To sufficiency, and beyond!
Liam Shields
<liam.shields@manchester.ac.uk>
I Introduction
In his seminal paper, “Equality as a Moral Ideal”, Harry Frankfurt attacks egalitarianism for
contributing to the moral shallowness of our time and sets out a rival position, the doctrine of
sufficiency, which states that “if everyone had enough it would be of no moral consequence
whether some had more than others.”1 In the decades that have followed, philosophers have built
upon Frankfurt’s work. The positive and critical literature on sufficientarianism is now wideranging and the position is discussed in debates in moral and political philosophy, as well as
jurisprudence, bioethics, public health, transport and urban planning, and library and information
science.2
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In the literature, different versions of sufficientarianism have been advocated. Some
sufficientarians endorse capabilities, while others endorse welfare as the relevant metric.
Sufficientarians also disagree about how high or low the threshold should be set and how benefits
and burdens should be distributed when it is not possible to provide everyone with enough.
Notwithstanding these differences, almost all sufficientarians follow Frankfurt in dismissing the
moral importance of distributions once enough is secured.3
Much of the debate about sufficientarianism is concerned with this claim, often called the
Negative Thesis.4 Critics point to strongly held intuitions about the importance of addressing
inequalities even among those who appear to have secured enough.5 In response, sufficientarians
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appeal to further intuitions about cases or have adopted multiple sufficiency thresholds, in an
attempt to avoid or diminish the force of the objection.6 Although the debate about
sufficientarianism is now multifaceted and sophisticated, it remains a debate focussed on the
intuitive plausibility of the implications of the negative thesis.
In this paper, I argue that we should reject this commitment, and therefore almost all
previously defended sufficientarian positions, but not because of the counter-intuitive verdicts it
yields. My argument holds true even if one finds those verdicts intuitively plausible. Instead, I
argue that we should reject the negative thesis because a failure to do so renders sufficientarianism
either incoherent or redundant. I will focus on sufficientarianism as a position in distributive justice
as that is where the position has been most discussed, but what I say should be instructive for the
application of sufficientarianism for other debates too.
To that end, this paper is structured as follows. In Section Two, I show that the debate
between sufficientarians and their critics has primarily focussed on the intuitive plausibility of the
verdicts entailed by the negative thesis. I argue that sufficientarians who endorse the negative
thesis owe us an explanation for why no distributive principles apply above the thresholds because
it is so striking and because such an explanation might help disarm the intuitive critique. In Section
Three, I consider the explanation that appears to be nascent within sufficientarian views.
According to this explanation, no distributive principles apply to supra-threshold distributions
because such distributions are irrelevant to justice. I show that rather than helping to defend
sufficientarianism, this explanation re-classifies sufficientarianism as a position about the scope of
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justice rather than the demands that apply to the distribution of benefits and burdens within that
scope. It thus renders sufficientarianism redundant in the debate to which it was thought to have
been making an important contribution. In Section Four, I discuss what follows from this
conclusion: that to avoid redundancy sufficientarians must endorse the justice relevance of
distributions above their thresholds, wherever they are placed. However, I show that this claim
cannot be reconciled with the negative thesis. It is incoherent to say that distributions are relevant
to distributive justice, but that distributive justice is not concerned with them. Taken together,
Sections Three and Four establish the conclusion that sufficientarians who endorse the negative
thesis face this fatal dilemma between redundancy and incoherence and so almost all
sufficientarian views that have been advocated should be rejected. Section Five, explains the
implications of this conclusion for sufficientarianism more generally by considering the possibility
of sufficientarianism without the negative thesis. This section argues that there are such shiftsufficientarian views, which hold that we have reasons to be concerned with supra-threshold
distributions, but they are different in nature from our reasons to be concerned with sub-threshold
distributions. These shift-sufficientarian views can avoid the dilemma by accepting that suprathreshold distributions are relevant to justice without saying it doesn’t matter how benefits and
burdens are distributed there. Section Six, summarises and concludes.
Unlike previous work defending the “shift”, this paper offers a decisive rejection of almost
all sufficientarian views based not on claims about the intuitive plausibility of verdicts which
predominate the debate, but rather on an examination of the possible explanations for the negative
thesis and the status of supra-threshold distributions.7 The paper therefore represents a significant
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contribution to the debate about the demands of distributive justice and our understanding of
sufficiency more broadly.

II Debating the Negative Thesis
Almost all self-identifying sufficientarians endorse both the “positive thesis” and the “negative
thesis”.8 According to the positive thesis, we have weighty reasons to ensure people secure enough
of some goods. According to the negative thesis, no distributive principles apply to the distribution
of benefits and burdens once everyone has secured enough.9
The most famous attempt to motivate the negative thesis is Roger Crisp’s “Beverly Hills
Case.”10 Crisp imagines that we can distribute fine wine (and its attending welfare benefits) to one
of two groups of well-off individuals: the Rich and Super-Rich. Here we should not be misled by
the labels. We can view these groups as being well-off in whatever respect matters and not merely
well off in narrow economic terms. When faced with this distributive problem, Crisp claims that
“there would be nothing to choose between the two distributions.”11 In a subsequent paper, this is
explained further.

“One of the main points I was trying to bring out with this example was that any
prioritarian, or indeed egalitarian, concern tails off entirely as the individuals one is
considering reach a certain level of well‐being or welfare. There is something absurd about
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claiming that equality or justice requires that the Rich be benefited instead of the Super‐
rich.” 12

Since almost all sufficientarians endorse the negative thesis, they may reason similarly
about their own favoured threshold.13
On the other hand, critics put forward different examples and report opposite intuitions.
These intuitions have as their focus the putatively implausible attitude of indifference that
sufficientarianism recommends for supra-threshold distributions. For example, Casal states that

“critics could challenge the… intuition and insist that inequalities matter, even among very
wealthy individuals. They might argue, for example, that when a natural disaster such as a
tsunami strikes, it is the wealthiest who should make the greatest donation. Sufficientarians
cannot accommodate such plausible convictions. Moreover, since sufficientarians are
indifferent not only to inequalities among millionaires and billionaires but also to
inequalities among billionaires and those who barely have enough, they cannot support the
preferences for progressive over regressive taxes when both are capable of securing
sufficiency. This indifference toward finding the fairest way of achieving universal
sufficiency is counter-intuitive.”14

12

Crisp, “Egalitarianism and compassion”, p. 120
For example, Nielsen, Lasse. "What Is Our Real Concern with Real Inequality” cites an example, which is
analogous to Crisp’s, approvingly, from Feldstein, Martin. 1999. “Reducing Poverty, not Inequality.” The Public
Interest 137: 33–41.
14
Casal, “Why Sufficiency is not Enough”, 311.
13

6

The example supposedly yields the opposite intuition: that we do have reasons to care about
the unequal distribution of supra-threshold benefits and burdens contrary to the negative thesis.
Notwithstanding the differences in the location of the threshold supposed by Crisp and Casal, the
point can be put more generally to capture a claim central to the debate about sufficientarianism
and is sometimes called the Indifference Objection. It states that sufficientarianism is intuitively
implausible because it is objectionably indifferent to inequalities once everyone has secured
enough.
While some sufficientarians are unmoved by the Indifference Objection, others do accept
that indifference can be counter-intuitive and have developed versions of sufficientarianism that
they claim are invulnerable, or less vulnerable, to this and other objections.15 These new versions
affirm the existence of multiple sufficiency thresholds and there are two types.
Some have argued for Multiple Sufficiency Thresholds for a single metric, such as
welfare.16 A compelling version of this view is defended by Robert Huseby.17 Huseby is a welfarist
who defends a low threshold of basic needs and a high threshold of welfare set at ‘contentedness’,
which he claims can accommodate our intuitions about troubling inequalities among the well-off
and thus avoids the force of the Indifference Objection.18 The explanation of why this view could
avoid the objection makes essential reference to the highly plausible claim that our own welfare
assessments can depend on how well off we are relative to others. In other words: our subjective
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welfare is sensitive to inequality, even if we are well off in absolute terms. So, if Sarah is above
the threshold and some windfall were to benefit everyone but Sarah, Sarah’s subjective welfare
may fall below the threshold, even though she is not absolutely worse off than she was prior to the
windfall in terms of the metric of the windfall, say, income, as a consequence. If the threshold is
set at ‘contentedness’, then the sufficiency principle will often identify as objectionable those
inequalities that generally cause people to be less than sufficiently contented, which in Sarah’s
case was the fact that others benefitted from the windfall and not her. Insofar as indifference to
Sarah’s disadvantage is counter-intuitive, Huseby’s innovation appears to show that critics overstate the implausibility of sufficientarianism. More generally, if cases like Sarah’s are the only or
most counterintuitive implications associated with the Indifference Objection, it would be much
less forceful against this version of Multiple Sufficiency Thresholds.
Others have argued for Sufficiency in Multiple Metrics. According to this view, justice
demands that individuals secure enough in more than one metric and so we should not be
indifferent about distributions once everyone has secured enough in one metric.19 Instead, we
should care about securing enough in the other metrics as well. Proponents of Sufficiency in
Multiple Metrics allege that, since supra-threshold inequalities in one metric can create
insufficiency in another metric, the view can condemn the supra-threshold inequality as unjust,
albeit instrumentally, and therefore avoid what was thought to be counter-intuitive about
sufficientarianism.20
An excellent example of Sufficiency in Multiple Metrics is given by David Axelsen and
Lasse Nielsen in their paper “Sufficiency as Freedom from Duress.” 21 Axelsen and Nielsen argue
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that justice requires that individuals are free from duress. An individual is free from duress when
they are not subject to significant pressure and do not face significant obstacles in achieving
success in central aspects of human life.22 Axelsen and Nielsen argue that insofar as inequalities
should concern us, it is for reasons to do with insufficiency. One reason for this, they argue, is
because of the positional or relational logics of some capabilities.23 Having less than someone else
in some respect usually means you do not have enough in another respect. To illustrate, they give
the example of political freedoms.24 Unequal political freedoms, such as an inequality in the
number of votes co-citizens may cast, may lead to insufficiency of self-respect among those with
fewer votes. Since self-respect is, on their view, a central aspect of human life the injustice of
inequality in political freedoms, even where everyone has enough political freedom, can be
explained, instrumentally, by insufficiency in self-respect. Likewise, the view is able to explain
the injustice of inequalities in material wealth when they translate into insufficiencies in central
aspects of human life, for example, because they lead to a deficiency in control over one’s life. In
this way, an intuitively troubling inequality in some metric can be judged as problematic by their
view because and when it is an insufficiency in some other metric. So, the view would not be
indifferent to many cases of intuitively troubling inequalities. To that extent it is less counterintuitive than single threshold versions of sufficientarianism.
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By limiting the range of cases in which they recommend indifference, Axelsen and Nielsen
may appear to have diminished the force of the indifference objection and, like Huseby, fought
back against the intuitive case against sufficientarianism. However, both Sufficiency in Multiple
Metrics and Multiple Sufficiency Thresholds retain the negative thesis and hold that once enough
is secured, no distributive principles apply to the distribution of benefits and burdens. Therefore,
these more sophisticated views remain indifferent to some distributions of benefits and burdens.
For Huseby, we should be indifferent to distributions of benefits and burdens that do not threaten
our contentedness. This might include economic windfalls in cases where those who do not benefit
never find out about this windfall or feel themselves to be unworthy of the benefit. For Axelsen
and Nielsen, there are two types of supra-threshold inequality that we ought to be indifferent
towards. The first type are inequalities of obstacles or pressures in achieving success in central
aspects of human life. Such inequalities are consistent with distributive justice so long as the
obstacles or pressures are not significant. The second type of inequality is inequality in significant
obstacles or pressures in achieving success. Such inequalities are also consistent with distributive
justice so long as they are not in relation to central aspects of human life. In short, inequalities can
be significant, so long as they are not central, and they can be central so long as they are not
significant. Justice-preserving inequalities may include inequalities in some quality of life
enhancing medical care, public health initiative or educational programs. It might also include
improved gardening and recreational spaces or even diminishing criminal or anti-social behaviour.
Since the indifference remains, it seems possible to construct a counter-example along similar lines
to Casal’s tsunami example and to raise the intuition that indifference there is also implausible.
The debate about how intuitively plausible indifference mandated by the negative thesis is not
decisively settled.
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The question therefore remains: how might we adjudicate between these particular ways
of setting the negative thesis threshold and the alleged counter-examples to which they are
vulnerable? The debate about sufficientarianism has and continues to be focussed on the negative
thesis and rightly so. It is the negative thesis that makes these sufficientarian views distinctive and
so the relative merits or demerits of the views depend on the defensibility of the negative thesis.
But the focus on the intuitive plausibility of the verdicts of sufficientarianism in hypothetical cases
has obscured a deeper issue that I will argue holds the key to evaluating the literature on
sufficientarianism more decisively.
Although any assessment of these versions of sufficientarianism should focus on the
negative thesis, the sufficiency threshold itself is the distinctive idea within the broader family of
views of sufficientarianism and so, what is distinctive about those views, is the difference that
having enough should make to the assessment of distributions. Whether an individual has enough
must make some difference to how we treat a person if sufficientarianism is to have anything to
contribute to our understanding of the distributive justice. While many sufficientarians believe we
should give priority to the least advantaged below the threshold, the negative thesis holds that
above the threshold we should be indifferent to their position. This is a profound difference indeed,
and it has given rise to different and conflicting intuitive responses. It therefore requires some
explanation. Furthermore, the explanation could also provide us with a way of settling the current
dispute. This is because the explanation of the negative thesis could explain why some of the
apparently counter-intuitive verdicts do not tell against the negative thesis after all.
An explanation of this indifference would have to tell us something about supra-threshold
distributions. It is odd that no such explanation has not yet been provided. What is the rationale
for such indifference? What is it about those distributions that makes indifference appropriate
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when it would otherwise be inappropriate? These are questions that all proponents of the negative
thesis sufficientarianism must have an answer to, and the answer to it will determine the
acceptability of that thesis.

III Explaining the Negative Thesis
One possible explanation of why we should be indifferent to supra-threshold distributions, as the
negative thesis mandates, is that supra-threshold distributions of benefits and burdens are not
relevant to justice. There is textual support for this explanation from proponents of that view. In
“Equality as a Moral Ideal”, Frankfurt states that “if everyone had enough it would be of no moral
consequence whether some had more than others.” 25 Saying something is of no “moral
consequence” is a denial of the moral-salience of that thing. The justice-analogue of that claim is
that supra-threshold distributions are of no “consequence for justice”. Paula Casal, in “Why
sufficiency is not enough” states that the negative thesis “denies the relevance of certain additional
distributive requirements”, presumably the denial refers to the relevance of distributive
requirements to justice.26 In Lasse Nielsen’s “What is wrong with sufficiency?” he states, more
directly, that “inequalities above that level are irrelevant to justice.” 27
If supra-threshold distributions are not relevant to justice, then that could explain away the
apparently counter-intuitive implications that critics have pointed to in the following way. If
questions of justice do not arise for those distributions, then any intuitions from cases about those
distributions could not tell for or against any account of those demands and therefore could not tell
against these versions of sufficientarianism. What may explain this irrelevance at a deeper level
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might be the claim that justice itself, or all of the reasons or goods that justice is concerned with
are satiable and sated at the negative thesis threshold.28 For example, if justice is concerned
exclusively with some good(s) that it is not possible in principle for a person to secure more than
a certain amount of, then objections of indifference to supra-threshold distributions will be
misplaced. This might be the case, for example, if we hold that justice is concerned fundamentally,
and exclusively, with happiness and we understand happiness to be satiable.29 On that view, it is a
conceptual confusion to talk about inequalities above the threshold that it is counter-intuitive to be
indifferent to. If everyone were fully happy, they could not be unequally happy. To give another
example, if justice is only concerned up to a point with certain, perhaps non-satiable, good(s), then,
again, objections of indifference to supra-threshold distributions will be misplaced, though in this
case not due to a conceptual confusion but a confusion about what justice is concerned with.
Although there may be inequalities in some dimension, that dimension isn’t, fundamentally at
least, relevant to justice. This might be the case, for example, if we hold, similarly to Crisp, that
distributive justice is a virtue exclusively based on compassion.30
To see this point more clearly consider a different sort of example from political
philosophy. It may be counter-intuitive to think that individuals have a permission to extract
inequality exacerbating incentives from their employers, but if justice is restricted to the basic
structure and not concerned with individuals’ legally uncoerced actions, and an argument can be
given for that restriction, then this case is not relevant to justice and the intuitions solicited from it
cannot tell for or against a principle of justice.31 This is one way that an explanation of what justice
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is concerned with might vindicate a particular principle of justice. The principle only has counterintuitive implications if taken outside of its area of supposed application. It is therefore, unfair, to
bring up those implications in an assessment of that principle.
Given the textual support for the “justice-irrelevant” explanation of the negative thesis, we
ought to carefully consider its plausibility. If there is a convincing story about why these cases are
irrelevant then the intuitive reactions elicited from them would lack any force they might otherwise
have. This is why an examination of the explanation of the negative thesis is not simply an
additional way of evaluating the negative thesis, it is one that is relevant to determining the
outcome of the battle of intuitions as well. Furthermore, it goes beyond the unsatisfactory
responses currently available to sufficientarians, who might argue that the counter-intuitive
implications can be explained by relational, rather than distributive, justice based reasons.32
Adopting that response one could claim that reasons of non-distributive justice that apply to suprathreshold distributions or norms of impartiality or non-arbitrariness can explain why we find
Casal’s tsunami example troubling, consistent with remaining sufficientarian about distributive
justice. Utilising this response, those sufficientarians can condemn arbitrary distributions above
the threshold, but what remains unsatisfying about it is that they cannot condemn the inequality
qua sufficientarian nor from the point of view of distributive justice.33 The obvious response to
this pluralist strategy, is to say that the claims of those above the threshold are of justice and not
simply of some other moral value. The justice-irrelevant explanation of the negative thesis
confronts this obvious response that there is residual injustice head-on, by calling it irrelevant.

Rhetoric, 1 (2007), 68-85; M. Ronzoni, ‘What Makes the Basic Structure Just?’, Res Publica, 14 (2008), 203-218;
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33
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But far from rescuing sufficientarianism, the “justice-irrelevant” explanation renders the
threshold redundant. To see why, consider that, if, as the negative thesis claims, no principles of
distributive justice apply to supra-threshold distributions of benefits and burdens because those
distributions are not relevant to justice, then there can be nothing for distributive justice, never
mind sufficientarian theories of distributive justice, to say about supra-threshold distributions.
Taking a specific example, if all of the goods distributive justice is concerned with are satiable,
then there’s a point above which we cannot get any more of that thing. But that is not so much a
claim about the demands of distributive justice, with respect to which we may wish to prioritize
the least advantaged or equalize the distribution. It is a claim about the nature of the goods
distributive justice is concerned with. More generally speaking, if the explanation is true, then
sufficientarianism doesn’t make a claim about how benefits and burdens that are justice-salient
should be distributed. It makes a claim about what benefits and burdens are justice-salient. It makes
a claim about when questions of justice arise at all and not merely how they should be answered.
If sufficientarians hold that supra-threshold distributions are irrelevant to justice they no
longer have a distinctive claim to make about how benefits and burdens should be distributed and
are therefore redundant in that debate. Consider that a prioritarian can hold, as Raz does, that wellbeing is satiable and that we should prioritize the least advantaged with respect to it or as Crisp
does, that distributive justice is concerned only with welfare up to the limits of compassion, below
which we should prioritize the least advantaged.34 There is no dispute here because, so
characterized, the negative thesis makes sufficientarianism a claim about the nature of distributive
justice itself and not a demand of distributive justice. Providing this explanation of the negative
thesis moves the goal posts, it changes the kind of thing sufficientarianism is from a principle of
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distributive justice to a position on the scope of distributive justice. One might think that it is,
therefore, below the threshold where sufficientarianism is distinctive and therefore not redundant.
But almost all sufficientarians appear to endorse prioritarianism below the threshold and for good
reason. Those who endorse maximizing the incidence of sufficiency may offer distinctive
guidance, but that guidance is very implausible, and this intuitive debate is taken to be settled. 35
This point is itself further illustrative of the problem these positions face. We can easily switch
prioritarianism with egalitarianism without losing what is apparently distinctive about
sufficientarianism. The egalitarian version of Crisp’s and Raz’s view is that when people have less
than enough we should ensure equality among them. Both views retain the negative thesis in the
sense of denying the justice relevance of supra-threshold benefits and burdens.
This is not to say that the claim that supra- threshold distributions are irrelevant to justice
is not a distinctive claim, per se. It is quite distinctive. One could reject it and hold that justice’s
concern is either insatiable or with at least one good that it insatiable, but this is a radically different
debate, and orthogonal to the debate about the demands of distributive justice.
The claim that there is a sufficiency threshold above which distributions are not relevant
to justice, is not a claim that prioritarians and egalitarians generally endorse, and we might call
this sufficientarianism about the scope of justice, but it would not be sufficientarianism about the
demands of distributive justice. The truth of the justice irrelevant explanation of indifference, then,
would not be a victory for sufficientarianism as we know it. It would, instead, be to reclassify
sufficientarianism as a completely different kind of position. Of course, the debate about the scope
and limits of justice is an important one and perhaps the position sketched here is a plausible
position within that debate, but it would certainly be surprising to discover that in spite of all of
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the literature on sufficientarianism proceeding as if it were a position in a debate about distributive
justice to rival equality, and priority, it was actually a very different sort of position, more akin to
a position on the scope of justice, rivalling the traditional understanding of the circumstances of
justice as falling between extreme scarcity and super abundance. Most importantly, however,
understanding sufficientarianism in this way would mean that sufficientarian principles could not
be included within the most plausible account of the demands of distributive justice and the
familiar and common sense notion of sufficiency, and the importance of securing enough, would
be redundant.
Of course, it is open to the sufficientarian to care about values other than distributive
justice. They might also care about relational justice, or impartiality and non-arbitrariness, they
may care about non-justice values too. All of these considerations may enable a sufficientarian to
capture our intuitions that there’s something morally amiss in particular cases involving suprathreshold distributions by having a broader normative view, either condemning inequality or
partial or arbitrary treatment, as well as wastefulness and inefficiency. However, nonsufficientarians can help themselves to these values too. We cannot expect these other values to
save sufficientarianism because nothing about their sufficientarianism is distinctive and nothing
about these additional moral requirements will be distinctive either. Thus, sufficientarianism is
redundant if supra-threshold distributions are irrelevant to justice or even only distributive justice.

IV The Relevance of Supra-Threshold Distributions
To be included within the most plausible account of distributive justice, sufficientarianism cannot
have as its core distinctive claim the justice irrelevant explanation of the negative thesis. But, since
supra-threshold benefits must, as a matter of logic, be either relevant or irrelevant to justice,
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sufficientarians can only avoid redundancy by endorsing the relevance of supra-threshold
distributions to justice and any explanation of why we should be indifferent to supra-threshold
distributions must be consistent with that.
When this explanation is combined with the negative thesis, we are forced to describe the
position in a very puzzling way, as follows: “we should be indifferent to supra-threshold
distributions because they are relevant to distributive justice.” A better way of phrasing this is to
say that “we should be indifferent to supra-threshold benefits even though they are relevant to
distributive justice” and this statement captures the problematic nature of this remaining
explanation of the negative thesis.
On one interpretation of justice relevance it simply means that the question of justice is
raised by these distributions. The negative thesis would then seem to imply that although those
distributions are relevant to justice they just so happen to be neither just nor unjust. This would be
analogous to an Egalitarian being indifferent between different but equal distributions. But this
interpretation of justice relevance is not capable of explaining that indifference, not least because
distributions above and below the threshold are equally relevant to justice. The initial question,
and curiosity, was around how sufficientarianism could explain the negative thesis: why is it that
no distributive principles apply to supra-threshold distributions? This interpretation denies the
negative thesis and states that principles do apply, they just don’t give us any ability to discriminate
between distributions. But what we need is an explanation of why the principles that apply don’t
discriminate. This interpretation looks straightforwardly incoherent.
On another interpretation, justice relevance for sufficientarians means that some of the
distributions above the threshold are more or less just. However, one cannot hold both that some
distributions are justice-relevant in this sense and that it doesn’t matter what those distributions
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look like from the point of view of justice. To say that it doesn’t matter how justice-relevant
benefits are distributed from the point of view of justice is a contradiction. Wherever there are
distributive justice-relevant benefits, they can be distributed in ways that promote or diminish
justice, and so it matters for justice how they are distributed, even if we should be indifferent
between some of those distributions, we cannot be indifferent across all possible distributions. This
shows the incoherence of sufficientarianism on the only interpretation where it is a view about the
demands of distributive justice. It is just as incoherent as combining the reverse claims that there
are justice irrelevant distributions that matter to evaluations of justice. Unlike the justice-irrelevant
stance, the justice-relevant stance wears its unacceptability on its face.
In this section I have examined the ways in which sufficientarians might explain why
indifference is appropriate above the threshold through an assessment of the status of suprathreshold distributions. I have shown that if we explain the negative thesis, which states that no
distributive principles apply to supra-threshold distributions, by saying that supra-threshold
distributions are irrelevant to justice, as has been suggested, then sufficientarianism becomes a
very different kind of view than we had thought, and is made redundant in debates about what the
demands of distributive justice are. But if redundancy is to be avoided, sufficientarians must accept
the negation of that explanation: that supra-threshold distributions are relevant to justice and
distributive principles either do apply, which contradicts the negative thesis or they do not apply.
But if that is true, then sufficientarianism becomes incoherent because the negative thesis and the
claim that supra-threshold distributions are relevant to justice are incompatible. Since the justice
relevant and justice irrelevant explanations of the negative thesis are both unacceptable and
exhaust the logical possibilities for how we can regard supra-threshold distributions, the negative
thesis, and therefore sufficientarianism, cannot be adequately explained and must be rejected. No
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acceptable explanation of the negative thesis can be found. Since no other view endorses the
negative thesis, this critique cannot apply to those other views. It is a unique problem for the
sufficientarian who endorses the negative thesis.

V What Now for Sufficientarianism?
The discussion so far may seem to suggest that sufficientarianism should be rejected out-right. But
I do not believe that to be the case. If, as may seem to be the case, the negative thesis really is
definitive of sufficientarianism, then we should consider that position seriously flawed in general.
But conceiving of sufficientarianism so narrowly is a mistake that would deprive us of many
interesting, plausible and distinctive positions in distributive justice, and other fields, that appeal
to the special importance of securing enough. The availability of such positions not only saves the
intuitive and familiar notion of sufficiency from redundancy and incoherence in distributive
justice, but also shows that there is no reason to cling to the negative thesis, for most of what
sufficientarians find attractive about that view can be found in alternative versions that reject the
negative thesis.
The essence of sufficientarianism is a commitment to the special importance of securing
enough of some goods, just as egalitarians give special importance to equality and prioritarians
give special importance to prioritizing the worse off. This special importance can be captured by
attributing both positive weight to securing enough, as the positive thesis already does, and by
positing that once enough is secured our reasons to benefit people further are different in their
nature.36 So, we can say, that the sufficiency threshold represents a shift in, and not an upper-limit
to, our reasons of distributive justice and therefore the application of distributive principles.
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In Shields Just Enough this is presented as the shift-thesis, and is defined by the fundamental change in the rate of
change of the marginal weight of our reasons to benefit people one they have secured enough.
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Sufficientarians, then, care about supra-threshold distributions of benefits and burdens, they are
relevant to distributive justice and so sufficientarians can avoid redundancy. The negative thesis,
which claims that it doesn’t matter, from the point of view of distributive justice at least, how those
supra-thresholds benefits are distributed, should be rejected to avoid incoherence.37 That way the
threshold does make a difference to how justice-relevant distributions are judged. It thus avoids
redundancy and incoherence.
Shift-sufficientarianism endorses the positive thesis, rejects the negative thesis and holds
that supra-threshold distributions are governed by fundamentally different reasons than subthreshold distributions, but both types of distribution are relevant to distributive justice. Moreover,
the shift-sufficientarian has a coherent explanation of why a change in our reasons takes place, and
one that doesn’t make it redundant in debates about the demands of distributive justice. This
explanation appeals to the existence of satiable reasons. If some of our reasons are satiable, then
those who have enough for that reason to be sated cannot call on the same set of reasons to support
their claims for more as those who lack enough, but are otherwise equally situated. Such reasons
might flow from satiable values, such as autonomy or happiness or basic welfare, understood as
meeting basic needs. If justice is concerned with at least one satiable value, in addition to another,
then thresholds like this will exist. Above the threshold of basic needs, we might still be concerned
with promoting further welfare, further autonomy or further happiness, however understood.
Therefore, distributions involving those with enough, can still be evaluated as distributive just and
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This understanding builds upon the most developed account of sufficientarianism offered by Liam Shields in his,
Just Enough. There, Shields is critical of upper-limit sufficientarianism and notes the well-known objections to it,
but takes this as a reason to develop shift-sufficientarianism without noting that upper-limit sufficientarianism is
incoherent. He notes that the negative thesis is a type of shift, but given that the negative thesis renders
sufficientarianism as incoherent these views are not best understood as valid versions of sufficientarianism at all.

21

unjust based on further reasons, but not the same set of reasons as distributions that only involve
those who lack enough.
To further support the idea that those sufficientarians who endorsed the negative thesis,
which is almost all of those who self-identify as sufficientarian, should endorse shiftsufficientarianism, note how easily that view could be modified to avoid endorsing the negative
thesis. Those sufficientarians need only make a subtle change to become shift-sufficientarians and
this comes with the highly significant benefit that their position avoids the dilemma I have pointed
out. This would involve asserting that there are some, quite different, and possibly light-weight
reasons to be non-instrumentally concerned with equality or the worse off once sufficiency is
achieved. In this way, they would not be indifferent about inequality or disadvantage among the
well-off and can avoid becoming either redundant or incoherent. But accepting these reasons
would not necessarily commit them to making any trade-offs between benefitting those who have
secured enough with those who have not by endorsing lexical priority of benefitting the least
advantaged. They could, then, maintain their strong opposition to advancing the position of those
with enough, when those without enough could instead be helped. For this reason, an attitude of
almost indifference could be retained consistent with avoiding the irresistible dilemma they would
otherwise face by endorsing the negative thesis. This shift-sufficientarian view fits very well with
the dismissive attitude many among the well off, who claim that we should not give those
distributions any thought, and instead focus on the plight of the badly off and put the rest out of
our minds. But to put the affluent out of our minds altogether, as the negative thesis would hold,
would be a mistake. Instead, we should put them to the very back of our minds, but nevertheless
there, to extend the metaphor, does not invite the decisive objection from redundancy or
incoherence.
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A possible concern that may remain for sufficientarians is that this idea of a shift in our
reasons to benefit people is a mysterious thing, which invites further powerful objections of
vagueness and arbitrariness.38 Further, we should note that recent developments in
sufficientarianism, such as those discussed above by Axelsen and Nielsen and Huseby, have
adopted multiple thresholds and attach the negative thesis to only one such threshold, or to several
when collectively met. In doing so, they already endorse at least one shift-sufficientarian threshold,
moving from one set of reasons of distributive justice to another. For this reason, these
sufficientarians cannot have a good principled reason to object to the shift as an acceptable way of
construing a sufficiency threshold, since it is already contained within their views. This provides
an additional reason for upper-limit sufficientarians to reject the negative thesis and welcome shiftsufficientarianism.
More radical shifts than those I mentioned above are also possible, all of which would
attach some significance to addressing inequalities and disadvantages above the threshold, but this
subtle change would retains what is distinctive about sufficiency: the difference in our reasons
once enough is secured, and for that it would avoid the indifference objection.
Some will claim that shift-sufficientarianism is not distinct from prioritarianism and as
such it faces a decisive problem faced by upper-limit sufficientarianism: redundancy.39 But this is

For this criticism see Arneson, ‘Good Enough is not Enough’, pp. 26-32; Casal, ‘Sufficiency is not Enough’, pp. 31214; Robert Goodin, ‘Egalitarianism, Fetishistic and Otherwise’, Ethics 98 (1987), pp. 44-49, at 49; Brad Hooker, ‘Fairness,
Needs and Desert’, The Legacy of H. L. A. Hart: Legal, Political and Moral Philosophy, ed. B. Colburn, C. Grant, A. Hatzistavrou
and M. Kramer, (Oxford: 2008), pp. 181-199, at 189-191; Segall, Shlomi. "What is the Point of Sufficiency?." Journal of
Applied Philosophy 33.1 (2016): 36-52. Sufficientarians have responded in various ways: Axelsen and Nielsen in “Essentially
Enough”; Yitzhak Benbaji, ‘Sufficiency or Priority?’, European Journal of Philosophy 14 (2006), pp. 327–348, at 340; Lasse
Nielsen, “What’s Wrong with Sufficiency?” and Nielsen, Lasse. "Sufficiency grounded as sufficiently free: A reply to
Shlomi Segall." Journal of Applied Philosophy 33.2 (2016): 202-216; Shepley Orr, ‘Sufficiency of Resources and Political
Morality’ Unpublished (2005), pp. 20-3, available: http://www.ucl.ac.uk/~ucesswo/;.Ed. Page, 2007. ‘Justice between
Generations: Investigating a Sufficientarian Approach’, Journal of Global Ethics 1 (2007), pp. 3-20 at 15-16.
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Axelsen and Nielsen in “Essentially Enough” p. 111 and Kantisch “Why Sufficientarianism is not Indifferent to
Taxation”. 89 agree that the shift betrays the motivation for the sufficiency view.
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a mistake. While some sufficientarian views will be similar to prioritarian views, not all will, and
even the most similar views are distinct. What is distinctive is the shift-thesis: once a person has
enough our reasons to benefit her change in their nature. Prioritarians believe either that our
reasons to benefit people diminish consistently or that our reasons to benefit people diminish
inconsistently and the rate of diminution changes at a certain level of advantage.40 If they believe
our reasons diminish consistently, they are not identical to sufficientarianism since there is no shift,
and no fundamental role for sufficiency thresholds. If they believe our reasons diminish
inconsistently they can be called sufficientarian only if sufficiency has a fundamental role for them
in determining the change in the weight of demands of distributive justice. Again, this turns on the
quality of the explanation. They must explain why the rate changes and why it changes where it
does. Invoking a sufficiency threshold seems a plausible way to do this, though perhaps not the
only way. Needless to say, insofar as they do, they adopt sufficientarianism by giving an
indispensable role to considerations of sufficiency in their account of distributive justice.
But sufficientarians do not have to hold a view that is consistent with the general
prioritarian claim that the worse off a person is the more important it is to benefit her. As well as
those positions, sufficientarianism includes positions that state that once people have secured
enough we should distribute benefits and burdens in a way that is sensitive to equality or
responsibility or desert. This change or shift in the nature of our reasons of distributive justice is
what makes sufficientarianism distinctive. So it is not true to say that sufficientarianism is
indistinct or that the shift thesis is equally redundant as the negative thesis.
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For a prioritarian view that makes essential reference to sufficiency see Brown, Campbell. "Priority or
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At this point it is important to consider a possible objection to the way that I have framed
the debate and, in particular, the way that I have understood the negative thesis. As I have stated
it, the negative thesis is the claim that “no distributive principles apply to the distribution of
benefits and burdens once everyone has secured enough.” However, it may be formulated
differently, and, indeed, it has been formulated differently in some places. Most notably, Casal
states that “The negative thesis denies the relevance of certain additional distributive
requirements.”41 On the most literal reading of this statement, the negative thesis does not deny
the relevance of all additional distributive requirements, as I have taken it to do, but only of certain
additional distributive requirements. To explain why I take the version I do, I simply have to point
to the fact that almost all sufficientarians do seem to adopt the version I articulated. Some, such as
Crisp, do suggest that aggregative requirement may apply, but even he denied further distributive
requirements. But that isn’t very important. The problem raised by Casal’s version is that the
negative thesis has not be given a fair hearing. In its most charitable form, it is compatible with
the relevance of further additional distributive requirements. The negative thesis may simply
entail, on some version of sufficientarianism, that we should not care about inequality above the
threshold, but we could still care about benefitting the least advantaged. The negative thesis would
then be a kind of exclusionary reason that directs us to ignore some set of reasons we have below
the threshold, but not a reason that directs us to overlook all distributional defects. The first thing
to say is that since almost all self-described sufficientarians do not understand the negative thesis
in this way my critique is still significant. But the second thing to say is that on this interpretation
the negative thesis just describes a kind of shift in our reasons, just like the shift thesis does. The
negative thesis says that some criteria that applied below the threshold do not apply above it. That
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is just one way in which the criteria above and below can be different. Another way, that the shift
thesis also captures, is that there are some additional criteria that apply above but didn’t apply
below. As the shift thesis captures more of the relevant ground it should be our preferred statement
of what is distinctive about sufficiency.

VI Conclusion
The contribution of this paper was to show that almost all versions of sufficientarianism that have
been advocated since the publication of Harry Frankfurt’s seminal “Equality as a Moral Ideal” in
1987 should be rejected. This is not, as most critics have claimed, because the negative thesis has
intuitively implausible implications, but rather it is because, upon closer inspection, the negative
thesis is either incoherent or renders those versions of sufficientarianism redundant. However,
rather than rejecting sufficientarianism entirely, our response should be to develop and defend
alternative versions of sufficientarianism, those that see sufficiency thresholds as a shift in our
reasons of distributive justice and not an upper-limit to them.
I began by explaining that the debate between sufficientarians and their critics has focussed
on the intuitive plausibility or implausibility of the negative thesis. What is needed is an
explanation of why the indifference that the negative thesis requires is appropriate. If one can be
found, then the counter-intuitive implications of upper-limit sufficientarianism can be explained
away. If one cannot be found, as I have argued, then upper-limit sufficientarianism should be
rejected.
Sufficientarians have suggested that the negative thesis can be explained by appeal to the
justice-irrelevance of supra-threshold distributions. However, this explanation makes
sufficientarianism a position about the scope of distributive justice and renders that position
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indistinct from its traditional rivals: equality and priority and therefore redundant. To avoid such
redundancy, then, sufficientarians endorsing the negative thesis must also hold the supra-threshold
distributions are justice-relevant. But this claim entails that there are distributions that are a
concern of justice, which do not require principle of distributive justice to assess them. This is
incoherent. Given that the negative thesis must judgement supra-threshold distributions as either
‘justice relevant’ or ‘justice irrelevant’, the upper-limit sufficientarians who endorse it hold an
indistinct or incoherent position.
Finally, I considered the implications this has for sufficientarianism more generally. I
showed that sufficientarianism should not be rejected in general because there are views that retain
a distinctive and coherent commitment to the importance of sufficiency as a demand of distributive
justice. These shift-sufficientarian accounts hold that once enough is secured we have positive
reasons to be concerned with the distribution of benefits and burdens, though they are of a different
kind to the reasons we have to be concerned that individuals secure enough. Moreover, since there
are versions of shift-sufficientarianism that retain an attitude of almost indifference, very little is
lost by adopting these views rather than the upper-limit sufficientarian view, and much is gains in
that the shift-sufficientarian view does not face the same dilemma as upper-limit
sufficientarianism. Though there are some questions we should ask about the intuitive plausibility
of shift-sufficientarianism, it is at least distinctive and coherent and so, if we are going to be
sufficientarians these are the sorts of sufficientarians we should be.
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