The Prospects for Sufficientarianism
[bookmark: _GoBack]LIAM SHIELDS
University of Warwick
The definitive version of this paper is published as "The Prospects for Sufficientarianism", Utilitas 24.1 (2012): 101-117, and is available at: http://dx.doi.org/10.1017/S0953820811000392
1. Introduction 
The notion of sufficiency seems to play a useful guiding role in our everyday decision making. We recognize the instrumental importance of having had enough sleep, having enough money and setting aside enough time. However, attempts to develop sufficiency as a fundamental moral and philosophical ideal have been widely regarded as unsuccessful.[endnoteRef:1] Summarizing much of the critical literature, we can say that according to their critics principles of sufficiency are implausible because they sometimes require benefitting the better off by small amounts rather than benefiting the worse off by large amounts;[endnoteRef:2] they are indifferent to objectionable inequalities;[endnoteRef:3] and they appeal to a threshold when no such threshold can be specified in a non-arbitrary and unambiguous manner.[endnoteRef:4] These criticisms strongly suggest that the prospects for sufficientarianism in distributive ethics are not good. [1:  See Liam Shields, Sufficientarian Bibliography, <http://www2.warwick.ac.uk/fac/soc/philosophy/people/postgraduates/pyrhak/latest/sufficientbibliograph/> (2010).]  [2:  For this criticism, see Richard Arneson, ‘Distributive Ethics and Basic Capability Equality: “Good Enough” is 
Not Good Enough’, Capabilities Equality: Basic Issues and Problems, ed. A. Kaufman (London, 2005), pp. 17-43, at 26-33; Paula Casal, ‘Why Sufficiency is Not Enough’, Ethics 117 (2007), pp. 296-326, at 315-6; John Roemer, Eclectic Distributional Ethics’, Politics, Philosophy & Economics 3 (2004), pp. 267-81, at 279; Larry Temkin, ‘Equality, Priority or What?’, Ethics 113 (2003), pp. 761-87, at 765.]  [3:  For this criticism, see Arneson, ‘Good Enough is not Enough’, pp. 26-33; Casal, ‘Sufficiency is not Enough’, pp. 307-8, 311-2 and 315-6; Larry Temkin, ‘Egalitarianism Defended’, Ethics 113 (2003), pp. 745-63, at 769-71. For a similarly worrying implication of this view see Karl Widerquist, ‘How the Sufficiency Minimum Becomes a Social Maximum’, Utilitas 22 (2010), pp.  474-480.]  [4:  For this criticism see Arneson, ‘Good Enough is not Enough’, pp. 26-32; Casal, ‘Sufficiency is not Enough’, pp. 312-14; 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; John Rawls, A Theory of Justice, (Cambridge Mass., 1999), pp. 278-9. Sufficientarians have responded by either denying that vagueness is a problem, for example, see Yitzhak Benbaji, ‘Sufficiency or Priority?’, European Journal of Philosophy 14 (2006), pp. 327–348, at 340; Ed. Page, 2007. ‘Justice between Generations: Investigating a Sufficientarian Approach’, Journal of Global Ethics 1 (2007), pp. 3-20 at 15-16, or by arguing that this problem applies equally to prioritarian principles, see Shepley Orr, ‘Sufficiency of Resources and Political Morality’ Unpublished (2005), pp. 20-3, available: <http://www.ucl.ac.uk/~ucesswo/>.] 

This paper argues that we should be optimistic about the prospects for sufficientarianism because a clarified account of sufficiency principles reveals that these objections can be avoided and a further examination reveals that the main claims of sufficiency principles are plausible. In section two, I outline the two main versions of sufficiency principle and the powerful objections to which they are vulnerable. This highlights sufficientarianism’s poor reputation. In section three I make explicit the minimum claims of distinctive sufficiency principles. I show that such principles state that there is a shift in our reasons to benefit people once they have secured enough. Understood in this way, I argue, sufficiency principles avoid the main objections that have brought them into disrepute and so their prospects should be re-examined. 
In section four, I argue that we can re-examine the prospects for sufficientarianism by examining the plausibility of the shift. I claim that we can examine the plausibility of the shift by examining whether we have the sorts of reasons that would support a shift. In section five, I show that some of our strongest reasons of distributive ethics seem to be of this kind. This supports optimism about the prospects for sufficientarianism.

2. The State of Sufficiency

Put simply sufficientarians claim that securing enough of some goods is of special importance. This special importance has been construed in two main ways, both of which are vulnerable to powerful objections. Some sufficiency principles express the headcount claim.[endnoteRef:5]   [5:  For advocacy of headcount sufficientarianism see Dale Dorsey, ‘Toward a Theory of the Basic Minimum’, Politics, Philosophy and Economics 7 (2008), pp. 423-45, at 432-437; Ed. Page, Climate Change, Justice and Future Generations (Cheltenham, 2006), pp. 85-95; Page, ‘Investigating a Sufficientarian Approach’, p. 11; Roemer, ‘Eclectic Distributional Ethics’, pp. 273-4 and 278-9; Harry Frankfurt, ‘Equality as a Moral Ideal’, Ethics 98 (1987), pp. 21-43, at 31.] 


The Headcount Claim: we should maximize the number of people who secure enough. 

These sufficiency principles assess distributions solely in terms of the number of people who have secured enough in each distribution. Benefits to those who do not reach the threshold do not improve the assessment of the distribution. Critics have pointed out that these sufficiency principles are vulnerable to, what I term, the excessive upward transfers objection because they recommend that benefits should be transferred upwards from the worse off to the better off.[endnoteRef:6] [6:  Dale Dorsey calls these cases of ‘upward transfers’ see Dorsey, ‘Basic Minimum’, p. 432.] 


The Excessive Upward Transfers Objection: sufficiency principles are implausible because, amongst those below the threshold, they require benefitting the better off by tiny amounts at the expense of large benefits to the worse off.[endnoteRef:7] [7:  For this objection to versions of sufficientarianism see Richard Arneson, ‘Perfectionism and Politics’, Ethics 111 (2000), pp. 37-63, at 56-7; Arneson, ‘Good Enough is not Enough’, pp. 26-33; Harry Brighouse and Adam Swift, ‘Educational Equality versus Educational Adequacy: a Critique of Anderson and Satz’, Journal of Applied Philosophy 26 (2009), pp. 117-128, at 125-6; Casal, ‘Sufficiency is Not Enough’, pp. 315-6; Roemer, ‘Eclectic Distributional Ethics’, p. 279; Temkin, ‘Equality, Priority or What?’, p. 65.] 


To illustrate this point consider a threshold of 100 units, where 100 units represents being very well-off and 1 unit represents being extremely badly off. A version of headcount sufficientarianism will hold that we should benefit the person with 99 units by 1 unit at the expense of benefitting the person with 1 unit by 98 units, but this seems to be the wrong answer. In this case it seems that we should benefit the very badly off person by 98 units. The availability of such counter-examples renders these views relatively implausible since rival principles would favour benefitting the worse off in such cases.
The special importance of securing enough has also been construed in a second way.[endnoteRef:8] Some sufficientarians have expressed what Paula Casal identifies as the negative thesis.[endnoteRef:9] [8:  For advocacy of this version of sufficientarianism see Roger Crisp, ‘Equality, Priority, and Compassion’, Ethics 113 (2003), pp. 745-63; Roger Crisp, ‘Egalitarianism and Compassion’ Ethics 114 (2003), pp. 119-126; Frankfurt ‘Equality as a Moral Ideal’; Robert Huseby, ‘Sufficiency: Restated and Defended’, The Journal of Political Philosophy 18 (2010), pp. 178-197.]  [9:  See Casal, ‘Sufficiency is not Enough’, p. 298 for ‘The negative thesis denies the relevance of certain additional distributive requirements.’] 


The Negative Thesis: once everyone has secured enough no distributive criteria apply to benefits (though wholly aggregative criteria may apply).

There are at least two versions of this view. One version holds that all distributions in which everyone has secured enough are equally good, even when distributions vary in terms of their total level of advantage. The other version holds that distributions in which everyone has secured enough can still be judged better or worse by wholly aggregative criteria.[endnoteRef:10] This second view will hold that when everyone has secured enough in more than one distribution the distribution with the greatest total of advantage is to be preferred. [10:  Thanks to an anonymous reviewer for stressing that this distinction should be made clear.] 

Critics have argued that these sufficiency principles are implausible because they are incapable of condemning some regressive policies, which recommend imposing greater costs on the worse off than the better off, when both groups have secured enough. These critics advance what I term the indifference objection.

The Indifference Objection: sufficiency principles are implausible because they are objectionably indifferent to inequalities once everyone has secured enough.

To illustrate the force of this objection consider Harry Frankfurt’s version of the negative thesis, which sets the sufficiency threshold at the level of contentment.[endnoteRef:11] So long as all individuals are content it does not matter, on his view, if the worse off bear greater costs than the better off. But this is implausible. Imagine that there are only super-contented millionaires and much poorer persons who are content in our society. Even assuming that the tax burden will not push members of either group below the contented threshold, it seems that we should not be indifferent about who should bear the greater costs in this situation. The super-contented billionaires should bear the costs and indifference is implausible in such cases.  [11:  See Frankfurt, ‘Equality as a Moral Ideal’, p. 37, for ‘In the doctrine of sufficiency the use of the notion ‘enough’ pertains to meeting a standard rather than to reaching a limit. To say that a person has enough money means that he is content, or that it is reasonable for him to be content, with having no more money than he has. And to say this is, in turn, to say something like the following: the person does not (or cannot reasonably) regard whatever (if anything) is unsatisfying or distressing about his life as due to his having too little money.’] 

We should also note that negative sufficientarians can avoid this problem only by inviting another powerful objection. Negative sufficientarians could set the threshold so high that very few if any individuals could be said to have secured enough. This makes indifference appear less objectionable because, to put things crudely, we do not seem to have reason to care about the inequalities between trillionaires, or their welfare equivalents, though these inequalities may be far greater than the inequalities, which do disturb us, between those who are less well-off. This modification, however, deprives the view of any distinctive guidance where we need it. Negative sufficientarians who set a very high threshold will offer identical guidance to the form of distribution that applies to distributing benefits below the threshold. Since the threshold makes no difference to the guidance offered in those realistic circumstances sufficiency principles with such a high threshold are dispensable.
In light of these objections to the two main types of sufficientarianism we can say that the prospects for sufficientarianism seem bad, but it is important to understand whether sufficiency principles must be vulnerable to these objections. In the next section I will identify and clarify the claims sufficiency principles must make and I will show that the objections that have brought sufficiency into disrepute can be avoided and so, we should re-examine the prospects for sufficientarianism.

3. A Role for Sufficiency in Distributive Ethics

To see if sufficientariansim can avoid the objections levelled at it we must identify the claims that sufficientarians must make. Paula Casal has done more than anyone to elucidate the general structure of sufficientarianism and the role of sufficiency in distributive ethics, so I begin by noting a number of Casal’s insights.[endnoteRef:12] Casal notes that sufficientarians express the positive thesis.  [12:  See Casal, ‘Why Sufficiency is not Enough’.] 


The Positive Thesis: it is important that people live above a certain threshold, free from deprivation.[endnoteRef:13] [13:  See Casal, ‘Why Sufficiency is not Enough’, pp. 298-9, for ‘The positive thesis stresses the importance of people living above a certain threshold, free from deprivation.’] 


The term ‘deprivation’, however, seems to suggest a low threshold, but a sufficiency threshold may be high.[endnoteRef:14] For instance, Roger Crisp’s version of sufficientarianism does not claim that there is a threshold at the point of deprivation in this sense. Crisp’s threshold is set by appeal to compassion felt by an impartial spectator.[endnoteRef:15] There is no reason to think that only circumstances involving deprivation would elicit compassion from an impartial spectator. We often feel compassion for those who are unlucky in love or lose their dog. Whether they are free from deprivation or not does not affect our reaction. [14:  A number of such principles are cited by Casal, ‘Why Sufficiency is not Enough’, pp. 321-323. See also Crisp, ‘Equality, Priority, and Compassion’, pp. 755-763.]  [15:  See Crisp, ‘Equality, Priority and Compassion’, pp. 757, for ‘The notion of compassion, then, used in conjunction with the notion of an impartial spectator, may provide us with the materials for an account of distribution which allows us to give priority to those who are worse off when, and only when, these worse off are themselves badly off.’] 

It should also be noted that sufficiency principles must claim that we have weighty reasons to secure ‘enough’. If securing enough is a less than weighty demand then sufficiency principles would be trivial and lightweight principles that did not make a significant difference in any situation for which we require guidance. However, securing enough need not be the weightiest distributive demand. For example, securing basic civil liberties might be more important than securing sufficient wealth, at least in reasonably favourable conditions, but once no greater equal liberty for all can be secured, the sufficiency of wealth principle would become operative and will have an important role to play in guiding policy. The sufficiency of wealth principle would still provide us with important guidance even if a principle of liberty is lexically prior.
Sufficiency principles must also state that securing ‘enough’ is a non-instrumentally weighty demand. Sufficiency principles are dispensable if securing enough is only important as a means to meet the demands of purely aggregative, egalitarian or prioritarian principles. For example, we might favour policies to ensure that people have secured enough of some things – enough education, enough wealth, or enough health are worthy policy goals – but if these policies are grounded in a non-sufficientarian distributive principle, perhaps a prioritarian principle of welfare, there would be no need for sufficiency principles to account for these requirements of distributive ethics. Since instrumentally weighty sufficiency principles can be accounted for just as well without reference to sufficiency principles those principles cannot usually affect the prospects for sufficientarianism. It is worth noting that if there are instrumental sufficiency principles which, given certain reasonable empirical assumptions about how societies work, are foreseeably fixed requirements of realizing the demands of a fundamental, sound, non-sufficientarian principle then these instrumental sufficiency principles would contribute to the prospects for sufficientarianism in distributive ethics. However, when testing the prospects for sufficientarianism we should, at least in the first instance, set the bar higher and examine whether there are any non-instrumental sufficiency principles. In light of these considerations I would re-state the positive thesis thus.

The Positive Thesis: We have weighty non-instrumental reasons to secure at least enough of some good(s).

Casal also identifies the negative thesis discussed above, which expresses the indifference many sufficientarian views have towards inequalities above the threshold.[endnoteRef:16] Casal rejects the negative thesis because it renders sufficientarian views vulnerable to the indifference objection. But in searching for the minimum claims sufficiency principles must make it is worth considering a weaker version of the negative thesis, which I term the diminution thesis. [16:  See Casal, ‘Why Sufficiency is not Enough’, p. 298, for ‘The negative thesis denies the relevance of certain additional distributive requirements.’] 


The Diminution Thesis: once people have secured enough our reasons to benefit them further are weaker.

Those expressing the diminution thesis can avoid the indifference objection because they can claim that once people have secured enough we still have reasons to care about the worse off, though they are weaker. This seems to capture what sufficientarians are getting at in claiming that sufficiency has special importance. Together the positive thesis and the diminution thesis hold that for equally sized benefits it is less important to benefit someone who has secured enough than someone who has not secured enough. However, we should not characterize sufficientarianism in this way because on this characterization sufficientarianism will not provide distinctive guidance. Prioritarians claim that our reasons to secure further benefits always become weaker as the beneficiary becomes better off.[endnoteRef:17] Thus, however much is determined to be enough, prioritarians can always agree that it is more important to benefit the worse off who have not secured enough than the better off who have secured enough, at least where equally sized benefits are concerned. Prioritarians will reject that this is because securing enough is important, but the guidance offered by prioritarians and sufficientarians will be identical and so equally plausible. For this reason the diminution thesis and the positive thesis are not jointly sufficient claims of distinctive sufficiency principles. [17:  See Derek Parfit, ‘Equality or Priority?’, Lindley Lecture, reprinted in The Ideal of Equality, ed. A. Williams and M. Clayton (Basingstoke, 2000), pp. 81-125, at 101, for ‘The Priority view: Benefitting people matters more the worse off these people are.’] 

It could be argued that the positive thesis contains the distinctive idea of sufficiency principles: the threshold. However, to provide a full account of the character of distinctive sufficiency principles we need to explain the idea of a threshold more explicitly than the positive thesis allows us to on its own. I shall turn to this task presently.
Sufficiency thresholds seem to amount to a change in our reasons to benefit people once they have secured enough. We should treat those who have secured enough differently from those who have not secured enough in virtue of their position relative to the threshold. One way of explaining this thought is that there is a change in the nature of our reasons, and not merely a diminution in their weight, once enough is secured. Consider the following examples of intuitively sufficientarian views that fit this mould. A sufficientarian view may claim that leximin, which attaches absolute priority to benefits to the worst off group or person, applies to benefitting those who have not secured enough and that weighted prioritarianism applies to further benefits.[endnoteRef:18] The diminution thesis cannot explain why there is a shift in the criteria that apply in this example, though the diminution thesis is compatible with such a view.  [18:  For a definition of leximin see John Rawls, A Theory of Justice (Cambridge, Mass., 1999), p. 72, for ‘in a basic structure with n relevant representatives, first maximize the welfare of the worst off representative man; second, for equal welfare of the worst-off representative, maximize the welfare of the second worst-off representative man, and so on until the last case which is, for equal welfare of all preceding n-1 representatives, maximize the welfare of the best-off representative man. We may think of this as the lexical difference principle.’] 

Consider another view that states that we should give weighted priority to the worse off below the threshold and once people have secured enough we should distribute equally.[endnoteRef:19] The diminution thesis is incompatible with this sufficientarian view since there is a shift in the nature of our reasons that is not also a diminution of their weight and so we should reject it as a necessary claim of sufficiency principles.  [19:  For an example of combining equality with sufficiency, see Andrew Williams, ‘Liberty, Equality, and Property’, The Oxford Handbook of Political Theory, ed. J. Dryzek, B. Honig and A. Philips, (Oxford, 2006), pp. 488-506, at 501-503.] 

The principles in these examples seem clearly sufficientarian and they seem so in virtue of the different distributive criteria that apply to those who have secured enough and those who do not. The sufficiency threshold, then, seems to mark a shift in the nature of our reasons to benefit people further. This intuitive thought can be formally expressed by what I term the shift thesis.

The Shift Thesis: once people have secured enough there is a discontinuity in the rate of change of the marginal weight of our reasons to benefit them further.

The shift thesis and the positive thesis together render sufficientarianism distinctive from prioritarianism because they state that once people have secured ‘enough’ there is a discontinuity in the rate of change of the marginal weight of our reasons to benefit them further. This means that once a person has secured enough the relationship between our reasons to benefit her and how well-off she is changes. Whether she has secured enough or not affects the rules that determine the weight of our reasons to benefit her.
Some, but not all, prioritarians claim that there is no such shift and that priority to the worse off diminishes at a continuous rate.[endnoteRef:20] The recommendations of prioritarian principles can be represented by a smooth curve on a graph plotting the relationship between the moral importance of one additional unit of benefit and how well-off the recipient is (see fig. 1). A shift will disrupt this smooth curve. Indeed, if we should distribute equally once people have secured enough then we could not plot the guidance entirely on a graph like this. [20:  For discussions of uniform-prioritarianism see Iwao Hirose, ‘Reconsidering the Value of Equality’, Australasian Journal of Philosophy (2009), pp. 301-312; Nils Holtug, ‘Prioritarianism’, Egalitarianism:  new essays on the nature and value of equality, ed. N. Holtug and K. Lippert-Rasmussen (Oxford, 2006), pp. 125-155, at 134; Martin Peterson and Sven Ove Hansson, ‘Equality and Priority’, Utilitas 17 (2005), pp. 299-309, at 301; Paul Weirlich, ‘Utility Tempered With Equality’, Nous 17 (1983), pp. 431-3. For criticism of prioritarians who do not provide a principled explanation of the discount rate for benefits, see Andrew Williams, ‘Equality, Ambition, and Insurance’, Proceedings of the Aristotelian Society, suppl. vol. 78 (2004), pp. 131-150, at 135. ] 





Now, it is worth pausing to show that the shift thesis renders sufficiency principles distinctive from other possible prioritarian views. The broadest possible characterization of prioritarianism states that if A is worse off than B then we have weightier reasons to give an equally sized benefit to A than B. This characterization of prioritarianism is compatible with manifestations of the discontinuity that I have called a shift (see fig. 2). This may lead us to think that the shift does not render sufficiency principles distinctive from these views. Those prioritarian views compatible with a shift I term non-uniform prioritarianism. Non-uniform prioritarians work out the importance of benefitting those with at least a certain level of advantage differently to those with less than that level of advantage. To be determinate, non-uniform prioritarian principles must state the different rates at which priority diminishes before and after this shift.




Non-uniform prioritarians cannot explain the shift in terms of merely giving priority to benefitting the worse-off. Different rates of change are required to explain why the importance of benefits changes in this way. The only explanation available to them states that there is a discontinuity in the rate of change of the marginal weight of our reasons to benefit people once they have secured ‘enough’. This is the shift thesis. In order to account for such a change, then, non-uniform prioritarians must appeal to a sufficiency principle.[endnoteRef:21] [21:  See Campbell Brown, ‘Priority or Sufficiency… or Both?’, Economics and Philosophy 24 (2005), pp. 199-220.] 

The role of sufficiency in non-uniform prioritarianism is but one among many possible roles for sufficiency principles in distributive ethics. Shifts are also compatible with views that hold that sufficiency is important alongside the difference principle, responsibility-sensitive egalitarianism or strict equality.[endnoteRef:22] When a shift marks a change from priority to equality, once people have secured enough, sufficiency principles are more obviously distinctive and so no additional argument is necessary. [22:  Casal, ‘Why Sufficiency is not Enough’, pp. 321-323 and Williams, ‘Liberty, Equality and Property’, pp. 501-503.] 

Together the positive thesis and the shift thesis comprise the minimum claims of any distinctive sufficiency principle. Articulating these claims together draws our attention to the set of sufficiency principles that determine the prospects for sufficientarianism and enables us to see that sufficientarians and their critics should be arguing over the plausibility of a particular shift. Characterizing sufficientarianism in this way also enables us to see that sufficientarianism can avoid the main objections to it and this motivates a re-examination of the prospects for sufficientarianism.
The indifference objection stated that sufficiency principles are implausible because they are objectionably indifferent to inequalities once everyone has secured enough. However, shifts are compatible with a wide range of distributive criteria once everyone has secured enough. For example, sufficientarians can care solely about equality once everyone has secured enough. They may still set the threshold too high or too low, but the dilemma is not as great a problem because there is no need to claim indifference once people have secured enough. This shows that the indifference objection is of limited significance for examining the prospects for sufficientarianism.
The excessive upward transfers objection stated that sufficiency principles are implausible because, amongst those below the threshold, they recommend benefitting the better off by tiny amounts at the expense of large benefits to the worse off. However, sufficientarians can avoid this objection by attaching priority to the worse off below the threshold. For example, sufficientarians can claim that the difference principle, which holds that should maximize the position of the least well off, applies to benefits to those who have not secured enough.[endnoteRef:23] Employing this strategy means that equally sized benefits would always go to the worse off. This would also enable them to avoid the upward transfers objection. This objection also does little to dim the prospects for sufficientarianism.  [23:  See Rawls, A Theory of Justice, p. 53, for the difference principle.] 

The forgoing discussion has identified the minimum claims that distinctive sufficiency principles will make and has shown that the objections commonly made of sufficientarianism can be avoided. Since these objections have so far constituted the examination of the prospects for sufficientarianism we should look to re-examine the prospects for sufficientarianism by using new tests. In the next section I will show how we can examine the plausibility of particular sufficiency principles and the prospects for sufficientarianism generally.

4. Re-examining the Prospects for Sufficientarianism

The prospects for sufficientarianism depend upon sufficiency principles being plausible where distinctive. What is distinctive about sufficiency principles is the shift articulated jointly by the shift thesis and the positive thesis. To test the plausibility of the shift we can identify the conditions that would support a shift. To do so I will focus on the claims about reasons made by the positive thesis and the shift thesis. If we have these kinds of reasons then we should conclude that there is likely to be a shift and that the prospects for sufficientarianism are good. There may be other ways of testing the prospects for sufficientarianism, for example, sufficiency principles might be well suited to resolving value clashes, providing guidance in non-ideal situations and may more readily be the object of consensus than their rivals, but I focus on this method because I believe it is the clearest way of identifying a sufficiency threshold and is the most promising line of enquiry.
Recall the positive thesis,

The Positive Thesis: We have weighty non-instrumental reasons to secure at least enough of some good(s).

For there to be a shift there must be at least some non-instrumental, weighty reasons to secure at least enough of some good(s). Now, recall the shift thesis.

The Shift Thesis: once people have secured enough there is a discontinuity in the rate of change of the marginal weight of our reasons to benefit them further.

One way of accounting for the discontinuity in the rate of change of the marginal weight of our reasons to benefit people is by appealing to satiable reasons that cease to apply to benefits once people have secured enough. If some weighty non-instrumental reasons for benefitting people only apply up to a certain point then the overall profile of reasons we have to benefit people will change at that point. Those who have not secured enough can call on the weight of more and different reasons than those who have secured enough. To account for the shift, then, we must have some reasons that are satiable.
We can also note that to support distinctive sufficiency principles these reasons must be non-egalitarian and sated at a low enough level to provide us with some guidance for real situations. I will now clarify the features of reasons that support a shift.[endnoteRef:24] [24:  I am very grateful to an anonymous reviewer for suggesting that I explain these features in this way.] 


Non-instrumental

To support a shift the reason(s) must be non-instrumentally weighty. As I discussed when clarifying the positive thesis, if securing enough is important only because securing enough serves some other distributive principle, such as principles of priority or equality, then we can account for the shift without reference to a sufficiency principle. As such, instrumental reasons cannot be the hallmark of an indispensable sufficiency principle. 
Reasons that support a shift need not be fundamentally weighty, however. Non-instrumental reasons can be sufficient to establish an indispensable role for a sufficiency principle, in combination with other features. If securing enough of something is necessary to satisfy the demands of a fundamental reason then we would have a non-instrumental reason to secure enough. We may have a fundamental reason to establish, say, a society of equals of which sufficient health might be a permanent part. In this case the reason to secure enough health would not itself be fundamental, but the sufficiency principle it supported could not be omitted from a complete and sound theory of distributive ethics. 

Satiability

Joseph Raz distinguishes between satiable and insatiable principles in the following passage.

‘Satiable principles are marked by one feature: the demands the principles impose can be completely met. When they are completely met then whatever may happen and whatever might have happened the principles cannot be, nor could they have been, satisfied to a higher degree.’[endnoteRef:25] [25:  Joseph Raz, The Morality of Freedom, (Oxford, 1988), pp. 235-6.] 


Satiable reasons behave like satiable principles. Instrumental satiable reasons are familiar from ordinary discussion. Once a person has secured ‘enough’ money to buy one more pint of ale she cannot, with any force, ask for more on those grounds. Once a person has secured enough money for a bus ticket, ‘for a bus ticket’ is no longer a reason to give her more money. Our reasons to benefit people change when that person is no longer deficient in the relevant respect. There may be strong claims for benefits beyond the application of that reason, we need not be upper-limit sufficientarians, but such claims must be made using a different profile of reasons, which alters our overall reasons to benefit people further. The task for the sufficientarian is to find similar, but less familiar, satiable reasons that are non-instrumental.

Avoid a high threshold

In order to offer distinctive guidance sufficiency principles must be supported by non-instrumental satiable reasons, but these reasons must not be sated at a point so high that they would set a very high threshold. As we saw at the end of section two, if a sufficiency principle has a high threshold then its guidance will be identical to the guidance provided by the distributive criteria that apply prior to the shift in realistic circumstances. One way of specifying how high is too high might be in terms of the circumstances of justice. We might say that the reason must be sated within moderate scarcity where benefits are neither extremely scarce, such that no competing claims can be met, nor superabundant, such that all claims can be met.[endnoteRef:26] [26:  See Rawls, A Theory of Justice, pp. 109-112. ] 


Non-egalitarian

Another requirement of reasons that support a shift is that they must not be sated only by an exactly equal distribution of the good in question. If enough just meant enough for equality, then the sufficiency principle would not be distinctive from principles of equality. On some understandings distributive equality is not a satiable demand.[endnoteRef:27] However, equality can be understood as a satiable demand and so I must stress that satiable egalitarian reasons cannot support a sufficientarian shift.  [27:  For the non-satiable understanding of distributive equality, see Thomas Christiano, ‘A Foundation for Egalitarianism’, Egalitarianism, ed. Holtug and Lippert-Rasmussen, pp. 41-82, at p. 73. ] 

This highlights the forms of egalitarianism with which sufficiency principles are incompatible. Sufficiency principles are incompatible with egalitarian principles that claim that all that is required is exactly equal shares of benefits, but they are compatible with egalitarian ideals like the ideal of a society of equals or egalitarian principles, which claim that we should secure equality only once we have secured sufficiency.[endnoteRef:28] Rivalry with equality is not essential to the sufficientarian position. [28:  The egalitarian ideal of a society of people who can stand as equals is expressed in Elizabeth Anderson, ‘What is the Point of Equality?’, Ethics 109 (1999), pp. 287–337. The egalitarian ideal of a society in which each person is treated with equal concern is discussed in Ronald Dworkin, Sovereign Virtue, (London, 2002).] 


Weighty

Finally, to support a shift the same reason(s) to secure enough must also be weighty. If securing enough is not a weighty demand the sufficiency principle it supports would be a trivial, lightweight consideration that does not make a significant difference to the overall guidance. However, sufficiency need not be the weightiest distributive demand for the prospects for sufficientarianism to be good. Such reasons must be weightier than trivial but need not have absolute weight.

Summary

I shall term reasons that meet all of the above criteria sufficientarian reasons. The re-examination of the prospects for sufficientarianism can be understood as a search for sufficientarian reasons. This is because sufficientarian reasons support a shift, which only sufficiency principles can explain. Sufficiency principles supported by these reasons will be indispensable. The foregoing section helps us to see that the debate about the place of sufficiency in distributive ethics is a debate about the plausibility of the shift and sufficientarian reasons. In the next section I will suggest that some of the most compelling reasons to alter the distribution of benefits and burdens are sufficientarian reasons and so we should be optimistic about the prospects for sufficientarianism. 

5. Is The Shift Plausible?

A number of egalitarians have cited sufficientarian reasons in support of their view.[endnoteRef:29] Both Thomas Scanlon and John Rawls argue that we have weighty fundamental reasons to eradicate deprivation, remove objectionable differences in power, and avoid stigmatizing differences in status.[endnoteRef:30] These claims have also been defended, more recently, by Martin O’Neill.[endnoteRef:31] Many of our most powerful intuitions about injustice draw on situations where the demands of these reasons are unmet. These include our intuitions about exploitation, humiliation and poverty. Since explanation of these intuitions is a key factor in determining the plausibility of an account of distributive ethics these reasons can be ignored only by the most implausible principles and theories. Interestingly, these reasons seem not only weighty and fundamental, as their proponents claim, but also non-egalitarian and satiable and therefore support shifts. [29:  Martin O’Neill, ‘What Should Egalitarians Believe?, Philosophy and Public Affairs 36 (2008), pp. 119-156; John Rawls, Justice as Fairness: a restatement, (Cambridge, Mass, 2001), pp. 130-131; T. M. Scanlon, ‘The Diversity of Objections to Inequality’, Lindley Lecture, (1997), re-printed in his The Difficulty of Tolerance: Essays in Political Philosophy (Cambridge, 2003), pp. 202-18.]  [30:  Rawls, ‘Justice as Fairness’, pp. 130-131; Scanlon, ‘The Diversity of Objections’, pp. 46. ]  [31:  O’Neill, ‘What Should Egalitarians Believe?’, pp. 121-122. ] 

The relief of severe deprivation is a sufficientarian reason. Our reason to ‘eradicate severe deprivation’ applies to benefits to those who suffer from it and does not apply to those who do not. Deprivation can be eradicated by ensuring that everyone has at least a certain bundle of goods that coincides with its removal, whether this is equal or not. Indeed, it seems odd to think that deprivation can be eradicated only by an exactly equal share of some good. This reason, it seems, is satiable consistent with inequality and therefore supports a distinctive sufficiency principle: people should secure ‘enough’ to avoid suffering from severe deprivation. 
Stigmatizing differences in status and unacceptable differences in power can be removed, in principle, consistent with inequalities in power and status. Typically citizens do not have equal shares of power and yet it seems that stigmatizing differences do not, and need not, exist between citizens in such circumstances. An unequal division of responsibility, and as such power and status, seems fully compatible with full citizenship, and may be required where some individuals are better able to serve the rest of society by taking up positions of greater responsibility. Rawls’ principle of fair equality of opportunity, for instance, regards as unjust inequalities in career prospects arising from social class but permits them on the grounds of talent and motivation.[endnoteRef:32] Hence, some inequalities in status and power are permitted for Rawls. So these reasons can be sated consistent with inequality too and support a sufficiency principle emphasizing the importance of securing ‘enough’ control over one’s life, ‘enough’ autonomy or ‘enough’ to avoid appearing in public without shame.[endnoteRef:33] It is implausible to think that only equal shares of some good are demanded by such complex reasons. [32:  For a statement of the principle of fair equality of opportunity, see Rawls, Justice as Fairness: a restatement, pp. 42-4. ]  [33:  Amartya Sen, ‘Poor Relatively Speaking’, Oxford Economic Papers 35 (1983), pp. 159-163.] 

Given the prevalence of sufficientarian reasons it seems as if the prospects for sufficientarianism are not only better than has been thought but are in fact rather good. Moreover, many egalitarians should welcome this conclusion since sufficientarian reasons are often reasons to oppose the most pernicious inequalities.

6. Conclusion

In this paper I have identified the set of sufficiency principles that determine the prospects for sufficientarianism by clarifying the positive thesis and identifying the shift thesis as together comprising the minimum claims of distinctive sufficiency principles. This re-characterization made explicit what sufficientarians and their critics must argue over: the plausibility of the shift. Moreover, so understood, sufficiency principles can avoid the objections that have brought them into disrepute by avoiding the negative thesis and the headcount claim. I then devised a framework that can be used to re-examine the prospects for sufficientarianism. This involved identifying sufficientarian reasons, which support the kind of shift only sufficiency principles can account for. Finally, I argued that because we seem to have some sufficientarian reasons we should be optimistic about the prospects for sufficientarianism. 
I believe that the forgoing arguments and explanations have shown that moral and political philosophers must look again at what sufficiency principles have to offer by focussing on the plausibility of the shift. One way they may do so is by arguing for or against the proposition that we have sufficientarian reasons.[endnoteRef:34] [34:  I would like to thank Andrew Williams, Fabienne Peter, Ed Page, Matthew Rendall, Chris Woodard, Gary Banham, Matthew Clayton, Douglas Bamford, Chris Clarke, Emily McTernan, Dean Machin and Brian McElwee for their helpful comments on drafts of the paper. I would also like to thank two anonymous referees for their many detailed and helpful comments. Finally, I would like to thank audiences at the Warwick University Philosophy Graduate Research Day, a seminar at the Centre for Ethics, Law and Public Affairs, University of Warwick and the 9th Pavia Graduate Conference in Political Philosophy, to whom earlier versions of this paper were presented.] 
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Uniform Prioritarianism
Series 1	Category 1	1000	500	250	125	62.5	31.25	15.625	7.8125	Column1	Category 1	Column2	Category 1	Level of advantage
Moral importance of a one unit benefit
Non-Uniform Prioritarianism
Series 1	Category 1	Category 2	Category 3	Category 4	20	15	10	9	8	Level of advantage
Moral importance of one additional unit of benefit
1

