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ABSTRACT 

Criticism of the welfare state is mostly economic and administrative, 

relating to the resultant national debt and state bureaucracy. Budget cuts 

and privatization may help but not eliminate the difficulty. Yet, the primary 

concern of the welfare system is neither economic nor administrative; so, 

the force of this criticism is limited. To restrict the discussion to the defunct 

free-markets and centralized economies is to distort and to obstruct clear 

thinking on national priorities. Criticism of any welfare system should not 

aim at the revival of these extremist solutions, but raise cost-effectiveness. 

All this holds for the medical sector in particular.  

The Theory and Practice of the Welfare State 

By Joseph Agassi, 

Tel-Aviv University and York University, Toronto  

It takes little to be an admirer of the contemporary Swedish political 

system. On the face of it, the country is more democratic than most, it is a 

peace-loving country, it is hospitable, and it is a welfare state proper. Yet 

this very last and most outstanding characteristic, its being a welfare state, 

is a cause for controversy, inside and out, and even those who definitely 

support the welfare state are often severe critics of the system, not to 

mention the fact that there are ongoing debates there about major problems 

concerning the future of the welfare state in general and of contemporary 

Sweden in particular.  

This is no surprise, really: broad public involvement on politics and 

broad public debate are, after all, the very soul of democracy. Nevertheless, 

there is room for concern, since often the debate is bogged down in matters 
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of principle, and to be fruitful, broad public debates on such matters invite 

careful preparation and some clarity on basic issues. It is a significant 

political fact that public debates on matters of principle are less successful 

than public debates on matters of principle.  

Here is one obvious example. It is not difficult to understand that 

some leading American politicians proposed in the early sixties some 

legislation aimed at the reduction of the import of scrap iron: it is easier to 

legislate some protective tariffs than to handle the unemployment resulting 

from the competition between the scrap iron importers and the heavy metal 

industry. Yet, this legislation was proposed by senators while they professed 

faith in the doctrine of the free market, which doctrine opposes all protective 

measures, and on principle. A decade later the United States attempted to 

force Japan to limit its exports of textiles as an alternative to American 

attempts to achieve the same goal by protective tariffs, as if the one move 

was more consistent with that doctrine than the other.  

The concern of this essay is the welfare state. The suggestion here is 

that vagueness on points of principle  causes confusion in discussions on very 

concrete practical matters, that the inconsistent application of the free 

market philosophy impedes the growth of the welfare state in reasonable, 

efficient fashions. Let me first present the broadest options concerning the 

basic assumptions that can serve the discussion of the practical questions 

that stand before the designers of the welfare state and then come to their 

practical implications.  

There are, broadly speaking, three or four patterns of government, the 

traditional, the collective (these may be the same or not; this is of no 

consequence here), the individualist and the welfare. This division is itself 

rather untraditional, as it lumps together some socialist and some fascist 

regimes under the heading of the collectivist. This is not necessarily anti-

socialist, however, as socialists may claim to being more justly to the 
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welfare mold than to the collectivist one. Indeed, many early socialists spoke 

in favor of one or another cooperative system and of social insurance, in 

preference of the nationalization of the means of production. And when the 

British Labor Party got into power in the post-World-War-II period it was not 

in favor of the nationalization of all means of production, much to the 

chagrin of the left wing, so-called, including its own left wing. The left-wing 

idea of the nationalization of all means of production was, indeed, a 

collectivist idea, regardless of how well it presented the views of Karl Marx 

or of Vladimir Lenin, or of whoever else who might have held then the 

monopoly over the true idea of socialism.  

The present discussion already includes a bias, and one that practical 

people should oppose. It is one characteristic of many discussions of matters 

of principle. It rests on the assumption that the principles in question, 

whatever it happens to be, must guide action, that practical activities are (or 

perhaps should be) the outcome of a choice between alternative principles 

and its application. This very bias makes practical people shun discussions 

on basics, and with much justice. For, practical activity need not be guided 

by principle, especially when basic matters of principles are controversial or 

unclear and practical matters are pressing. Also, action may be more 

judiciously guided by eclectic deliberations that take the best from each 

basic option without thereby crystallizing into a new one. Moreover, one may 

recommend not the application of a basic doctrine but the effort to come 

closer to its teachings, especially in times of crisis. For example, one may 

preach innovations yet fall back on tradition in times of crisis. For another 

example, one may stick to the welfare state but from time to time attempt 

at the reduction of waste and of government involvement by privatization 

and budget cuts. This is known as Raeganism or Thatcherism: even though 

their views are often presented as basic, their appeal is not in their function 

as basic but as a powerful corrective, as the powerful corrective to the 
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welfare-state practice when this gets out of hand. And the question is, is it 

to the good or does it interfere with the smooth growth of the welfare state?  

Since the discussion of practical affairs is regularly mixed with 

discussions of principles, it is important to clear matters of principles first, 

however. And so let us return to the basic options mentioned before. Of the 

broad alternative options, there are the classical individualist system usually 

associated with the names of David Hume and Adam Smith and Jeremy 

Bentham, and the welfare state, associated, among other names, with those 

of Robert Owen and Joseph Popper (also known by his pen-name, Lynkeus); 

the multitude of names indicates that there are many variants of the welfare 

state system. There are also many variants of the classical individualist 

system, yet, broadly speaking, they all boil down to one significant 

distinction, so that there are only two significant variants of the classical 

individualist system, the anarchist and the near-anarchist. Let me discuss 

these briefly before coming to the welfare state system proper.  

1. Anarchism  

Anarchism is the opposition to all coercion, and, in particular, to all use 

of state power. Hence, it is a version of pacifism. It is a great pity that the 

word "anarchy" is often used to depict disorder; it means, literally, the 

absence of government, but this is not precise, as it signifies the absence 

not of a government but of its use of force. It is the advocacy of the 

abolition of the state power, not of the state apparatus. The question that 

anarchists therefore face is, what will sustain the state apparatus once its 

power is abolished. There are two radically different answers to this question 

and they must be kept separate regardless of what we think of anarchism. 

Otherwise, we will repeatedly fall into confusion even while criticizing or 

ignoring anarchism (since it returns unnoticed as a guide for corrective 

measures). The one answer is that normal human good will should suffice, 
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and the other is that private enterprise should. Some detailed presentation is 

here invited.  

The view that normal human good will should suffice to sustain the 

state apparatus in the absence of state force sounds incredible. It sounded 

more incredible when it was first advocated than now. After all, now we do 

have a tremendous amount of evidence to support it. Consider the fact that 

a liberal country like Sweden has a very low crime rate despite the fact that 

criminals are hardly ever caught there. And consider the fact that countries 

with oppressive ideologies and with huge law-enforcement-vehicles guided 

by strict codes of very severe punishment can hardly control their 

populations. It is then scarcely possible to avoid admiring the insight of the 

early anarchists and their staunch faith in human nature. Yet to this very 

day so many western politicians are elected merely because they support 

vociferously the slogans of law and order, namely of some oppressive 

ideology, coupled with strong policing and harsh criminal justice. How come? 

The answer is that the illiberal law-and-order proposal is the exaggeration 

that comes to correct the exaggeration of the anarchism that repeatedly 

reappears as the liberal option. Anarchism is an error: not any avoidance of 

government is as beneficial. The prime example to illustrate all this is the 

case of the London police force. Traditionally its members did feel more 

secure unarmed, yet when times are hard the opposite view is voiced and 

many of its members advocate the use of powerful weapons. It is not 

necessary to discuss here the question, when and to what extent is it 

preferable to arm the London police force; it suffices in the present context 

to notice that at times things go one way, at times the other way -- and that 

this is contrary to the anarchist view.  

Since classical anarchism blamed the force of the government for the 

prevalence of all wrongdoing, the facts are not conclusive refutations of 

anarchism. It even stands to reason that even under ideal conditions some 
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time some individual will misbehave, yet it is no refutation of anarchism, 

since it is the claim that in the absence of all government use of force 

misconduct will almost vanish. And so, in order to test it properly, we should 

try a condition with no policing at all. It is doubtful that this can be done, 

and if it can, perhaps communal life, especially of some highly religious 

communes, should provide evidence. Martin Buber, who was a communal 

anarchist, took the Israeli kibbutz to be an example for this, and he noted 

that by then (soon after World War II) the experiment had not failed; yet it 

did fail since. One may say that the kibbutz is too small a unit, that we need 

a whole country, such as Sweden, or the whole industrialized world, as Marx 

reasoned, or the whole globe, as Trotsky did. This is too risky an experiment 

to perform: for each social experiment we need a pilot implementation so as 

to clean it of bugs; the idea that pilots are irrelevant, then, make the 

experiment unthinkable, as Karl Popper has pointed out.  

Anarchism based on the good will that should become manifest once 

all political power is abolished, is therefore out of fashion these days. There 

remains the other kind of anarchism, one that is based on private property. 

It includes the idea that entrepreneurs should be allowed to engage private 

police force and private armies. Indeed, if anything is allowed, this too 

surely should be. Classical anarchists found the idea preposterous as they 

sought peace and trusted the goodness of human nature as the means to 

attain it. The modern anarchists are not that naive. They therefore do not 

object to the use of force; they object to government use of force. Their sole 

argument for the preference of the use of private force over the use of 

government force is from the experience of totalitarian regimes and from the 

fact that in the modern world governments become increasingly powerful 

and so the fear of totalitarianism will not leave us until we outlaw all 

government power.  
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It is personally hard for me to believe that some serious intellectuals, 

in the United States and elsewhere, are engaged in debating the possible 

viability of this kind of anarchism and that some of them even seriously 

advocate it. This sounds to me so outrageous that I suggest that the 

exercise comes to serve a hidden agenda. But even if it does, I will not 

engage in guessing what it is. Suffice it to see that, first, hiring private 

armies was tried, especially in the last stages of the Middle Ages, but also in 

some modern disintegrating states, and with the obvious disastrous results. 

Of course, one may wish to declare feudal landlords and sectarian leaders 

very different from industrial entrepreneurs. I do not see why. Surely, if the 

advice of the new anarchists will be accepted and the exercise they 

recommend will be tried, then nothing will stop some sufficiently powerful 

war lord, be that person an industrialist or a hired sword, to make an accord 

with some competitors and establish a kingdom or a dictatorship or any 

other central government whose authority will be backed by brute force.  

And so, both kinds of anarchism proper are out. There remains the 

idea that I call "near-anarchism", and that is the most popular form of 

classical individualism. The idea behind it was summed up wisely by Bernard 

Mandeville with the slogan, "private vices public virtues". Though its root is 

in the theory of the natural goodness of humans which we have already met 

(since it says that much of what we call vices is not evil), it does not need 

any philosophical foundations, as it is less philosophic and more pragmatic: 

people may be better trusted, said David Hume, to comply with their own 

preferences than with the law. So there should be few laws and they should 

aim at making the pursuit of one's own interest serve society as best 

possible. This idea was translated by Hume's friend and disciple Adam Smith 

into the idea that the market mechanism is the best means for the allocation 

of resources: it works as if with an invisible hand. Today Mandeville's wise 

idea is rejected by most of the advocates of the market mechanism who are 
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not economists, and it is replaced by a different idea. That idea is even more 

pragmatically sounding as the rationale for the free market than that of 

Mandeville, Hume and Smith, but it is not, as it does not rely on any 

economic considerations. It is the idea that as it happens, we now have too 

much government and should reduce it.  

2. The Legacy of Anarchism  

This, we remember, was the slogan of President Ronald Reagan and of 

Premiere Margaret Thatcher. (They are not against help for the poor, they 

do not even quite oppose the use of the government apparatus for it; rather, 

they say, more of it should be left to voluntary organizations than is allowed 

these days, that today we exaggerate in the direction of government 

intervention on behalf of the poor and the helpless.) It is no accident that 

this idea is nowadays named after two or three politicians (the third being 

President George Bush who first called Reagan's idea voodoo economics and 

then adopted it for his presidential campaign): no serious intellectual will 

allow their names to be attached to it. The origin of that idea was the 

proposal that the state should be no more than an institution for the 

prevention of crimes, advocated by almost all leading classical liberal 

individualist thinkers, from John Locke onwards, and is still very popular. 

Today the supporters of this idea, in the United States, in Britain and 

elsewhere, are scarcely as liberal as the early liberal empiricist philosophers 

were. This is made palpably clear when family planning is brought into the 

discussion. The hostility to it, and similar attitudes shared by advocates of 

the free-market that reflect their hostility to liberalism, is called "family 

values", whereas their more liberal opponents are called "pro-choice".  

It is no accident, though, that the modern variant of the liberal view is 

not pro-choice in ever so many matters, especially but not only in the matter 

of family planning and, no less significantly, of care for the environment. Nor 

is it an accident that they all supporters of family values want to increase, 
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not decrease, the budget for defense and for policing of the inner cities and 

so on. Not in vain they are called conservatives rather than liberals.  

This is more than an aside: the trouble with the classical view, with the 

classical night-watchman model, as it is called, is that it is not clear what 

crimes the night watchman is supposed to prevent. After all, what is a crime 

is determined by the law, not by the watchman. Yet the classical thinkers did 

not trouble themselves with details, because the considered the law 

something agreed upon by the population and because they thought they 

knew what was reasonable to expect what not. Yet, they knew that not all 

was that simple. In particular, they knew that the laws of property were not 

so obviously reasonable. Yet they still thought that it is easy to see what is 

wrong: breaking an agreement, a business contract, that is. And so, the 

government was supposed to prevent that and punish those who do not live 

up to their own commitments.  

The followers of the classical liberal thinkers today insist that there 

should not be any government interference in any economic venture, except 

the imposition of contracts freely undertaken. But why? If the market 

mechanism is supposed to eliminate producers who market inadequate 

products, why not suppose that the same mechanism will eliminate 

unreliable entrepreneurs? Indeed, to some extent this was always the case. 

But not well enough. But then there is no reason that the market mechanism 

ever works well enough. Moreover, there are vast areas where no one today 

relies on that mechanism, such as defense, education, and also the defense 

of the national borders. The classical theory said, laissez faire, Laissez 

passer, but their modern heirs only adopt the laissez faire part, not the 

Laissez passer part. They are in favor of allowing rich people to immigrate, 

not poor and needy ones.  

One of the points on which the degree of liberalism of a country is 

measured is the degree to which it is open to immigration for all sorts of 
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people in need of a shelter. The trouble is, there are too many of them for 

the rich countries to absorb. And so, they absorb them according to some 

criteria that are to some extent contingent and to some extent make sense. 

In the case of immigrants, the preference of the politically persecuted over 

the starving is to some extent reasonable, to some extent, it is rooted in the 

assessment of numbers: there are less political refugees than starving 

people. Indeed, the criterion for deciding the status of political refugee are 

meant, in part, to make this category not too big for the economy to 

manage.  

What this discussion shows is that no economy in the world is strictly 

free-market, strictly capitalist in Marx' sense of the word. We need not 

criticize him for not noticing that what he called "capitalism" is never fully 

maintained: he saw fierce competition creating havoc, and as he addressed 

the big issues of the day, he found no need to be excessively precise. Yet 

the fact remains: he was in error about the extent of the big issues. It is 

quite reasonable to consider big issues first and even to push aside smaller 

ones -- especially in emergencies. But this is not to declare that the small 

issues do not exist or that they will be taken care of by themselves once the 

big issues are properly handled. This is a serious error, particularly since one 

person's small issue is another person's big one. For example, the Marxist 

feminists declared that it is a waste of energy to fight for the equality of 

women, since once the world revolution will get going all wrongs will be 

automatically righted and otherwise none will. This was a cop out. This again 

shows how hard it is to set priorities.  

3. The Legacy o f Classical Social Philosophy  

Yet Marx was philosophical in his attitude quite generally, not only 

when this tuned him better to human suffering. In particular, rejecting the 

strictly individualist philosophy that stood behind the free-market ideology, 

he found himself in the collectivist camp despite himself. As was forcefully 
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argued in Robert C. Tucker's Philosophy and Myth in Karl Marx, he then 

divided history into two, the collectivist past and the rosy individualist-

anarchist future. This was utopian on his part, as was almost all strictly 

individualist philosophy before him. In this essay, collectivism was scarcely 

discussed, as today it is quite out of fashion in all but the most reactionary 

circles, and its use in practical politics is almost exclusively corrective. What 

was suggested here, quite generally, is that all ideologies are used not 

systematically and not consistently but as correctives. That is to say, in 

practice we are a little bit followers of this philosophy and a little bit of that. 

Is that wise? To answer this we first must ask, is the welfare state/society 

based on an ideology or is it even more eclectic than classical individualism 

and collectivism?  

Let us assume then that neither individualism nor collectivism is 

systematically practiced, that no regime is purely free-market or socialist. 

What characterizes the welfare state, then, is not that it deviates from them, 

but that it deviates from them sufficiently systematically and in a big way, 

both ideologically and practically, so that we may wish to examine its 

ideology and ask, how closely and how systematically the welfare practice 

follows the welfare theory.  

In the most abstract sense, the welfare state rests on its own 

metaphysics and on its own ethics, and in both fields it is  very distinctly 

opposed to the two classical ideologies. Whereas the classical individualist 

metaphysics assumes that only individuals are real and that society is the 

mere outcome of interactions between them, and collectivism assumes that 

individuals exist only as members of the societies that give birth to them, 

the new metaphysics assumes that both individuals and society are real. 

Indeed, the arguments of the classical theorists against each other's views 

easily establish that. For, the individualists argue that without individuals, 

there is no society, and the collectivists argue that without society, no 
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individual is human, and both these arguments hold. In ethics, the 

individualists assume that obligations to others are derivatives from one's 

own interests and reason, whereas the collectivists assume that individual 

rights are derivative from individual obligations to society. In reality we have 

both rights and duties, vis-à-vis ourselves and other individuals as well as 

vis-à-vis society as such. This view, the metaphysics and the ethics involved 

in welfare society, are possibly erroneous, yet they are easy to absorb, as 

they are much more in tune with our current common sense than their 

alternatives. Why, then, is it so difficult to implement them?  

There are two reasons for the difficulties involved in the endorsement 

of the philosophy of the welfare society. One is that our traditional 

theoretical thinking is largely in lines with the older philosophies. this is what 

gives an edge to the pragmatic anti- theoretical approach, yet the edge will 

totally disappear with the development in detail of social and moral theories 

in tune with the welfare society. This development is to be expected anyway, 

and for both theoretical and practical reasons. So, we need not dwell on 

them in this essay. (See, however, my Towards a Rational Philosophical 

Anthropology, Kluwer, 1977 and my Technology, Kluwer, 1985, for more 

details.) The second reason is that the welfare philosophy raises new and 

very difficult questions that we will have to handle in the near future. Let me 

take one example and bring this essay to a close.  

There is a vast field of decision problem called playing God. It relates 

to the fact that we repeatedly face situations where we have the choice 

between saving one individual life and another while being clearly unable to 

save both. This problem is not new by any means, yet in our moral and 

intellectual and religious traditions it was avoided for millennia. We face it in 

emergencies whenever resources are scarce. Thus, when lost in a dessert 

with enough supplies to rescue only some of the company, as described in 

the Talmud, or when a physician has a new serum to save some patients, as 
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described by Bernard Shaw (Doctor's Dilemma), the problem is essentially 

the same. At times, the problem is moral, and at times, it is political (when 

national resources are at stake, as in the case of the welfare state).  

The problem is real, and no amount of philosophizing will make it go 

away. Traditionally the problem was solved piecemeal, in accord with 

tradition and precedence. Philosophically, the collectivists assumed that the 

leadership should solve the problem in accord with the public interest. This is 

not quite true, of course, since the public interest invites the neglect of the 

interests of the weak and the sick, at least of those too weak to cater for 

themselves. The individualist tradition took refuge in the idea of the sanctity 

of individual life, but it is where this idea is inoperable that the problem 

arises. This idea may tell us that we cannot replace the life of anyone with 

the life of anyone else, so that the state cannot take one life in order to save 

another; but when the state can save one life when two are in danger, the 

problem is unsolved by any classical individualist theory. Tradition allows for 

all sorts of makeshift solutions, such as, first come first served. This will not 

do. The Jewish tradition, which was anti-political, assumed that the problem 

should be solved within minimal confines. Thus, when treating the poor, the 

rule was, the poor of one's own town comes first. When treating patients, 

the idea was that the clinical encounter takes place in a vacuum: its rules 

intentionally ignore all that lies beyond the confines of the clinic. This will not 

do in a field hospital, and there the physicians, the nurses, the paramedics 

and even the orderlies, are forced to play God and they are least prepared 

for the choice and for the emotional burden involved. It is characteristic of 

our society that this problem is recurrent and systematically ignored. This is 

not only inefficient; it is plainly cruel. The cruelty is understandable in 

traditional society that is unequipped to handle the situation; this holds no 

longer.  

4. Playing God  
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The problem, to repeat, holds in all emergencies with scarce 

resources; it is obvious in medicine because there emergency is common, 

but since ecology handles scarce resources, the more urgent its problems 

the more playing God will emerge, and even on a large scale. It arose 

already on a large scale in every military situation, of course, since military 

commanders regularly play God. When it is the choice between my people 

and the enemy, it was deemed hardly a problem. Fortunately, war becomes 

less pressing these days -- at least as long as ecological catastrophes still do 

not push political leadership to adventures. But as the choice of the use of 

nuclear weapons was justified on the traditional military grounds, it was 

questioned at least for this instant. It is no surprise that the discussion of 

this decision is still very confused: it is a discussion of the application of a 

principle, and no one knows what the principle is.  

It is not known what principle to apply to the case of playing God, 

except that we should avoid it whenever possible, and that we should be 

prepared for it otherwise. The first part of this principle is adhered to at the 

cost of the second. The health-care program recently proposed by President 

Clinton of the United States was shot down because it was too 

comprehensive, because it ignored the fact that there is not enough money 

to handle all health problems as best possible so that the state must play 

God to some extent.  

This requires some explanation, and with it, this essay will come to a 

close. The explanation was offered nearly a century ago by Bernard Shaw, 

yet it was ignored. He said, when an individual is dying, then possibly no 

means of saving seem to that individual too expensive, yet the society 

cannot treat the matter this way. The survival of an individual, that is, may 

have top priority for that individual, but certainly not for the state. Now 

suppose the state makes it its top priority to save every life. First of all this 

is not possible, as there are not enough physicians, ambulances, etc. 
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Second, the result will be that the society will have to forego all luxury and 

even all art and devote its resources full to the task of preservation of life. 

Most individuals in modern societies will not agree with that and will prefer a 

high quality of life rather than a prolonged life dedicated to the prolongation 

of life at all cost.  

This is no solution; it is the restatement of the problem in a wider 

context. It shows that we must put a value, indeed a financial value, on 

individual life, regardless of its admitted sanctity. We may then find that we 

may wish to place a higher-than-the-average value on the life of a surgeon 

who can save so many lives. This is very problematic, as we thereby shake 

the foundation of the ideology of democracy, and yet we know that the value 

of democracy is very high both in principle and in practical considerations. 

And so, the field is open. And so, the critics of the welfare society are 

welcome to criticize it as best they can, and the advocates and practitioners 

of the welfare society/state should listen and try to improve the system as 

best they can. And since we are all very ignorant about the matter at hand, 

there are a few different options to try out and to compare, so that modern 

society has to become a huge laboratory in welfare matters. This is largely 

what takes place, except that unfortunately the critics repeatedly fall back 

on old defunct and immoral solutions. One principle should be universally 

adopted, though: we are ignorant, we try things out, we should be quick to 

accept criticism, and we should be cognizant of the fact that certain 

unintended consequences of any piece of legislation invite quick reform.  

(For more details see N. Laor and J. Agassi. Diagnosis, Kluwer, 1990.)  


