, and so do nondollar costs. This is the array of de-
pendent variables: 

 1. Human deaths and injuries (expected to go down). 
 2. Fuel costs (expected to go down). 
 3. Other economic costs associated with travel (expected to go 

up). 
 4. Noneconomic and nonhealth costs associated with travel 

(expected to go up). 

 The dependent variables are not changed in their content but in 
their unit of aggregation. Now, we are trying to calculate the cost- 
benefi t ratio  for the individual driver.  

 Costs and Benefi ts for the Individual.   We begin by assuming a 250-mile 
trip from New York to Washington as the example. Let us assume 
that our individual has no moneymaking use for the time he will 
save—variable #3 (economic costs other than fuel) is set to zero. 
Let us assume that the driver who observes the 55-mph limit gets 
25 miles per gallon, that gasoline costs $1.00 per gallon ($10.00 for 
the trip), and that the driver who drives at 70 mph pays a penalty of 
10 percent in gas mileage, getting 22.5 miles per gallon. Variable #2 
is thus set to $1.11. 

 Now for the safety variable. In 1983, drivers or their passengers in-
curred 19,613 fatalities in the course of 819 billion vehicle miles on 
highways posted with a 55-mph limit. 6  Or in other words, there were 
.000006 fatalities per trip of 250 vehicle miles (approximately the dis-
tance from New York to Washington).* lf we assume that, without the 

  *  The odds are based on the probability of surviving all 250 miles. The algo-
rithm is (1–  p )  k  , where  p  is the probability of a fatality in one mile and  k  is the 
number of miles. 
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55-mph law, 7,466 more lives would have been lost that year on those 
highways, then there would have been .000008 fatalities per trip of 
250 vehicle miles. 

 Both fi gures represent an exceedingly small risk, and I could use 
them in the analysis that follows without changing the results. But in 
fact they represent an inaccurate starting point, and in the impreci-
sion lies a highly salient point about measuring the safety effect of a 
speed limit, a point so tightly packed with implications that it provides 
an excellent test case for deciding what you think about many issues. 
Here it is for the 55-mph speed limit. 

  For any driver, the safety value of a 55-mph speed limit lies in what it adds 
to the level of safety that he could unilaterally achieve for himself by 
choosing to drive at 55 miles per hour.  

 Do you agree or not? Technically, the statement is (I think) indis-
putable. If you choose to drive at  55  mph you immediately obtain for 
yourself all the safety advantages associated with your own control of 
your car. You can stop more quickly, the car is easier to maneuver, you 
have more time to react, and so on. The only thing that a (strictly en-
forced) law requiring  others  to go no more than 55 mph does for you 
is reduce the likelihood that because of  their  mistakes at higher speeds 
they will ram into you or otherwise cause you to have an accident. 

 If you do not agree, I think it has to be because of one of two other 
rationales.* The fi rst possibility is that you want to save the lives of 
others even if your own is not at risk—the value of the 55-mph speed 
limit is  not  just the good it does for you, but also the good it does for 
others. The label that many would rush to put on this motivation is 
altruism. But altruism has the meaning of “devotion to the welfare 
of others.” These “others” too have the option of driving at 55 mph 

 * A common rationale for supporting the 55-mph speed limit (and compul-
sory seat belt laws, motorcycle helmet laws, etc.) is that people who are injured 
in accidents cost other citizens money in the form of medical services and dis-
ability payments. This is irrelevant to the issue of safety being discussed, falling 
instead under “other economic costs.” I have not included it in the discussion, 
though my general response should be obvious: If that’s the logic, is it then okay 
for me to go without a helmet if I guarantee to pay for the ambulance and all 
subsequent costs? 
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if they so desire, but some of them will not exercise that option. You 
want to force them to exercise that option for their own good—which, 
of course, raises the age-old question: By what right do you presume 
to impose your judgment of the other person’s welfare over his own? 
The answer ultimately comes down to the presumption that those 
“others” are exercising poor judgment, that you know better, and it is 
okay for you to tell them what to do. 

 I believe that such reasoning is inherently dangerous. But without 
trying to make that case here, let me suggest simply that the quality 
of debate on social policy will be considerably improved if the terms 
are clearer. There is an important distinction between arguments on 
behalf of a public good, which the 55-mph speed limit is usually con-
ceived of being, and arguments on behalf of making people do things 
for their own good, which is a large element of what the 55-mph speed 
limit actually tries to do. 

 The other rationale for rejecting my statement of the value of a 
55-mph speed limit might be that the existence of the law makes one 
behave in ways that one ought to behave. 7  Such a person knows he 
should drive no faster than 55, but if there weren’t a law he would go 
faster, and the government is substituting for the self-discipline he 
lacks. This argument is quite different from the “doing it for other 
people’s good” rationale, which assumes that others are ignorant 
of their own best interest. To justify a speed limit via this reasoning, 
people who hold this view must in effect round up all the people who 
think they would benefi t from the law by being saved from them-
selves and demonstrate that they constitute a large enough number 
of people to warrant getting their way. But what an extraordinarily 
self-absorbed message they are sending: “We favor a restrictive law 
that affects the lives of 250 million people, whether or not they need 
it, for no better reason than that we, ourselves, need the law to pro-
vide us with the discipline we lack.” The customary “doing it for their 
own good” argument at least has the virtue of good intentions to-
ward others. As far as I can tell, this second rationale must rest ulti-
mately on the egoism of small children: “You have to do it because 
we want you to.” 

 In any event, it remains true, and consistent with the unit of ag-
gregation (the individual) we are employing, that if all the fatalities 
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saved by the 55-mph speed limit would have been incurred by the oc-
cupants of vehicles that were exceeding 55 mph, there would be no 
added safety at all for the driver who chooses to drive at 55. The value 
of the 55-mph speed limit lies in its control over the behavior of other 
people who are endangering one’s life by speeding. To calculate the 
added safety value of a 55-mph speed limit, the question we want to 
answer is: How many of the 7,466 lives-saved consist of people who 
could save their own lives if they choose  unilaterally  to drive at 55 mph? 

 A technically complete estimate of the answer to this question is un-
necessary here. A rough method of calculating the estimate is shown 
in the endnotes, and working through it is useful for thinking about 
the nature of the safety value of a speed limit. 8  (But if you don’t like 
my numbers, feel free to change any of the values of the parameters 
to ones that seem more reasonable to you. Within all plausible ranges, 
the estimates are identical for the fi rst six decimal places.) 

 The results I get are: If you choose to drive at  55  mph from New 
York to Washington, the odds of being killed in an accident caused 
by someone exceeding 55 mph are 0.0000004 with the 55-mph limit 
and 0.0000006 without it. In other words: For any individual, the ef-
fective safety value of the 55-mph speed limit on a 250-mile trip is 
zero. There is no aspect of your life or your decision-making that you 
calibrate to the seventh decimal place.* 

 If you doubt this—if you think the reduction in the probability 
of being killed by a speeding driver from 0.0000006 to 0.0000004 
while driving from New York to Washington is meaningful— 
consider all the other things you do before getting in your car 
and on the road that are having (by comparison) huge effects on 
the odds of an accident—from such comparatively suicidal behav-
iors as having even a single drink or driving while sleepy to such 
nearly universal behaviors as daydreaming behind the wheel. It is 
likely (I know of no data on the subject) that having an animated 

 * For those readers who reject my argument about “added-safety to unilater-
ally driving 55 mph,” and who want to include  all  the fatalities in  all  kinds of 
accidents, the sentences should be amended to read: “There is no aspect of your 
life or of your decision-making that you calibrate to the sixth decimal place.” 
The basic conclusion is unaffected. 
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conversation with another passenger while you drive has several 
times the effect of the 55-mph speed limit on your chances of get-
ting in an accident. If I could prove that, would you consider requir-
ing everyone in your car to keep silent while you drive? Or passing 
a law requiring silence? Every waking moment of the day, you are 
knowingly making choices (knowingly, in the sense that you would 
realize if you stopped to think about it) that increase your danger 
of death by many orders of magnitude larger than those associated 
with repealing the 55-mph speed limit, even though the benefi ts of 
those choices are far less concrete and important than the benefi ts 
of saving an hour of time. 

 To reemphasize the main point:  I am not arguing that the extra hour of 
time is “worth more” than the increase in safety, but that there is no balance to 
be struck.  The effective value of the safety variable is zero and the “non-
economic costs” variable is signifi cantly greater than zero. For you, as 
an individual, there is no meaningful increase in safety at all from the 
55-mph speed limit during the course of that 250-mile journey. Or to 
summarize our analysis, the costs are: zero in safety, $1.11 in gas. The 
benefi ts are an hour of your time spent doing something you enjoy 
more than driving a car. 

 The Terms of Debate.   What if the changes in safety were to be calcu-
lated over a much longer period approximating the rest of your life—
say, for example, 200,000 miles of highway driving? It is not a notably 
realistic way of looking at the problem (if you took 5,000 times get-
ting into a bathtub as the frame of reference for calculating the risk 
of hurting yourself while taking a bath, you might never take another 
one), but it nonetheless offers another useful perspective for illustrat-
ing the problem of the dependent variable. 

 Applying the data we used for the one-trip example, 200,000 miles 
of highway driving under a 55-mph speed limit would reduce your 
chances of being killed (beyond the safety you would achieve by uni-
laterally driving 55 miles per hour) from 0.0005 to 0.0004. It is still an 
extremely small effect, and once again there is a long list of behaviors 
that have decisively greater infl uence on your safety than the  55-mph 
speed limit. But at least the meaning of one-in-ten-thousand can be 
grasped, whereas a change of two-in-ten-million cannot. Cautious 
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people could (I suppose) argue that improving their lifetime odds by 
one part in ten thousand is worth it to them. 

 The merit of having switched the dependent variable is that so 
doing offers an alternative frame of reference. For public consump-
tion, the 55-mph speed limit has been touted as a safety measure 
for the individual. That’s why the advertising campaigns have been 
based on slogans like “A law you can live with.” But that doesn’t ex-
plain why so many legislators and editorial writers and members of 
the public at large supported the law so valiantly even though many 
of these same people were themselves disobeying the law. I suggest 
that such persons drew from another kind of argument: Even if you 
don’t obey the law, it is uncivic to oppose it. You ask yourself, in effect, 

 Should I support a law that saves 7,466 lives every year, even if 
I personally disobey it? 

 The way of stating the question forces the answer. You are thought-
less and selfi sh if you answer no. It then becomes easy and natural to 
answer the next question: 

 Is it justifi ed to require other citizens to join me in my support of 
this law? 

 You know that the 55-mph speed limit coerces some of your fellow 
citizens into doing something they do not want to do, but right is ob-
viously on your side. They are being thoughtless and selfi sh, whereas 
you are trying to rise above that.

When we ask the question this way: 

 Do I support a law which, over the course of a lifetime, diminishes 
the probability that an individual will die in a car accident 
caused by someone else from .0005 to .0004? 

 you may or may not answer yes. But it becomes much harder to give a 
refl exive answer to the next question: 

 Is it justifi ed to require other citizens to join me in my support of 
this law? 

 It becomes too obvious to ignore that answering yes imposes your 
own rather idiosyncratic, extremely cautious view of life on other 
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people “for their own good.” It becomes too obvious that you have 
many other unilateral steps you could take (but aren’t) that would 
accomplish the same increase in safety. Reasonable people will say 
that they do not want the added protection of the law. It becomes 
obvious why, even if a majority of people in one part of the country 
think one way, people in another part of the country should not have 
to conform. 

 The discussion has led in the direction of a libertarian conclusion 
(“the risks I choose to take are none of the state’s business”), as will 
some of the conclusions in the chapters that follow. Without rejecting 
that interpretation, let me point out that it is irrelevant to the pres-
ent issue. The question is not whether the state has the  right  to pass a 
55-mph speed limit. The question is whether it  makes sense,  and the 
point of the example has been that it stops making sense when we 
reconsider what we are trying to accomplish. 

 I have deliberately chosen to assume for this example that the “so-
cial program” in question had a major, positive effect. Seven thousand 
four hundred and sixty-six lives is a lot of lives. And one may cling to 
that aggregate numbers of lives-saved to convince oneself that it’s a 
good thing to cut the speed limit.  But it is not the appropriate measure of 
success in deciding what laws to pass and what laws not to pass.  It is a perni-
cious measure precisely because it makes it easy to evade the question, 
“What constitutes progress?” We can always save more lives. Cut the 
speed limit to 40. Ban the sale of cigarettes. Compel everyone over 50 
to get an annual physical examination. 

 Perhaps this  real  safety goal of the 55-mph limit—promoting an 
environment in which a driver is not endangered by the actions of 
 others—can be achieved by more patrol cars and stricter enforcement 
of laws against dangerous driving; perhaps it cannot. The ways of pro-
ducing the desired environment is an empirical question, and it does 
not necessarily rule out speed limits as solutions. The point is simply 
that the objective is protection of the individual from risk from other 
drivers, and this way of putting the objective suggests many other 
more directly useful things to do than an across-the-board speed limit. 

Let me try to generalize from this specifi c example to some larger 
principles about evaluating results. 
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 Recasting the Criteria of Success 

 It cannot be that the criteria we commonly use to assess social pro-
grams are to be taken literally. It cannot be, for example, that the ob-
jective of a program is to save lives. It may be the  operational  measure 
of success, but it cannot be the  construct,  to return to the distinction I 
introduced at the opening of the chapter, because it has no discrimi-
natory power. If “saving lives” is all there is to the objective that falls 
under the heading of “highway safety,” then the measure that saves 
the most lives is the best measure. But that cannot be, for one can 
too easily think of measures that will save lives effi ciently but are also 
totalitarian. Similar remarks apply to objectives such as “get people 
jobs,” “clean up the environment,” “give people a decent education,” 
and “provide people a decent living.” All are statements of desirable 
end states that in themselves give very little guidance to policy. 

 My fi rst general point thus has nothing to do with the pursuit-of-
happiness theme per se. Rather:  The abbreviations with which we express 
operational goals have over the years displaced the constructs that should be 
motivating them.  In conducting the evaluations of social programs, as-
sessing the results, and deciding how these should be translated into 
policy, policy analysts have gotten lazy. They have stopped specifying 
 at any point  in the process the construct that lies behind the opera-
tional measure. I have further been proposing that this laziness has 
tangible results: It truncates the analysis. If analysts  go  to the trouble 
of spelling out what it is that we are really trying to accomplish with a 
given program, that process will of itself improve policy. In some cases 
it will clarify what needs to be done to make good on the real objec-
tives; in other cases it will reveal how foolish the underlying rationale 
for a program has been, giving people a better chance to say “Wait a 
minute, that’s not what we’re really after.” 

 Turning to the pursuit-of-happiness framework, my point is as sim-
ple as can be: The evaluation of policy should use the individual as the 
unit of aggregation. The question that evaluations must fi rst address 
is, How does the impact of program  X   look from the point of view of 
the individual who is directly affected by it? I am not saying that the 
application of such a criterion of success will lead to any particular set 
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of programs or laws; rather, I am saying that applying it will lead to 
better debate, more reasoned decisions, and ultimately lead us closer 
to the state of affairs that we are really trying to accomplish. 

 In the case of the 55-mph speed limit, the good was highway safety 
and the people-directly-affected consisted of all people who use the 
highways—the population as a whole, in effect. But the principle ap-
plies as well to the kind of goods that social programs have tried to 
foster for specifi c target populations. 

 Return to the case of the Job Corps that I raised earlier. You are 
contemplating whether you support the Job Corps, or what kind of 
Job Corps you might be prepared to support. I am arguing that the 
evaluations of the Job Corps that you will fi nd in the archives are 
largely based on cost-effectiveness analyses and aggregate results that 
tell you very little worth knowing. Instead, suppose that you envision 
a youth in the inner city with a poor education, no job, living in a 
neighborhood with a high unemployment rate. The question is, what 
should he do next? Take a bus downtown and see what the job mar-
ket is like there? Move to another place where the unemployment 
rate is lower? Go into the Job Corps? Spend an hour a day more-than-
he-has-been looking for jobs? Go to night school? Hang out at the 
street corner? Deal drugs? Snatch purses? There are dozens of op-
tions, some he knows about, some he doesn’t. We, with knowledge 
about the options, have as one of our responsibilities steering him in 
the direction that will be most benefi cial to him.  In the interests of bet-
ter policy for unemployed youth, it is very useful for us to know whether going 
into the Job Corps makes sense for that individual youth.  If it does not—if 
the odds that going into the Job Corps will provide him with a job he 
wouldn’t have gotten otherwise are, say, about 1 in 25—then a much 
different set of questions arises about what to do next than if we have 
been told that “Job Corps trainees have a post-program unemploy-
ment rate of 36% compared to an unemployment rate of 40% in the 
control group” (which is where the 25-to-1 statement came from). 9  
The down-side of such programs becomes apparent (How many un-
met promises does it take to produce learned helplessness?). And 
from a highly pragmatic, atheoretical perspective, there is this simple 
question: Would you really advise a youth you knew and cared about 
to invest his hopes and efforts and time in a Job Corps that produces 
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such results? Or would you push him toward one of the other options 
open to him? 

 Suppose we are determined to make training programs work bet-
ter. In that case, looking at the results from the point of view of the in-
dividual trainees raises an obvious and important follow-up question. 
For example,  How can it be  that if a youth goes into a training program 
for twelve months or longer and works hard, the likelihood of reward 
is so low? Which then in turn raises important questions about how 
the program is functioning, how the youth is functioning, and how 
the results might be improved. For example, suppose that the answer 
is that it doesn’t make any difference how hard the youth works in the 
program, because the training is geared to the level of the slowest ship 
in the convoy. That fi nding suggests important changes in the way 
the program operates. Suppose the answer is that the trainees who 
do work hard in the program have a much better than 1-in-25 chance 
of benefi ting—which might suggest changes in the way the program 
operates and in the way that trainees are recruited and screened. 

 I will not try to spin out the example further. All of these questions 
are diagnostic ones that should be asked of every social program that 
tries to change the behavior or the life chances or the life circum-
stances of individuals. But if you pick up a stack of evaluations of so-
cial programs and try to fi nd the answers to such questions, you fi nd 
very few, and then usually as a secondary job, divorced from the pre-
sentation of the aggregated results that have driven the policy debate. 

  My general statement is that the usual method of presenting aggre-
gated results tends to obscure these useful questions and useful fi nd-
ings, tends instead to pose policy choices in ways that perpetuate bad 
programs and retard the improvement of those that can be improved. 
Worse yet: Relying on aggregated results has tended to encourage self-
delusion among the people who want the programs to work. To begin 
asking of social programs how they affect the pursuit of happiness of 
individuals, with emphasis on “individual,” is in this sense to begin to 
think about the welfare of others as you think about the welfare of 
yourself and of those you care for. 
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 10 
 Asking a New Question, 
Getting New Answers: 
Designing Solutions 

  T he last chapter was about the evaluation of policy when the pursuit 
of happiness is the criterion. This chapter is about the design of so-
lutions. The theme is that the conventional paradigm for designing 
social programs doesn’t work very well, and that using the pursuit of 
happiness as a backdrop for seeking solutions is more productive. 

 To make this point, I am going to slow the pace, using an extended 
example involving a single social issue (education) that stretches 
through this chapter and the next. I devote so much time to a single 
issue for an important reason. 

 I favor a way of approaching social problems—involving educa-
tion, but also crime, racism, poverty, welfare dependence, drugs, and 
the rest—that is radically different from the approach that currently 
dominates. Such advocacy must deal with a curious asymmetry: In de-
signing conventional social programs, the reasons why the program 
should work are obvious (“If people have no job skills, of course a 
job-training program will help”) and the reasons why it won’t are 
subtle. Approaches that assume a limited role for government are in 
precisely the opposite fi x: The reasons why the solution  won’t  work 
seem obvious (“There’s no plan; you’re just assuming people will do 
the right thing on their own”) and the reasons why it might work are 
subtle. Thinking about them requires a leisurely spinning-out. And 
that is the purpose of this extended example: not to persuade you 
to support any particular reforms in education, but to provide an 
elaborated example of a different way of thinking about a familiar 
problem. It introduces motifs that I hope you will fi nd to be broadly 
applicable. 
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 For the illustration, I have tried to pick a problem in the middle 
range: critical, but not catastrophic; a live political issue, but not 
rabidly partisan; diffi cult, but not so diffi cult that no one has any 
ideas for solutions. I have also sought a problem that will be relevant 
to the personal concerns of many readers. My choice has been the 
general problem of defi ciencies in public education—specifi cally, 
an aspect of it that has been much in the news, the need for better 
teachers. 

 The Teacher Problem 

 In recent years, a considerable portion of the controversy about 
public education has centered on teachers. There has been anger 
and unhappiness on both sides. We read in the newspapers that not 
only do teachers feel they are underpaid, the best ones are voting 
with their feet and leaving the profession. We also read (and some-
times observe in our own children’s classrooms) that too many teach-
ers joining the profession aren’t very good. Sometimes they don’t 
know the subject matter. Sometimes they don’t know how to deal 
with children. Sometimes they are unmotivated. Sometimes they just 
aren’t smart enough. 

 Social scientists have tools for determining whether such public 
perceptions are well-founded and have discovered that, indeed, the 
public is right. Overall, teachers are drawn not just from the average 
college graduates, which would itself be cause for concern, but from 
the below average. To take just one indicator (the evidence is exten-
sive, but proving the existence of the problem is not our purpose 
here), the high-school senior who is planning an education major in 
college has an SAT-Verbal score that puts him at the 39 th  percentile 
of college-bound seniors. 1  Then it gets worse: Among college gradu-
ates who took the Graduate Record Examination (GRE) intending to 
major in education during graduate school—in other words, those 
who will be running the school systems of the future—the GRE-Verbal 
score put them in the bottom third of new graduate students. 2  There 
are other indicators as well. The turnover statistics reveal that large 
numbers of well-qualifi ed teachers are leaving the profession. Opinion 
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surveys show widespread teacher dissatisfaction with their profession. 
A documentable problem exists. 

 So we have the kind of problem that requires a good, hardheaded 
policy analysis. How are we to put fi ne teachers into the nation’s 
classrooms? 

 A Conventional Approach 

 In 1985, the Carnegie Corporation, an entity with a long and dis-
tinguished history of involvement in American education, established 
a task force headed by a panel of distinguished educators to design 
solutions for the teacher problem. In May of 1986, the task force re-
leased its report, entitled  A Nation Prepared: Teachers for the 21st Cen-
tury. 3   I use it as the paradigmatic example of contemporary policy 
analysis not because it is bad, but because it is good—knowledgeable, 
thoughtful, and in many respects courageous. 

 The task force’s central thesis was that the teaching job as it now 
stands is not designed to appeal to fi rst-rate people. It does not give 
them the working conditions, money, or status that they can get 
elsewhere. The solution it proposed is to convert the teaching oc-
cupation into a profession: “In a nutshell,” the task force reported, 
“recruiting the most able college graduates to teaching will require 
the schools to offer pay and conditions of work that are competi-
tive with those to be found in other places where professional work 
is done. That means fundamental change in both the schools and 
the profession of teaching.” 4  The Carnegie Corporation’s own con-
tribution to this goal was to be a National Board for Professional 
Teaching Standards, which would certify teachers in much the same 
way that physicians’ organizations certify practitioners of medical 
specialties. More broadly, the task force urged three steps: much 
better pay to make teaching competitive with other professions, re-
forms that would give teachers the same job supports and auton-
omy that professionals in other fi elds enjoy, and better certifi cation 
standards. 5  

 Suppose that we as policy analysts are considering whether these 
measures should be adopted. How are we to decide? 
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 the logic behind the plan 
 The fi rst question, put bluntly, is whether we have a reason for 

thinking that the idea will work even if everything goes according to 
plan. It may seem like a simple thing (“Of course we’re going to get 
better teachers if we pay them more money”), but we might as well 
spell out the logic. In this case, it is straightforward. For convenience, 
I summarize the expected chain of events (sometimes called a “pro-
gram rationale”) in fi gure 7. 

 The rationale depicted below is only an overview of the program’s 
logic. A full-scale rationale would be more sophisticated, incorporat-
ing more variables expressed in greater specifi city than shown above. 
Furthermore, I assume away many problems, taking as given that the 
components of the plan that I do not show in the program rationale 
have been put in place. Even in this simplifi ed form, however, the 
logic is not unreasonable. It makes sense that higher pay, more profes-
sionalization of the working environment, and certifi cation will help 
attract and keep better teachers. 

 a jaded evaluator’s predictions 
about why it  won’t  work 

 But it won’t work. It may seem to make good sense. The pieces of 
the program each seem doable. But even if Congress were to pass a 
national program mandating the implementation of the plan, the saf-
est prediction is that a few years later the teachers will be no better 
and may actually be worse. 

 The failure will not be immediately apparent. In the fi rst months, 
promising evidence of progress will be reported on the evening news. 
The program will probably survive, and its funding may even increase, 
as budgets for unsuccessful programs have been wont to do. But the 
evaluators will fi nd that the apparent successes were misrepresented 
or short-lived and that the overall quality of teachers has not changed. 
Worse, as time goes on it will be found that a number of undesirable 
unintended outcomes have occurred. Sometimes these will be out-
comes that adversely affect the thing-to-be-improved (education, in 
this case); sometimes these will be outcomes that have inadvertently 
spilled over into another area, in the way that deinstitutionalization of 
the mentally ill contributed to the problem of homelessness. 
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 Something—several “somethings,” in reality—will have prevented 
the program from accomplishing its goals. The evaluators will identify 
what the somethings were, and recommend different ways of doing 
things. But if the recommendations are adopted and the revised pro-
gram is implemented, it will be found that a new set of “somethings” 
has popped up that will continue  to  prevent the program from operat-
ing as planned. 

 The gloominess in these remarks refl ects in part the fact that a for-
mer evaluator of social programs is writing them. Long exposure to 
evaluations of large social programs tends to do that. Sociologist Peter 
Rossi, who led the early evaluation efforts for the War on Poverty and 
since then has remained a leading scholar and practitioner of pro-
gram evaluation, has expressed his frustration in what he calls Rossi’s 
Iron Law of Evaluation: 

 The expected value of any net impact assessment of any large scale 
social program is zero, 

 and the Stainless Steel Law, 

 The better designed the impact assessment of a social program, the 
more likely is the resulting estimate of net impact to be zero. 6  

 Taking the evaluation literature as a whole, Rossi’s laws seem no 
more than a statement of fact. Small-scale demonstration programs 
sometimes succeed, especially if the program has been implemented 
by its designer. But large-scale programs do not. Or, as Rossi writes: 

 It is possible to formulate a number of additional laws of evalua-
tion. . . . [T]hey would all carry the same message: The laws would 
claim that a review of the history of the last two decades of efforts 
to evaluate major social programs in the United States sustains the 
proposition that over this period the American establishment of 
policy makers, agency offi cials, professionals and social scientists 
did not know how to design and implement social programs that 
were minimally effective, let alone spectacularly so. 7  

 Rossi remains committed to the attempt to do better. Milton Fried-
man suggests that the attempt is futile. He uses a label invented by 
Congressman Richard Armey for the “somethings” that always seem to 
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 prevent success: The Invisible Foot, a twist on Adam Smith’s “invisible 
hand” that guides social progress in a laissez-faire economy. It is an espe-
cially apt play on words, for the reasons why new “somethings” are guar-
anteed to pop up are the mirror image of the ways in which Adam Smith 
described the workings of the invisible hand. A large-scale intervention 
requires hundreds or thousands of people representing many different 
agencies—factions, in Publius’s terms—and as many different personal 
agendas as there are individuals in the program. Human transactions 
in pursuit of these factional and individual ends bring about aggregate 
results in infi nitely complex ways. This is true even of the transactions 
in which people are consciously trying to help the program work—the 
things that social programs seek to accomplish are often exceedingly 
diffi cult under the best of circumstances. But more importantly,  any 
 social program, no matter how innocuous, requires some actors (whether admin-
istrators or clients or bystanders) to do things they would not do on their own, or 
things they do not particularly want to do, or things that they consciously wish to 
avoid doing.  No social program, no matter how ingenious, can anticipate 
and forestall the myriad ways in which people will seek to get their way 
and thereby frustrate, with or without intent, its aims. 

 To this extent, I am making a generic prediction. If the program ra-
tionale were about building a bridge, and the boxes referred to such 
things as peak loads per square inch, then one might look for quite spe-
cifi c (and then avoidable) fl aws in the steps. When the boxes refer to 
such things as the weeding out of incompetent teachers, I am in effect 
saying that we don’t even need to look for the particulars. Somehow, the 
Invisible Foot will step on this shiny new toy too. But it is useful nonethe-
less to identify a few of the specifi c ways in which this reasonable strategy 
for improving the quality of teachers is likely to disappoint us. 

 standardized certification 
and greater autonomy 

 Many professions successfully certify their members. Physicians do 
it. Lawyers do it. Why not teachers?* 

 * The text does not return to the question of why bar exams (which are ad-
ministered by the state) seem generally to be tough and selective, and why teach-
ers’ certifi cation couldn’t be so as well. The short answer is that lawyers have no 
lever on the state to make the exams easier, and those who are already lawyers 



ask i ng a n ew qu e st ion :  de sign i ng solu t ions [  179  ]

 First of all, one must consider the built-in tension that plagues any 
sort of certifi cation test: The more credible it is, the more often it mis-
takenly rejects qualifi ed people. This is an inevitable characteristic of 
testing. A test that may rightly be called “valid and reliable” by the psy-
chometricians has a high degree of accuracy for scores at the top and 
the bottom. People who score near the top are almost 1oo percent 
certain to be competent; people who score near the bottom are al-
most 100 percent certain to be incompetent. In between, however, is a 
gray range in which a person may or may not be competent, depend-
ing on qualities that the test does not measure. This holds true for any 
certifi cation test, even the best ones. One has only a choice between 
evils: to err on the soft side (passing people who really are incompe-
tent) or the hard side (refusing to certify many people who would be 
marginally competent). Toward which direction may one predict that 
the certifi cation process for teachers will err? 

 Ordinarily, we can be confi dent it will err on the side of weakness. 
If it is true that large numbers of teachers are incompetent, the last 
thing that large numbers of teachers will want is a tough certifi ca-
tion test. This seems certain. Now, what happens when we map this 
fact onto the prevailing environment in which the reforms are to be 
implemented? For example, what may we expect to happen in envi-
ronments where there is a strong teachers’ organization, as exists in 
most urban school districts? Because the raison d’être of a teachers’ 
union is to protect the interests of its members, the people who are al-
ready teachers, one quite reasonably comes up with the hypothesized 
sequences of outcomes as shown in fi gure 8. 

 The chain of events is not only logical; everything we know about 
the behavior of teachers’ unions leads us to believe that something very 
like this sequence will actually happen. We have numerous examples 

have an interest in not making it any easier for new competition to join the pro-
fession. Imagine the different situation that would prevail with bar exams if all 
lawyers were paid by the state, were unionized, and the bar exam were being in-
stalled for the fi rst time (or it was proposed that the existing bar exam be made 
tougher), and if lawyers already working on the state payroll would have to pass 
this exam as well. In such a case, the prospects for the bar exam would be the 
same as the prospects for demanding teacher certifi cation. 
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from the recent attempts (by Texas, most prominently) to administer 
tests for minimum qualifi cations of its teachers: The tests are resisted 
fi ercely, and are fi nally so watered down that anyone who is barely lit-
erate can pass them. In Texas, the teacher test was not only made ex-
tremely simple, teachers who failed it the fi rst time were given a chance 
to take it again. 

 In Virginia, the Fairfax County school system provides pertinent 
evidence from its experience with an attempt to install merit pay for 
teachers. A rating system was established, and the high-rated teach-
ers were supposed to get bonuses. But after the fi rst year, the coun-
ty’s teachers’ union announced that major changes were needed. All 
classroom observations of teachers would have to be followed by a 
conference between observer and teacher, for example. The teachers 
who got just a middle rating on the fi ve-step scale ought to be allowed 
to apply for bonuses as well as those who got the top two ratings. For-
mal adoption of the plan should be delayed, the head of the teach-
ers’ union said, because the union’s poll of teachers showed that most 
were now unsure that the new plan is an improvement over current 
practice. And one other thing: The union would shortly fi le suit in 
federal court to block efforts to deny pay raises to teachers who re-
ceived low ratings. 8  

 Suppose that we anticipate such natural reactions by teachers and 
think about ways in which we can protect the integrity of the certifi ca-
tion process. Is there any way to do so? The Carnegie Corporation, 
which proposes to develop its own certifi cation process, presents an 
attractive solution. Carnegie will have no power to force local school 
boards to accept its certifi cation. The only reason that local school 
boards will tend to hire Carnegie-certifi ed teachers is because the lo-
cal school boards have found that it  means  something for an applicant 
to be Carnegie-certifi ed. Carnegie, to make good on this expectation, 
 must make the certifi cation process err in the direction of rejecting qualifi ed 
teachers — for  the same reason that a manufacturer that depends on a 
reputation for high-quality products must install stringent quality con-
trol procedures. The exigencies of the marketplace will tend to drive 
the Carnegie certifi cation process to be tough and meaningful. 

 So far, so good. But those teachers’ organizations are still out there, 
and their members are still just as threatened. So if the Carnegie 
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Corporation does produce a tough test, we must expect fi erce criti-
cism of it from within the teaching profession. And since teaching 
ability is exceptionally diffi cult to measure, and since a tough test  does  
falsely reject competent teachers, we may be confi dent that the critics 
will be able to make their case that the test is invalid (meaning that it 
is often in error). It is impossible—not just diffi cult, but impossible—
to create tough teacher certifi cation procedures that are not vulner-
able to plausible challenge. *  What will the Carnegie Corporation do 
when those challenges are mounted? Stick to its guns? Or revise the 
“passing” grade downward? 

 It makes little difference. The end result will be the same no matter 
which course it chooses. The argument over the test will not be the 
good guys (tough on standards) against the bad guys (soft on stan-
dards). Many prominent professors of education and other experts 
will be criticizing the test on valid technical grounds and with heart-
felt conviction that the certifi cation tests should not be used. †  

 Either the certifi cation will be made less demanding until it makes 
very few false rejections of the qualifi ed (in which case it will be cer-
tifying large numbers of the unqualifi ed), or it will be so clouded by 
the controversy that (a) many school boards will believe it is improper 
to use it, or (b) the local teachers’ organization will be able to make 

  *  In the text, I am assuming intellectual neutrality toward the idea of certifi -
cation. The less optimistic reality as of 1988, however, is that the Carnegie Cor-
poration is trying to create the certifi cation standards in the midst of continuing 
hostility toward measures of skills based on test scores. Such objective measures 
inherently  must  be an important part of a tough certifi cation process. One must 
anticipate not only authentic questions of validity and reliability, but refl exive 
opposition based on ideological differences. 

  †  In the rare instances when a test criterion actually  has  been met and there 
are no credible technical challenges, the hostility to tests can still mean the 
downfall of standards. The most notable recent example is the attempt by the 
city of New York to develop a police sergeant’s exam that was free of racial bias. 
The city was successful in that no one has been able to advance a plausible ex-
planation of how the test items retain a racial or cultural bias. But the test  results  
have nonetheless been downgraded in promotion decisions simply because they 
continued to show large racial differentials. Such experiences do not augur well 
for the Carnegie Corporation, especially since the effects of certifi cation on mi-
nority teachers will be so highly sensitive (as the task force’s own report notes). 
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the case that the test is invalid. The only public schools that will want 
to use a tough certifi cation in assessing their teachers will be ones that 
don’t need it, school districts which are already blessed with good 
(and confi dent) teachers. 

 To this point we have merely identifi ed reasons why the certifi ca-
tion reform is unlikely to work. Now, let us incorporate with this line 
of thinking a second reform recommended by the task force, that the 
teacher’s job be made more like that of other professionals. We as-
sume that the support aspects have been installed (better materials, 
etc.), and focus on a key aspect of professionalism stressed by the task 
force: autonomy, or the freedom to do the job according to one’s pro-
fessional judgment. 

 To increase teacher autonomy (which can be a very good thing 
when the teachers are competent) means, by defi nition, that the prin-
cipal has less control over a teacher. The diffi culty with this outcome is 
that the principal of the school is known to be one of the most power-
ful forces in improving a school. This fi nding has been confi rmed and 
reconfi rmed in a wide variety of circumstances and seems to apply 
even in the worst situations. Install the right principal in a bad school, 
and the school can be turned around. 9  These same studies also reveal, 
however, that the principal achieves these good results by setting stan-
dards and, by fair means or foul (the best principals also often break 
rules), getting teachers to go along with his way of doing things. But 
if we are right about the prospects for the certifi cation process, and if 
both the certifi cation process and the autonomy reforms are imple-
mented, and  if the autonomy reforms are implemented as planned and suc-
cessfully enforced,  what follows is shown in fi gure 9. 

 Nothing remarkable has been imposed on the original logic of the 
program—no exotic hypotheses, no unforeseeable circumstances—
but what was originally a plausible and laudable plan now looks some-
what different. Given the most ordinary considerations about how 
 human beings behave and calling upon some of Publius’s observa-
tions about the workings of faction, a credible conclusion is that a 
certifi cation plan in tandem with greater teacher autonomy will make 
matters worse. 

 In reality, this is probably too pessimistic. For things actually to 
get worse, the plans for greater teacher autonomy must work, and as 
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many things can go awry with that element of the intervention as with 
the certifi cation process. The more likely outcome is that neither the 
“greater autonomy”  nor  the “standardized certifi cation” elements will 
work, and nothing will change. 

 why raising teachers’ pay will barely 
make a difference and conceivably 
will make matters worse 

 Now we come to the reform that surely will make a difference, rais-
ing teachers’ salaries. The logic seems irresistible: We need talented 
people to be teachers; these talented people can make more money at 
other professions; let’s raise salaries so that talented people don’t have 
to make as much of a sacrifi ce. Table 3 shows the average salaries in 
the Carnegie Forum report. 

 Teachers are clearly lagging behind the other professions, behind 
mail carriers and barely ahead of plumbers. Furthermore, raising sala-
ries “enough” to have an effect seems fi nancially feasible at fi rst glance. 
In 1980, for example, the distribution of salaries for engineers and for 
elementary and secondary school teachers looked like fi gure 10. 

 All one has to do, it seems, is slide the distribution for teachers 
over to the right a bit, and the overlap will be so great that teachers’ 
pay will be “competitive enough” to lure some people into teaching 

table 3. Average Annual Salaries in 1985

Lawyers $51,400
Engineers  39,500
Chemists  39,200
Systems analysts  36,500
Accountants  31,300
Buyers  26,900
Mail carriers  24,232
Teachers  23,500
Plumbers  22,412
Secretaries  19,534

Source: Data from A Nation Prepared: Teachers for the 21st Century, 37.
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instead of into engineering. It would seem that the primary problem 
is not a design issue at all but the political diffi culty of obtaining these 
obviously useful raises in the face of voter opposition. But let us go 
more slowly, and ask how much good raising salaries might do. 

 First, I should concede two obvious points. One is that raises always 
work, in the sense that a change in salary means a change in one of the 
important incentives governing behavior. If salaries for teachers are 
raised faster than salaries in the general economy, one should expect 
(for example) that applications to schools of education will increase 
and that the SAT difference between the average college-bound se-
nior and the one planning a career in education will diminish. This 
will be a  valid  indicator that more talented people are being attracted 
to the teaching profession, but it will not necessarily be a  meaning-
ful  indicator: What we want in our classrooms are fi ne teachers, not 
teachers who are a little less unsatisfactory than they used to be. Sup-
pose, for example, that the SAT math score of prospective teachers 
shot up by some fi fty points and thereby equaled the national aver-
age. That would still leave the mean score at only 475 (1985 data). 
Four hundred and seventy-fi ve is still a pathetic score, considering the 
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  figure 10  .  Making Teachers’ Salaries Competitive 
  Source : Bureau of the Census,  Money Income of Households ,  Families, and Persons in 
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questions on the SAT-Math test. One suspects that most readers of this 
book would be upset to fi nd that their children were being taught 
math by a person with that level of aptitude. To say that raising teach-
ers’ salaries “works” has to mean something more than a statistically 
signifi cant change. 

 The second obvious point is that, at the limit, raises will work in a 
meaningful sense as well. Pay teachers $100,000, and there will be no 
shortage of fi rst-rate people entering the profession. The key question 
is, who will be attracted by the level of raise that is within the realm 
of possibility? If, for example, we were to make the salary structure 
of elementary and secondary-school teachers equivalent to that of en-
gineers, it would cost in round numbers something like $60 billion 
a year. 10  That’s obviously too ambitious. But even to raise the salary 
to the level of accountants (one of the lowest paid and least presti-
gious of the professions) would cost on the order of $25 billion. A still 
more modest program to raise the mean teacher’s salary to $30,000 
would cost $14 billion (using the 1985 numbers from the Carnegie 
report). 11  These are all very large numbers in an era of tight budgets. 

 Faced with this reality, we are not talking about the effects of rais-
ing salaries to be competitive with other professions, but about raises 
of a few thousand dollars. Let me use an optimistic scenario which 
assumes that the median teacher salary is raised to $30,000 (the 
$14 billion option)—meaning, let us also assume for convenience, 
28 percent increases across the board, for beginning teachers and se-
nior ones. Whom will this increase attract to the teaching profession? 
The answer is that  a modest salary increase will attract the marginal teacher, 
the second-rater, the very person we want to get rid of.  

 To see why this is the case, consider fi rst that the big economic dif-
ference between a teaching career and other professions is not so 
much the initial salary or the average salary as it is the cap on maxi-
mum salary. The mean salary of someone who goes to work for a cor-
poration as a trainee may be only a few thousand dollars higher than 
that of the beginning teacher, and it may be possible to match that ini-
tial salary. But the corporation’s division managers make six fi gures, 
and those who reach the top echelons become multimillionaires. Law-
yers, physicians, dentists, engineers, and businessmen all have salary 
trajectories that keep on increasing. 
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 Now, consider the prospects facing the kind of youth we want to at-
tract to teaching—one who is bright, energetic, good with people. When 
he considers whether to become a teacher or a lawyer, he is not focusing 
on what he will make the fi rst year. He is thinking of his aspirations, and 
how likely these aspirations are to be fulfi lled. The more confi dent and 
able that young person is, the more likely that those aspirations will be 
high. But even after taking the raise into account, the best that the young 
teacher can hope for is $40,000 or $45,000 (optimistically) in current 
dollars, to be achieved after years of accumulating seniority. The change 
in initial salary doesn’t do much to change that fundamental contrast. 

 We turn to a second youth, not so able. He was a mediocre student 
in high school and barely got into college. He is not a risk-taker, not 
especially ambitious. What is he going to do with his life? He is not 
going to become an engineer or a physician or a lawyer—he doesn’t 
have the intellectual tools. If he drops out of school, he will end up in 
a skilled blue-collar job that might eventually pay $25,000. If he stays 
in school he will probably get into a white-collar job paying somewhat 
more, but not a lot. Or he can be a teacher. 

 For him, a preraise median salary of $23,500, plus fringes, job secu-
rity, and a good pension, is already attractive. For him, the status of a 
teacher is not low but high, compared with the blue-collar or low-level 
white-collar job he might otherwise expect to hold. Raise that median 
to $30,000, with a starting salary of about $17,000, and the teacher’s 
job becomes not just an attractive option but alluring, dominating the 
other options. And it is a possible dream. He can pass the courses in 
teachers’ college. He can acquire the credentials. And once he gets 
his foot in the door, all he has to do is hold on for the fi rst few years 
until he has seniority, then not do anything to rock the boat for the 
rest of his career. To summarize: A substantial but not gigantic salary 
increase creates an asymmetrical incentive. The increase in pay will 
make it only slightly less sacrifi cial for the talented to be teachers, but 
much more attractive for the second-rate to become teachers. 

 Let us shift focus now from the prospective teachers to the ones 
who are already in the system. Imagine that the salary increase 
(28 percent, to a median of $30,000) is being debated in the legisla-
ture. The teachers who are already on the payroll are going to be dig-
ging in like the French on the Marne. It must be remembered that the 
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salary increase is not intended to reward underpaid teachers, but to 
get better teachers into the classroom, and the reason it is necessary is 
because so many teachers in the existing corps of teachers are incom-
petent. But they will still be in place on the day after the pay increase, 
and while they may not be terrifi c teachers, they are smart enough to 
recognize that the pay increases are highly threatening. Pay increases 
will be accompanied by intensifi cation of teachers’ union activities 
designed to protect their position against what they will perceive to 
be the threat of talented youngsters coming in to replace them. This 
means struggles against attempts to identify and reward excellence 
(which inevitably means identifying and penalizing incompetence—
remember the example from Fairfax County). These teachers will be 
lobbying for alternative ways of identifying “good” teachers, through 
by-the-numbers “qualifi cations” for pay increases such as summer 
school credits that they can meet (without becoming good teachers). 

 In response to these maneuvers, the school system will fi nd it very 
hard to push through meaningful reforms by offering a quid pro quo 
(such as, “If you will accept a stiff certifi cation and job-performance 
system, we will give you a big pay hike”). The mediocre teachers pre-
fer the job they have to a better-paying job that they will be fi red from. 

 I could continue to play out other unintended outcomes. For ex-
ample, the harder the second-raters work at protecting their posi-
tion, the less attractive the work environment will become for people 
who are the best teachers. But I will not try to push the scenario any 
further. Let me conclude with the minimal observation that salary in-
creases are risky. If salaries are increased  without any other changes in 
doing business,  the wrong people are likely to end up more fi rmly in 
control. And the experience of recent years offers far more failures 
than successes in getting school systems to change their ways of doing 
business, for the persuasive, faction-based reasons we have discussed. 

 Salary increases have been so popular recently, and so widely as-
sumed to be necessary to getting good teachers, that perhaps it is nec-
essary to address the obvious question. All this theorizing aside, am I 
really serious in thinking that we could raise teachers’ salaries substan-
tially and still not get better teachers? Of course we can.  We’ve raised 
teachers’ salaries for years without getting better teachers.  Figure 11 shows 
the history (in constant dollars) from 1930 to 1986. 
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 The graphic gives one pause. The only extended period in which 
teachers’ real incomes rose faster than wages elsewhere in the 
 economy—just a bit more than 28 percent overall, coincidentally—
was from 1961 to 1972, a period coinciding with what is generally 
accepted as a precipitous deterioration in American education. This 
does not prove that raising teachers’ wages makes things worse, but it 
is very diffi cult to see in these data an argument that they help. 

 But this time, things will be different—won’t they? This time, we will 
coordinate the changes—put in place the certifi cation and the pro-
fessionalization and the salary increases and deal with the teachers’ 
unions and get parents more involved and try innovative new ideas. . . . 
Never mind  how  these miracles will be performed; never mind that 
for every pitfall I have mentioned are dozens that have been ignored; 
never mind that every attempt to circumvent the pitfalls will open up 
new ways for ingenious interested parties to protect their interests. 
The history of social engineering is endlessly optimistic that this time 
the plan will work the way it was supposed to. 

 Perhaps it will work this time. But if my pessimism is overdrawn, 
perhaps we can agree that getting better teachers into the classroom 
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by using the plan generated by the conventional paradigm will at the 
least be very diffi cult, not to mention expensive. If we really want bet-
ter teachers, it can do no harm to look for another way of perceiving 
the problem and seeking solutions. 

 Good Teachers and the Pursuit of Happiness 

 The problem remains the same: Teachers are unhappy with their 
jobs, parents are unhappy with the teachers. But we back away from 
the conventional policy paradigm, step outside the framework of the 
education problem, and ask the pursuit-of-happiness question: How 
does this problem bear on the way that people fi nd long-term, justi-
fi ed satisfaction with their lives? 

 templates instead of maps 
 If the analogue of the conventional paradigm is a map, the ana-

logue of the pursuit of happiness alternative is a template. The issues 
involved in the pursuit of happiness do not constitute a variable to be 
put in one of the boxes in the rationale, but rather a template against 
which the policy in question is placed, so that we may examine the 
“shape,” if you will, of the discrepancies between the existing situation 
and the one in which people are fully enabled to pursue happiness. 

 The most convenient place to begin is with the people who are 
most intimately involved in reaching a solution—teachers—and to ask 
how any solution will impinge on their pursuit of happiness. I will re-
view the situation in terms of the enabling conditions: 

  Material resources  are not directly involved. Low as the teachers’ pay 
may be relative to what others make in American society, the average 
salary in the average city enables teachers to live at a level that is pala-
tial by any standard of material well-being other than that which pre-
vails in the Western democracies. 

 To say this in the context of the 1980s seems naive nonsense, of 
course. The reality is that teachers  want  more money, and want it so 
badly they are leaving the profession to get it. Another reality is that 
Americans nowadays, from richest to poorest, seem to use money as 
a primary measuring stick for assessing one’s status. But bear with 
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me for the moment. As always when considering material resources, 
it is useful to begin with the unadorned question. Granted that low 
pay creates dissatisfactions because of invidious comparisons, acquisi-
tiveness, and the like, nonetheless: Does the average teacher live at a 
standard of living such that his ability to pursue happiness is not con-
strained by sheer physical deprivation? The answer is yes. 

  Safety  is involved for many teachers in urban schools. Some are 
in physical danger. A much larger number must work in the midst 
of the kind of incivility that creates fear and apprehension in the 
school. One clear-cut step in the right direction is to provide the 
teacher with both the appearance and the reality of safety. But to 
point out that teachers are not safe raises for the fi rst time what 
will be a continuing theme in this discussion: How strange that this 
should be a problem. It is not “natural” that teachers should be in 
physical danger from their students. On the contrary, for them to 
be in danger from their students is a historical aberration and ex-
tremely odd. 

  Esteem and self-respect  constitute an issue, especially the esteem of 
others, which teachers feel is lacking. This is odd, too. Why is it that 
the community does not feel gratitude and a full measure of respect 
for someone who has taught its children? In historical terms, this is 
another aberration. The teacher in a younger America had a secure 
place in the community’s status hierarchy. It is also an aberration 
cross-nationally. In most countries, teaching is a high-status occupa-
tion. In Third World countries, it is typically near the top. 

  Intrinsic rewards  are at the very center of the discussion, for this is 
the oddest thing of all about the teacher problem: Many teachers are 
not enjoying teaching. And yet the instruction of children yields some 
of the most vivid, enduring satisfactions of any job in society’s offer. 
Not everyone thinks so; it is in the nature of intrinsic rewards that 
one person’s reward is another person’s hard labor. But the world has 
never lacked for people who take great satisfaction from teaching, for 
much the same reason that the world has never lacked for people who 
enjoy raising children. 

 Thus an initial look at the teaching problem from the point of view 
of the teachers’ pursuit of happiness yields this conclusion:  It’s damned 
odd.  Odd that so many teachers are intimidated or endangered by 
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their students, odd that so many aren’t given much respect, odd that 
so many don’t take pleasure in their work. 

 Since we began by asking the obvious and simple question, let us 
continue on the line of least resistance and consider this most obvious 
and simple implication: If it is odd that these problems exist, if it is 
“unnatural” that human beings behave in such ways, and if we have as-
sumed that human nature is essentially unchanging, shouldn’t it also 
be true that human beings (including human beings who live in a late-
twentieth-century affl uent society) left to themselves would not behave 
in ways that create these problems? In other words, I am drawing from 
this line of reasoning a hypothesis that  the task in solving the teacher prob-
lem is not to engineer solutions but to strip away impediments to behaviors that 
would normally occur.  It’s time for another thought experiment. 

 a hundred parents hire teachers 
 We imagine a group of a hundred parents who for some reason 

fi nd themselves without a school for their children and no way to get 
one except to set one up for themselves.* The public school system 
has disappeared—never mind why or how. 

 The hundred parents are contemporaries from this society. To sim-
plify this version, we will assume they are neither very rich nor very 
poor but somewhere in between. Also for purposes of simplifi cation, 
I will be discussing them as if they live in an isolated town with other 
people who are not parents. We will later consider the dynamics when 
these simplifying assumptions are discarded. 

 Will They Set Up a School at All?   In a free country, they will. They 
always have. Whether they were the earliest English colonials, illiter-
ate European peasants, or freed slaves, American parents have set up 

 * The number one hundred is chosen mostly for convenience, but it also 
happens that the colony of Massachusetts Bay, in 1647—only twenty-seven years 
after the Pilgrims landed at Plymouth—required that “where any town shall in-
crease to the number of one hundred families or householders, they shall set up 
a grammar school, the master thereof being able to instruct youth, so far as they 
may be fi tted for the University; and if any town neglect the performance hereof 
above one year, then every such town shall pay fi ve pounds per annum to the 
next such school, till they shall perform this order.”12 
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schools always and everywhere that they were left free to do so. Alexis 
de Tocqueville, writing of America before the public school move-
ment began, marveled at the state of American education. People who 
had not mastered the basics of knowledge were rare, he found, and a 
man completely without education was “quite an oddity” in the settled 
areas of New England and only a little less so in the most remote fron-
tier. “I know of no other people who have founded so many schools or 
such effi cient ones,” 13  he wrote. 

 Without digressing into a historical treatise, I must stress the precon-
dition that the society be free. People do not as naturally set up schools 
in other environments. As late as the 1830s, when Tocqueville wrote, 
education among the common people of European societies was ex-
ceptional. Even within the United States, the relationship between the 
expectation of individual liberty and the universality of schools was 
striking: By 1800, New England had for practical purposes a system of 
universal free schools, while the South, retaining slavery and a more 
feudal social and economic system in other ways, had only scattered 
schools well into the period of the common school movement. 14  

 The relationship between the degree of Lockean freedom and the 
impulse of parents to set up schools is not a matter of chance, then 
or now. It relies on the primitive motivation of parents that their chil-
dren do well, conjoined with the factual reality that, in a free soci-
ety, education means more opportunity for their children to do well. 
I make this obvious point because it is so overlooked as a force that 
might be used to design educational policy. In a society where more 
education means more opportunity, parents of all classes left to their 
own devices have done whatever was necessary to educate their chil-
dren. If our hundred parents live in a free society, they will without 
doubt set up some sort of school. 

 Who Will Be the Teachers?   Some from among the hundred parents or 
from among the other people in the community must be persuaded 
to act as teachers. Will anyone be willing? 

 We return to the observation that the instruction of children is one 
of the most intrinsically rewarding occupations that society has to of-
fer. Large numbers of talented people quite reasonably fi nd teaching 
 children to be highly rewarding. If any substantial number of people 
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seek independently for ways to spend their working lives that will give 
them satisfaction, some of them will leap at the opportunity to teach 
school. This has not changed (I submit) in the late twentieth century. 
At least, it seems diffi cult to make the alternative case that modern 
society has created an array of new, more intrinsically rewarding oc-
cupations than teaching. More often, occupations that were once 
intrinsically rewarding have been stripped by technology of much of 
their content (being the pilot of a 747 is much safer and physically less 
taxing than being the pilot of a DC-3, but not as much fun). Teach-
ing remains one of the relatively few occupations that can have the 
same rich rewards (for people who are drawn to it) that it has always 
possessed. 

 The Natural Constraint on Salaries .  A school will be set up and peo-
ple will want to be teachers. At this point, however, a reality intrudes, 
shaping the tacit contract that is drawn between parents and teacher: 
 Both teachers and parents want the classroom to be small.  If it is large, both 
the students and the teacher will suffer—the students because they 
get too little individual attention, the teachers because teaching is 
no longer as enjoyable. Everyone’s preference will be for a relatively 
low teacher/pupil ratio. If it is in the neighborhood of one teacher to 
25 students, the parents will need four teachers for every 100 school-
age children. That being the case, however, the salary for teachers is 
going to be fairly low—except in a very wealthy community, one hun-
dred parents cannot meet their families’ other needs, pay their taxes 
(i.e., hire the other people, such as policemen, who are necessary), 
and still come up with large salaries for that many teachers. 

 What if a person says “Double the salary, and I’ll take a classroom 
of fi fty instead”? That’s no good either: Any person who would prefer 
the extra money in exchange for that kind of sacrifi ce in the enjoy-
ment of teaching has exposed himself as someone who doesn’t care 
much about teaching, and is not the kind of person that the parents 
want to teach school. 

 How Are the Prospective Teachers to Be Enticed?   Obviously, since the 
monetary rewards are limited, the nonmonetary rewards must be 
sweetened. There are three ways to do so. 
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 The fi rst has to do with respect. Our hundred parents trying to set 
up a school are not in the position of conferring riches on a grateful 
applicant (unless that applicant is too incompetent to make as much 
money in any other occupation). Instead, they are trying to lure able 
people to come forward to teach their children despite the monetary 
sacrifi ce. In other words, the teacher is doing the parents a favor—
providing the parents with something they deeply value (an education 
for their children) despite other more lucrative options. Under those 
conditions, respect from the parents is as natural as their respect for 
the physician who cures their ailments. 

 Respect for the teacher from the children follows as naturally. The 
parents see to that, for the teacher holds a terrible threat over the par-
ents: quitting. If young Tommy is making life miserable for the teacher, 
the teacher can either do whatever is necessary to bring Tommy into 
line or, if that fails, tell Tommy’s parents to keep him at home. To 
whom are Tommy’s parents to complain? To the other parents? The 
other parents are going to care far more about their own child’s edu-
cation than Tommy’s, and their message to the parent is likely to be, If 
you want Tommy to stay in school, get him to behave. Odds are, that’s 
exactly what Tommy’s parents will do.* 

 The same dynamics that produce respect also produce a classroom 
in which the teacher is able to teach. Classrooms will be orderly. The 
students will do their homework (or be fl unked if they don’t). The 
teacher will have a good deal of autonomy in teaching methods (hav-
ing taken the job with an understanding of the general style that the 
parents want). All of these good things will happen because they are 
things that a good teacher can make happen if left alone to do his 
job. The only reason they don’t already happen in every school in the 
country is because good teachers are impeded from doing so. And the 
reason that a good teacher will be left alone by the hundred parents 
is  because of  (not in spite of) the low salary. A good person working 
cheaply is very hard to replace, and accordingly has great bargaining 
power over job conditions. 

 * I take up the question in chapter 11 of what happens to Tommy if his par-
ents fail to get him to behave. 
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 If the teacher turns out to be a brute or an incompetent and many 
of the students are unable to get along with him, then the teacher may 
be replaced, but there is a built-in validity check—not because parents 
are making abstract judgments about good pedagogical practice, but 
because they are making expert judgments about what they want for 
their children. When enough of them think that they can get a better 
education for their children by getting another teacher, the teacher 
will come under pressure to change his ways or get out. If there is a 
broad difference in views among the hundred parents—if fi fty are in 
favor of a Montessori approach and the other fi fty like a traditional 
approach—they can split up the classes, split up the schools, or other-
wise go their own ways. But the homeostatic resting place in this cycle 
of events will be parental pressure on the students to conform to what-
ever norms of respect and classroom environment the teacher wants. 

 The same high demand for “good people who work cheaply” works 
to the teacher’s benefi t if the hundred parents turn out to be too ob-
tuse to know what they’re getting. Suppose that the hundred parents 
insist that their children be taught that the earth is fl at. This catches 
the teacher by surprise (for some reason he was unaware that the par-
ents felt this way before he took the job). But the parents do not have 
much of a club to hold over his head. If he decides it is an issue worth 
quitting over, there are plenty of other parents elsewhere waiting to 
hire a good teacher who wants to teach that the earth is round. 

 Other Enticements.   For those who at a young age fi nd they have a true 
vocation for teaching, this combination of incentives—a good teach-
ing environment and respect from the community—will be enough to 
make up for the low salary. But people with true vocations can be hard 
to fi nd, and, while the hundred parents can probably expect a few 
such persons to come forward, they cannot rely on fi nding enough 
to fi ll out the needed number of teachers. Something else has to hap-
pen to bring in the people who would like to teach, who would be 
good teachers, but who are not committed to teaching as a way of life. 
 Either pressure must be brought to bear (a teacher “draft” of some 
sort) or some additional inducement must be offered, to ensure a suf-
fi cient supply. 
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 In past periods of American history, the answer was often a sort of 
pressure: Teaching was one of the few acceptable careers for educated 
women, and the teacher pool was thereby artifi cially augmented by 
women with no other choice. We cannot count on that in our commu-
nity of a hundred parents. On the contrary, we are assuming that the 
talented people we want to teach our children have all sorts of alterna-
tives. What is the additional inducement? 

 The additional inducements consist of fringe benefi ts that are free to 
the community but can be extremely valuable to the teacher. Such as: 

 Teaching is one of the best of all “temporary” jobs. Consider (for 
example) the situation facing a married woman with an advanced de-
gree who pursued a career for a period of time, left her job to raise 
her children, and now wants to move back into a satisfying job. One 
option may be to return to her previous career. But some careers are 
hard to resume, and there is another consideration: Her priorities 
and interests may well have changed since she chose her initial career 
path. For example, she may have enjoyed teaching her own children 
far more intensely than she would have expected when she was twenty 
and deciding on a major in college. Our hundred parents now say 
to her: Why not teach third grade for a few years? The pay is terrifi c 
(when you think of it as a second income), you’ll love the work, you 
get three months off every summer, and you’ll step right into the full 
“position” immediately—the fi rst day on the job, you will be teaching 
a classroom of children. 

 Our hundred parents make the same point to the young man who 
graduated with honors in math but wants to take a few years off be-
fore he goes back for his Ph.D. Teach school while you’re making up 
your mind, they tell him—you’re young, single, don’t need a lot of 
money, you’ll enjoy the work. They make a pitch to a retired military 
offi cer with an engineering degree or years of experience in training 
young recruits. The shop class is taught by a master welder in his fi f-
ties who is good with kids, doesn’t need the overtime pay now that his 
own children are out of the home, and wants to pass on his craft—or, 
for that matter, the master welder who was displaced when the plant 
shut down. 

 Our hundred parents have access to large numbers of people who 
would be willing and excellent teachers for a few years but not for 
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life. And since the hundred parents have no teachers’ union to worry 
about, they have no constraints on their ability to identify people who 
are happy with the whole package that the parents can offer. And 
when the parents hire the wrong person, next year they don’t renew 
his contract. 

 Is the school public or private? Do the parents establish a school 
that all the children can attend or only those who can afford to pay? 
These decisions may go either way, depending on circumstances. The 
initial, limited point has nothing to do with mandating a national so-
lution. Rather, it is this: The “goods” associated with the teacher’s job 
do not have to be manufactured. No one has to design a program. 
They come about naturally. 

 the hundred parents and real solutions 
 The hundred families example has been a limited scenario. “Lim-

ited” is not the same as “unrealistic,” I hasten to add. The scenario 
has been highly realistic with reference to parents who care about 
their children’s education and who have money. The dynamics I have 
described are very similar (for example) to those that enable private 
schools to obtain fi ne teachers at lower salaries than the public schools 
offer. But it is limited in that I said nothing about how the hundred 
families would function if half were rich and half were poor, or if the 
hundred families lived not in an isolated community but in the midst 
of a city. The scenario does not reveal what will happen to Tommy if 
his parents cannot make him behave. More generally, it is very un-
clear how the lessons to be drawn from the analysis are to be applied 
to the formation of real policy for a real, contemporary society. 

 On the other hand (and as in the case of the 55-mph example), 
it is not necessary to have a particular prescription in mind to reach 
a point at which one may design  better  solutions (even if they are not 
optimally “best” in my view) by using the pursuit of happiness as a 
template against which to examine problems. Just thinking about the 
ways in which the lack of good teachers is unnatural leads the topic 
away from salaries as a dominating issue and toward letting people 
enjoy being teachers. This, I suggest, is a signifi cant improvement, just 
as thinking about the dependent variables for the 55-mph speed limit 
from the individual’s point of view instead of society’s is a signifi cant 
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improvement. Better policy will be made because the thinking that 
goes into the formation of policy has been enriched. 

 Still, more needs to be said. What about the problem cases that 
arise when the parents are poor, discriminated against, or ineffectual? 
And how, if one gets down to specifi cs, is an ideal case to translate into 
policy? 
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 11 
 Searching for Solutions That 
Work: Changing the Metaphor 

 Since large-scale social programs began, the metaphor for the pro-
cess by which the government attempts to solve social problems has 
been engineering. The words that are used for the policy-formation 
process—design, evaluation, inputs, outcomes, cost-benefi t—and 
the very notion that a discrete “program” may deal with a discrete 
“problem” all bespeak an engineering perspective. The logical expec-
tations that drive the solutions lend themselves to the same kinds of 
schematics that engineers use for wiring diagrams, structural blue-
prints, and PERT charts. The metaphor has not been lost on the crit-
ics of such programs—that’s where the label “social engineering” 
came from. 

 In arguing on behalf of the pursuit-of-happiness criterion for think-
ing about social policy, I am in effect arguing on behalf of a metaphor 
that describes social problems in terms more like the healer’s than 
the engineer’s. The parallel is not precise—surgery is not the kind of 
healing I have in mind—but it captures the notion of social policy as 
something to be applied to an organic system, not as a process of ham-
mering a selection of raw material into the desired shape. 

 The view of society as an organic whole was nearly a universal image 
until the eighteenth century and has continued to be used with great 
effect by conservatives from Edmund Burke to Robert Nisbet. 1  Hav-
ing acknowledged this, however, I must separate the discussion that fol-
lows from that tradition. Once again, I am adapting a majestic concept 
for some nuts-and-bolts uses. I am suggesting that if policy planners— 
diagnosticians?—are to be successful, they must think in terms of solu-
tions that permit a naturally robust organism to return to health. Does 
the nation suffer from schools that don’t teach? The task is not to fi gure 
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out better teaching techniques; we’ve known how to teach children for 
millennia. The task is to fi gure out what is keeping us from doing what 
we already know how to do. Does the nation suffer from too many chil-
dren being born into fatherless families? The task is not to devise a pub-
lic relations campaign to discourage single teenage girls from having 
babies, but to neutralize whatever is impeding the age-old impulse of 
human beings to form families. Does the nation suffer for lack of low-
income housing? The task is to understand why an economic system 
that pours out a profusion of cheap-but-decent shoes, food, clothes, 
and every other basic of life is prevented from pouring out a profusion 
of cheap-but-decent apartments for rent. And so on through the list of 
problems that customarily preoccupy planners of social policy. 

 In proposing a metaphor of healing, I am proposing as well two 
quite specifi c and important characteristics of solutions that work. 
The fi rst is that such solutions are quite fragile, in this sense: They 
do not comprise modules that can be connected or disconnected or 
grouped in combinations. They don’t work because of gimmicks; they 
don’t work by twiddling one bit of a mechanism without affecting any-
thing else. Instead, they work because they tap natural and deeply em-
bedded responses. Such solutions tend to be of a piece, and they tend 
to be simple. 

 The second characteristic (which seems at fi rst to be paradoxical) is 
that the solutions if implemented as a unitary piece will themselves be 
robust. In sharp contrast to social engineering solutions (which tend 
to be disrupted by almost anything), solutions that tap dynamics which 
“will naturally occur if you let them” will tend to work even in the tough 
situations and to spin off  positive  unintended outcomes—they are ser-
endipitous. In this chapter I take up each of these characteristics in 
turn, once again using the education problem for illustrative purposes. 

 A Delicate Balance 

 The core of the healing metaphor is the concept of interconnected-
ness—of causes, of effects, and of causes with effects. A great virtue 
of the pursuit-of-happiness criterion in assessing social policy is that it 
forces these interconnections to the surface. 
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 Part of the interconnectedness was implicit in the discussion of 
the enabling conditions. It is not easy to augment material rewards 
without affecting self-respect, not easy to induce people to enjoy in-
trinsic rewards unless they already see themselves as self-determining 
individuals. The constituent elements of the pursuit of happiness 
are organically linked. The interconnectedness becomes even more 
apparent when we consider what happens to programs. Milton Fried-
man’s Invisible Foot (the mysterious force that inevitably makes some-
thing go wrong with social programs) is the observable consequence 
of our inability even to identify, let alone control, the interconnec-
tions. But in the search for better solutions, it does no good to get a 
better understanding of the nature of the problem if one then pro-
ceeds to try still one more ad hoc solution. 

 One might conclude from the analysis based on the hundred par-
ents, for example, that more decentralization of educational decisions 
is desirable. One might decide therefore that some decisions about 
curriculum and school operation should be returned to parents and 
to communities, but only some (to protect against mistakes that par-
ents will make if left  entirely  to themselves). The logic is, “Let’s keep 
the virtues of local decision-making, but improve on them.” It is not at 
all clear that this is possible. 2  

 Let us suppose it is decided that, yes, education works much better 
when the parents are directly involved. But if teachers are as valuable to 
society as has been asserted, then as a matter of fairness they should be 
paid what they’re worth, which is more than most communities will pay 
if left to their own devices. Therefore, fi nancial support from the fed-
eral government to local school districts is required to produce equity. 
We will still have the benefi ts of decentralization, the argument goes, 
but also the inducement of higher salaries—the best of both worlds. 

 To see how even the most innocuous attempt to give nature a hand 
may backfi re, we return to the thought experiment. 

 now we can raise teachers’ salaries, can’t we? 
 The school has been established and has been operating for some 

years. At this point, a generous outside agency (a GOA) decides to 
give the hundred parents a lump sum of money. The only  stipulation 
is that it be used to increase teachers’ salaries. Nothing else has 
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changed—and yet, in the perverse tradition of social programs, we 
fi nd that within a few years the attractions of the hundred-parent 
system have fallen apart. For by the simple act of supplementing the 
teachers’ salaries, at least four sets of dynamics were set in motion. 

 Set 1: The Pool of Applicants Is Augmented by the Wrong People .  During 
the years in which the school has been operating, the parents have by 
trial and error found the salary level, consisting of  X   dollars, that at-
tracts able and dedicated career teachers who form the backbone of 
the school plus other able people who enjoy teaching and are doing 
it as a precareer or second-career job. In all cases, the teachers could 
be making more than  X   dollars if they chose, but the nonmonetary 
benefi ts of teaching bring them into that job. Another set of less able 
people think that  X  dollars is a wonderful salary, more than they 
could hope to make otherwise, and want to be hired. But they sel-
dom are, for the same reason that employers seldom choose poorly 
qualifi ed people when they can obtain well-qualifi ed people for the 
same wages. 

 We may visualize this in terms of a Venn diagram (see fi g. 12). 

People who can
always make
more than $X

People who
love to teach

Pool from which teachers are hired

People who
don’t love 

to teach

  figure 12    .  The Pool from Which Teachers Are Hired at the Natural Salary of $  X  



se a rchi ng f or solu t ions t h at wor k [  205  ]

 The shaded portion of the small circle consists of the people from 
among whom teachers tend to be hired when  X   dollars is “just high 
enough.” I am arguing, in line with basic principles of the labor mar-
ket, that our hundred parents will over time discover how much that 
amount is. 

 What happens when the GOA offers the teachers a salary supple-
ment? The total salary is now a new quantity,  X  +  Y  dollars. The fol-
lowing year, applicants for the new jobs are interviewed. The room 
is a little more crowded than the year before. The reason is that the 
augmented salary is now attractive to a certain number of people who 
don’t particularly like teaching. Before, they could make more than  
X  dollars in many other occupations, and so, having no special attach-
ment to teaching, they went to jobs where they made more money (or 
to jobs that they found more intrinsically rewarding). For people who 
can  always  make more than the augmented salary, teaching still holds 
no lure. But for those who could make more than  X  dollars working 
at something else, but cannot otherwise make more than the  X  +   Y   
dollars the parents are now offering, the teaching job becomes mon-
etarily more attractive than any other option. 

 The problem is that the people interviewing the candidate teachers 
cannot tell the new class of candidates from the old ones. A vocation 
for teaching is not emblazoned on foreheads, and the new applicants 
are otherwise equivalent. Some of those who have been enticed to 
the teaching profession because of the augmented salary will have de-
grees from excellent schools. They will be good in front of a classroom 
(when they feel like it). They will be personable. They are able to 
teach about as well as the ones hired the year before—they are drawn 
from the same pool of talent as the current teachers (see fi g. 13). 

 The people who can always make more than the augmented salary 
$ X   +  Y   are represented by the new circle set within the one in the pre-
vious diagram designating the people who can always make more than 
$ X . The newly shaded area indicates the new people who will come 
to be interviewed and will tend to be hired—because they are just as 
skilled in every way save one, the “skill” of vocation. 

 Because the new people may also be good teachers, there need be 
no immediate educational consequences. The immediate unhappy 
consequence is a more subtle one that in conventional policy analysis 
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is disregarded altogether: The augmented salary is encouraging a mis-
match between people and the jobs that will make them happy. With 
the augmented salary in place, the ranks of teachers will have more 
people who do not particularly enjoy teaching. This is bad for them: 
People should fi nd vocations, and the more advantages a person has, 
the less excuse for not fi nding one. And it is bad for the person who 
 does  have a vocation for teaching, displaced by a person who loves the 
job less. 

 It is also bad for the rest of the teachers already hired. One may re-
read the literature on intrinsic rewards and be reminded of all the ways 
that intrinsic rewards can be undermined, or one may look instead at 
what happens in any work situation when people who are indifferent 
to the content of the work—who are “in it for the money”—are mixed 
with people who love it. When one is in love, one does things that 
look foolish to an outsider. A teacher who loves teaching is no dif-
ferent from the computer programmer who is wrapped up in a new 
program or the lawyer who is obsessed with preparing a case—they all 
voluntarily contribute far more hours to the job than any employer 
could demand. Teachers who love teaching invest themselves in the 

People who can
always make

more than $X +Y

People who
don’t love
to teach

People who
love to teach

Pool from which teachers are hired

  figure 13    .  The Pool from Which Teachers Are Hired When the Natural Salary of $  X  Is 
Artifi cially Augmented by $  Y  



se a rchi ng f or solu t ions t h at wor k [  207  ]

students, in the school, in their work, in the ways that make the dif-
ference between a happy, fulfi lling work setting and a place where 
people punch in and punch out. The teachers who are in it for the 
money will tend to be unenthusiastic about these extra efforts. They 
are not bad people, they are not lazy, but they will tend to see their 
job as just that—a job. If just one teacher in the school is like that, 
he may be socialized (or pretend to be socialized) by the dominant 
culture. But the dominant culture is very fragile, because ultimately 
its defenders cannot defend it rationally. The reasons why they are 
investing so much of themselves in their job has to do with intangibles 
and values, and often it means doing specifi c tasks that they do not 
want to do. 

 Introducing into such an environment people who are in it for the 
money is like introducing a virus into a system with no immunity. The 
unconverted will ask of the teacher who has gone out on a rainy eve-
ning to attend a boring school function, “Why are you doing this?” 
The true answer is “Because doing this, while I don’t particularly want 
to, is inseparable from everything else that makes teaching valuable 
to me.” It is an embarrassing answer when the questioner is not a fel-
low believer. It is much easier to answer, “Because the headmaster says 
I have to”—and in the act of saying that, beginning to believe it (as 
experts on cognitive dissonance will confi rm). To reap the intrinsic 
rewards of teaching, teachers must teach in the company of others 
who believe as they do. Raising the salary beyond  X   lowers the dues 
for membership in the club and lets the wrong sort in. 

 Set 2: Good Teachers Are Told They Are in It for the Money.   All of us seek 
and gladly accept more money for our work if we can get it. Thus the 
news that the GOA has decided to augment the teachers’ salaries is 
going to be joyously received in the teachers’ lounge. Do the fi ndings 
reported in the discussion of intrinsic rewards really apply? Are the 
underpaid teachers really going to lose their intrinsic motivation to 
teach as the extrinsic rewards are increased? Or were these just ex-
perimental effects that don’t apply to the teachers hired by the hun-
dred parents? If the teachers have adequate intrinsic motivation at 
 X  dollars per year (which is  X  dollars worth of extrinsic motivation), 
why should a little more make any difference? 
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 In approaching this question, the fi rst step is to realize that at  
X  dollars, the teachers do  not  have  X   dollars of extrinsic rewards, but 
zero. For practical purposes, the teachers in the preraise phase are 
working for no extrinsic reward at all. On the contrary,  they are paying 
for the privilege of teaching.  They are working for  X   dollars despite many 
options to work for more than  X   dollars. In this sense, the raise pro-
vided by the GOA is directly analogous to the payments given to the 
people in the experiments reported in the discussion of intrinsic re-
wards, and there is no reason to think that the effects on them will be 
any different than the robust effects reported for other populations: 
They will be more inclined to see teaching not as an end in itself, but 
as something validated to some extent by the money paid for it. Fur-
ther, one recalls the many experiments demonstrating that underpaid 
people are especially good at fi nding and taking pleasure in intrinsic 
rewards—again, the need to resolve cognitive dissonance leads them 
to coordinate what they are doing with what they are thinking. When 
the underpayment ceases, that internal pressure to fi nd and value the 
intrinsic rewards diminishes as well. 

 But the effects of the salary increase may be translated into more 
concrete terms. Suppose, for example, that the GOA is not a govern-
ment at all, but a rich alumnus who has died and left this onetime 
salary endowment. In such a case, the raise might not produce any ill 
effects. The teachers at that particular school would be in the position 
of having won a lottery. Everybody could congratulate the others on 
their mutual good fortune and go back to work as before. If instead 
the GOA is a government, the teachers cannot possibly consider their 
raise as a windfall. The raise will instead be perceived as the right and 
fair thing for the government to have done (for the teachers will natu-
rally have considered themselves underpaid all along). The question 
then inevitably arises: Why not more? What makes the GOA think that 
this raise brings them to the level that teachers deserve? The GOA has 
conceded the essential point, that it is proper for it to intercede on 
behalf of equity. The only question now is how to get it to do the  really  
right thing and get the teachers another and bigger raise. 

 Because of the GOA’s intervention, the basis of the teachers’ rela-
tionship to their job has fundamentally changed. Before, the salary 
was a given. The hundred parents were not making their decision 
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about salary on the basis of “equity,”  and the teachers knew it.  The par-
ents wanted good teachers for their children, wanted to spend as 
little money as possible to get them— couldn’t  spend a lot of money 
to get them—and so came up with the package of minimum salary 
and maximum nonmonetary benefi ts that would attract the right 
people. Now, when equity is the principle for determining salaries, 
the salary is a sign of the teacher’s worth to society—the GOA has 
said so, in quite explicit terms. Consequently, the teachers’ self-
respect (as well as the natural human desire to have more money 
if it is obtainable) now is linked with this badge of status in a way it 
previously was not. 

 Another result will be the formation of a teachers’ organization, 
eventually linked with those of teachers in other schools, given the 
mission of lobbying the GOA to intervene again. And that organiza-
tion will begin to behave as a faction. It will develop its own agenda, 
and among other things it will constantly remind its members that 
they are being underpaid by society. 

 These specifi cs are perhaps unnecessary. The antagonism between 
intrinsic and extrinsic rewards is demonstrably real, and there are con-
vincing explanations why it should be so. There is no reason to think 
that teachers are exempt, and many reasons to think that they are not. 
But the specifi cs are in themselves important, and may be expected to 
have the effect of exacerbating the natural loss of intrinsic motivation. 

 One other possibility presents itself, however. Extrinsic rewards do 
not necessarily undermine intrinsic motivation when they are linked 
to performance and perceived competence. Why not tie the sal-
ary increase to a merit system? And that brings us to the third set of 
dynamics. 

 Set 3: The Parents Think of the Teachers Differently.   The hundred par-
ents fi nd themselves with this extra money from the GOA. It has to be 
provided for salaries. How do they react? 

 First, their relationship to the teachers is altered, just as the teach-
ers’ relationship to their job was altered. In the pristine case, the 
parents were as much supplicants as suppliers of jobs. They had to 
be attentive to the teachers’ needs for an environment in which they 
could enjoy their work. 
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 Upon receiving the money from the GOA, it is conceivable that the 
hundred parents will breathe a sigh of relief that at last the teach-
ers are getting closer to what they’re worth and that nothing else will 
change. It is far more likely that their expectations will change subtly. 
Psychologically, the parents’ (very useful) solicitude for the teachers’ 
nonmonetary perks will be diminished. After all, the teachers have 
gotten a big raise, maybe a lot bigger than some of the parents got 
last year. And there is also the natural reaction: “What are they going 
to do to earn it?” The teachers are getting more money; it follows that 
they should be doing something in response. One may expect that in 
subsequent years conditions will be attached to the raises. But as the 
conditions are attached, they eat into the nonmonetary rewards that 
made the job attractive. Gradually, the augmented salary tends to shift 
the terms of debate about job satisfactions and dissatisfactions away 
from intrinsic rewards and toward extrinsic ones. 

 Worst of all, the parents might decide to try to give out the money 
on a merit basis. They have to divide up the salary somehow and they 
want to reward the best teachers, so they institute some system that 
tries to identify the best teachers and pay them accordingly. 

 Why is this bad? In most settings, paying people according to their 
productivity and excellence is desirable. And since the theme of the 
discussion has been that a free market in teachers will fi nd the right 
salary of  X   dollars, why not trust the market mechanism to work in the 
case of individual teachers? The best ones will get paid more and still 
retain all their intrinsic motivation, and other teachers will have an ad-
ditional incentive to do well. To answer the question, we must ask why 
it is that the hundred parents didn’t set up a merit system on their own. 

 One reason is that the parents couldn’t agree on what test they 
wanted the teacher to meet. The parents who wanted their children 
to get into Ivy League schools lobbied for a merit system tied to their 
children’s test scores. But other parents, whose children were not es-
pecially smart, argued that they didn’t want teachers to be spending all 
their time drilling the smartest students. What all the parents wanted 
in different ways was that the teachers “teach well”—which, among 
other things, means being fl exible and imaginative in responding dif-
ferently to the needs of different children. Developing an objective 
system for ranking teachers on such dimensions was beyond them. 
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 Another reason the hundred parents didn’t set up a merit system 
on their own is that they discovered that the teachers,  including the best 
teachers,  didn’t want one.* If one assumes that teachers must be moti-
vated to try hard, merit pay makes sense. If one assumes that a teacher 
wouldn’t be taking the job unless he were already motivated, then a 
merit system is not a plus but a minus. 

 There are a variety of technical reasons why a merit-pay system is 
a bad idea, having to do with the diffi culties of measuring teacher 
productivity. But the more important consideration in the pursuit-of-
happiness context is that many of the teacher’s job satisfactions are 
hindered by a merit system. For example: It is more fun to teach in 
a collegial atmosphere. Merit pay gets in the way of that atmosphere. 
Or another example: Part of the fun of teaching is embedded in one’s 
personal style. A merit review system is likely to include classroom ob-
servation of the teacher, which is very likely to put pressure on the 
teacher to conform to the style most likely to win the merit pay. 

 But the great (and ironic) argument against a merit pay system 
is that  any formal attempt to identify merit is going to be less precise than 
the informal system already in place.  In almost any school, the teachers 
and administrators know who the best teachers are. They know who 
the worst teachers are. And they know strengths and weaknesses at 
a much more detailed level than “good” and “bad.” They know that 
Miss Jones’s class is a good place to steer a youngster with behavior 
problems, that Mr. Smith is great with children who need drawing out, 
that Mrs. Jackson is a terror but the students learn a lot. 

 Because the natural level of knowledge about the teachers is so de-
tailed and accurate, and because objectifi ed merit reviews are neces-
sarily so much less detailed and accurate, the formal rankings from 
the merit review process will create immense trouble. The people 
who are  wrongly  graded as undeserving of the merit bonus by a formal 
procedure (as some will be) will have been treated unfairly. And the 

 * A handful of good teachers in a school fi lled with incompetent teachers 
are in a completely different situation and may well want a performance review 
system. I am arguing that in a school where almost all of the teachers are already 
good, a formal merit system is not only unnecessary but actually damaging to 
the quality of professional life within the school. 
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people who are  correctly  graded as undeserving will have a ready-made 
legalistic argument that they have been treated unfairly—because the 
formal measures of performance are in fact known to be inaccurate. 

 Contrast these problems with the situation in the school which 
does not have a merit system but where the parents are paying the 
tuition directly to the school. The built-in knowledge about who is 
good and bad is used effi ciently. The bad teacher is soon eased out—
market forces are at work, after all, on the headmaster by parents 
who tend to switch schools if their children get stuck with too many 
bad teachers too often. Just as importantly—perhaps ultimately much 
more importantly—the best teachers in such an environment are rec-
ognized and rewarded. They do not get a higher salary than other 
teachers with the same seniority. But they are deferred to, consulted, 
applauded, and indulged in the small and large ways through which a 
valued teacher becomes a special part of a school. 

 Set 4: The GOA Wants to Make Sure Its Money Isn’t Being Wasted.   Fi-
nally there is this overriding, irresistible reason why the attempt to 
augment the teachers’ salaries will backfi re: The GOA is not going to 
be able to confi ne itself to giving the money and leaving the hundred 
parents alone. Let us transport ourselves fi ve years into the future and 
look back on what happened after the GOA decided to help out the 
teachers. 

 During the fi rst year, the GOA observed the original terms of the 
agreement: The money was turned over to the hundred parents and 
used to augment teachers’ salaries as the hundred parents saw fi t. No 
strings. 

 During the second year, the GOA decided it had to exert some over-
sight over the money to ensure that it wasn’t being wasted—nothing 
onerous, just a few accounting forms. 

 During the third year, the GOA realized that it was necessary to de-
termine that the money was being distributed  equitably.  The account-
ing information was supplemented by extensive questionnaires on 
which teachers got how much, for what reasons, and the reporting 
forms became a thick book. 

 During the fourth year, the GOA decided that the teachers needed 
more assistance not just in salaries but in doing their jobs correctly. 



se a rchi ng f or solu t ions t h at wor k [  213  ]

The GOA set up an advisory offi ce to develop ideas for how they 
might become better teachers. These ideas were so enchanting to the 
planners at the GOA that they decided to encourage schools to adopt 
them. 

 So during the fi fth year, the GOA began to offer “incentives” to 
the hundred parents to implement the programs that the GOA had 
determined to be the Best Way to educate children. And if some of 
the guidelines were not agreeable to the hundred parents, the parents 
were of course free to ignore them. The GOA didn’t have any power 
to  force  the hundred parents to do things its way. All the GOA would 
do was . . . withdraw the subsidy—which, by that time, the hundred 
parents found an intolerable prospect. After all, they could never run 
a school without fi nancial assistance from the GOA. 

 And it was such a simple good thing that was being done. Just 
raise the salaries of some valuable and underpaid people, using some 
money from outside the community. 

 we  can  pay the teachers more, but it’s not easy 
 The epigraphs that opened this part of the book included Lao-tzu’s 

observation that “governing a large state is like boiling a small fi sh,” 
referring to the way that the fl esh of a small fi sh is damaged by be-
ing handled. 3  The argumentation in this discussion tends toward the 
same conclusion. The dynamics of the process whereby the right peo-
ple end up in classrooms will work if they are left alone, and will tend 
to break down if jostled by even the most helpful of hands. So it is with 
a wide variety of social processes that governments want to encourage. 

 Every moderate impulse makes me want to qualify this conclusion. 
And in the political arena, where there is no choice but to settle for 
half-loaves, I will continue to urge that using the pursuit of happiness 
as a framework for thinking about policy is better than not using it. 
But there is this troubling other half of the picture: If one of the mer-
its of the pursuit-of-happiness approach to policy is to reveal the in-
terconnectedness of dynamics, the same merit tends also to produce 
pessimism about the effi cacy of moderate steps. For to consider how 
good effects may be brought about (as they seem to have been in the 
case of the hundred parents) is also to realize how easily they may be 
disrupted. 
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 It is not a desire for purity that pushes me toward radical conclu-
sions, but the stubborn characteristic of human nature that used to 
lead Henry Stimson to say that “the only way you can make a man 
trustworthy is to trust him.” It is the dilemma of the reality test: If 
humans  really are  making their own decisions and  really are  reliant on 
their own resources, then their behavior will be importantly guided by 
that reality. As soon as that reality is compromised, people know it. We 
observe this reaction in ourselves in dozens of trivial ways in everyday 
life (if my wife were to announce that from now on she will not turn 
down the thermostat before retiring then I would remember to do it, 
whereas now I tend to forget). 

 Moreover, the changes cannot be compartmentalized. As the exam-
ple of the GOA and the teachers’ salary supplement attempted to il-
lustrate, they seep into attitudes and decisions that at fi rst seem wholly 
unrelated to the salary subsidy. Solutions to many social problems are 
possible, but they have to be of a piece. Even minor alterations may 
cause them to fail altogether. 

 Would it be possible under  any  circumstances to augment from out-
side resources the salaries of teachers in a particular locale? Yes, but 
only once we understand why it is so diffi cult to do it as a general pol-
icy. And that leads to the paradoxical robustness of the policies that 
do in fact rely on the natural responses of people instead of trying to 
manipulate them. 

 Hard Cases and Robust Effects 

 An understandable reaction to the hundred-parents scenario is 
that it works fi ne for people with middle-class values and middle-class 
money, but fails for everyone else. I am arguing the opposite possi-
bility. A solution that truly implements the hundred-parent scenario 
draws on such powerful and widely shared human motives that it will 
work across a very broad spectrum of social and economic classes. Fur-
thermore, the power of the solution will produce not only the desired 
main effect, but a variety of other serendipitous side effects as well. 

 The specifi c driving force is the relationship of parents to their 
children. To recapitulate: Parents want good things for their children. 
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In a society where education means opportunity for getting ahead, 
one of those good things is education. This is not just one of many 
goods, but a central one. Therefore, one of the things that parents 
in a free society want most intensely for their children is an educa-
tion. This generally holds true across parents of widely varying back-
grounds, incomes, and abilities. To that, I add the critical belief from 
the discussion of the idea of man that human beings are resourceful, 
and that this latent resourcefulness is not limited to just a few espe-
cially able human beings but is a general characteristic including ev-
eryone but the most mentally or emotionally disabled. To put it less 
formally: Give parents control over the education of their children, 
as I gave it to the hundred parents, and you will unleash enormous 
energy and imagination, all tending toward the excellent end of edu-
cated children. 

 Why wouldn’t these observations apply to poor people? Several 
answers come to mind. Thinking about them argues for what I be-
lieve to be the general truth that the more natural the dynamics that 
produce good results, the more robust they will be under diffi cult 
circumstances. 

 a policy framework 
 To illustrate the argument I need to peg it to a policy prescription 

more broadly realistic than the hundred-parent scenario. At the same 
time, I want to avoid getting bogged down in arguments over proce-
dural details, for all that is really needed to make my points is one 
indispensable feature of the hundred-parent scenario: that parents, 
teachers, and schools all have freedom of choice. Parents can apply 
for admission of their children to any school they wish. Teachers can 
apply to teach at any school they wish. A school can accept or reject 
any student or teaching applicant it wishes, teach any curriculum it 
wishes, enforce any school rules it wishes. 

 Three generic solutions accommodate this indispensable con-
dition in varying degrees. One is to decentralize the public school 
system so that each school operates autonomously. Another is a 
voucher system that gives to each parent a chit worth an amount 
deemed suffi cient to pay for an adequate education. The third is 
a tuition tax-credit system that maintains a public school system 
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but permits parents to deduct the cost of tuition at a private school 
(or some portion of that cost) from their tax bills. For purposes of 
this discussion I will assume my own preference, a tuition tax-credit 
system. Specifi cally: Any parent who chooses to put his child in a 
private school may deduct from his taxes the amount of money the 
school system saves by not having to educate him. Let’s say that this 
amounts to a maximum of $2,500 per pupil. *  I will call it the “free-
choice” system, because it does away with the sunk cost in public 
education that presently loads the economic dice in favor of public 
schools.† Now we are ready to ask: What might happen next to all 
those people who  aren’t  like the hundred middle-class parents of the 
thought experiment? 

  *  Calculating the marginal cost of a child in a school system is a slippery pro-
cess involving interactive factors. For example, the marginal cost of a single 
child could be construed as zero because one extra child can always be accom-
modated by the materials and staff already on hand. But of course children in 
larger numbers do involve major marginal costs. And, to make things more 
complicated yet, the calculation of marginal cost depends a great deal on the 
assumptions one makes about the baseline size of the system. Two extremes will 
illustrate the point: Suppose we could know in advance that under the tuition 
tax-credit scheme only one parent in the whole system would take advantage of 
it. In that case, the appropriate size of the tax credit—“the amount of money 
the school system saves by not having to educate him”—would be $0. Suppose 
in contrast that we could know in advance that  every  parent would withdraw his 
children from the public school system under a tuition tax-credit plan. In that 
case, the budget of the public school system could be devoted entirely to tax 
credits and the average tax credit (let alone the maximum) could be the entire 
per-pupil expenditure. To get a sense of the fi gures that led me to use a ballpark 
of $2,500 for a credit: In 1986, the average expenditure per pupil in elemen-
tary and secondary school (from federal, state, and local funds) was $3,677 if 
measured in average daily attendance and $3,491 if measured in average daily 
membership. 4  The $2,500 fi gure assumes a large but not complete exodus from 
the public school system. 

 † For those who question whether government should be involved in educa-
tion at all, I share the view that education in a democracy is a classic public good. 
Milton Friedman has said it as well as anyone: “A stable and democratic society is 
impossible without a minimum degree of literacy and knowledge on the part of 
most citizens and without widespread acceptance of some common set of values. 
Education can contribute to both. In consequence, the gain from the education 
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 immediate outcomes 
 It seems certain that the immediate outcome of a free-choice system 

will be a massive transfer to private schools and a mushrooming expan-
sion in the number and variety of private schools. This migration will 
be greatest in the urban areas among poor parents whose children at-
tend the worst schools. *  The growth in urban private schools for low-
income parents even now, in the face of punishing fi nancial sacrifi ces, 
has been rapid. As of 1986, more than 220 private schools for blacks 
were operating in the nation’s largest cities, mostly for working-class 
and low-income parents. 7  A 1983 study by the National Institute of 
Education revealed that with only a $250 tax credit, 20 percent of His-
panic parents and 18 percent of black parents with children in public 
schools would transfer them to private ones. 8  The proposed system 
envisions a maximum of ten times that $250, in the context of private 
school tuitions that in 1985 still averaged only $1,218. 9  

 The reason why so many low-income black parents have fl ed the 
public school system is because they have observed that the private 
schools do better than the public schools. The teachers are better, the 
curriculum is better, the discipline is better. From everything we know 
from recent research, these anecdotal observations are correct. Inex-
pensive private schools in low-income neighborhoods usually do far 
better than the public schools in educating their students. 10  

 This improvement will be most conspicuous for one particular 
group of people, working low-income people in large urban areas. 

of a child accrues not only to the child or to his parents but also to other mem-
bers of the society. . . . It is not feasible to identify the particular individuals (or 
families) benefi ted and so to charge for the services rendered.” 5  Or less formally 
but more passionately, Thomas Jefferson, writing to George Wythe: “Preach, my 
dear Sir, a crusade against ignorance; establish and improve the law for educat-
ing the common people. Let our countrymen know that the people alone can 
protect us against these evils, and that the tax which will be paid for this purpose 
is not more than the thousandth part of what will be paid to kings, priests and 
nobles who will rise up among us if we leave the people in ignorance.” 6  

  *  The least change is predicted to occur in suburbs and small towns where the 
public school system is small enough to be responsive to parental pressures—
where, in effect, the public school system in the 1980s has the merits of a private 
system. 
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One of the tragically ironic commentaries on the current situation is 
that many low-income parents have higher standards for their chil-
dren than the schools do. Low-income communities have plenty of 
hardworking parents who teach their children to study, be courte-
ous, pay attention to the teacher, avoid the kids who are in gangs or 
use drugs—and then the children are sent into an environment that 
does not enforce the standards that the parents have tried to set. One 
of the major virtues of the free-choice system is that it will instanta-
neously permit those parents to put their children into schools that 
are run according to their rules. This in itself will constitute a huge 
success in social policy, the kind of dramatic main effect that social 
programs have so seldom achieved. 

 but what about the children 
of parents who don’t care? 
 But not all people are like the virtuous working-class parents I 

have just described. Along with the low-income parents who are deeply 
involved in their children’s education are many others who do not social-
ize their children into values that will stand them in good stead as stu-
dents. Their children skip school a lot, don’t pay much attention to the 
teacher, don’t study, and, as children will, encourage other children to 
do the same. Some of them “act out,” as the jargon has it, meaning that 
they create disturbances in the classrooms and halls. A few are downright 
dangerous. Among low-income populations there exists a subclass of 
children who exhibit these behaviors, which in turn may often be traced 
to home environments in which parents do a very poor job of training 
their children to behave otherwise.* What will happen to these children? 

 Unintended Outcomes and the Public Schools.    The quick answer is that 
the children of indifferent parents will still have the public schools. 
But what kind of schools will they be? 

 First, try to imagine what the educational situation will look like. 
We assume a massive exodus from urban public school systems by 

 * The use of “lower class” follows Edward C. Banfi eld’s in  The Unheavenly 
City . 11  But, yes, some children of middle-class parents behave the same way. The 
subsequent discussion applies to them as well. 
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everyone from the working class on up. The size of the public school 
system shrinks to a fraction of its present size, let us say, and a high 
proportion of students in the public system are the children of par-
ents who have no income that qualifi es them for a tax credit. Will 
the quality of education in the remaining public schools be better or 
worse than it was before? 

 Leaving aside how little risk we are running (How much worse can 
education in the inner city get?), there are reasons for thinking that 
the public schools might improve. Let us think about what this re-
duced public school system will be like.* 

 The fi rst important change we can confi dently predict is that a sys-
tem with only a fraction of its former size will have only a fraction 
of its former political importance. The school board will no longer 
be second only to the city council as a political plum and stepping-
stone to higher offi ce, but roughly equivalent to a medium-sized so-
cial service agency. It seems likely, then, that school administrators 
will be less in the limelight, their decisions less subject to political in-
terference. If so, who will be defi ning their mission? Allocating their 
budgets? 

 One answer is professional educators, but educators in a very dif-
ferent situation from the educators who administer today’s public 
schools. They will now be administering a much smaller system with 
a more homogeneous population of students. It is just possible that 
the educators who are attracted to the public school system under 
these circumstances will be ones who are attracted by the challenge 
of demonstrating that children with great disadvantages  can  learn. 
What kinds of teachers will be attracted to the public schools? Per-
haps the teachers’ unions will remain as entrenched as ever, and 
nothing will change. But it is hard to imagine that a system so shrunk 
in size and having undergone such a dramatic change in mission 

 * I concentrate on the school systems with a substantial poor population at-
tending them. In large affl uent suburbs where virtually everyone will be getting 
the maximum $2,500 tax credit, the residual public school population will con-
sist of children who are being kept in the public system by the parents’ choice, 
which means that they will be in effect a small network of private schools of a 
particular type that those parents fi nd congenial. 
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will not also be able to get some more leeway in its use of teach-
ers. If so, it will have one potential advantage going for it: Some of 
the best and most motivated teachers prefer to teach the most dis-
advantaged students, if only they can be given a reasonable working 
environment. 

 Another source of support and interest will be the public. Under 
the current system, large urban public school systems often are, for 
middle-class parents and voters, the enemy, seen as expensive, bun-
gling, and destructive. A small public school system perceived as an 
institution for serving the most disadvantaged youngsters (not one 
perceived primarily as one that has expensively failed to serve our own 
children) is in a much different situation. Judging from historical ex-
perience, the reaction of citizens to such children and their needs is 
likely to be a very active solicitude. *12  Part of this attention will take 
the form of public interest by infl uential people in the progress of 
the public schools. Another part of it will take the form of extensive 
private efforts to make sure that the poorest students have options. 
Foundations will fund scholarships for poor students to attend private 
schools. Churches will establish subsidized schools for the best stu-
dents in poor neighborhoods. 

 Can one prove from such speculations that education for children 
who cannot take advantage of the tax credit will get better? No. But I 
suggest that it is much easier to make a plausible case that their educa-
tion will get better than that it will get worse. Nor (as a fi nal comment) 
is the situation of the youngsters who remain in the public schools nec-
essarily unenviable. Some of the most effective schools can be those 
that can convincingly say to their students, “You are all in the same 
boat, everything is against you, and you’ve got to be twice as good as 
you think you can be. And we’re here to show you how.” The public 
schools have the potential to become that kind of prep school for es-
caping poverty. 

 * There is of course an easy way to ensure an active pressure group seek-
ing not only adequate but perhaps even  greater  per-pupil funding for the public 
schools, by pegging the size of the maximum tuition tax-credit to the current 
per-pupil expenditures of the public school system. If per-pupil expenditures 
fall, so will the maximum tax-credit; if they rise, so will the maximum tax credit. 
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 unintended outcomes and 
the raising of children 

 One common objection to voucher and tuition tax-credit systems 
is that many parents will be duped. Schools will be started that are 
schools in name only, run by charlatans. The parents will throw their 
money away and the children will not be educated. It is possible, the 
kind of unintended outcome that requires consideration. But the 
more one thinks about the likely course of events, the more (I sug-
gest) a quite different possibility emerges: that the main effect on the 
least capable parents will not be that they are duped, but that they are 
exposed to powerful incentives to do better. *  

 Now we are considering the indifferent parent who has an income 
and pays taxes, so he can take advantage of a tax credit and send his 
child to a private school. But he is not like one of the hundred parents. 
He has not under the current system socialized his child to the world 
of studying and the school. So the youngster goes to school, does very 
poorly, graduates (if he gets that far) with little education and all the 
attendant problems that go with this sequence. What can a school do 
about this? Under the current system, the public schools can do little. 
They are supposed to educate everybody. Private schools, in contrast, 
can refuse to educate anyone they don’t want to educate, and thereby 
can end up achieving much on behalf of the very students they refuse. 
To pursue this line of argument, I need three assumptions. 

 Assumption #1 is that many of the parents who are not effective in 
socializing their youngsters nonetheless have ambitions for them and 
want them to do well. The intentions are right, even if the skills for 
achieving them are lacking. 

 Assumption #2 is that, in low-income neighborhoods as in affl uent 
ones, the private schools will get reputations, with the better schools 
getting reputations as desirable places to send one’s children. If each 

  *  A quick point in favor of a tax-credit system over vouchers: To get a mean-
ingful tax credit, you have to have held a job for much of the year. Insofar as 
people who hold down jobs tend as a group to be more responsible than  people  
who are chronically unemployed, and insofar as spending money one has 
earned is different than spending money one has been given, there are forces at 
work militating against thoughtlessness and gullibility. 
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parent were kept in an isolation booth when deciding upon a school, 
the threat of widespread victimization by scams is real. But people talk 
to each other. They compare notes. They have opinions. Some people 
in the neighborhood are extremely gullible, yes; others are not. Some 
follow local opinion; others lead it. 

 Assumption #3 is that low-income parents want to keep up with the 
Joneses in their neighborhood, just as affl uent parents do in theirs. 
They want to be able to boast about their children. They want to have 
things to take pride in. 

 If these assumptions are correct, then we can expect that many in-
effectual parents who haven’t the least understanding of what makes 
a good school will nonetheless want to get their children into lo-
cally popular schools  that are in fact good schools.  The attendant conse-
quences are fascinating. 

 Such parents apply for admission for their children. And they get 
turned down. Or perhaps their child is admitted, but soon kicked out. 
This will happen  because the schools which are prospering on account of their 
reputation cannot afford to keep many disruptive children in their classrooms.  
The other parents won’t stand for it. Their teachers won’t stand for 
it. And there is no better way to convey the message: If you want your 
child to go to one of the good schools, one that you can brag to 
your neighbor about, one that can make good on your aspirations 
for your child, you, the parent, have to do your part. It’s no use saying 
to the school, “I’m paying you to educate him, so you better do it,” 
because the school can say in return, “Your child is a net liability to us. 
Take your tuition money somewhere else.” Best of all, the message will 
be sent quickly, when there may still be time to change the parents’ 
behavior and the child’s. 

 Under a free-choice system, there will be other places to go. In ad-
dition to the public schools, some private schools will specifi cally cater 
to problem children. But these schools will have no social cachet ( just 
as today the special private schools catering to affl uent problem chil-
dren have no cachet). The parents will continue to have aspirations to 
get their children into one of the locally fashionable schools. 

 How much effect will these dynamics have? It is hard to say, be-
cause we have not had a chance to observe a free-choice school system 
in operation in low-income neighborhoods. We have had a chance to 
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observe affl uent parents in such situations, however, and their efforts 
to make sure that their children get into the locally desirable schools 
fall barely short of groveling. If low-income parents behave more or 
less the same, then it seems reasonable to assume that some—not all, 
perhaps not most, but some—parents will do a better job of social-
izing their children for the school world. And “some” parents doing 
a better job may be all it will take to shift the prevailing norms in the 
neighborhood. 

 a class system? 
 One of the most persuasive arguments in favor of retaining the 

public school system is that it provides training in democracy by mix-
ing students of different backgrounds. This is no small virtue. The 
prospect of a system in which all the rich folks send their children to 
one set of schools and all the poor folks send theirs to another is chill-
ing, and it must be asked of a tuition tax-credit system whether this 
would not be the result. 

 I suggest that the opposite is true. It is the current public school 
system, especially as reformed in the last two decades, that conspires 
to produce segregation by race and economic class. The free-choice 
system will break down some of that segregation. 

 A high degree of socioeconomic stratifi cation has always existed 
in the schools and always will, under any nontotalitarian system. In 
the old days of neighborhood schools, neighborhoods tended to be 
formed along socioeconomic lines and the schoolrooms followed suit. 
The calculations of parents were (and remain) concrete and explicit. 
Ask any real-estate agent about the difference in value between two 
houses in a middles-class suburb, across the street from each other, of 
equivalent size and condition, when they straddle a strictly enforced 
school district line and the school on one side of the street draws its 
students from a low-income neighborhood while the other one draws 
from middle-class neighborhoods. The perceived value of socioeco-
nomic stratifi cation can be calibrated in the market prices of the two 
houses. 

 So let us not deceive ourselves that there will ever be complete mixing 
under any system. Parents prefer that their children go to a school with 
an appropriate environment, an “appropriate environment” meaning 
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one in which the predominant values are ones they share; and the 
parents who have money will resort to whatever is necessary to see 
that it happens in the face of virtually anything the government does. 
This is understood (I submit) by everyone who has both children and 
money. 

 But to say that parents want schools with an appropriate envi-
ronment is not the same as saying that parents want their children 
to go to school  only  with other children of their own class. On the 
contrary, many parents who send their children to private school 
want a mix of children in the school, so that their children do not 
grow up as hothouse fl owers unable to cope with the real world. 
Under the free-choice system a large proportion of middle- and 
upper-middle-class parents will be looking for schools that have di-
verse student bodies. How many parents are like that? Collect some 
data from yourself: Given a choice between two schools with similar 
curricula and teaching environments, which would you choose for 
your children? One with a racially and economically diverse student 
body or one with a racially homogeneous upper-middle-class stu-
dent body? If you have answered, as I predict a majority of readers 
of this book will have answered, that you would choose the socially 
heterogeneous school, the question to consider is this: What makes 
you think that most people aren’t as sensible and fair-minded as 
you are? 

 Under the current situation, it is impossible for many private 
schools to make good on this parental preference for diversity be-
cause of the economics of the situation. Among people who make 
$75,000 a year or more, the mean tuition for private school in 1985 
was $2,483. 13  A school with that tuition cannot realistically hope to in-
clude many students from working-class homes; the cost is too great. 
Under the free-choice system, the potential range of applicants sud-
denly widens. Take, for example, a family of four with a gross annual 
income of $25,000 (these days, a working-class income) for whom a 
$2,500-per-year private school is out of the question. If these parents 
could deduct from their total tax bill all tuition up to $2,500, the 
out-of-pocket cost of the private school for that family would drop 
to something near zero, depending on which taxes are counted in 
calculating the tax credit (the average family of four with a $25,000 
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gross income pays about $2,700 a year in personal taxes). *14  Sud-
denly it becomes possible for a wide range of working-class families 
to put their children in private schools that formerly were out of 
their reach; and a wide range of the better private schools will be 
actively seeking such children, not out of a sense of social justice but 
because to have such children will be an excellent selling point for 
fi lling their classrooms. 

 Will some schools cater to wealthy parents who don’t want their sen-
sitive youngsters to mix with riffraff? Of course.  Many do now,  in the 
private school system. Will some working-class schools be lily white and 
hostile toward applications by blacks (or any other kind of outsider)? 
Of course.  Many are now,  in suburban public school systems. The world 
would not be perfect; it would just be better. A large number of middle-
class parents who would prefer a socioeconomically and racially mixed 
school for their children now can rarely fi nd one that is also a good 
school. A large number of working-class parents, white and black, who 
want good teachers, demanding curricula, and an orderly classroom 
for their children now can rarely fi nd one that they can also afford. 
The free-choice system would permit those two sets of parents to send 
their children to the same schools. This represents progress. In fact, it 
represents progress considered so important for the last three decades 
that the public school systems of the nation were convulsed in order 
to bring it about. To suggest that this most fi ercely struggled for and 
fi ercely resisted outcome will occur naturally across a broad spectrum 
of Americans if only we let parents send their children to the schools 
they prefer seems close to blasphemy. Surely it’s too easy. 

 In the last decade, at scattered places around the country, free-choice 
systems for education have occasionally been proposed. They have al-
ways been much more modest than the one proposed here, usually 
amounting to a few hundred dollars in vouchers, not tax credits. All 

  *  Who is paying for the highways and health centers and other noneduca-
tional services that the parents’ $2,500 would otherwise have helped pay for? 
Other citizens without children in school. The tuition tax-credit system, like the 
current public school system, is redistributionist. Under both systems, the tax-
payer without children in school subsidizes the cost of education for the citizen 
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have been laced with restrictions to protect the position of the pub-
lic schools. None (to my knowledge) has passed. That experience 
suggests how little the preceding discussion has to do with political 
realities. 

 But political realities have not been my topic. The assertion under-
lying the discussion in these three chapters has been that applying 
the pursuit of happiness as a criterion for designing and evaluating 
social programs illuminates a variety of issues that otherwise tend to 
be obscured. Whether that is good enough depends on what problem 
one is trying to solve. If the problem in question is how to prepare 
youngsters to compete with Japan in a world economy, then there are 
many ways of increasing the numbers of well-educated high-school 
graduates. I will still doubt that any other way can achieve so much so 
quickly with so little new money as the system I have described, and 
I am quite confi dent that no other plan will have a fraction of the 
impact on the education of low-income urban families. But there  are  
other ways of improving elementary and secondary education for the 
middle class, and that will be suffi cient to help us compete better with 
Japan. There are also many ways to put roofs over the homeless, food 
into the bellies of the hungry, and money into the hands of the poor. 

 If, however, the problem is how to enable people in all classes and 
in all occupations to pursue happiness, then this limited example of 
applications to educational policy has simply been tantalizing. One 
might conduct similar thought experiments for a variety of other 
problems. For example, we could work through how  odd  it is that some 
urban neighborhoods have such high rates of violent crime. Under 
what strange circumstances would the people of that neighborhood, 
pursuing happiness, permit such a situation to exist? Or the problem 
of drugs: It is easy to understand how a given individual might be-
come addicted, but how odd that a  widespread  problem of drug addic-
tion  can continue over a long period of time,  when such powerful forces 
(economic and social) would naturally seem to dampen it. How do 

with children whose taxes do not cover the cost of his children’s education, justi-
fi ed by education’s status as a public good. This is simply more obvious in the 
case of a tuition tax-credit scheme when a person paying $2,500 in federal, state, 
and local taxes gets a credit of the full $2,500 to devote just to education. 
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current policies manage to sustain a naturally self-limiting problem? 
And so on. I hope that the extended example of education has been 
suffi ciently generalizable to make the lines of the arguments more or 
less self-evident; in any event, I will not try to produce a workbook of 
such experiments. Clearly, I have been alluding in the education ex-
ample to some broader conclusions about the ways in which enabling 
people to pursue happiness should affect social policy. It is time to 
pull those strands together. 
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 12 
 Little Platoons 

 Strongly bound communities, fulfi lling complex public functions, are 
not creations of the state. They form because they must. Human be-
ings have needs as individuals (never mind the “moral sense” or lack 
of it) that cannot be met except by cooperation with other human 
beings. To this degree, the often-lamented confl ict between “indi-
vidualism” and “community” is misleading. The pursuit of individual 
happiness cannot be an atomistic process; it will naturally and always 
occur in the context of communities. The state’s role in enabling the 
pursuit of happiness depends ultimately on nurturing  not  individuals, 
but the associations they form. 

 The text for this discussion is one of Burke’s best-known passages: 
“To be attached to the subdivision, to love the little platoon we belong 
to in society, is the fi rst principle (the germ as it were) of public affec-
tions. It is the fi rst link in the series by which we proceed towards a 
love to our country, and to mankind.” 1  I will be using the image of the 
“little platoon” to represent the essential relationship of social organi-
zation to the pursuit of happiness and, by extension, the relationship 
of the state’s social policy to the pursuit of happiness. We each belong 
to a few “little platoons.” The great joys and sorrows, satisfactions and 
preoccupations, of our daily life are defi ned in terms of them. This 
observation, I will assert, applies to everyone, wherever his little pla-
toons fall within the larger social framework. 

 Using a central government to enable people to pursue happi-
ness becomes in this perspective a process of making sure that the 
little platoons work. The enabling conditions have to be met—in a 
properly constructed society, people must have access to material re-
sources, safety, self-respect, and intrinsic rewards. But the little pla-
toons of work, family, and community are the nexus within which 
these conditions are worked out and through which the satisfactions 
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that happiness represents are obtained. That being the case, “good” 
social policy can be defi ned only after we have answered the questions: 

 How do little platoons form? 
 How are they sustained? 
 What makes them nourishing? 

 Affiliation as the Mechanism for Forming Little Platoons 

 When in part 2 I began to explore enabling conditions for the pur-
suit of happiness via Abraham Maslow’s needs hierarchy, I observed 
that the third of the needs, for intimacy and belongingness, was also a 
resource; in effect, it is the master resource whereby human beings in 
society go about seeing that the other needs are met. The label I will 
give to this mechanism is “affi liation.” Here, too, Burke has distilled 
the essence of what I mean: “Men are not tied to one another by pa-
pers and seals. They are led to associate by resemblances, by conformi-
ties, by sympathies.” 2  

 The last two chapters presented an elaborated illustration of af-
fi liation. Parents, teachers, and (in their turn) the children were en-
gaged in a tacit, complex process. Each parent had certain individual 
interests. So did each prospective teacher. The result was not just the 
meeting of those particular interests, but something more. The little 
platoon called “community” had been enriched, with positive results 
that were more than the sum of the educational and professional out-
comes. This was no accident, but a characteristic result when small 
groups of people have individual problems that can best be solved by 
gaining the voluntary cooperation of others—or in other words, when 
small groups engage in voluntary affi liations through the force of in-
dividual circumstance. We are now in a position to talk about affi lia-
tion more systematically. 

 affiliations as small steps 
 An affi liation behavior may be one whereby one person forms new 

relationships with others (by marrying or moving to a particular town 
or neighborhood). It may consist of an effort to alter an existing en-
vironment (circulating a petition, or forming a neighborhood block 
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watch). Sometimes it means leaving relationships that are unsatisfac-
tory (getting a divorce or quitting a club). But the word “affi liation” 
probably tends to evoke too many of these formal types of affi liation 
and not enough of the small acts of affi liation that make up the larger 
ones. The places you shop, the friends you choose to see a lot of, the 
relationships you have with coworkers, the ways you spend your lei-
sure time, all bespeak and defi ne affi liations. 

 Affi liation behaviors, as I am using the term, are not contractual. I 
have a favorite delicatessen up the street. The prices sometimes aren’t 
the best I could fi nd, but I like the place for many little reasons. I can 
joke with the people behind the counter. They recognize my children 
when they come in. They let me buy a sandwich on credit when I have 
forgotten my wallet. And the food’s pretty good. If once in a while my 
expectations are not met, I do not immediately start considering other 
options. If they were consistently not met, then sooner or later I would 
drift off. Technically, what I am doing could be construed and analyzed 
as a series of market decisions about where to shop ( just as affi liations 
in the aggregate bear many similarities to the way that free markets 
work, through analogous dynamics). But in reality, the formation and 
sustenance of my affi liation with the delicatessen are much closer in 
their characteristics to the way that friendships form and are sustained. 

 I use this homely example to emphasize that people very rarely 
wake up one morning and “decide” to form a particular affi liation. 
They only rarely decide all at once to leave them. Most commonly, 
the interactions embraced under the heading of affi liation are small 
steps, taken for reasons having nothing to do with any conscious inter-
est in forming affi liations, that have cumulative effects over time. As 
people go about their daily life, affi liation behaviors occur. 

 Or fail to occur. For a second important point about affi liations is 
that they do not have to exist. It is possible to live in a neighborhood, 
isolated and alone, and have no affi liations. It is possible to have a 
job that consists of a purely contractual outlook (“I agree to be at 
this place, doing these tasks, for this many hours per week, for this 
amount of money”), devoid of affi liations. Affi liations may be many or 
few, strong or weak, rich or bland. One of the chief determinants of 
their existence and their nature is the extent to which they are used to 
live out beliefs. 
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 affiliations as a way of living 
according to beliefs 

 The affi liation involving the delicatessen is one of many that con-
stitute my larger affi liation with a neighborhood, which in turn is one 
component of the affi liations that constitute my still larger affi liation 
with a community. Trivial as it is in itself, the affi liation with the deli 
serves to illustrate a feature of affi liations that has tended to be lost in 
the recent and often romanticized rhetoric about people “relating” to 
other people. People affi liate with other people because of  something 
about  other people—in this case, the qualities of being friendly, help-
ful, and amusing. 

 It may seem a distinction too obvious to mention. Of course one is 
attracted to “something about” someone else, since there is no such 
thing as being attracted to someone as an abstract entity. But however 
obvious, the distinction is essential to understanding why little pla-
toons are rewarding or unrewarding, why they sustain themselves or 
fall apart:  Affi liation is a means whereby people of common values are enabled 
to live by those values.  “Values” in this case means your views about how 
the world works or ought to work, ranging from religion to childrear-
ing to politics to table manners to standards of public civility. 

 The reason why affi liation is so intimately linked to values is that, 
to have much use—or, in fact, to be truly held—values must be acted 
on. Furthermore, they are typically expressed not in a one-shot action 
but as patterned behaviors over a period of time. Still further, values 
can seldom be acted upon in isolation; to live by them requires that 
your standards be shared by a consensus of your neighbors. Unless 
most of your neighbors believe in calling the police when something 
suspicious is happening to a neighbor’s house, you are not going to be 
able to practice community crime control. Unless most of your neigh-
bors believe that stealing is wrong and that sex for fourteen-year-olds 
is bad, you are going to have a tough time making your norms stick 
with your own children. If you conduct your business on the assump-
tion that one’s word is one’s bond, you are going to go broke unless 
the other businessmen you deal with operate by the same principle. 
In other words, to live according to many of your most important be-
liefs, it is essential that you be free to affi liate with fellow believers 
and that, together, you enjoy some control over that environment. To 
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the extent that you are satisfi ed that you are “living according to your 
beliefs”—that anciently honored right of Americans—it is because of 
affi liations. 

 So far, presumably, no surprises: All I have done is impose some 
nomenclature on a familiar process. But it also remains true that in 
the everyday world some affi liations work much better than others. 
Some marriages are much richer affi liations than others, some neigh-
borhoods are much more closely knit than others, and so on. Even a 
commonality of beliefs is obviously not enough—some local churches 
are much more vital than others. The question therefore becomes not 
only how affi liation occurs, but how it becomes infused with satisfying 
content .

 Responsibility and Effort as the 
Mechanisms for Achieving Satisfaction 

 Put aside the concept of affi liation for a moment (we shall return to 
it) and recall the earlier discussions of self-respect, locus of control, in-
trinsic rewards, autotelic activities, competence, and self-determination. 
In different ways, from different perspectives, they argue for the real-
ity of this relationship: The satisfaction one takes from any activity is a 
complicated product of the degree of effort one puts into it, the degree 
of responsibility one has for the outcome, and the function it serves. 

 Effort.   The importance of effort is perhaps self-evident—try to 
think of something from which you take great satisfaction (not just 
momentary pleasure) that involved no effort on your part. I need not 
belabor this. Any number of aphorisms make the same point: “Noth-
ing worth having comes easily,” for example, or “You take out of 
something what you put into it.” The technical literature I discussed 
in part 2 provides scientifi cally respectable language for very old 
common wisdom. 

 Responsibility.   It is the importance of responsibility that needs em-
phasis. To achieve satisfaction, there must be an element of “It was 
because of me!” in the accomplishment. Effort alone is not enough. 
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Underlying this sense of responsibility are three crucial conditions: 
the sense of having made a choice (it was possible that you would 
 not  have done it); of following through, consummating an identifi -
able effect; and of having done this in the face of the possibility of 
failure. It is not necessary to be fully responsible for every aspect 
of an achievement, but it is necessary to be responsible for some 
identifi able and meaningful corner of it. Thus construction work-
ers commonly report that one of the satisfactions of their job is to 
return to the completed skyscraper or bridge and say to themselves 
that they helped build it. They had an extremely high degree of 
what might be called “local responsibility” for their component of 
the effort. 

 The brunt of these remarks is that the relationship of effort and 
responsibility to satisfaction is not simply additive. If I were putting 
the relationship in the form of an equation, I would say that effort 
and responsibility have both an additive and a multiplicative effect. 
If either is zero, the multiplicative component of the effect is zero 
as well.* 

 Function.   The assertion here (and it is an assertion, not covered by 
the fi ndings in part 2) is that the degree of satisfaction produced by 
the effort and responsibility depends on the function being served. 
Generally speaking, functions can be arrayed on a continuum in im-
portance from “trivial” (e.g., passing the time) to “profound” (e.g., 
saving someone’s life). In the absence of some highly unusual circum-
stances, it can be generalized that spending a great deal of effort and 
assuming great responsibility on a trivial function is not as satisfying 
as spending the same amount of effort and assuming equally great 
 responsibility on a profound function.† This is an assertion, but not 
such an implausible one. 

 * The relationship is still more complicated when the behaviors are not vol-
untary. For example, being  forced  to put forth great effort with no responsibility 
typically produces dissatisfaction (a negative score, as it were). The main point 
in the text is that effort and responsibility interact in producing satisfactions. 

 † It is important not to confuse  activity  with  function.  The same superfi cial 
activity can serve quite different functions. Tennis, for example, “just a game” 
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 The point I wish to stress is that  the same conditions that shape in-
dividual satisfactions apply to the satisfactions gained from affi liations.  
The affi liation called a friendship is decisively affected by the effort, 
responsibility, and functions it serves as well as by the personal at-
tractiveness that the two friends see in each other. The affi liations 
that make up a community are much different if they are formed 
by dinner parties and encounters at the supermarket than if they 
are formed by barn-raisings and fi ghting off the locusts. Or to put 
it in terms of the little platoons through which we work out the pur-
suit of happiness: To exist and to be vital, little platoons must have 
 something to do. 

 Let me now begin to put these considerations alongside the prob-
lem of making good social policy. I am no longer trying to formu-
late effective policies to deal with discrete social problems, but trying 
to characterize more broadly the shape that good social policy will 
take. The proposition is that the importance of affi liation—of  rich  
affi liations, imbued with responsibility and effort, used as a way of liv-
ing according to one’s beliefs—transcends any of these discrete so-
cial goods. Much of what we observe as rootlessness, emptiness, and 
plain unhappiness in contemporary life may ultimately be traced to 
the many ways, occasionally blatant, more often indirect and subtle, in 
which social policy has excised the option of taking responsibility, the 
need to make an effort, or both—the ways in which social policy has, 
in a phrase, taken the trouble out of things. 

 The General Relationship of 
Social Policy to Satisfactions 

 “Taking the trouble out of things” is the theme song of modernity. 
The very process of technological progress may be seen as an unend-

in itself, has escalating levels of potential satisfaction for the casual player, for 
whom tennis is a way to pass the time pleasurably; for the dedicated amateur, 
for whom tennis is a principal means of “expressing his realized capacities”; 
and for the professional, for whom tennis is both a principal means of self-
expression and a way of making a living. 
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ing attempt to take the trouble out of things. Certainly “taking the 
trouble out of things” has driven the consumer economy. Electric can 
openers take the trouble out of opening cans. Garbage disposals take 
the trouble out of getting rid of the garbage. Automobiles take the 
trouble out of getting from one place to another. Such changes are, 
by and large, welcome. People naturally try to make life better, and 
“better” not unnaturally has tended to be identifi ed with “easier.” 

 “taking the trouble out of things” 
as the de facto goal of social policy 

 Most changes in social policy over the last half century may be 
viewed as having served the same function. Social Security took some 
of the trouble out of preparing for retirement. Unemployment insur-
ance took some of the trouble out of being unemployed. Aid to Fami-
lies with Dependent Children (AFDC) took some of the trouble out of 
having a baby without a father. Alterations in the bankruptcy laws took 
some of the trouble out of failing at business. 

 A problem with such reforms, quite apart from anything having to 
do with their immediate effects, is that in every instance in which “tak-
ing the trouble out of things” works, there is a corresponding dimi-
nution in the potential satisfaction that might be obtained from the 
activity that has been affected. To be employed is not quite as satisfy-
ing if being unemployed doesn’t cause hardship. To be a businessman 
who scrupulously pays his bills is not quite as satisfying if not-paying-
bills is made less painful. 

 The carrots and sticks act at second hand. Theoretically, for the 
businessman to continue to take as much satisfaction in paying his 
bills, it is necessary only that his fellow businessmen continue to con-
sider it disgraceful not to pay bills. In reality, to soften the tangible pen-
alties of bankruptcy also, over a period of time, softens the degree of 
disgrace. To soften the tangible penalties for being unemployed also, 
over a period of time, diminishes the status associated with holding a 
job. To return to the running example of education, the reforms in 
education during the 1960s and 1970s may be seen as a series of steps 
that “took some of the trouble” out of educating one’s child and to 
that degree attenuated this important source of satisfaction. Respon-
sibility for decisions about nearly everything—curricula, textbooks, 



[  236  ] towa r d t h e be st of a l l possibl e wor l ds

disciplinary standards, rules of attendance and suspension, selection 
of teachers, testing requirements, the amounts of money to be spent, 
guidelines for lunch menus—moved outward from the neighborhood 
to the state or federal government. The argument here is not about 
whether these changes were substantively good or bad; rather, it is that 
 even if  they had been good educationally, they were still bad for par-
ents in that they constrained and depressed the ways in which a parent 
with a child in public school could take satisfaction from that compo-
nent of life called “overseeing the education of one’s child.” 

 Adopting this viewpoint, one may also make the case that what re-
ally happened for any given reform was that some enrichment of satis-
factions occurred further down the line. The United States has always 
avoided truly Draconian penalties for bankruptcy, to enable people to 
make a fresh start—certainly a plus in enabling people to pursue hap-
piness. Social Security takes some of the trouble out of preparing for 
retirement, yes; but the existence of Social Security makes it possible 
for large numbers of people who otherwise would be destitute to have 
enough material resources—a critical enabling condition—to pursue 
happiness in their old age. The actual net of each trade-off has to be 
calculated on its merits. 

 the need for a stopping point 
 The problem is not deciding whether good social policy ever means 

taking the trouble out of things, but rather fi nding where to stop. Al-
most everyone thinks it is good that the police take the trouble out 
of having to catch burglars. A large majority of Americans seem to 
be content with the more extensive transfer of burdens that has oc-
curred. Judging from international experience, the process will con-
tinue. No democracy has yet said to its government, “Stop doing this 
for us.” If we look to Western Europe for a picture of our future, and 
if in Europe the Scandinavian countries represent the cutting edge of 
social progress, then we may look forward to more and more trouble 
being taken out of more and more things. 

 The psychological reasons why people seem endlessly willing to ac-
cept such measures is no more complicated than the reason why any 
of us, given a choice, will often take the easy way out even when we 
know that we will derive more satisfaction from the more troublesome 
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choice. It is the all-too-familiar problem of knowing that one “will have 
enjoyed” doing something (reading a fi ne novel) but lacking the will 
to get started on it (therefore picking up a magazine instead). This is 
not reprehensible, but it does raise two important points. 

 The fi rst is that the process cannot ultimately be a healthy one. Tak-
ing the trouble out of things must eventually go too far. Somehow the 
mixture of things with which we fi ll up our time must give us long-
term satisfaction with life as a whole. And satisfaction depends cru-
cially on being left important things over which we take trouble. 

 The second observation is that we cannot expect legislatures to de-
fi ne a stopping point. If the decisions about what government may not 
do on our behalf are left to a majority vote of elected representatives, 
logrolling and shifting coalitions will mean a perpetually expanding 
domain of benefi ts. 

 Programs that provide benefi ts are triply vulnerable to this form of 
perpetual expansion. First and most obviously, perception of the ben-
efi t tends to dominate perception of the cost, for the same reason that 
the offer of a free lunch used to attract business to saloons. Second, a 
majority can easily be put together to vote for a wide variety of benefi ts 
if only a minority is taxed to pay for them. Third, even a  minority  can 
often pass a benefi t because of the asymmetry in the incentives to sup-
port and oppose any given benefi t. Specifi cally, when a minority within 
the population stands to benefi t greatly from a particular good and the 
individuals who constitute the majority suffer only a minor cost, the 
highly motivated minority can get the “public good” that it wants. 3  In 
defi ning a proper stopping point for government services and benefi ts, 
trusting to the vote-by-vote behavior of the members of the United 
States Congress is a mistake. They will never defi ne a stopping point on 
their own. 

 So the problem is set. Somehow the mix of somethings with which 
we fi ll up our time must give us happiness. And happiness depends 
crucially on taking trouble over things that matter.  There must be a stop-
ping point, some rule by which governments limit what they do for people —not 
just because of budget constraints, not just because of infringements 
on freedom (though either of these might be a suffi cient reason in it-
self ), but because happiness is impossible unless people are left alone 
to take trouble over important things. 
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 Furthermore, the stopping point must leave untouched certain pos-
sibilities of failures, of losses, of pains. Recall Csikszentmihalyi’s for-
mulation: Enjoyment follows from the balance of challenge and skills. 
The word “challenge” has embedded in its meaning the element of 
“possibility of failure”; take away that possibility, and the possibility of 
enjoyment goes with it. Take away the possibility of failure, and the 
concept of “measuring up” that underpins self-respect is meaningless. 

 So we dare not make life as hazardless for ourselves as we have it in 
our power to do. The pursuit of happiness means making life deliber-
ately diffi cult in certain ways—not so diffi cult that we  cannot  cope, but 
diffi cult enough, in certain important ways, that coping is an authen-
tic accomplishment. 

 the current stopping point: a safety net 
 The current stopping point for social welfare policy is supposed to 

be based on  who  is helped, not on the functions to be performed—
the rationale of the safety net.* The statement of the stopping point 
goes something like this: “A good social policy leaves individuals free 
to do as they wish. The government steps in only when an individ-
ual demonstrates that he is  not  able to cope, that the challenges have 
overmatched his skills. Any form of help may be provided, but only to 
those who need it.” The underlying premise—the central government 
should act to help those who need help—is accepted by mainstream 
conservatives and liberals alike. Their differences lie in defi nitions of 
who needs help and what constitutes an appropriate level of help. 

 But social policy affects not only individuals. It also takes away func-
tions from the little platoons, and therein lies a much more diffi cult 
set of trade-offs to be assessed. If it is true that most of the important 
satisfactions in life are rooted in, processed through, or enhanced by 
little platoons, we are left with the general (if still not very specifi c) 
conclusion that it is extremely important for social policy to leave the 
little platoons with the “somethings to do” that keep them vital. 

 * In reality, a very large proportion of income transfers violates the rationale of 
the safety net. The rationale for farm subsidies has nothing to do with helping peo-
ple in need. The Social Security system embraces everyone, not just those in need. 
But the rationale of the safety net nonetheless pervades the debate and is treated 
as if it were a self-limiting stopping point, even if it has not been in practice. 
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 an alternative stopping point: 
proscribing functions 

 The alternative is to establish the stopping point according to func-
tions. This might be defi ned in various ways. Curiously, those out of 
the political mainstream—libertarians and democratic socialists, 
for example—share this principle in common, just as conservatives 
and liberals share the safety-net rationale in common. Their differ-
ences lie in the lists of functions that are forbidden to government. 
The democratic socialists see the government as the provider of basic 
services, setting aside a few areas of noneconomic personal behavior 
as areas in which government may not intrude. Libertarians want a 
government forbidden from all except the most limited functions 
(national defense and the police function being the main ones). For 
purposes of discussion here, I propose a loosely stated stopping point: 
“Functions that people as individuals and as communities are  able  to 
carry out on their own should be left to them to do as individuals and 
communities.” That the federal government thinks it could do a  better  
job of carrying out those functions is not a suffi cient justifi cation for 
intervention. 

 The motivation for the rule is the logic of the teacher shortage writ 
large: Just as it is  odd  that too few people want to do something as 
satisfying as teach, it is above all else  odd  that satisfying affi liations fail 
to occur in other sectors of life, for everyone. For individuals of all 
classes and abilities, the activities associated with getting and holding 
a job, fi nding and holding a spouse, and raising a family all are, in 
the natural course of things, chock-full of challenge and satisfaction, 
and cause rich affi liations to occur. They are the stuff of which life is 
made. It is odd that so many people should see themselves as living 
lives in which they go through meaningless motions. 

 The same applies even more emphatically to community activities. 
There is no shortage of important tasks, requiring people to take re-
sponsibility and effort, everywhere that human beings congregate. 
There are hungry to be fed, children to be taught, the uncivil to be 
civilized, the sick to be cared for, failures to be commiserated with 
and successes to be celebrated. All the raw material is always there, in 
every collection of human beings. Modernity has not done away with 
a bit of it. 
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 On the contrary, one of the virtues of modernity is that it has given 
larger and larger proportions of people the wherewithal to extend 
more and more help. When a society is living on the margins of sub-
sistence, Maslow’s formulation sets in and competition for limited 
goods can sweep away all other considerations. *  But given contempo-
rary American wealth, under what conditions does a person of ordi-
nary goodwill—not a saint, just average— not  feed a hungry neighbor? 
Under what conditions does a sick person go untended? Under what 
conditions do adults not keep a benevolent watch over children play-
ing nearby? Everybody doesn’t always behave in helpful ways, true, but 
how is it that in an average collection of human beings there is not a 
suffi cient quantity of such responses? In short, how is it that we have 
managed in recent decades to  prevent  vital little platoons called “com-
munities” from forming? 

 Allow me to anticipate here one big question that my own ques-
tions will have raised: What about the inner cities? Hasn’t recent his-
tory demonstrated that poor urban neighborhoods in America are 
too alienating and impersonal to permit community, that in places 
where people are so poor and victimized by discrimination, human 
affi liations of the type I have described break down? I am not so pes-
simistic, and can call upon considerable historical evidence in support 
(urban ethnic communities, including black urban communities, be-
ing the main source). Still, it is fair to say that under such circum-
stances affi liations are more diffi cult to sustain and more vulnerable 
to disruption—especially including disruption by government policy. 
Let me suggest two responses. First, to argue that such neighborhoods 
are lacking in community at this moment in history is not to prove 
that community is an irrelevant issue, or that anything else can take its 
place. The second response is that something less than 4 percent of 

  *  Elsewhere, I have elaborated on this thought by comparing village cultures in 
what I call “subsistence” vs. “suffi ciency” environments. My generalization is that 
behaviors associated with Edward Banfi eld’s “amoral familism” and Oscar Lewis’s 
“image of the limited good” are found in cultures where no one is far from the 
possibility of starvation. In cultures where subsistence can be taken for granted 
and with loose social structures (the anthropologist’s phrase for substantial per-
sonal freedom), generosity and community cooperation are taken for granted. 4  
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Americans live in those most battered neighborhoods. If it should be 
decided (over my objections) that some different system is needed for 
that 4 percent, so be it. But as we try to develop a social policy that en-
ables people to pursue satisfying lives, it must be a system that fi rst of 
all works for the 96 percent, then deals with the other 4 percent—not 
the other way around. 

 The Tendrils of Community 

 Now, to repeat the question: Why, in a nation with the wealth of the 
United States, would there not be enough people to attend naturally 
and fully to the functions of community that I have been describing? 

 The answer I am proposing is indicated by the image in the title, 
“tendrils” of community. To occur in the fi rst place, then to develop, 
certain kinds of affi liations must have something to attach themselves 
to. Communities exist because they have a reason to exist, some core 
of functions around which the affi liations that constitute a vital com-
munity can form and grow. When the government takes away a core 
function, it depletes not only the source of vitality pertaining to that 
particular function, but also the vitality of a much larger family of re-
sponses. By hiring professional social workers to care for those most 
in need, it cuts off nourishment to secondary and tertiary behaviors 
that have nothing to do with formal social work. An illustration: In 
the logic of the social engineer, there is no causal connection between 
such apparently disparate events as (1) the establishment of a welfare 
bureaucracy and (2) the reduced likelihood (after a passage of some 
years) that, when someone dies, a neighbor will prepare a casserole 
for the bereaved family’s dinner. In the logic I am using, there  is  a 
causal connection, and one of great importance. 

 I am arguing ultimately from two premises. One is again straight 
from Aristotle, that the practice of a virtue has the characteristics of 
a habit and of a skill. People may be born with the capacity of being 
generous, but become generous only by practicing generosity. People 
have the capacity for honesty, but become honest only by practicing 
honesty. 5  The second, for which I do not have a specifi c source, is the 
human response to which I have referred several times: People tend 
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not to do a chore when someone else will do it for them. At the micro-
level, the dialogue between the government and the citizen goes 
roughly like this: 

 “Do you want to go out and feed the hungry or are you going to 
sit here and watch television?” 

 “I’m tired. What’ll happen if I don’t go?” 
 “Well, if you don’t go I guess I’ll just have to do it myself.” 
 “In that case, you go.” 

 It shows up in the aggregate as well. In the normal course of events, 
the personal income that people and corporations contribute to phi-
lanthropies “ought” to increase not only in raw dollar amounts, but 
as a proportion of income, as wealth itself increases: If I can afford 
to give away 5 percent of my income when I make $10,000, then (ce-
teris paribus, as always) when I make $11,000 I can afford to give away 
a higher percentage and still have more money for my personal use 
than I had before. From the beginning of the 1940s through 1964, 
this expectation held true: the richer the United States got, the 
greater the proportion of its wealth that was given to philanthropy. 
Then, suddenly, sometime during 1964–65, in the middle of an eco-
nomic boom, this consistent trend was reversed. The proportion of 
wealth being given away began to fall even though wealth continued 
to increase. This new and disturbing trend continued through the 
rest of the 1960s, throughout the 1970s, and then suddenly reversed 
itself again in 1981 (during a period of hard times), when a new ad-
ministration came to offi ce that once more seemed to be saying “If 
you don’t do it, nobody will.” Figure 14 shows this intriguing history 
from 1950 through 1985. 

 I use the graph to illustrate, not as proof. But the causal relationship—
government spending crowds out private philanthropy—has been dem-
onstrated in a number of technical analyses. *6  The causal explanation 

*    The displacement effect is both exaggerated and understated by the illus-
trative case shown in the fi gure. It is exaggerated in that comparatively little phi-
lanthropy during the period shown in the fi gure (1950–85) went to services for 
poor people—the trend line refl ects changes in a more generalized “propensity 
to contribute income to public causes.” It is understated in that the technical 
analyses demonstrate dramatically how effi ciently government funding for the 
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needn’t be much more complicated than the private dialogue (“What’ll 
happen if I don’t do it?”) played out on a national scale.* 

 It seems to be inevitable. If the message is that if people don’t do 
these things themselves then the state will hire people to do these 
things for them, that knowledge affects behavior. You may once again 
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  figure 14    .  A Coincidence of Policy Rhetoric and Private Philanthropy . . . 
 Sources: Bureau of the Census,  Historical Statistics of the United States  (Washington, 
D.C.: Government Printing Offi ce, 1975), Series F297–348 (for personal 
income), Series 398–411 (for philanthropic contributions); and Bureau of 
the Census,  Statistical Abstract of the United States 1987   (Washington, D.C.: 
Government Printing Offi ce, 1987), table 713 and comparables in other 
volumes (for personal income), table 630 and comparables (for philanthropic 
contributions). 

poor drives out private money: Whatever money is contributed is shifted from 
the poor to other causes. In other words, it is not just that people stopped in-
creasing the proportion of income given to philanthropy, much more of the 
money they  did  give would have gone to helping the poor in the absence of 
governmental action. 

 * For those who are curious how much more money would be donated to-
day if the trend of the 1950s had continued: If the relationship between real 
personal income and percentage given away had persisted, we would in 1985 
have been donating 5.1 percent of personal income, or $88.2 billion more than 
we actually donated. To get an idea of the comparative size of such numbers, 
the cost of the entire federal “public aid” effort in 1985—comprising AFDC, 
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use yourself as a source of evidence.* Suppose, for example, that to-
morrow you were told that every bit of government assistance to poor 
people—federal, state, and municipal—in your neighborhood had 
ended. If you are a physician, would this have any effect on your avail-
ability for pro bono services? If you are a member of a church board, 
would it have any effect on the agenda items for next week’s meet-
ing? If you are an unconnected member of the community, would you 
give any thought to what you might do to pick up needs that the gov-
ernment had so callously dropped? If you already do volunteer work, 
would you increase your efforts? 

 If you would be likely to function more actively as a member of 
your community under such circumstances, the puzzle to ponder is 
this: It is very probable that such activities will provide you with sat-
isfactions. You can be fairly confi dent of this—so why is it that you 
are not behaving  now  as you would behave if the government stopped 
performing these functions? After all, the evening news is fi lled every 
night with stories of people who have fallen between the cracks of the 
existing social service system. Why not go out and take for yourself 
these satisfactions in the same full measure that you would take them 
if the government were no longer involved? 

 The correct answer is that “It just wouldn’t be the same.” If a child 
in the neighborhood will not be fed unless the neighborhood church 
feeds it, the church will feed that child. But if the church is merely a 
distribution point, if it is simply a choice of whether the church feeds 
the child or a Generous Outside Agency does it, the urgency is gone, 

 Medicaid, social services, Supplemental Security Income, training programs, 
low-income energy assistance, surplus food for the needy, work-experience pro-
grams, refugee assistance, and a miscellany of other programs—came to $60 
billion. The point is not a specifi c prediction, but a general statement: There is a 
whole lot of money that private individuals can, do, and would donate to public 
uses, depending on what the reality test tells them about who else will do what if 
they watch TV instead. 

 * At the extremes are people who will be involved in community activities 
no matter what and misanthropes who will never be involved. I am referring to 
a wide middle range of people who can tip in either direction depending on 
circumstances. 
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and so is some of the response by the church members. And so is 
some of the vitality of that church. 

 Recall the formulation: Satisfactions are a product of responsibil-
ity, effort, and function. When the Generous Outside Agency has the 
action, the reality is that your level of responsibility is small and nebu-
lous. Thus voluntary agencies are faced with the problem of either 
fi nding something to do that does not have a government program 
competing with it, or of convincing prospective volunteers that they 
are doing something that is falling between the cracks. As government 
responsibilities expand, each of these cases becomes harder to make 
persuasively. Why donate $500 of your money (which represents a 
lot, to you) to a local agency when there is a bureaucracy in your city 
spending $20 million on the same function? Why give up an evening 
a week, when you’re working a full day at your job, to do something 
for which the city has a full-time paid staff of several hundred people? 
If the job’s not getting done, make them do what they’re being paid 
to do. 

 None of this is meant to ignore the voluntary and philanthropic 
programs that exist; rather, I am suggesting that what we observe is 
the tip of what would exist otherwise, the behavior of a comparative 
few who are highly motivated. Nor am I at this particular moment 
making a case for the best way to feed hungry children. The welfare 
of the fed child is not the issue here; the issue is the vitality of the 
church as a community institution.* The church will be a satisfying 
institution of community life (not just religious life) to the extent that 

 * Another approach to such issues was developed by a research project at 
the American Enterprise Institute initiated by Peter L. Berger and Richard John 
Neuhaus. They explored the uses of what they termed “mediating structures,” 
defi ned as “those institutions standing between the individual in his private life 
and the large institutions of public life”—local churches, for example. Their ar-
guments anticipate many of the points made here, with the more sanguine con-
clusion that large-scale federal assistance can continue if channeled through the 
mediating structures. I am not optimistic, for the reasons that I explained in the 
discussion of what happens when the GOA provides the hundred parents with 
more money to pay teachers. It is quite possible that the use of mediating struc-
tures would result in more effi cient and effective delivery of services than now 
exists, which is not a trivial benefi t. But it is in my view unlikely that the benefi ts 
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the members have something important to do; that institutional role 
will atrophy to the extent that it does not. Similarly for schools, clubs, 
chambers of commerce, and any other local institution. They have to 
have something to do, and their responsibility has to be real. 

 So I am proposing that there is nothing mysterious about why 
people become atomized in modern urban settings. Individuals are 
drawn to community affi liations and attach themselves to them in 
direct proportion to the functional value of those organizations. As 
people attach themselves to individual community institutions the ag-
gregate intangible called “community” itself takes on a life and values 
that are greater than the sum of the parts. Take away the functions, 
and you take away the community. The cause of the problem is not a 
virus associated with modernity, it is a centralization of functions that 
shouldn’t be centralized, and this is very much a matter of political 
choice, not ineluctable forces. 

 Is Anything Broken That Needs Fixing? 

 Even with the question put in those terms, one could ask, So what? 
Let us imagine an antagonist who has read faithfully to this point, 
and says: 

 “It is still not clear to me that we need any major reforms. I, for 
one, have a career that I enjoy. It both challenges me and interests 
me—it gives me a chance to ‘exercise my realized capacities’ just as 
the Aristotelian Principle prescribes. [Or: I do not have such a ca-
reer, but nothing in social policy is preventing me from trying to fi nd 
one.] I am deeply engaged in trying to be a good husband and fa-
ther. [Or: I don’t have a good marriage, or I have no marriage, but 
again, that’s not the fault of social policy.] All the enabling condi-
tions have been met for me—material resources, safety, self-respect, 

that I am most concerned with in this chapter will occur. It is not possible to get 
the benefi ts of a vital community on the cheap; the price  must  be authentic reli-
ance on the community to do its job, because it is only authentic responsibility 
that will energize the response. Nonetheless, mediating structures is an intrigu-
ing concept that has gotten far too little attention from policy planners. 7  
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intrinsic rewards, friendships and intimate relationships with a few 
selected people. 

 “For me, there is nothing broken that needs fi xing. I am, at this 
moment, under this system, living in very nearly the best of all pos-
sible worlds. Whatever the ‘stopping point’ for government must be, 
the government has so far not infringed upon it. On the contrary, I 
am quite busy enough already, and I prefer  not  to have to worry about 
all the things that contemporary social policy so conveniently takes 
care of for me. I want the poor and disadvantaged to be looked after 
and I am glad to pay taxes so that someone else will see that such 
things get done. It is precisely to escape from the demands of the old-
fashioned community that I have moved to a housing division zoned 
in two-acre lots. 

 “The choice of a ‘stopping point’ is not such a diffi cult thing. It 
is to be solved pragmatically on the basis of costs and effectiveness. 
We are a rich enough country that we can make everybody comfort-
able and then let them pursue happiness as they see fi t. If providing 
benefi ts to the less fortunate reaches a point that the work disincen-
tives impair the nation’s economy, then we should retrench. And costs 
must be kept within bounds. But these are practical economic calcu-
lations. As of now, I’m doing fi ne, the poor and disadvantaged don’t 
seem to be complaining that they’ve got too many benefi ts, so what’s 
the problem?” 

 In thinking about the position of this imaginary antagonist, I shift 
between two different responses, with different valences and implica-
tions. The fi rst is to assume that he is right: He is living in the best of 
all possible worlds, for him. But such a world is not best for everyone, 
because of what I will call the problem of the upside-down pyramid. 
My second response is to argue that he is wrong. He doesn’t know 
what he is missing. I will take up each response in turn. 

 The Pursuit of Happiness and the 
Problem of the Upside-Down Pyramid 

 Privilege, like poverty, is often fi rst imagined in terms of money. 
The distribution of the population in terms of privilege is symbolically 
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imagined as a pyramid with a broad base of ordinary folk at the bot-
tom and then successively narrow strata of more privileged people at 
the higher levels rising to a narrow peak at the top peopled by Rocke-
fellers and Mellons. 

 But it takes only a little thought to realize how little money has to 
do with leading a privileged life, just as income has only a little to 
do with living an impoverished life. Money buys access to things and 
possibilities but not to the capacity to enjoy them. In that sense, the 
privileged are not those with the most money but those with other 
gifts—natural abilities, curiosity and interests, realized through educa-
tion—and enough money (which is not necessarily a lot) to exercise 
them. 

 Conceived in this way, the most privileged people are those with 
the largest number of options for fi nding satisfying ways of fi lling up 
the hours of their lives. The more privileged you are, the more op-
tions you have for pursuing happiness. In terms of the Aristotelian 
Principle (“Other things equal, human beings enjoy the exercise of 
their realized capacities . . . and this enjoyment increases the more 
the capacity is realized, or the greater its complexity”), you have both 
more capacities to choose from and higher levels of complexity within 
your reach. 

 You also have latitude for “wastage.” It is possible that you would 
have found great satisfaction in becoming an engineer, but no matter. 
You fell in love with biology in college and ended up being a biologist, 
in which you also fi nd great satisfaction. And if it hadn’t been engi-
neering or biology, it could have been one of the many other satisfy-
ing vocations that your level of cognitive skills would have permitted 
you to follow. 

 Now, suppose that you have no gifts. You are not particularly smart, 
nor especially well-coordinated, nor musical. You are not beautiful or 
witty or charismatic. How, in the best of all possible worlds, will it come 
to pass that you reach the end of your life happy? It is not a rhetorical 
question. I begin from the assumption that in a good society,  everyone  
may pursue happiness, not just the smart or the rich or the gifted. 
But the pyramid of options for achieving happiness narrows rapidly as 
gifts narrow, and the people at the bottom of the socioeconomic lad-
der are often not only the poorest people and the least educated, but 
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also those with the fewest  options  for achieving happiness. Whence the 
upside-down pyramid.* 

 This logic admits of an ideological objection. We may decide that 
there is no such thing as the individual without special gifts; all that is 
required is a social system that liberates them. A revolution succeeded 
in Russia on just such expectations—in the best of all possible Soviet 
worlds “the average human type will rise to the heights of an Aristotle, 
a Goethe, or a Marx,” 8  as Leon Trotsky told us. 

 Against that, I propose this formulation: Yes, there are hidden re-
sources in just about everyone, resources that can make just about ev-
eryone a self-determining, self-respecting, competent human being. 
But the medians in the many assets which humans possess are going 
to remain about where they are now. And now and forever more, half 
of the human race will at any moment be below the median on any 
given measure. Only a comparatively few will ever have any one asset 
that is so far above average that they can compete for the peaks in any 
fi eld, whether the peak is defi ned as Nobel Laureate or California’s 
top Chevrolet salesman. A system founded on the assumption that the 
only successful lives are the visibly brilliant ones is bound to defi ne 
the bulk of the population as unsuccessful. Or to remain within the 
vocabulary of the pursuit of happiness, very large proportions of the 
population are not going to be achieving happiness by “the exercise 
of their realized capacities” in the sense that they excel in some spe-
cifi c vocational (or avocational) skill. 

 So how are we to construct society so that anyone, no matter what 
his gifts, can reach the age of seventy, look back on his life, and be 
able to say it has been a happy life, fi lled with deep and justifi ed satis-
factions? The answer is that, no matter what his gifts, he will in a prop-
erly run society be able to say things such as, 

 “I was a good parent to my children,” 
 “I was a good neighbor,” 
 “I always pulled my own weight,” 

 and that he lived among people who respected those achievements. 

 * I had better say explicitly what should be obvious: The socioeconomic rela-
tionship is a statistical tendency. Money and social status have very little inherent 
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 These are excellent things to be able to say of a life. They are proba-
bly the best there are. The point of the upside-down pyramid is that, for 
many people, these are the  only  options. There is no possibility of hav-
ing been famous to offset having been a poor parent, no consolation of 
an absorbing career to compensate for having had too few friends. We 
are forced to this question: If we assume a man of no special skills, un-
der what circumstances will society enable him to achieve these goals? 
And the answer centers on one particular little platoon of immense im-
portance, the immediate physical neighborhood in which he lives. 

 This is not a bad thing, but it is to some extent a  necessary  thing. Con-
sider the situation of a man who works hard at a low-skill, low-responsibil-
ity job—he is a baggage handler, let’s say. He is not a potential surgeon 
just needing a chance to reveal his potential, he is not a prospective su-
pervisor. He is an ordinary working stiff, as millions are. Consider fi rst 
the surgeon’s situation, then compare it with the baggage handler’s. 

 The surgeon’s world of affi liations (as the lawyer’s or business-
man’s) may consist of many little islands: old school friends, golfi ng 
friends, fi shing friends, doctor friends; professional affi liations at the 
clinic and the hospital; memberships in clubs and fashionable chari-
ties; seasons’ tickets for whatever is locally chic. His world doesn’t 
have to include all of these islands, but it may if he so wishes. He has 
options. One of the reasons the surgeon buys the house with the 
two-acre lot is to have a refuge, to get away from the demands of the 
geographic community. 

 The surgeon’s wider world also offers him protections against on-
slaughts on his self-esteem. He can be a failure at home, he can be 
inactive in his geographic community, and still see himself as “mea-
suring up” in terms of his contribution to society. And as far as the 
esteem of others is concerned,  of course  he is esteemed by society at 
large—that’s a given. 

 For the baggage handler, the immediate geographic community is 
much more his entire world. The baggage handler’s friends are likely 
to come from the neighborhood, not across town, from a bar down the 

causal role. There are plenty of people high on the economic ladder who watch 
TV all day, plenty of people with less money who pursue varied and complex in-
terests. Usually, however, people with greater gifts do better economically. 
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street, not the country club fi ve miles away. A night out is likely to be 
at a local movie theater, not the Civic Arts Center. Equally importantly, 
the baggage handler’s sense of who he is, both his self-respect and 
self-esteem, are rooted much more deeply in the immediate neighbor-
hood than are the self-esteem and self-respect of the surgeon. No un-
derlings scurry to assist him. No patients tell him how wonderful he is. 
If he gets respect, it is primarily from his family and neighbors. If he is 
appreciated, it is primarily by his family and neighbors. 

 And where are his satisfactions to come from? What are going to 
be for him the activities serving important functions for which he has 
responsibility? He is not going to save a life or develop a new pro-
cedure for arterial bypass or “exercise his realized capacities” in any 
other way that depends on unusual personal assets. What remains to 
him, however, is the one resource that he  can  contribute and that  
will  be highly valued, if the circumstances are right. He can be a good 
neighbor. 

 He can help feed the hungry—especially if his neighborhood is 
enough of a functioning community not to be overwhelmed with 
them. He can comfort the bereaved. He can be a source of support to 
people who are having a hard time, just as they can help him. And in 
these most important of all possible “things to take trouble over,” he 
can do as well as anyone. 

 This point needs emphasis. Throughout the discussion of the 
upside-down pyramid, I have been in one sense relentlessly elitist. 
Some people have more options than others, the reason they have 
more options is that they have more “realized capacities,” and this 
difference in options is not going to disappear no matter what social 
system is in place. It cannot disappear because the latent capacities 
themselves differ. People vary in such things as cognitive skills, inter-
personal skills, small motor skills, ambition, industriousness, and the 
rest. With this view of the situation goes an acceptance of such conclu-
sions as: If we give the baggage handler the same income as the sur-
geon, he will not then acquire the same satisfactions that the surgeon 
enjoys. Having adopted this elitist argument, there is another that I 
must make at least as forcefully: The socioeconomically advantaged 
people in my hierarchical view have  more  options, but not  better  ones 
for achieving happiness. 
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 I am trying to focus attention on one aspect of the situation fac-
ing the baggage handler: If it is true that the little platoon constitut-
ing the immediate geographic neighborhood is extremely important 
to the lives of many people—probably most—and  if there are few other 
alternatives,  especially to those at the bottom of the socioeconomic 
pyramid—then it becomes extremely important to consider how a 
neighborhood becomes a functioning little platoon that provides 
such sources of satisfaction. 

 First, because affi liations are both the basis for living according to 
one’s values and the building blocks of a vital little platoon, it  becomes 
extremely important to let the low-income person affi liate with people who think 
as he does.  No effort is required to get him to do so, if he is given the 
choice. When he rents an apartment, he will choose a neighborhood 
where people share his values over a neighborhood where they don’t, 
 if  he is given the choice. No effort is required to get landlords to give 
preference to tenants like the baggage handler over someone with the 
same amount of money who is less respectable. If the choice is left 
undistorted, neighborhoods of low-income working people, sharing 
common values, will form. All that social policy has to do is make sure 
that it doesn’t interfere. 

 Second, because the important satisfactions are so bound up with 
the functions of community, social policy must be designed to leave 
those functions in the community. Or to bring the question back to 
my antagonist who prefers to pay other people to take care of such 
things for him: I concede his right to set up a system in which  he  pays 
other people to do those things but that does not mean it is appropri-
ate to run the whole country that way. 

 Having worked through that argument, however, it must also be ac-
knowledged that my imaginary antagonist has an excellent response. 
He says: 

 “You are really playing Lady Bountiful in reverse. I am satisfi ed with 
my life the way it is, including an arrangement whereby the govern-
ment has the responsibility for taking care of all sorts of human needs 
I don’t want to have to worry about. You seem to be saying that such a 
system impedes others from pursuing happiness. If that’s the case, why 
don’t you go out and fi nd some of these people at the bottom of your 
upside-down pyramid who agree with you? You will fail to come close 
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to a majority. Most people on the lower levels of the pyramid don’t 
want fewer benefi ts; they want more. They don’t want government to 
leave their communities on their own; they want more things done for 
them. Ultimately, isn’t the argument of the upside-down pyramid just 
another instance of trying to tell other people what’s good for them?” 

 My answer is: Yes and no. If the country is to be run by a sequence 
of national legislative decisions in which a majority may pass any law it 
pleases, then yes. Put it to an up-and-down vote, and a majority of peo-
ple given the chance to get something from the government will take 
that chance more often than not, and over time the result will be simi-
lar to the process we have witnessed in modern Western democracies—
indeed, in every democracy everywhere, throughout history. 

 But on another level I am arguing for a world in which no one is 
at the mercy of strangers’ opinions about how he should live, neither 
mine nor anyone else’s. I am arguing for a system in which we stop mak-
ing ad hoc judgments about what other people “really” need, and oblig-
ing those others to live by them. I am arguing that we must try to step 
outside the exigencies of day-to-day politics and lay down a way of run-
ning society that will protect us from ourselves, and from each other, in 
years to come. This is why any nation needs a constitution, and why I 
believe that we should return to a more literal implementation of ours. 

 Let me leave the problem of the upside-down pyramid at that, and 
proceed to my other reason for thinking that all is not well with the 
current state of affairs, even for the privileged person who perceives 
no need for the little platoon called community. 

 Community as the Third Dimension 
in Two-Dimensional Lives 

 The story so far is that my imaginary antagonist on his two-acre lot 
has asked to opt out of becoming involved in his community. If the 
government stops doing certain things, let us say that he will respond 
by contributing more than he does now, in money and perhaps in per-
sonal time and effort. But even conceding this, he argues that for him 
the world will have changed for the worse. He  wants  the government 
to take the trouble out of the community functions I have described, 
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so he can concentrate on the other little platoons through which he 
pursues happiness—work, and family. 

 Now, I argue that he is ignoring the reverberations that a vital com-
munity has for the things that he does value in his life. Even for those 
who want to pay people to do the work of the community for them, 
there are good reasons to want to be paying that money to people 
nearby, not to people far away. It is the same problem of interconnect-
edness that was discussed in the case of school systems. Let me take as 
an example the little platoon known as the family, and try to trace just 
a few of the paths that interconnect the satisfactions of family with the 
satisfactions obtained by leaving communities with something to do. 

 a functioning community 
and a functioning family 

 Marriage, like other affi liations, acquires content over time. On 
the wedding day the two people are already attracted to each other 
and they have aspirations for what the marriage will become, but the 
things that constitute a good marriage are in embryonic form. The 
clichés are once again true: Marriage and family become satisfying cu-
mulatively through years of shared experiences. Mutual reliance, re-
spect, and trust are essential. And so on. 

 The question then becomes, What shared experiences? Mutual reli-
ance for what purposes? Mutual respect for what accomplishments? 
Mutual trust based on what? For a comparatively few people, the an-
swer might be something like, “Our shared love of opera,” or “Mutual 
respect based on our accomplishments in our respective careers”; but 
commonly the raw materials center on paying the mortgage, raising 
the children, and the things that happen in the immediate physical 
vicinity of the home and work. 

 Specifi cally, one extremely important source of mutual respect, re-
liance, and trust involves  the way that the married couple interact with the 
people around them.  To gain the respect of a virtuous spouse, one must 
act virtuously, and to practice the habit of virtue requires an environ-
ment in which one has opportunities. A functioning community—
which is to say, a community with functions to fulfi ll—provides an 
extremely important venue for practicing virtue. It is a stage upon 
which the partners in a marriage may reveal themselves to each other. 
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It also provides a marriage with the room it needs to fl ourish: Hus-
bands and wives who are everything to each other are in peril of one 
day being not nearly enough. Yet if their “communities” are entirely 
separate ones, they are likely to be pulled apart. 

 The same dynamics impinge on another of the central functions 
of marriage, the “passing on” of values from parent to child. It is one 
of the most satisfying of the roles of parenthood. It happens both 
through the parents’ example and by having available for the child an 
environment in which the child can develop the habits of virtue that 
the parents have taught. In both cases, the existence of a community 
is important, for the process of passing things on once again involves 
the reality test. Suppose, for example, that you want to pass on to your 
children the virtue of compassion. Under what circumstances will this 
be a heritage that can be passed on? How does one bequeath a habit 
of helping others, of giving, of generosity, if this has not been part of 
one’s own life? Once again, the activities immediately surrounding the 
home—the functions of the community—provide raw material. It is 
not necessary that the parent be engaged in every possible commu-
nity activity. On the contrary, most of what is involved in being a “good 
neighbor” as I am using the term does not involve organized activity 
at all. It seems necessary, however, that there be an environment in 
which the child observes these things happening, knows people who 
are engaged in them, and comes to understand the concept of social 
obligation by observing other people living according to that concept. 
Watching parents support compassionate politicians just isn’t the same. 

 These comments apply as well to parents who prefer to pay other 
people to perform the functions of community. If such parents are 
engaged in directly paying other people  in the community —supporting 
local institutions—they at least must do such things as choose whom 
they will pay and how much. And even these actions provide a richer 
basis for instruction than signing a 1040 Form and then trying to ex-
plain compassion to the child in the abstract. 

 a functioning community and 
the single-parent family 

 The interconnections linking functioning communities with func-
tioning families go far beyond these. Many are self-evident (functioning 



[  256  ] towa r d t h e be st of a l l possibl e wor l ds

communities tend to have low crime and good schools, which makes 
it much easier to have functioning families, for example). I will end 
the discussion of the interconnections with a less obvious example in-
volving the single woman without a job, without education, without 
the support of a male, and with children to raise. She is receiving assis-
tance. How is that assistance to be given so that it gives the woman and 
her children alike their best chance to live satisfying lives? 

 One answer is: in whatever way gives her the best chance to become 
self-determining and self-respecting by becoming economically self-
suffi cient. But that does not happen naturally no matter how much 
material support is provided during the process. To move from de-
pendence to precarious independence to secure independence is an 
intimidating and exhausting experience, and  there has to be a reason to 
do it.  Functioning communities can provide that reason, both in the 
form of encouragement, holding out to the woman the prospect of 
something-worth-having (full-fl edged membership in a community 
she wants to be a part of), and in the form of prodding, holding up 
to the woman the reasons why failing to become self-suffi cient is a 
drain on the community. *  And when the assistance itself is being pro-
vided by people in the locality, the pressures on her to become a self-
determining, self-respecting person are going to be much greater than 
if the money comes from a bureaucracy. This is the reason for observ-
ing earlier that the fed child will be better off if fed by the church in-
stead of by a social service bureaucracy. The goal is not just to feed the 
family and keep them in shelter, but to provide that family with the 
enabling conditions for pursuing happiness, and the more short-term 
encouragement  and  pressure on them to become self-suffi cient in the 
long term, the better for the family. 

 But in some ways the more provocative case involves the single 
woman with children who for some reason cannot be expected to 
become self-suffi cient, or for whom it is especially diffi cult. There 
are many reasons why this might be the case, and it raises intriguing 
questions. How can she still “measure up” to community norms and 
thereby achieve self-respect? How does she pass on to her children, 

  *  Functioning communities are also effective in discouraging males from 
making single mothers out of single women in the fi rst place. 
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by her example, a good way to live in the world? The options are few 
and forced. One of the most obvious and best is that  she has herself 
been a contributor to the community,  by being a good neighbor in all the 
ways that she indeed can be, economically self-supporting or not, if 
she lives in a vital community. One of the important reasons for leav-
ing the functions of a community in the community is that doing so 
increases the chances for the recipients of help to be givers of help 
as well. The same institutions that are providing the dependent with 
help have some things they will be asking in return, and through 
that lies a possibility for authentic self-respect. The only way to “take 
the stigma out of welfare” is to provide a means of paying it back. 

 Perhaps I have used too many formal social service examples of 
community (feeding the hungry) and not enough informal ones (tak-
ing a casserole to the bereaved family). I should emphasize, therefore, 
that I am not envisioning an ideal society in which everyone is a social 
worker, but one in which the full dimensions of being a neighbor are 
played out in full view of everyone, on the local stage. The motivation 
underlying the vision is not to construct a more effi cient way of deliv-
ering social services, but to permit communities to be communities. 

 The Gain 

 A summing-up: The ways in which people pursue happiness are 
rooted in, processed through, and enhanced by little platoons. Little 
platoons are vital insofar as they consist of people voluntarily doing 
important things together. To enable people to pursue happiness, 
good social policy consists of leaving the important things in life for 
people to do for themselves, and protecting them from coercion by 
others as they go about their lives. 

 The policy principle may be stated as simply as this: No one has to 
teach people how to pursue happiness. Unless impeded, people form 
communities that allow them to get the most satisfaction from the 
material resources they have. Unless impeded, they enforce norms of 
safety that they fi nd adequate. Unless impeded, they develop norms 
of self-respect that are satisfying and realistic for the members of that 
community. Unless impeded, people engage in activities that they fi nd 
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to be intrinsically rewarding, and they know (without being taught) 
how to invest uninteresting activities with intrinsic rewards. 

 The behaviors that lead to these happy results do not have to be 
prompted by or mandated for anyone, neither for people with wealth 
and education nor for people with little money and little education. 
Does everyone always act in every way to achieve these positive results? 
No. My assertion rather is that these behaviors reach a maximum on 
their own. Unless impeded, people continually make small, incremen-
tal changes in their lives that facilitate their pursuit of happiness, and 
the mechanism whereby they accomplish this is voluntary affi liations 
with other people. To encourage, nourish, and protect vital little pla-
toons, the government’s main task is to make sure that no one inter-
feres with people coming together in these voluntary acts of mutual 
benefi t. 

 But aren’t my fears after all more theoretical than real? Aren’t we 
muddling through, most of us, reasonably well? What, fi nally, is to be 
gained? 

 My sense of the present state of affairs is captured by one of Adam 
Smith’s thought experiments in  The Theory of Moral Sentiments,  and it 
provides a fi tting conclusion to this discussion. In this passage, Smith 
begins by asking his readers to “suppose that the great empire of 
China, with all its myriads of inhabitants, was suddenly swallowed up 
by an earthquake.” How would a humane man in Europe be affected 
upon hearing the dreadful news? Smith sketches the predictable re-
actions. This humane gentleman would express his great sorrow. He 
would refl ect upon the precariousness of life. He might then specu-
late upon the economic effects this catastrophe would have on the 
rest of the world. And then he would go about his business “with the 
same ease and tranquility as if no such accident had happened.” 9  This, 
Smith continues, is the understandable consequence of distance and 
disconnection, and he continues by discussing the very different re-
sponse of the same man to people whose happiness he  does  affect. 
This is what Smith, the emblem of uncaring laissez-faire self-interest, 
has to say: 

 When the happiness or misery of others depends in any respect 
upon our conduct, we dare not, as self-love might suggest to us, 
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prefer the interest of one to that of many. The man within immedi-
ately calls to us, that we value ourselves too much and other people 
too little, and that, by doing so, we render ourselves the proper ob-
ject of the contempt and indignation of our brethren. 10  

 Human nature has not changed since the eighteenth century. I am 
arguing that when we are disconnected from the elemental functions 
of community and “the happiness or misery of others” around us no 
longer depends in any meaningful way upon our conduct, we consign 
even our neighbors to a kind of China from which we become as de-
tached as Smith’s humane and otherwise compassionate gentleman. 
The loss this represents is not redeemed by satisfactions from career 
nor wholly compensated even by the satisfactions of family. No matter 
how much satisfaction we may derive from work and family, they are 
only two dimensions of life in a three-dimensional world. 
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 13 
 “To Close the Circle 
of Our Felicities” 

 In the Best of All Possible Worlds, 
How Would You Know? 

 Sometimes openly, sometimes in the subtext, this has been a book 
about attainable utopia, the best of all possible worlds. But it has been 
therefore an imperfect utopia. In my best of all possible worlds, some 
people still are poor, some children still grow up badly educated, 
criminals still commit crimes, and human beings still do foolish and 
hurtful things to themselves and to other human beings. But upon 
refl ection, this thought should temper our ambitions: That’s what the 
best of all possible worlds would really be like. 

 Imagine a time centuries hence when some nation, somewhere, 
has reached the best of all possible political worlds. The laws and in-
stitutions of the country have been so arranged that day-to-day life is 
as good (however you choose to defi ne the word) as possibly can be, 
so good that the legislature has nearly put itself out of business. Mi-
nor modifi cations to the existing arrangements are made from time 
to time to adjust to changing external conditions, but these are only 
refi nements to basic laws and structures of government that have 
produced a situation in which all good things within the control of 
government are maximized and all bad things within the control 
of government are minimized. Trying to improve on any one aspect of 
life by changing the law or starting a new program will create enough 
problems elsewhere that, on balance, things will be worse than before. 

 What would that world look like  to the people living in it at the time?  
 One possibility, of course, is that humans are perfectible, in which 

case we may imagine a thoroughgoing utopia in which everyone is 
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prosperous, a good citizen, and happy. But if you are any less optimis-
tic, assuming that humans are and always will be infi nitely variegated, 
then a curious implication follows:  If you were living in that best of all pos-
sible worlds, you would be unaware of it.  Omniscient bystanders observing 
from outside the system, armed with a social science calculus that can 
tell them the fi rst derivative for a culture, would know that any attempt 
to reduce the bad things still further would be futile, only increasing 
the net amount of bad things. But you, living in the attainable utopia, 
would have no way of knowing that any additional effort would move 
you from the-best-that-can-be to some inferior alternative. 

 You would see around you what would look like clear proof of your 
government’s imperfection. Perhaps everyone would have access to 
good food—but some would be malnourished nonetheless. Every-
one might have it within his power to have decent shelter—but some 
would live in squalor anyway. In the best of all political worlds, some 
parents would still abuse their children, for human beings sometimes 
behave terribly. All of these things would happen, because it is incon-
ceivable that in the best of all possible worlds people will be force-fed, 
or made to be tidy, or put under twenty-four-hour-a-day surveillance. 

 In the best of all possible worlds, the incidence of such problems 
would be much smaller than it is now, let us assume. But the incidence 
would be nontrivially greater than zero, and the existence of such bad 
things would inevitably raise cries for their alleviation. The smaller the 
amounts of the bad things, the more vocal the cries (“In a society as 
rich as ours, it is intolerable that a single person should . . . ,” etc.). 
And if enough people in the society measured progress by counting 
the number of abused children and hungry people,  they would succeed  
in their campaign. They would legislate new steps to reduce the ob-
served problems, and thereby move past the best-that-can-be, down 
the slope on the far side of the peak, and begin to realize it only many 
years later when it fi nally became apparent that they had been using 
the wrong measures of success. 

 We in the United States at this point in history are very far from 
the best of all possible worlds. But we do have to worry about whether 
we are making progress toward it, and the generic problem we face 
is the same as that faced by the people living unknowingly in utopia. 
The bad-thing-to-be-reduced is malnourished children, let us say. We 
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have different ways to try to reduce it. Plan A promises to get food 
into the hands of every one of the needy children within a week from 
now. Plan B promises to get food to some of those children within a 
year from now. Plan C has nothing at all to do with the distribution of 
food but rather with the circumstances under which people become 
parents, and promises that the number of malnourished children will 
get steadily smaller over the years. No one who is trying to decide 
among these options is under the illusion that reducing the number 
of malnourished children is the  only  good to be fostered. Hardly any-
one who has lived through the last few decades is under the illusion 
that just because a program promises to do something, it will hap-
pen. So the question remains: Which options will work? Which op-
tions will do more harm than good? How can we know how to make 
progress? 

 Knowing That We Are Making Progress 

 In the preceding chapters, I have argued for two answers. The 
more pragmatic one is that policymakers tackling discrete social prob-
lems will be well served if they use the concept of human happiness 
as a backdrop against which to assess results and to design solutions. 
In part, this is as simple as spending more time thinking about the ef-
fects of policies on individuals rather than aggregating results. In part, 
it is as simple as spending more time articulating what the goal of a 
policy really is, asking ourselves more rigorously, What are we really 
trying to accomplish? The key to making these efforts productive is 
to apply them to an understanding of the enabling conditions for the 
pursuit of happiness. The more accurately we understand what gives 
people lasting and justifi ed satisfaction with their lives, the more accu-
rately we will discern whether we are gaining or losing ground. 

 This quest for understanding is one in which the social sciences 
may participate and indeed already have, much more than has been 
recognized. By all the evidence that science has been able to muster, 
people  need  to be self-determining, accountable, and absorbed in 
stretching their capacities, just as they need food and shelter. The cru-
cial question that must decisively affect policy is whether it is possible 
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to make people  feel as if  they are self-determining, accountable, and 
realizing their capacities when they are not. 

 Social programs have been designed as if it were enough to get peo-
ple to “feel as if,” designed seemingly on the assumption that there 
can be challenge without risks, accountability without penalties, self-
determination without the assumption that every  person — everyone  not 
mentally deranged—possesses freedom of will. I have suggested that 
smoke and mirrors don’t work, that these fundamental wellsprings of 
human satisfaction must rest on reality. The test that any proposed 
program must meet is that it  really does  contribute to them. 

 Still within the realm of pragmatic possibilities, I have argued that 
the design of programs will also become much more productive when 
we step back from the problem and ask how it can be that the prob-
lem exists in the fi rst place, given what we know about the pursuit of 
happiness. It is only when we come to realize of many social problems 
that it is above all  odd  that they should exist that we will begin to think 
of natural solutions. Only then will we stop trying to channel behav-
ior and instead identify the ways in which people are being prevented 
from behaving in the ordinary ways that would mitigate the problem. 
Many important improvements can be made in social policy by using 
this framework, without having to restructure government from the 
ground up. 

 My second response to the problem leads me to the not-at-all-
pragmatic conclusion that we can be most confi dent we are making 
progress when people are as free as possible to make the thousands 
of small choices that nudge them toward environments in which they 
are better able to pursue happiness. I have argued that policymakers 
who try to manage and guide those choices into outcomes that are 
more fair, or just, or generous than those which would occur other-
wise, are deluding themselves. The billions of microtransactions that 
make up the  actuality  of the most carefully engineered social program 
are beyond the comprehension or control of planners, and the ag-
gregate impact of the program, especially in the long term, is not only 
beyond their control but beyond their prediction. In contrast, two 
built-in safety devices limit the damage done by individual voluntary 
transactions. One is that mistakes affect fewer people. The second is 
that, for a transaction to occur, all parties must at least believe that the 
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outcome is an improvement over the existing situation. The great vir-
tue of the voluntary transaction is that they are usually right. 

 Furthermore, I have argued, the longer one explores the constitu-
ent elements of the pursuit of happiness, the more apparent it be-
comes that it is  the act of making those choices  that constitutes the stuff 
of the process called “pursuing happiness.” I have not meant by that 
a series of relentlessly precise and detached calculations of one’s 
own self-interest, but engagement in the multiple, complicated sets 
of pressures, inducements, supplications, penalties, manipulations, 
fortuities—and, yes, unfairnesses and inequalities—that make up life 
within little platoons. 

 And all this being the case, much of what central government must 
do fi rst of all is to leave people alone, and then make sure that they 
are left alone by others—that people are restrained from the use of 
force against each other. 

 This line of thinking, however, leads to the abyss. For one response 
is, Yes, by all means the government must make sure that people are 
protected from the use of force—it must protect car buyers from be-
ing forced by General Motors to buy cars without air bags, protect ten-
ants from being forced to pay whatever the landlord wants to charge, 
protect businesswomen from being forced not to belong to men-only 
business clubs. . . . And all these protections require the government 
to intervene on behalf of some citizens to redress inequalities of 
power and infl uence. 

 I stand on the other side of that abyss, saying to such responses, 
No, they miss the point. But that’s why I call it an abyss. It is deep, 
wide, and hard to bridge. To try to do so would require another book 
within this one. Since from the beginning I have asserted that this is a 
practical book for dealing with real social problems, let me therefore 
conclude with some propositions about why perhaps “leaving people 
alone,” while not  realistic  in terms of political realities, is more  practi-
cal  than one might think—which is to say, it might actually work if 
we gave it a chance. Further: The chances of it working increase, not 
diminish, with each advance in technology and each increase in na-
tional wealth. 

 The fi rst proposition is that humans acting in a private capacity  if 
restrained from the use of force  have a remarkably good history. To test 
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this, pick your favorite image of private people acting oppressively—a 
slumlord, perhaps, or white oligarchs in a southern town in Jim Crow 
days, or some rapacious nineteenth-century monopoly. Now ask: Un-
der what conditions are or were they able to do bad things for a long 
time without the connivance of the state? Without special laws and 
regulations being passed on their behalf? Without being allowed by 
the state to use coercion? I suggest that the longer you consider each 
specifi c instance that comes to mind, the more plausible you will fi nd 
this rule of thumb: It is really very diffi cult for people—including 
large associations of people and huge corporations—to do anything 
very bad, for very long, when they are not buttressed by the threat of 
physical coercion. Private oppression deprived of access to force with-
ers away rather rapidly. 

 The second proposition is that modern technology has made 
it more practical than ever before for governments to leave people 
alone. Small tyrannies in which private groups co-opt the police power 
have historically been a problem—the white oligarchs I mentioned 
above, the company that runs a violence-enforced company town, the 
union that runs a violence-enforced closed shop, or more informal ar-
rangements in which illicit power is lodged in small places. But such 
small tyrannies rely on captive audiences and safety from exposure, 
and one of the serendipitous results of modernity is that both condi-
tions have become increasingly diffi cult to meet. For one thing, it is 
simply much easier for most people to move around today than it was 
a hundred years ago—fi nancially, logistically, psychologically. Easier 
to acquire information about alternatives. Easier to change their phys-
ical locations, their jobs, their spouses, their style of life, their political 
allegiances—you name it. The repertoire of responses that technology 
has made available to the ordinary person, including poor people, has 
tended to expand enormously with modernity. 

 At least as important, however, is the ombudsman’s role of the 
modern communications media—not just the networks, but the role 
of the six o’clock news in covering any conceivable story in which the 
big guys have been picking on the little guys. Throughout American 
history, the role of the newspapers in exposing abuses has been large, 
but with the advent of television, the scope and resources for uncover-
ing these mushroomed. It may be said of the civil rights movement, 
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for example, that it both required and was made inevitable by televi-
sion. But we need not limit the examples to great national issues. The 
exposure of small local instances of malfeasance, sharp practice, and 
fraud are all wonderful human-interest stories and hence very good 
business. Television has found a lucrative market that is eternally self-
sustaining—and in the process, has made decentralization of govern-
ment more practical. 

 The third proposition is that contemporary levels of aggregate 
wealth open up possibilities for leaving people alone that did not for-
merly exist. Much of our thinking about “meeting the needs of the 
poor” continues to be based on an assumption of scarcity, as if the 
system for helping poor people must tap every last remnant of human 
generosity and a little bit more in order to get enough, as if the prodi-
gious growth of American wealth has no bearing on the fl exibility the 
nation has in choosing ways to deal with poverty and disadvantage. As 
each year goes by, it becomes possible for us to employ a more and 
more “ineffi cient” system—a system that does not need to extract the 
maximum from everyone, and indeed leaves many free riders—and 
still have plenty of dollar resources to meet problems. Indeed, if this 
book has tried to say anything, it is that dollars are a trivial part of the 
problem. The question is not whether everybody would behave gener-
ously if the central government quit acting as the alms collector and 
alms distributor, but whether a fair-sized segment of the population 
would behave generously—not an outlandish possibility. 

 Inventing Utopia: A Fantasy 

 All this is radical stuff, in the sense that, taken seriously, it implies 
a radically more decentralized and limited government than any that 
is seriously contemplated. And yet we Americans are a people with a 
radical heritage. Just how radical is brought home by considering the 
form of government we once had in light of the most extreme philo-
sophical versions of limited government. 

 In 1974, a professor in the Harvard philosophy department named 
Robert Nozick nailed down that extreme in a book entitled  Anarchy, 
State, and Utopia,  a brilliant and wacky book in which mathematical 
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logic sits side by side with thought experiments involving Wilt Cham-
berlain and a moose named Thidwick. Nozick eventually takes up the 
subject of utopia and a thought experiment for imagining what it 
might be like. 

  Nozick asks you to imagine utopia fi rst by making up the one you 
like best. Imagine for yourself, he asks, the ideal world for  you.  It may 
be any kind of world you happen to fi nd most desirable, and you may 
people it with whomever you wish. Before you proceed to concoct an 
imaginary world fi lled with beautiful and amusing people who are de-
voted utterly to your pleasure, however, Nozick adds one stipulation. 
It so happens that  every other person  in this imaginary world of yours 
must be given the same “imagining rights” that you have. Thus if they 
can imagine a better world for themselves than you have created for 
them (as they surely can if you have given them only the option of 
being an adoring subject), they are free to emigrate from your world 
and no longer be part of your dream. 

 You, not desiring to be king of a depopulated world, are then 
to imagine a new utopia that is more likely to keep the inhabitants 
whose company you desire. Obviously, you have to give them some-
thing of value. A good income. A nice place to live. Some job prestige, 
maybe. You won’t be able to be a dictator; you will have to share power 
with them. Then you stop and consider this new version of your uto-
pia, no longer quite so loaded in your favor as the previous version 
but still the next-best-thing, and ask whether the people you want to 
be with you in this world will consent to remain. If they won’t, you 
have to imagine a new world, making more concessions. 

 And so the process goes on. The iterations come to rest when 
you have fi nally imagined a world in which, Nozick writes,  “none  of 
the inhabitants of the world can  imagine  an alternative world they 
would rather live in, which (they believe) would continue to exist if 
all of its rational inhabitants had the same rights of imagining and 
emigrating.”1 

 What might such a world be like? Abbreviated, Nozick’s logic is 
that you cannot expect anyone to stay in your world if you are able to 
extract from the others something that they value more highly than 
whatever you contribute by your presence. By the same token, you 
need not consent to live in a world in which you receive less than you 
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contribute, for you can always fi nd some other world that will offer 
you more. But this doesn’t mean narrowly defi ned transactions of pay-
ment for delivery of goods and services. Nozick’s utopia is fascinating 
in large part because it does  not  depend on a narrowly stipulated set of 
goods that are being valued and exchanged. 

 Now, for “worlds,” substitute “associations,” and imagine a society 
composed of thousands of such associations. The values that are held 
by the members of different associations may vary infi nitely.* An Amish 
religious community may exist in utopia, for those who fi nd it the 
most desirable world for them to live in. An association may be run by 
the precepts of John Locke or of John Rawls, as it sees fi t. To be utopia, 
it is necessary only that there be numerous associations, freely formed. 
It is forbidden only that any association force anyone to be a member. 

 Inventing Utopia: A Reality 

 Nozick’s utopia, like all utopias, is a fantasy. But suppose, for the 
fun of it, that a people decided to translate it into reality. What would 
be the closest they could approach the ideal, given the constraints of 
the real world? 

 The central authority would have to provide basic protections so 
that the associations could not override the ability of people to come 
and go freely. The best way to do that would be to invest individuals 
with certain absolute rights and to invest the central authority with cer-
tain limited powers to prevent associations from putting up barriers 
to the free exercise of those rights. Apart from vigorously enforcing 
the basic protections (in effect, making sure that associations played 
according to the original rules), the central government wouldn’t be 
 permit ted to do much. People would be left alone to structure the lives 
of their communities as they saw fi t. 

 Because it is the real world we are talking about, no longer a fan-
tasy, the “associations” would be towns, and they would have to possess 

  *  I am drastically condensing Nozick’s discussion of utopia, which is much 
more detailed and precise than I indicate here, and extrapolating my own ex-
amples, of which Nozick might or might not approve. 
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taxing power and the right to pass laws by majority vote—which means 
there would be somewhat less than the constant unanimous consent 
of an “association.” But these laws would be constrained by the basic 
rules of the game adopted at the outset, enforced by the central gov-
ernment. And (still being practical about it), the existence of a great 
many towns in some proximity to one another would at once provide 
the easiest remedy to bad government and also restrain the worst fea-
tures of government: foolish laws drive out good citizens. 

 Or in other words, translating Nozick’s utopia into reality would 
produce a structure eerily similar to the one produced in Philadel-
phia in 1787. Not perfectly, of course. The original vision left more 
room for little tyrannies than it should have (not to mention the great 
tyranny of slavery). But we came very close once, and for a long while 
we seemed to be on a path that was taking us still closer. And it had 
nothing to do with abstract utopias. This is how Thomas Jefferson put 
it, not when he was philosophizing, not when he was contemplating 
fanciful hopes and idealistic dreams, but in his fi rst inaugural speech, 
on the day he undertook to govern a working republic: 

 Entertaining a due sense of our equal right to the use of our own 
faculties, to the acquisitions of our industry, to honor and confi -
dence from our fellow citizens . . . , what more is necessary to make 
us a happy and prosperous people? Still one thing more, fellow 
citizens—a wise and frugal government, which shall restrain men 
from injuring one another, which shall leave them otherwise free to 
regulate their own pursuits of industry and improvement, and shall 
not take from the mouth of labor the bread it has earned. This 
is the sum of good government, and this is necessary to close the 
circle of our felicities. 2  

 I am asking that we take more seriously the proposition that Jeffer-
son’s was a vision suitable not only for a struggling agricultural nation 
at the outset of the nineteenth century but also for a wealthy, post-
industrial nation at the close of the twentieth.             
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