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Richard Swayze 

in gender-neutral terms, this means taxing primary earners more and secondary earners less (p. 277). While this 
seems like blatant social engineering, McCaffery points out that taxation is on 
his side. McCaffery states: 

My principal point ... is that an ostensibly neutral objective, quasi-scientific economic theory 
precisely agrees with the long-standing feminist critique and the general lesson we've learned 
thus far: society is taxing women far too much, in exactly the wrong ways (p. 169). 

To understand optimal tax theory, one must have a basic understanding of the economic concept elasticity. 
Elasticity is a measure of the percentage change in one variable relative to the percentage change in another. For 
our purposes, we are concerned with the percentage change in women's and men's labor participation rate 
relative to a percentage change in taxes. Men tend to have low elasticities, meaning that great changes in tax 
rates do not affect their labor participation rates. Women have high elasticities, meaning that even small changes 
in tax rates can have significant effects upon their labor participation rates (p. 179). Simply stated, if taxes go 
up, men work about the same number of hours while women work less. 

For purposes of efficiency and wealth maximization, which McCaffery explains rather well, economic 
principles dictate that taxes be levied based on the inverse elasticity rule; this is known as "Ramsey" taxation. 
Stated simply, taxes should be placed on items for which there is an inelastic demand, or else consumption of 
that item will drop substantially and put down tax revenue with it. It is the concept behind the famous Laffer 
curve. For example, demand for cigarettes and alcohol is very inelastic. Taxes have very little effect on demand, 
making these "sin" taxes a very stable revenue source. 

The connection is simple. The government is doing exactly the opposite of what economic principles suggest. 
Since men have an inelastic demand for jobs they should be taxed more than women who have an elastic 
demand. McCaffery knows this is politically impossible, however, so he makes a more conservative argument. 
If the government will not tax married men more, then the least they can do is move toward a system of separate 
filing that puts women on an equal footing with men. In addition, he argues for a more generous child care 
allowance and a secondary earner exemption level from regressive social security taxes. Optimal tax theory, 
McCaffery states, "supports these commonsensical recommendations, which seem independently just and fair 
anyway ... " (p. 278). 

In sum, McCaffery effectively paints federal tax policy as a provocative picture of deeply generated social 
engineering. McCaffery succeeds for two reasons. First, he recognizes that tax law is complex and difficult to 
understand. Accordingly, McCaffery provides simple examples the meanings of abstract concepts such as 
marginal tax rates and optimal taxation. The clarity of his writing provides a wide audience access to the 
practical consequences of our tax system. Second, McCaffery recognizes that "tax is political in spades" (p. 2). 
A variety of perspectives are presented to avoid having the book dismissed as a narrowly "liberal feminist'' 
perspective: the accountant, the historian, the academic, the economist, and the politician. The liberal feminist is 
but one voice among many. As a result, McCaffery's position is well researched and effectively argued. In the 
end, it is difficult to deny that the tax system contributes to the marginalization of women's work in our society. 

*** 

Richard Swayze is from University of Nebraska at Omaha. 
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J. Patrick Dobel, Public Integrity (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins Press,
1999), 260 pp. 

The Dalai Lama, Ethics for the New Millennium (New York: Riverhead 
Books, 1999). 237 pp. 

Banks McDowell, Ethics and Excuses: The Crisis in Professional 
Responsibility {Westport, Connecticut: Quorum Books, 2000). 169 pp. 

I� anyone out. there? This familiar cyberspace refrain is appearing with increasing frequency in the ethics
hterature. Ethics scholars and leaders worldwide often follow with the question: "does anyone care?" The 
authors :whose b��ks are reviewed here are, like many of us, troubled by these worrisome questions. Despite an 
ou�ourmg o� wntmg and research on the subject of ethics over the past two decades, particularly public service 
ethics, there 1s scant evidence that anyone is listening or, worse, anyone cares that anyone is listening. Perhaps 
�ven �ore bot�ers?me is the. growing .belief that the best and wisest ethics advice and counsel finding its way
mto.pnnt or v01ce 1s not makmg any difference in the real world of ethical action. And, as Carol Lewis so aptly
remmds u� The Ethics Challe�ge in Public Service: ethics is not a "spectator" sport; it is a contact sport from 
start to fimsh! Are we as a nation and across the world experiencing an ethics meltdown? 

Banks Mc"?owell in Ethics and Excuses thinks so. "There is a feeling today," he says, "that the ethical practices 
of profess10nals, and of everybody else, have gotten worse" (p. 5). The Dalai Lama's call for an "ethical 
revolution" . in the ?'ew millennium certainly suggests that an ethics meltdown is occurring and can be stopped
only by takmg radical measures. And J. Patrick Dobel in Public Integrity finds that good people trapped in bad 
webs of governance are not and should not be immunized from an ethics meltdown. Although these authors 
share common ground, each has a different message for those who would stand shoulder-to-shoulder to prevent 
a complete meltdown of ethical practices and behaviors in the 21st Century. 

I Did I Had to Do 

Thi� familiar excuse, McDowell contends, takes its place alongside a dozen or more excuses that professionals 
routinely and,. perhaps sadly, unw�ttingly. employ to justify or defend why they failed to live up to an 
acceptable ethical standard or practice. His many years as a law professor left him dismayed and bewildered 
that so many future lawyers would embrace a culture of excuses when faced with an ethical dilemma. Other 
excuses that make up this culture include: "I didn't know what the ethical obligations were"--otherwise known 
as the claim of ignorance; "it was not my responsibility"--otherwise known as passing the buck "the
compe�ition made �e do it"--otherwise known as the need to survive; "there was a technological failure"-­
otherw1se known as 1t was beyond my control; "it was legal"-otherwise known as if it's legal it's ethical. 

McDo�ell's well-written book ta�es the reader beyond a careful exposition of excuses widely used in the legal 
profession to a thoughtful analysis of how law and ethics mesh and how they collide from time-to-time. In a 
chapter devoted to "Law and Ethics: The Different Systems" he begins by noting that "law and ethics are both 
normative syst�ms prescribing guidelines on how people ought to live their lives," (p.4 7) but he goes on to 
assert that law is more modest in its reach. That is, unlike norms established in law, "the form of the ethical 
norm cannot be primarily black-and-white rules, but principles, guidelines, priority processes in choosing 
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