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We think democratic debate would be promoted if we knew how much additional 
revenue could be gained by repealing each of the code provisions shown in the various 
tax expenditure budgets, as well as who would bear the incidence of that additional rev­
enue. We think democratic debate would also be promoted in precisely the same way, 
however, if we knew how much additional revenue could be gained through a host of 
changes to provisions that are not shown on the tax expenditure budgets. Most tax pro­
visions, like most policy judgments, are good only as long as their price tags are not 
exorbitant. Here again, the tax expenditure budget hides that fact by suggesting that 
certain features of the tax system are different in kind from others. 

More generally, our critical view of tax expenditure budgets is pragmatic, not ni­
hilistic . We do not believe that all arguments are equally good, or equally persuasive. 
Indeed, the two of us often disagree between ourselves about whether a particular ar­
gument is persuasive or not. But we both believe strongly that the need to evaluate such 
arguments on their ("normative") merits cannot be obviated by talismanic reference to 
an "expert" understanding of one particularized vision of the "normal" or "ideal" tax 
base. 

We find it valuable to point out those provisions of the code that depart from what 
one would expect to find if one's sole concern were measuring accumulations of wealth 
during a taxable year. We also find it valuable to point out the different conceptions of 
"consumption" that might underlie arguments for or against the allowance of a particu­
lar deduction. But in precisely the same way, we find it valuable to point out the 
different conceptions of "privacy" or "family" or "charity" that might underlie argu­
ments for or against other provisions of the code. Our tax laws respond to fundamental 
questions about what values matter to us as a society. The tax expenditure budget pre­
sumes that some of us should be deemed to know the answers better than others. 

Consider the question, "Should the National Zoo house panda bears?" If one were to 
hold a public hearing on the matter, one could expect to hear a �r�a�~�_�J�?�;�e� of interesting argu­
ments presented by citizens interested in issues ranging from urban planning to animal 
rights, from budgetary policy to biological diversity. Yet, consider how you would re­
act to a person who offered the following testimony: 

I am from the American Society of Zookeeping Experts. In my expert 
opinion, and in the opinion of my fellow experts, 'normative zoos' are, by 
definition, zoos that house no animals other than bears(!). Following the tradi­
tions of my discipline, I have accordingly engaged in substantial research into 
the question whether panda bears are truly bears or merely raccoons. I report 
to you today that they are raccoons. Accordingly, I have placed panda bears on 
the Roster of Prohibited Animals. 

Tax experts, like zookeeping experts, are important members of American society. 
Their ideas should figure prominently in debates over national tax policy. The question 
for us is whether tax expenditure budgets grounded in a contestable vision of tax policy 
are ultimately any more valuable to such debate than a Roster of Prohibited Animals 
grounded in an idiosyncratic vision of zookeeping. 
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