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In these morally turbulent times, the public craves social policies based on the principle of reciprocity. This principle has become important to voters because it has come to mean fairness - and fairness is the key to morally acceptable social policy. The rediscovery of the ancient principle of reciprocity is a recent development in American politics, which is why it has yet to receive the attention it deserves. 

Reciprocity became the moral powerhouse it is today as a consequence of a three-decades-long struggle between two competing conceptions of fairness - fairness based on getting what you deserve and fairness based on getting what you need. Once, voters judged policies as fair or unfair depending on whether people "get what they deserve." If someone commits a crime, he deserves to be punished. If someone does a good job, she deserves to be rewarded. The link between fairness and deserving has long historical roots in American culture. 

But in the 1960s and 1970s, a very different conception of fairness - fairness based on need - came into prominence, reflecting the belief that society has a moral obligation to take care of those who cannot take care of themselves. This communal concern with people's needs was implemented through laws that codified certain needs as legal "rights." This doctrine of need-based legal rights is generally known as "entitlement legislation." It holds that people in need of the fundamentals of life are legally entitled to have these needs met and that the state is legally obligated to meet them. 

One consequence was to imbue the public with a psychology of entitlement: "I have a right to the best medical care that money can buy whether or not I can afford it." "I need a good education and therefore have a right to one." "I am entitled to comfort and security in my old age." 

When people have a legal right to a benefit, they endow it with moral fervor. The obligation on the part of the state is deemed unconditional, irrespective of resources. When this obligation is scanted, people feel cheated. They are filled with a brooding sense of injustice and victimization. Ironically, what started as a moral conviction in the 1960s - that people must not think only of themselves but must also take care of others - ended up by the 1980s as a preoccupation with the self, its needs and its rights. 

Initially, the idea of fairness defined in terms of need-based rights seemed as acceptable to the public as the older, more traditional conceptions of fairness based on desert. In response to surveys, the prevailing attitude was: "I am doing OK. Why shouldn't those in need get a break?" 

In the late 1980s and early 1990s, however, this attitude began to change. In the worrisome economic climate of the early 1990s, the attitude was: "Times are tough. My family and I are struggling to make ends meet. People should no longer expect something for nothing. Above all, they certainly should not expect something for nothing as a matter of right." 

Gradually, voters began to settle on reciprocity as a way to keep faith with the traditional idea of deserving while at the same time recognizing our society's moral obligation to those in need. By the mid-1990s, the majority of Americans had arrived at three conclusions about fairness: 1) If we are to be a compassionate and just society, it is only fair that we support a safety net for the needy. 2) But it is not fair to put material benefits such as welfare, housing subsidies, health care, and education in the same category of moral/legal rights as life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness. 3) It is only fair that people should give something back for these moral benefits, if they are mentally and physically able to do so. 

These conclusions satisfy the moral dilemma of the majority because they include elements of both definitions of fairness. They retain the idea of deserving because in reciprocity you must do something to "deserve" the benefit you receive. (Social Security is regarded as fair because Americans spend most of their working life paying for it.) And they honor the society's obligations to those in need without falling into the trap of assigning a high moral or legal value to getting something for nothing. 

Throughout this decade - in recession and prosperity alike - the moral voice of the American people has been clear: They are demanding that the ethic of reciprocity undergird our public policies. All evidence shows that this is a demand that they will continue to make in the years ahead. 
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