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There are in short no rules of morality, not excepting the best, but what may subject good men to great sufferings and hardships; which necessarily follows from the wickedness of those they have to deal with, and but accidentally from those good rules.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Berkeley ([1712]: §42). See n7, below.] 

George Berkeley, ‘Passive Obedience’


The debate about welfare conditionality – that is, making payment of social security benefits, or provision of social housing etc. conditional upon claimants seeking work or meeting some other behavioural condition – is often conducted, in the public and political arena, and in the literature, on the wrong terms. In particular, many arguments putatively in favour of welfare conditionality move far too quickly from a not unreasonable assumption about reciprocity to a conclusion which does not immediately follow from it, without providing the necessary bridging argument. 
	As is familiar, there are various distinct grounds upon which it might be – and has been – argued that welfare conditionality is mandated. (Deacon 2004; Watts & Fitzpatrick 2018: Chapter 6) Some arguments in favour of welfare conditionality are paternalistic, grounded in assumptions about conditionality promoting the interests of those whose access to welfare is in question. Others are explicitly or implicitly utilitarian or more broadly consequentialist, grounded in assumptions about conditionality incentivising responsible citizenship or economic productivity to the benefit of the greater good. I am not concerned with either of those broad families of arguments, though. My concern is another type of argument, grounded in claims about reciprocity or reciprocal obligations. 
My main point will be that often arguments starting from reciprocity and concluding with welfare conditionality are invalid. If an argument is invalid, then it is not necessarily irrational to fail or refuse to be moved to its conclusion by the premises or assumptions which are offered, even if you agree with those premises or assumptions. So, I shall argue that even though there are reasonable assumptions about the existence of reciprocal obligations, which we ought to accept, cited in the arguments for welfare conditionality which I’ll discuss, we don’t thereby have any reason to accept the commonly drawn conclusion.
1. From Reciprocity to Conditionality

The assumption that the existence of reciprocal obligations more or less immediately mandates the conditionality of rights or entitlements is quite pervasive, and Paz-Fuchs can write: 

While conditionality encapsulates the legal attitude towards entitlement (‘one is entitled to benefits if and only if …’), reciprocity offers the political philosophy that supports the approach. […] Within this paradigm, responsibilities and obligations counter-balance rights. (2008: 1) 

As I shall point out in what follows, however, reciprocity does not support conditionality. (I shall address the point about responsibilities and obligations counter-balancing rights specifically in Section 3.) Reciprocity is one thing, conditionality quite another; and a political philosophy of reciprocal obligations does not do much at all to support legal or political arrangements in which rights to benefits are merely conditional. 
	The discussion about welfare conditionality is often framed in terms of rights, and whether rights to welfare support are conditional rights. (See e.g. Paz-Fuchs 2008: 3; Watts & Fitzpatrick 2018: Chapter 6, esp. 118–23) I shall say something about ideas of rights being conditional upon obligations later, in Section 3. But it is not necessary to set the issue up in terms of rights. Instead of saying that welfare conditionality is a matter of a person’s right to welfare support being conditional, we could do without the language of rights and simply say that it is a matter of whether the state may permissibly make its provision of welfare support conditional. Those who are happy with talk of rights can presumably accept this latter formulation, which speaks only of permissibility. And those allergic to talk of rights, or otherwise preferring to steer clear of it for any reason in this context, should be reassured that the moral issue arises whether we frame it in terms of rights or not.
A preliminary word about contractualism might be in order. Contractualists emphasise reciprocity, but the idea that we have reciprocal obligations – or obligations of reciprocity – is certainly not the sole preserve of contractualism. There is no principled reason why we wouldn’t have obligations arising from what others do for us, or the benefits we get from them, though the source of our obligations is nothing to do with explicit or tacit agreement, nor with any facts about what it would be reasonable to assent to.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  Thus, e.g., J. S. Mill, in On Liberty: ‘Though society is not founded on a contract, and though no good purpose is answered by inventing a contract in order to deduce social obligations from it, every one who receives the protection of society owes a return for the benefit, and the fact of living in society renders it indispensable that each should be bound to observe a certain line of conduct towards the rest.’ (Mill [1859] 1989: 75, my emphasis.)] 

For a stark illustration of this, consider a moral theory far removed from contractualism, such as a particular form of consequentialism. For a consequentialist, our moral obligations are entailed and explained by facts about what will produce the most value, though consequentialists will disagree about which values are the ones to be promoted. (Pettit 1997) If most value of the relevant kind will be produced by upholding the practice of returning favours, then the fact that someone has done you a favour generates an obligation, according to our consequentialist, to do something in return (if called upon to do so). This is a reciprocal obligation in at least the sense that it arises because of the benefit you have enjoyed: if you had not been done a favour, you would not have any obligation to do something for the person who, in fact, did you one (notwithstanding some other consequentialist grounds for doing it, of course). But there is nothing contractualist about the theory which we have just sketched: it is the amount of good to be produced in the world which, according to this theory, grounds the obligation to reciprocate – not anything to do with what it is reasonable to ask of others (Scanlon 1998), what it is rational in game-theoretic terms to agree to (Gauthier 1986), or whether or not we have tacitly or explicitly contracted with others or consented to be bound (Locke [1689]). If it turned out that most value were produced by not returning favours, our consequentialist theory might tell us we have no such obligation, regardless of any agreements we had made, or what it would be rational to agree to etc. 
	It is hard to think of any serious moral theory which would preclude obligations of reciprocity, such as obligations of gratitude (or more broadly of acknowledgment, which I return to below). So, we should not be deceived into thinking that if the case for welfare conditionality rests upon the existence of obligations of reciprocity, then it rests upon the plausibility of some kind of contractualism. In this respect, Paz-Fuchs rather overplays the significance of contractualism – or underplays the generality of the idea of reciprocal obligations – when he says that investigation of the intersection of the social contract with the welfare state ‘is imperative if one wishes to assess the recurrent justifications for welfare-to-work programmes that refer to a concept of fairness which, in turn, is based on an idea of reciprocity amongst individuals and between individuals and the state.’ (2008: 4) We could very well dispense entirely with all thought of social contracts, but still think it important that citizens have obligations to work or participate in or refrain from various activities to reciprocate the benefit they get from others, the state or society. If ‘social contract’ just means reciprocity then of course the two go together. But if, in a more useful employment of the terminology, social contract theories are supposed to be distinctive in virtue of their emphasis upon consent or (ideal) agreement, a la Locke, Hobbes [1651] or Rousseau [1762], then we must recognise that ideas of reciprocal obligation are not their exclusive preserve.[footnoteRef:3] 	 [3:  In the citations of Scanlon, Gauthier, Locke, Hobbes and Rousseau above I have already indicated the breadth of views commonly classified as ‘contractualist’ or ‘contractiarian’. One could certainly add Rawls ([1971]; [1993]). My argument in this article does not depend upon rejecting contractualism: the point I want to make about reciprocity not entailing conditionality is a point which all of the authors I have cited here, and any contractualist, could (and should) endorse. My point in these paragraphs is just that the issues are broader anyway.] 

2. The Gap in the Argument

I shall use Stuart White’s (2003) argument in his extended defence of a form of welfare conditionality as an example, but the gap in the argument from reciprocity to conditionality which I will highlight occurs elsewhere too. I have chosen to focus on White’s version in part because it is especially striking that in such a thorough, book-length, discussion the arguments that would be required to plug the gap to get from reciprocity to conditionality are not, so far as I can tell, forthcoming. 
White acknowledges that:

Right to an Income
‘In order to satisfy the demands of fair reciprocity, in its non‐ideal form, a society must arrange the distribution of the social product so as to recognize and effectively institute for its members … a right of reasonable access, as I shall say, to a decent income.’ (2003: 131) 

He also says, we might well believe correctly, that: 

Obligation to Contribute
‘According to justice as fair reciprocity, citizens who share to a sufficiently generous extent in the social product, and who enjoy sufficiently generous opportunities for productive participation, have an obligation to make a decent productive contribution to the community in return.’

This obligation is connected to the plausible idea that:

Wrong of Non-Contribution
‘Failure to meet this contributive obligation constitutes a form of exploitation of one's fellow citizens.’ 

From these ideas, White immediately infers that:

Conditionality
‘Given the concern to prevent this form of exploitation, it seems advisable to structure the right of reasonable access to a decent income so that the receipt of income support is conditional on willingness to make a reciprocal productive contribution. [Thus E]ligibility for the relevant income transfers should be conditional on the individual satisfying, or demonstrating a willingness to satisfy, a suitably defined basic work expectation. … The income support system which assures citizens their reasonable access to a decent income should, in other words, incorporate some form of work‐test.’ (2003: 133)

But Conditionality does not immediately follow from Wrong of Non-Contribution, because it does not follow immediately from the fact that someone does wrong that it is legitimate to withhold what we might otherwise owe to them. It might be true that those who fail to reciprocally contribute to societies which support them are wrongdoers. But whilst condemnation of them might therefore necessarily be legitimate, we require some further argument to establish that sanctioning them is permissible. Is withholding of benefits a sanction? It seems obvious that it is.[footnoteRef:4] (In the UK at least, suspension of payments as a response to violations of benefits conditions is even known as ‘sanctioning’. (Dwer et al 2018)) [4: 
 As will become clear through the examples I employ in the argument below, it isn’t crucial to the main point of this article whether or not we count withholding, denying or terminating benefits as punishment; as I will argue, it is doubtful that withholding, denying or terminating help which one has some duty to provide at all is legitimate just on the basis of the (would-be) beneficiary’s dereliction of their duty, regardless of whether we characterise that as punishment. ] 

	There are all sorts of scenarios and types of cases in which:

(i) A has an ongoing obligation to benefit B in some way;
(ii) if A benefits B (in the way A is obligated to benefit B), then B has an obligation to φ, arising from B’s being benefitted;
(iii) A does benefit B in the obligated ongoing way; but
(iv) B does not φ; and yet
(v) A’s ongoing obligation to benefit B in that way is not undermined.

An obvious example involves caring for one’s teenaged children. (i) As a parent, you have an obligation to provide for the needs of your younger teenage children. This is not the only obligation in the vicinity, for (ii) your children have an obligation to appreciate that provision. Of course, all too often (iv) children don’t appreciate the provision for their needs and wants that (iii) you give in abundance. But (v) that does nothing to undermine your obligation to continue providing for them. 
You might say: ‘Hang on, nobody, least of all a teenaged minor, has an obligation to appreciate what is done for them – especially when that is no more than they are owed!’ But even if gratitude isn’t obligatory for some reason, there are ‘obligations of appreciation’ which are not obligations to be grateful: when benefitted, or otherwise the recipient of one’s dues, one has the obligation to at least truthfully acknowledge (to oneself and, where appropriate, to others) the fact that one has been benefitted or received one’s dues, and not complain that one hasn’t. And even that minimal obligation is sometimes not met: people, perhaps especially teenagers, have been known to complain that they are treated unfairly or have been denied what they are owed when they are not and have not been.[footnoteRef:5] So, you can read ‘appreciate’ in the way I’ve just suggested, meaning acknowledge (in appropriate contexts), and the point I want to make stands: the fact that B fails to meet their obligation to acknowledge the benefit A has brought them (or to acknowledge the fact that A gave B their due) does nothing to undermine A’s obligation to benefit B on an ongoing basis. It is unpleasant and unjust to be fulfilling one’s obligations unappreciated – but obligations are obligations, whether your fulfilling them is acknowledged or not.   [5:  Of course, these complaints are often entirely justified. I am not arguing that we should dismiss claims of injustice – merely pointing to the obvious fact that some claims of injustice are ill-founded (and in some cases themselves unjust). ] 

There are lots of other easy to recognise cases of (i)–(v), too. (i) You ought to let your friend who has hit rock bottom and has nowhere else to go stay at your place for at least a bit longer, and (iii) you do. (ii) Your friend ought to do something in recognition of your helping them out: you are not doing it for the sake of what they might do in return (and nor should that be your motive), but they ought to at least do the washing up or something. Sadly, though, (iv) they don’t – even though they have the time and are in good enough shape to do it. Nonetheless, (v) your obligation to let them stay is not undermined. 
What these cases make clear is that very often, whether or not someone else is keeping ‘their side of the bargain’ is irrelevant to whether or not you have an obligation to keep yours. But I put ‘their side of the bargain’ in inverted commas advisedly: there is no bargain in play. There are, presumably, obligations which arise from contracts or bargains; and perhaps the obligations thus generated are merely conditional obligations, which are undermined by their condition not being met. But that is not what is going on in the cases I have in mind. Your obligation to provide for your children or give your friend in need a place to stay is not the product of any agreement or contract: they are obligations which you have regardless of any bargaining. They are obligations arising out of others’ needs, or our role responsibilities – or out of our common citizenship or membership of a community.[footnoteRef:6] So even if obligations which are literally one side of a bargain are merely conditional, that doesn’t entail that A’s obligations in cases like the ones above are merely conditional (though B’s might be).  [6:  Compare Dworkin ([1986]: 198f), who thinks that ‘associative obligations’ (which include many of those I have in mind) survive only if those to whom we have those obligations recognise some kind of reciprocal obligation towards us. He does not make clear, so far as I can tell, why he thinks this.] 

The point, of course, is that nor is our obligation to support those in need with welfare payments or other social services necessarily (just) a contractual obligation, in the narrow sense of literally being the product of an actual agreement. (This, of course, is why the notions of ‘tacit consent’ or ‘reasonableness’ – rather than actual explicit consent – play such a role in the contractualist moral and political tradition.) It is an obligation of civic beneficence. This is not to deny that there are reciprocal obligations on the part of the recipients of state or social support. White’s Obligation to Contribute and Wrong of Non-Contribution are very plausible. They speak of obligations to contribute to society in return for the support you receive – obligations structurally just like the obligation to do the washing up once in a while when you are being hosted. But, as we have seen, your failure to meet obligations of this sort does not generally undermine the obligations others have to support you, and to continue supporting you. 
It might be that the unappreciated benefactor – or the benefactor whose beneficiaries otherwise fail to meet their own obligations – has a right to resent their beneficiaries and perhaps also to criticise them and their failure to meet their reciprocal obligations. But presumably there is no universal moral permission not to do what we resent, or to disregard obligations the meeting of which lead to our feeling resentment – even when resentment is warranted. So, the fact that one might reasonably resent and criticise those who let us down or otherwise fail in respect of their own obligations does not entail that our obligations to them are alleviated or undermined. 
	There is a way of characterising the point I am making which is apt to make it seem unappealing, but I am prepared to bite the bullet. What I am reminding us of is that we sometimes have an obligation to suffer being taken advantage of. The fact that it is wrong for others to take advantage of us (as it is for us to take advantage of them) is all too often assumed to directly entail that we have no obligation to put up with it. But there is little reason to suppose that we have no such obligation: in a non-ideal world, we often face a choice between ‘being made a fool of’ and dereliction of our duty, given the attitudes and conduct of others. I put ‘being made a fool of’ in inverted commas advisedly: it is not foolish to fulfil an obligation (rationality, after all, requires that we are appropriately responsive to our obligations, as reasons for action); and the fact that one is often thought foolish when opting to be taken advantage of is uninstructive, since what makes it seem foolish to many is the fact that they endorse precisely the fallacy I am exposing here. 
There are all sorts of unpleasant things – often in the form of sacrifices and costs to our own prosperity or wellbeing – which morality demands that we put up with, and being taken advantage of is sometimes one of them, even though that amounts to being a victim of injustice. That is not to say, of course, that being a victim of injustice is not a terrible thing, nor that it is permissible to make someone a victim of injustice. But our question is not whether being taken advantage of is alright, or whether or not it counts as a form of moral victimhood; it is whether or not victims of that kind of injustice have, amongst the morally legitimate responses open to them, the option of pulling up the drawbridge and declining to meet the needs of those who are taking advantage of them. Being a victim of injustice does not legitimate free choice in respect of what to do to punish or redress the wrong one suffers (examples are obvious: being defrauded does not legitimate killing off those who have defrauded you, or even killing off those whom you confidently expect to defraud you again), so it is far from obvious that being treated unjustly by those whom one supports entails a right to withdraw that support. [footnoteRef:7] That might simply be a disproportionate response to the wrong. And this issue of the legitimate response to injustice or failure to meet obligations is particularly pressing when the responses in question are those of the state. [7:  In a similar vein is one of Berkeley’s [1712] defences of the obligation of ‘passive obedience’ to civil authorities, captured in the epigram above: ‘There are in short no rules of morality, not excepting the best, but what may subject good men to great sufferings and hardships; which necessarily follows from the wickedness of those they have to deal with, and but accidentally from those good rules.’ (§42). And he provides an argument which serves our purposes: ‘Think not we are so senseless as to imagine tyrants cast in a better mould than other men: no, they are the worst and vilest of men, and for their own sakes have not the least right to our obedience. But the laws of God and nature must be obeyed; and our obedience to them is never more acceptable and sincere than when it exposeth us to temporal calamities.’ (§39, my emphasis) As Berkeley more or less explicitly points out here, there is an important distinction to be drawn between what we owe to the patient of our action and what we ought to do: sometimes, we ought to do something even though we don’t owe it to the person we do it to – or at least, it is possible that there are such cases, so if we immediately infer from the fact that (a) we do not owe something to someone that (b) it’s not the case that we ought to do it to them (or give it to them), then we reason fallaciously. The general form of Berkeley’s point, shorn of its particular claims about the involvement of God or laws of nature, is that there are sources of obligation other than just what we owe to people. (Even Scanlon admits that his What We Owe to Each Other limns only a part of ‘morality in [a] broad sense in which most people understand it’ (1998: 6)). The application to our discussion is obvious: even if their failure of reciprocity means that we don’t owe it to those in need to support them, supporting them might still be what we ought to do.] 

There are various broader issues here – in the area of state sanctioning of individuals for their immoral actions – which there is not space to go into properly. But let me mention two.
 First, it is a cornerstone of much liberal political philosophy that the scope for legitimate state coercion with respect to enforcing individuals’ moral virtue or observance of their obligations, or with respect to punishing individuals’ moral vices or their failures to fulfil their obligations, is very limited: it is not the case, according to most liberals, that most cases of failing to fulfil personal moral obligations are apt for state response in the way of sanctions. (This, of course, is at the heart of the liberal argument that even if e.g. adultery, in particular cases, is immoral, it ought not to be illegal.)
Second, and relatedly but not tied so closely to liberalism, there is a general question about the relationship between political right and ethics – to use the terminology associated with one form of the debate as it occurred in German philosophy in the late 18th-century. According to one well worked-out view, it is not just that (as many liberals think) individuals’ moral obligations often extend beyond what the state may legitimately sanction; the difference between what is ‘publicly enforceable’ (i.e. sanctionable by the state) and what is criticisable as a failure to meet one’s obligations is explained by the fact that political right (i.e. political obligation and legitimate sanction by the state) is grounded in different fundamental principles from those grounding personal ethical obligations. (See e.g. Fichte [1796] and Kant [1797-8], as summarised and – not un-controversially – interpreted in Wood (2016: 255–9).) These are controversial and complex issues, which I shall leave aside in favour of the more intuitive arguments given above. But the existence of these issues reinforces the point that we should be extremely cautious about claiming immediate entailments between facts about our individual obligations (e.g. as recipients of state welfare benefits) and supposed facts about the legitimacy of actions by the state in response to our failing to fulfil those obligations. 
To press the point in the form of a dilemma, we might ask: would those who are relatively sanguine about the imposition of sanctions for failing to fulfil reciprocal obligations in respect of welfare benefits be so sanguine about the imposition of state sanctions for adultery? If the state is entitled to sanction individuals simply on the basis that those individuals have failed to fulfil their moral obligations, then since presumably we at least sometimes have a moral obligation not to commit adultery, there are cases in which the state is entitled to sanction individuals merely for committing adultery (a conclusion which most welfare conditionalists would presumably think excessively totalitarian). On the other hand, if the idea is not that the state is entitled to sanction individuals just on the basis of their having failed to fulfil their moral obligations, then, as I have been arguing, the fact that benefits recipients do not fulfil their reciprocal moral obligations does not yet entail that the state may legitimately sanction them.
The idea that reasons of solidarity ground obligations to support those who are fellow citizens in ways that we don’t have obligations to support all people, is a powerful one. And it might seem that such reasons of solidarity naturally ground only conditional obligations. But those reasons of solidarity depend upon the fact that those in need are fellow citizens, and to that extent the obligations they ground are conditional on that fact obtaining. But that fact has nothing much to do with the conduct of those in need: they remain fellow citizens even if they fail to fulfil their obligations (including their obligations arising from the support that they receive), so to the extent that their being fellow citizens is the ground of our special obligation of solidarity to them, their conduct is normatively insignificant with respect to those obligations to support them (at least up to the point, if there is one, at which their conduct is so unreasonable that their very common citizenship is in question – which it surely isn’t just on the basis of failing to meet their reciprocal obligations in a particular domain). To repeat yet again: the agreed fact that it is wrong of them not to fulfil their reciprocal obligations – and that they are genuine obligations – is one thing, and it is not denied here; but that simply doesn’t entail anything about our obligations to them being conditional. 
White does say: 

Marshall explicitly affirms the importance of the duties of social citizenship as well as the rights. Moreover […] he elaborates this point by saying that the duty ‘most obviously and immediately’ implied by our social rights is ‘the duty to pay taxes and insurance contributions’. Clearly implicit in this duty, however, is the duty to work (to earn the money to pay the relevant taxes and insurance contributions); indeed […] Marshall explicitly says that the duty to work is of ‘paramount importance’. The work‐test does not follow ineluctably from this, of course; but it would seem to be quite consistent with Marshall's emphasis on the citizen's duty to work as a corollary of his social rights. (2003: 139, my bold emphasis)

This apparently acknowledges the point I have been making. In this passage, White is defending his view against the objection that it runs against the tradition and doctrine of liberal welfarism – hence his concern with T. H. Marshall’s view, and his claim that his view is perfectly consistent with Marshall’s. Almost in passing, though, White points out that Conditionality (represented by the work-test) does not strictly follow from the existence of a duty to work as one of the ‘duties of social citizenship’. Given the purpose of this passage, it suffices for White to deal with this fact by simply pointing out that whilst Conditionality doesn’t follow from the existence of a duty to work, it is perfectly consistent with it. And I do not deny that it is.
But if Conditionality is consistent with claims such as Marshall’s about duties to pay taxes or work, the fact that Conditionality does not follow from the existence of such duties calls upon White to argue for his move from Wrong of Non-Contribution to Conditionality. And that he does not do.
White has been my stalking horse here simply because he exemplifies so well the line of thought which is so often behind support for welfare conditionality, on the basis of reciprocity. He has, himself, rather moved beyond the call for conditionality presented in The Civic Minimum and which I have been discussing, apparently judging that for now at least the conditions required for justifiable conditionality are not in place: the reciprocal obligations of welfare recipients to work etc. are, he has always argued, themselves conditional upon the guarantee of an adequate income, and that is not, in his view, currently in place. (White 2017; Watts & Fitzpatrick 2018: 127–9) But as I have said, White’s own position is not my real concern. I am interested in a line of thought which he, at least at one point, exemplified (and of course it is not doubts about the validity of the argument I am discussing which have moved White from his former view) and which is still all too often assumed to be valid, but which, as I have shown, is not valid as it stands, without additional argument which is rarely provided. 
3. Rights and Obligations

It is often pointed out – frequently by those who are exasperated by talk of rights – that rights and obligations are two sides of the same coin, or that rights entail responsibilities. As noted in the Introduction, above, Paz-Fuchs tells us that within the paradigm of reciprocity ‘responsibilities and obligations counter-balance rights.’ (2008: 1) The idea is popular and influential in politics. In the same interview – indeed in the same response to a question – in which she famously declared there to be no such thing as society, Margaret Thatcher said ‘there is no such thing as an entitlement unless someone has first met an obligation’, because apparently ‘life is a reciprocal business’, and ‘people have got the entitlements too much in mind without the obligations’ (Thatcher 1987).[footnoteRef:8]  [8: 
 Other political leaders have been prone to the same thought, sometimes drawing on the work of academics. Tony Blair was fond of quoting R. H. Tawney when he tried to explain the link between rights and obligations: ‘What we have been witnessing … in international affairs and in industry, is the breakdown of the organization of society on the basis of rights divorced from obligations.’ (Tawney 1920: 50; Blair 2001, 2006). Tawney’s own conception of rights – or rather of our proper attitude to them – was a very particular one, which I doubt those who quote him always share. He thinks that rights are ‘conditional’, but according to his use of the terminology, ‘this means in practice that, if society is to be healthy, men must regard themselves not as the owners of rights, but as trustees for the discharge of functions and the instruments of a social purpose.’ (Tawney 1920: 51) Note here the claim that (at least our attitude ought to be that) individuals are not the owners of rights – rather, the idea seems to be that we have privileges granted to us which can legitimately be revoked simply on the basis of our failure to discharge particular ‘functions’ or effectively promote the relevant ‘social purpose’ for which those privileges were granted. And he conceives of rights as powers to control the actions of others, which powers are granted by law (op cit.: 50). Thus, he is apparently thinking only of legal rights, rather than moral ones; and talk of powers to control seems to rather puzzlingly take his talk of rights out of the normative sphere and into the causal. It is also worth noting that Tawney conflated two rather different structural properties of rights, namely their being conditional and their being non-absolute. Believing that no power should be absolute, he naturally concluded that no right (qua power) should be absolute. (op cit.: 51) But this is to say that there should be some limit to the extent of each right – and a limit is not a condition, so rights being limited, i.e. non-absolute, is not the same as their being conditional. (Limits pertain to the extent of things; conditions to their existence. Giving my conditional agreement means agreeing if and only if some condition is met; it does not mean agreeing in any case but only up to a point.) Here, Tawney’s confusion exemplifies a common mistake in debates about rights and conditionality. It is sometimes thought that in order to make all our individual rights compatible, those rights must be conditional. The idea is that each person’s (or institution’s) rights can only extend as far as the limits defined by others’ rights. But this latter idea is really an idea about the extent of each person’s rights, which has nothing to do with whether or not those rights are conditional. Rights – and other things – can be limited but unconditional, or conditional but unlimited (as well as limited and conditional, or unlimited and unconditional). ] 

	But we should be careful to correctly understand the sense in which rights and obligations or responsibilities are plausibly logically related, and to distinguish that from the much more contested sense in which they are often claimed to be related. Failure to properly distinguish these lends rhetorical – but not rational – support to the claims about reciprocity and conditionality which I have been rejecting here. All too often, a controversial claim in need of substantive argument is smuggled into the debate under the guise of what is arguably a logical tautology or truism, and this is easy to do (and to get away with) because the same words are used to express both that truism and the more controversial claim. ‘Rights entail responsibilities’ or ‘rights entail obligations’ is true because each right does entail some responsibility or obligation on someone’s part; but that same phrase is often used to mean something quite specific about who bears those responsibilities or obligations – and who is meant is not, often, those whose responsibilities or obligations make that claim true, or at least make it a logical or conceptual truth. 
	So, the first thing I shall do in this section is to make clear the sense in which ‘rights entail obligations/responsibilities’ is plausibly a logical or conceptual truth – and point out that in that sense the claim offers no support at all to welfare conditionality, because it isn’t even talking about the obligations that welfare conditionality is concerned with. But having done that, I shall make a further point, which is really just another way of reiterating the central theme of this article: even if that slogan were to express what it would need to express in order to be talking about the particular obligations which the welfare conditionality thesis is concerned with, the slogan would only tell us about the existence of those obligations; it would tell us nothing about the significance of failure to meet those obligations. 

3.1 The Truth in “Rights Entail Obligations/Responsibilities”
Arguably, rights do indeed entail obligations or responsibilities. And indeed, it is not implausible that this entailment is secured by the very meaning of ‘right’, or by the most plausible conceptualisation of the nature of rights. It is plausible that to say that A has a right to x just is to say that A ought not to be prevented from having x, or ought to be supplied with x – and if A ought not to be prevented from having, or ought to be supplied with, x then that is to say that everyone else has an obligation not to prevent A from having it, or that someone else has an obligation to supply A with x. Even if it is not part of the meaning of ‘A has a right to x’ that either there is someone else who has an obligation to supply x to A, or that everyone else has an obligation not to prevent A from having x, it is plausible that such obligations on the part of others are entailed by A’s having a right to x.[footnoteRef:9]  [9:  All rights entail obligations, but not all obligations entail rights. At least, everything I ague here is consistent with that claim. Apart from anything else, there are presumably obligations to do things which are nothing to do with providing people with anything, or protecting their having it. ] 

The idea that A’s right to x entails obligations or responsibilities on the part of others to supply x to A is one of the leading reasons for scepticism, on the part of some, towards the very idea of certain rights. Who, for example, is supposed to bear the obligation to supply a person with love, if there is a right to be loved? If no plausible candidate can be found, then it seems ridiculous to posit such a right – on the assumption that the corresponding obligation must be one of provision.[footnoteRef:10] This simply serves to highlight the relation between rights and obligations or responsibilities.[footnoteRef:11] [10:  Of course, there is no such problem with the idea that a right to be loved (for example) entails only that everyone else has an obligation not to prevent one’s being loved: if it is implausible that anyone has an obligation to love you, it is not implausible that everyone has an obligation not to prevent your being loved should someone be disposed to. But for some related discussion, see ‘The Right to Sex’ and ‘Coda: The Politics of Desire’ in Srinivasan (2021). ]  [11:  The view about the relation between rights and obligations sketched here is not universally endorsed: it is doubted by e.g. Thomson (1971: 60–1); and it is questionable whether it quite accords with the influential Hohfeldian picture of rights (Hohfeld (1919). But it is a generalisation of a theme in Raz (1984) (whose account of rights sees them as correlated with obligations grounded specifically in facts about well-being, a restriction which I don’t endorse), and in the absence of space to argue that it is correct it might suffice to point out that it is intuitively appealing enough for similar views to be endorsed by political thinkers as diverse as Brian Barry and Simone Weil.* 
* See Weil ([1949]: 1f) and Barry (1990: liv-lvi). I would quibble with each over their treatment of the issue, though. I’ll mention a few quibbles briefly.
Barry conflates good reasons and obligations in his comments. He says (very nearly) the correct thing when he writes: ‘Claiming a “right to paid holidays” is saying that governments ought to enact legislation requiring employers to provide workers with paid holidays’ (1990: lv). Strictly speaking, the obligation (marked by ‘ought to’: I take it, again not entirely uncontroversially, that what we ought to do is what we have an obligation to do (but see e.g. Simmons (1979: Ch. 1) for a contrary view)) here is an obligation to enact legislation to require provision of what there is a (claimed) right to, not an obligation to provide that thing itself. But that wrinkle might easily be finessed. More problematic is Barry’s claim that ‘to say that people have a right to something (free speech, paid holidays, or whatever) is to say that there is some good reason for their having it’ (ibid). These two claims about what is being said when rights are claimed – invoking on the one hand an obligation on some agent or agency’s part, and on the other good reasons – are not equivalent (there are good reasons to have things which are nothing to do with anyone having an obligation to provide it), and nor does one obviously entail the other. And if we must choose between these formulations (as we must), we should prefer the former, obligation-invoking one: the latter, good reasons-invoking one makes justified rights claims implausibly easy to come by, for there are all sorts of things there are merely good reasons for people to have which we would not dream of claiming they have a right to. (Note, however, that even the ‘good reason to have’ analysis of rights wouldn’t support the ideas about rights and obligations which I am arguing against in this paper.)
As for Weil, she says more or less what I have in mind when she says: ‘[A man] has rights when he is considered from the point of view of others who recognise obligations towards him’. ([1949]: 1) But she says many things about rights and obligations which seem to me deeply misguided once that relationship between them is recognised (e.g. that ‘[i]t makes no sense to say that people have rights on the one hand and duties on the other’, that ‘[r]ights always appear to be associated with certain conditions [whilst o]bligations alone can be unconditional’, and that obligations but not rights retain their significance if ignored (ibid)); and I would prefer to say that a person has rights when others have obligations towards them, not that they have rights when considered from the point of view of those who recognise those obligations. (I think it is the fact that Weil often slips into thinking that recognition of certain obligations is required for the existence of rights, whilst recognition of them is not required for the existence of those obligations themselves, which leads her to claim that obligations are more eternal or robust than rights – although sometimes she says that ‘a right that is not recognised by anyone amounts to very little’ (ibid, my emphasis), which might mean simply that it isn’t worth much to its holder rather than that it doesn’t exist, on which see n14*, below). ] 

This connection between A rights and others’ obligations or responsibilities in respect of non-prevention or provision explains why it is true that rights entail obligations: my rights entail obligations upon you, or at least upon some others. So, one can say ‘rights entail obligations/responsibilities’ and thereby say something true. But what is often meant by ‘rights entail obligations/responsibilities’ – and what is certainly meant by those who see a connection between reciprocity and conditionality – is not (just) that logical truth, but the controversial and substantive claim, going well beyond anything secured by the thinnest conception of a right which I’ve been discussing so far, that A’s rights entail obligations upon A.[footnoteRef:12] It might or might not be true that A’s rights entail obligations upon A; but if it is true, it is not true in virtue of the basic logic of rights, as it is true that A’s rights entail obligations upon others.[footnoteRef:13] So, nobody ought to think – although many seem to – that the fact that rights entail obligations gives any immediate support to the idea that rights are conditional, in the sense that A’s rights depend upon A’s (meeting their) obligations. [12:  On the assumption that ‘entitlements’ and ‘rights’ are intended to be synonyms, this is clearly the intended meaning of Thatcher’s claim, quoted above, that ‘there is no such thing as an entitlement unless someone has first met an obligation’ – notwithstanding the difference between having and meeting an obligation, which I discuss below.]  [13:  A complication is that a person can, I take it, have rights against themselves, in which case I am both the holder of the right and the bearer of the obligation(s) associated with it. But in this special case (which many claim not to be intelligible, anyway), the fact that my rights entail obligations upon me is fully explained in the way I have suggested, which as I argue in Section 3.2, below, is of no use to the reciprocity argument for conditionality. ] 


3.2 The Deeper Mistake
In fact, though, the mistake in thinking that conditionality follows from the fact that rights entail obligations is even deeper. Even supposing that A’s rights do entail obligations upon A (and not (just) upon others), the kind of conditionality we are concerned with does not follow.
Suppose that, in fact:

(1) A’s right to x entails an obligation on A’s part to φ.  

Contraposition provides that:

(2) If A does not have an obligation to φ, then A does not have a right to x.

Both (1) and (2) speak of there being an obligation – and say nothing at all about fulfilling obligations. 
The following claim is not entailed by (1) – so nor, of course, it is entailed by the logically equivalent (2) either – but it does speak of fulfilling obligations: 

(3) If A fails to fulfil their obligation to φ, then A does not have a right to x

This is the claim needed by – indeed it is the claim which constitutes – the conditionality view I have been discussing. But it is obvious that it is not the claim which follows from (1). (1) and (2) say nothing at all about A’s fulfilling or not fulfilling their obligation, and what that might mean for A’s rights – they speak only of A’s having an obligation, and it is obvious that having an obligation is not the same thing as fulfilling it. Of course, this is not to say that (3) is false. But it is to say that the truth of (1) has absolutely no immediate implications for the truth of (3), for they are talking about different things. 
	Perhaps this is so obvious, at least once tediously spelled out, that it might be wondered why I have bothered. The reason is that it seems to me that a fallacious slip from (1) or (2) to (3) is what must be behind the idea that reciprocity supports conditionality, where that is explained in terms of rights entailing obligations. There could, it seems to me, be no other role for the idea that rights entail obligations in this context than the mistaken idea that (3), rather than (2), is the logical corollary of (1). Or perhaps people assume – erroneously – that (2) and (3) are equivalent, so that since (2) follows from (1), (3) must too.
	The upshot is that when it is suggested that welfare conditionality is supported by the fact that rights entail obligations, we should insist upon clarification of precisely what is meant by this latter claim. If it is intended to simply report the truism that a person’s rights entail obligations upon others, then we should respond that this has no immediate implications at all for rights being conditional upon either (i) the putative right-holder having obligations or (ii) their fulfilling their obligations. If, on the other hand, the claim that ‘rights entail obligations’ is intended to mean that a person’s rights depend upon their fulfilling obligations of theirs, then we should simply respond: ‘do they?’ For this latter interpretation of the slogan ‘rights entail obligations’ is no more than a restatement of the conditionality claim, and is certainly not an independently established fact which might lend support to that claim, and its plausibility will depend upon some further argument which we are entitled to ask for.[footnoteRef:14]  [14: 
 For a further example of the errors I have been complaining about here, see e.g. John F. Kennedy, approvingly cited by the UK Conservative Party MP Nick Herbert: ‘[T]his Nation was not founded solely on the principle of citizens' rights. Equally important, though too often not discussed, is the citizen's responsibility. For our privileges can be no greater than our obligations. The protection of our rights can endure no longer than the performance of our responsibilities. Each can be neglected only at the peril of the other.’ (Quoted, approvingly, by Herbert 2008) There are several things to note about this passage, with respect to the point of this article. (1) If privileges’ here means rights (which I assume it does, given the immediate switch to talk of rights in the following sentence), then in one sense – the one I have explained – our privileges can be no greater than our obligations, but in that sense ‘our’ refers to different people in its two occurrences in this sentence: my privileges/rights can go no further than what is pre- or proscribed by your obligations. But if what is meant is that my privileges/rights are delimited in some way by my obligations, then the truth of this claim is far from obvious. (2) ‘Our privileges can be no greater than our obligations’ refers to the extent of our obligations – not, as the conditionality view requires, our fulfilling our obligations; although reference to ‘the performance of our responsibilities’ later in the passage does shift the focus to this. In any case, as noted in n.5, above, we should not confuse the extent of our privileges or rights with their conditionality. (3) It is unclear what ‘the protection of our rights’ denotes. Presumably, if it means anything much, ‘protecting A’s right to x‘ means ensuring that others meet their obligations to provide A with x or withhold from preventing A from having x. But that depends upon others performing their responsibilities, not A performing his or hers.* Quibbling over politician’s words like this might seem pointless or trivial (Anscombe certainly thought so, commenting that ‘Professor [Susan] Stebbing exposing the logical fallacies in politicians’ speeches is a comic spectacle’ ([1957]: 66)). But it is via such words that the debate, in the public arena, is often conducted, and imprecision and confusion in these ways of speaking are bound to increase the risk of (and explain) imprecision and confusion in the ideas of policy makers and the public (and in the ideas of commentators on the debate), so we should be as careful to correct these mistakes as we are to correct mistakes about statistics or matters of empirical fact. 
* Incidentally, if I am correct about what rights are, then strictly speaking protecting them is an odd notion: rights are a matter of – or are at least logically correlated with – there being certain obligations in existence; but what is it to protect an obligation? A person whose rights have been violated didn’t need their rights protecting (as if others violating their rights in some respect could affect what others ought to do to them in that respect, thereby destroying their right); they needed protection from having their rights violated. The difference here is structurally the same as the difference between ensuring that the players of a game stick to the rules, and ensuring that the rules are the rules. The significance of this point is, I think, that it is often assumed that having a right which is not respected is worth little or nothing (as Weil thinks: see n11*, above), so the importance of having rights is often conflated with the importance of receiving what one has a right to. Thus, talk of ‘protecting rights’ is often used to refer to protecting the provision of what one has a right to. If we use ‘protecting rights’ to mean protecting provision of what there is a right to, then we encourage the idea that there is no real distinction between rights and provision of what they are rights to. But refusing to speak and think in ways which acknowledge the distinction between a right and the provision of what it is a right to as both important occludes the fact that having a right is significant regardless of whether or not it is respected – not least because the wrong done to those whose rights are not respected is only intelligible if we understand those rights as real despite their being contravened. ] 

4. Conclusion

I have suggested that our obligations of beneficence or support often survive others’ dereliction of their reciprocal duties (which is not to deny the existence of those reciprocal duties – indeed one cannot be in dereliction of a duty which one doesn’t have!). The point is that this is a live possibility. It might not be true, either in general or in relation to our obligations to support those in need with welfare benefits (although I happen to think that it is) – but the point I have wanted to make is that there is space for that view, which means that arguments which move straight from the existence of reciprocal obligations on the part of those in receipt of welfare benefits to the conclusion that access to those benefits ought to be – or even might permissibly be – conditional upon recipients’ fulfilment of those reciprocal obligations are too quick. It is simply a fallacy to assert that the existence of reciprocal obligations on the part of beneficiaries immediately entails the conditionality of welfare benefit rights, or the conditionality of the state’s or fellow citizens’ obligations to support those beneficiaries. 
	Of course, it is possible that although not immediately entailed by the existence of reciprocal obligations, welfare conditionality is nonetheless justified, and perhaps even by an argument which includes the existence of reciprocal obligations amongst its premises. But what are the other premises in that argument? There must be some, because the reciprocal obligations premise doesn’t suffice. We are rarely given an insight into what they are supposed to be, though. They might be pragmatic. Here, for example, is one possible argument: 

(1) Beneficiaries of welfare benefits have obligations arising from their receipt of those benefits. (The Reciprocity Premise)

(2) Public support for an acceptable system of welfare benefits requires it to be known that those benefits are withheld from those who fail to meet any obligations arising from the receipt of those benefits. (The Public Support Premise)

(3) The state ought to implement an acceptable system of welfare benefits which is able to secure public support. (The Democratic Beneficence Premise)

(C) Therefore, the state ought to implement a system of welfare benefits in which those benefits are withheld from those who fail to meet their obligations arising from the receipt of those benefits. (Conditionality)

This argument is valid, and it therefore exemplifies how one might argue from the Reciprocity Premise to Conditionality, via some further premises. But the argument is almost certainly unsound: apart from anything else, premise (2) seems very implausible indeed, for there are many examples of publicly supported welfare arrangements which are not conditional. However, the truth of premise (2) is an empirical matter, and not our concern here. The point for our purposes is simply that if something like the Reciprocity Premise is to feature in an argument which gets all the way to Conditionality, extra premises of a no doubt controversial nature are required. 
As I said at the start, there are all sorts of arguments for welfare conditionality which I have not been at all concerned with, including prominent consequentialist and paternalist ones. And I have just said that appeals to reciprocal obligations on the part of welfare benefit recipients might be augmented with other (no doubt controversial) premises to generate arguments worth considering. But what I hope to have shown is that nobody should be convinced that welfare conditionality is legitimate simply on the basis of the existence of reciprocal obligations on the part of welfare benefit recipients, and that nobody should think that ideas of reciprocity immediately support conditionality. That immediate inference is fallacious, and the debate about welfare conditionality is hampered by its frequent, unchallenged, appearance. 
Objections to conditionality are considered at length in the literature, of course, including objections to views which purport to derive conditionality from considerations of reciprocity. (White 2003: 137–53; Watts & Fitzpatrick 2018: Chapter 6) But usually, the objections considered appeal to countervailing considerations, highlighting, for example, the unjust cost to innocent third parties of withholding benefits from those who fail to meet their reciprocal obligations; or arguing on consequentialist grounds that the harms of conditionality outweigh the good, even if we count the just punishment of wrongdoers as a good; or arguing that rights to welfare support are simply too fundamental to be undermined in any way. Those criticisms might be correct, and I don’t want to say that conditionality on the basis of reciprocity should not be rejected for those reasons, too. But my point is that a more basic objection is apt, namely that the move straight from reciprocity to conditionality is simply invalid, and so regardless of the defects of the conditionality thesis, it is faulty reasoning to argue for conditionality by simply pointing to the existence of reciprocal obligations on the part of welfare beneficiaries. 
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