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Abstract
Two important tasks for theorists of justice are to determine the bounds of justice, which
explain why some claims are matters of justice and others are not, and to determine the
demands of justice, which settle conflicts that fall within those bounds. In this paper, we
clarify the distinction between bounds and demands, revealing two striking things. First,
while thresholds have typically been understood to be demands of justice, their use as such
is confusing and arguably implausible. Second, thresholds appear to be better understood
as demarcating the bounds of justice, if a suitable explanation for their use can be found.
We explore three explanations for why thresholds can demarcate bounds and assess the
prospects for seeing thresholds in this new and different role. These are satiability of the
value of goods, satiability of justice, and conceptual engineering.
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1 Introduction

Some claims that can be made of a political community must meet certain conditions in
order to have force. For example, you cannot demand that the political community, or
the state, supply you with a fiancé or a new best friend. Nor can someone claim
unemployment benefits or pensions from states in which they do not reside or hold
citizenship. Such claims go beyond the bounds of justice. That some things are out of
bounds, and some things are not, follows from the trivial claim that not everything is a
matter of justice. Once we have ruled out all the claims that are outside the bounds of
justice, we are left with the demands of justice. When citizens call for higher
unemployment benefits, equality of opportunity in education, or an end to the gender
pay gap, for example, they are proposing an alternative response to the claims made on
such goods. They do so based on a particular view about how to weigh justice’s different
demands. Here, the question is how to respond appropriately to them, with reference to
(distributive) principles, such as equality, priority, sufficiency, and so on.
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In this way, the concepts of bounds and demands allow us to distinguish two
important tasks for theorists of justice. One is the task of determining the bounds of
justice. To do so, we must identify general rules that explain why some claims must be
considered under the banner of justice, but others can be disregarded. Another is the
task of settling the demands of justice. To do so, we must identify general rules that
explain how to decide between competing claims within those bounds. This paper
concerns the distinction between the bounds of justice and the demands of justice. Our
aim is to show how, once clearly understood, this distinction highlights both confusion
and possibility in distributive justice – and, especially, in theories of distributive justice
that employ thresholds. The crux of our paper is that arguments about bounds and
arguments about demands are logically independent, require different kinds of
argumentative support, and are vulnerable to different types of objections. It follows
from this independence that theorists who take themselves, or their critics, to be making
an argument about the demands of justice, when they are, or should be, making an
argument about its bounds, miss their target, and vice versa. Confusing arguments about
bounds and arguments about demands have led to mistakes and the neglect of
promising positions. Since some arguments in distributive justice can be interpreted
both as bounds and demands, we show that properly distinguishing the two opens up
new and interesting theoretical possibilities. In this paper, we focus primarily on debates
in distributive justice that include thresholds, namely, sufficientarianism and
limitarianism, as this is where the confusion and possibility are most pronounced.
We will, however, also sketch a few other ways in which the distinction may be
employed, suggesting that its utility may be more general.

The paper proceeds as follows: In Section 2, we distinguish arguments about bounds
and arguments about demands in justice theorising and survey several familiar examples
from debates in distributive justice. In Section 3, we discuss the ways in which this
distinction has been overlooked, leading to unnecessary and problematic confusion in
debates about thresholds. In Section 4, we provide the first self-conscious treatment of
thresholds as determining the bounds of justice. We explore several ways of supporting
thresholds as bounds, some of which are more promising than others. Section 5
summarises and concludes.

2 Bounds and demands

The bounds of justice delimit the range of cases to which a principle applies its powers of
adjudication. Principles may be limited in application to only certain recipients (say,
citizens of a particular state), to certain distributors (say, the government of one’s state),
or only to certain kinds of distribuenda (say, resources or welfare but not, e.g. a fiancé or
a new best friend).1 Demands focus on the appropriate response to the many claims that
fall within the bounds of justice, for example, by prioritisation or weighing. The debate
about the demands of distributive justice has often centred on the pattern of justice. For
example, prioritarians hold that the demands of those who are worse off should be given
greater weight than the demands of those who are better off, and egalitarians hold that
the demands of any individual are indexed to the extent to which satisfying those
demands helps to advance equality. Whereas these patterns are concerned with weighing
up and trading off important considerations, bounds of justice set some apparent

1We thank Bob Goodin for suggesting this way of explaining the distinction.
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considerations aside as irrelevant – as outside of the weighing – rather than having little
or no weight.

Although they are not acknowledged as such, disagreements about the bounds of
justice are recognisable from several major debates within the field of distributive justice
concerning the scope of justice, the site of justice, and the currency of justice, respectively.
The shared character of these debates and the application to questions of the pattern of
justice have not yet been appreciated, nor has the broader significance of the bounds
question. In what follows, we discuss these examples to show that arguments about
bounds and arguments about demands are logically independent, have different
implications, require different kinds of support, and are vulnerable to different sorts of
objections. Thus, properly understanding whether an argument is about bounds or
demands is crucial to any assessment of it. As we shall see, although the bounds of justice
discussion may appear unfamiliar to some,2 political philosophers usually place several
different principled limits on the bounds of justice. The aim of this section is to illustrate
the logical independence of claims about the bounds and demands of justice by showing
how familiar debates can be reconceptualized along these lines. By showing that such
debates can be reimagined at a more abstract level as containing claims about the bounds
of justice, we do not mean to say that the more specific versions – site, scope, and
currency – are redundant. Rather, we note a kinship between these claims, showing that
they are of the same argumentative kind – and, importantly, that claims about the
existence of thresholds in distributive justice may also be understood as being of the
same kind.

Global justice debates are often described as being about the scope of justice. This is
one way of delimiting the bounds of justice. On statist views, the mere fact that one
person is not a compatriot of another means that they cannot make demands of justice
against that other.3 Thomas Nagel, for example, argues that obligations of justice arise
between people who subject each other to comprehensive coercion through laws written
and enforced in their name.4 Only under such conditions, when one’s circumstances and
opportunities are shaped by policies undersigned by another, can one make claims and
demands on them in the name of justice. Only co-citizens of states stand in such
relations, and only they, therefore, have obligations of justice towards each other.

Arguing against Nagel’s view by emphasising that, say, starving people in sub-
Saharan Africa are in greater need than one’s poor compatriots in European welfare
states or the USA would be a failure to engage properly with Nagel’s argument. It would
be like pointing out how much a particular person would benefit from a fiancé or a new
best friend to show that the state should provide it. Doing so assumes that the claims of
foreigners and compatriots are all within the scope – the bounds – of justice. Instead, to
challenge Nagel’s view, it is necessary to target the bounds claim specifically, disproving
the reasons provided for why the claims of foreigners are excluded from adjudication,

2For important work on the bounds or frontiers of justice, however, see Arash Abizadeh, ‘Cooperation,
Pervasive Impact, and Coercion: On the Scope (Not Site) of Distributive Justice’. Philosophy & Public Affairs,
35.4 (2007), 318–358; Martha Nussbaum. Frontiers of Justice: Disability, Nationality, Species Membership
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2006).

3Thomas Nagel, ‘The Problem of Global Justice’. Philosophy & Public Affairs, 33.2 (2005), 113–147;
Michael Blake, ‘Distributive Justice, State Coercion, and Autonomy’. Philosophy & Public Affairs, 30.3
(2001), 257–296; David Miller, National Responsibility and Global Justice (Oxford University Press, 2007).

4Nagel, ‘The Problem of Global Justice’. For discussion, see Simon Caney, ‘Global Distributive Justice and
the State’, Political Studies, 56.3 (2008), 487–518; A. J. Julius, ‘Nagel’s Atlas’, Philosophy and Public Affairs,
34 (2006), 176–192.
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and why the bounds of justice would be limited to relations of co-authorised coercion.
This, of course, is exactly what many cosmopolitans do. They deny that any categorical
disqualification can consistently be made on the basis of state borders.5

Statism, thus, provides us with a sufficient condition for a claim being outside of the
bounds of justice: that it is outside of (nation) state borders. It is qua non-compatriot
that foreigners are not owed duties of justice. Arguing about the bounds of justice, in this
context, involves deciding whether or not state membership plausibly determines who
can make claims of justice; whether a shared national identity or a shared liability to
coercive state institutions are the kinds of relations that ought to determine who can
make justice claims on one another.

Note that statists and cosmopolitans who disagree on the scope of justice can agree on
how demands should be adjudicated (within their preferred scope). For example, they
might agree that demands should be met through an equal distribution of benefits and
burdens. Being an egalitarian doesn’t make you a cosmopolitan any more than being a
statist makes you a sufficientarian. This illustrates the logical independence of bounds and
demands. There is more to the distinction, however. The differences between bounds and
demands also significantly impact how we ought to engage with these arguments.

Although the global justice debate has mainly centred around claims about bounds, the
debate could be reconceptualized into positions about how to adjudicate between the
demands of justice. To see that this difference in approach works both ways, consider a
brief sketch of what statism as a claim about the demands of justice might look like.
Statism about demands does not rule out claims made by foreigners categorically. Rather,
it treats claims from foreigners and compatriots differently within its adjudication. This
view might look one of two ways. First, the claims of compatriots might have lexical
priority over those of foreigners. This leaves open the possibility that once the claims of
compatriots are met, then duties of justice to foreigners will follow.6 Second, it might mean
that we have to give extra weight to the claims of compatriots qua compatriots compared
to those of others. Here, justice demands compatriot partiality (or, alternatively, entails a
compatriot prerogative) – a thumb on the scale – but could, in principle, be countervailed
by overwhelming need on the part of the global poor.7 By contrast, as a bounds claim, the
statist position identifies the claims of foreigners as irrelevant to justice. Such claims can
never countervail the claims of co-nationals, even if all domestic demands are fully
satisfied or cannot be advanced further. Claims of non-compatriots can never generate a
duty of justice on the part of non-compatriots. They are not ruled out circumstantially or
only after careful weighing. Such claims are categorically ruled out.

5See, for example, Gillian Brock, Global Justice: A Cosmopolitan Account (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 2009); Simon Caney, Justice Beyond Borders: A Global Political Theory (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 2005); Pablo Gilabert, From Global Poverty to Global Equality: A Philosophical Exploration (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 2012); Lea Ypi, Global Justice and Avant-Garde Political Agency (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2011).

6The role of lexical prioritisation is not much discussed in this debate. For one exception, see Liam
Shields, Just Enough: Sufficiency as a Demand of Justice (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2016),
166–190. For discussion, see Siba Harb and David Axelsen, ‘Owing Me, Owing You: Sufficiency,
Demandingness, and Global Justice’, Law, Ethics and Philosophy 5 (2017), 198–209.

7Caney, Global distributive justice and the state’, p. 511, proposes something along these lines as the
second of his four proposals for how to reconcile cosmopolitanism with the normative significance of
political institutions. Miller, National Responsibility and Global Justice, chapter 10, also indicates something
similar. See Robert van der Veen, ‘Reasonable Partiality for Compatriots and the Global Responsibility Gap’,
CRISPP, 11.4 (2008), 413–432, for discussion.
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The bounds and demands variants of scope claims in the debate about global justice
are different. They have different implications, require different sorts of arguments in
their support, and are vulnerable to different sorts of objections. Thus, it is essential for
any clear-headed analysis to observe this distinction.

Much the same issue arises in several other debates about distributive justice,
including the site and the currency of justice. With respect to the site of justice, some
scholars restrict equality to the basic structure of society, while others apply it to the
distribution of benefits and burdens quite generally.8 If you negotiate fiercely with your
employer for higher than equal pay, have you acted against the ideal of equality and,
therefore, unjustly? Or is it, instead, the case that labelling my private choices as claims
of justice would be jurisdictional overreach? These questions turn on what kinds of
claims qualify to be considered under the demands of justice in the first place, and this
turns on different sorts of arguments, and a different set of (hypothetical) examples, than
the question of how justice should adjudicate between claims that justice rightly judges.
After all, you and I can agree that equality is the correct distributive pattern (demands),
while disagreeing about whether the basic structure is the primary subject of justice
(bounds). Again, the demands and bounds are logically independent and so the views
have different implications, are vulnerable to different sorts of objections, and require
different sorts of support.

As an illustration of the logical independence of the two types of claims, consider
what happens when we understand the site debate as being about demands. Principles
about how to adjudicate about the demands of justice in terms of its site may demand
either the lexical prioritisation of claims within the basic structure over those outside, or
it may demand that additional weight is given to claims made regarding the basic
structure rather than those that are outside it (including, e.g. those pertaining to the
egalitarian ethos). As far as we know, this type of view does not exist in the literature, but
it is a possible (and coherent) view. This demonstrates the different implications of the
views and the need for separate analyses. There is a correct and incorrect way to argue
about the site of justice. To engage in argument with someone holding the demands
version of the view, we would need to show that this weighing was incorrect or leads to
intuitively unappealing or absurd conclusions. The more familiar bounds claim cannot
be argued with in this manner. Instead, a critic would have to show that the basic
structure is the correct site for justice-concern, that certain claims, by virtue of falling
outside of the basic structure, are not valid, regardless of what other features they have.
Nothing is implied about how to adjudicate claims, whether egalitarian or otherwise,
that fall within the basic structure, by simply accepting this site-based restriction of the
bounds of justice.

As a final example, consider the debate about the currency in which claims of justice
are to be specified. You may complain that you are not as happy as your constantly
cheerful neighbour and submit that we should seek to redistribute welfare from your
neighbour to you. I might object that you and your neighbour have an equal amount of

8John Rawls, Justice as Fairness: A Restatement (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2001), p. 24.
For critique, see G. A. Cohen, Rescuing Justice and Equality (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press,
2008), pp. 116–150; Miriam Ronzoni, ‘Two Concepts of Basic Structure, and their Relevance to Global
Justice’, Global Justice: Theory, Practice and Rhetoric 1 (2007), 68–85; M. Ronzoni, ‘What Makes the Basic
Structure Just?’, Res Publica, 14 (2008), 203–218; Andrew Williams, ‘Incentives, Inequality and Publicity’,
Philosophy and Public Affairs, 27 (1998), 225–247.
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resources and that, therefore, egalitarian justice has been realised. Like debates about the
scope and the site of justice, questions of currency can be understood as concerning the
bounds of justice – about which claims are admissible at the bar of justice.9 Those who
agree on (bounds) questions of the currency of justice can disagree about the correct
(demands) pattern, egalitarian or otherwise. Similarly, those who agree on the correct
pattern of justice can disagree on its currency. The bounds and demands versions are,
thus, independent, and it is also true that they have different implications and require
different arguments.

Consider briefly the demands version of the currency claim, which, again, no one has
defended to our knowledge. Such views might hold, for example, that we should
prioritise achieving equality in the distribution of well-being, lexically or according to
some weighting, over equality in the distribution of resources. So, being more cheerful
but less wealthy than my neighbour could be resolved without labelling either of these
inequalities as irrelevant because they fall outside the bounds of justice. Larger gains in
resources might outweigh smaller gains in well-being or vice versa. This depends on how
the view is fleshed out. But the bounds and demands versions of the views are different,
and significantly so. To defend a currency in the usual way, as a bounds claim, involves
explaining why claims of one kind (say, about resources) are relevant to justice and the
others (say, about welfare) are not. To object, we must show the opposite. To defend a
currency as a demands claim, on the other hand, we must argue for the relative priority
of one currency over another, accepting both as legitimate currencies of justice. These
are very different ways of arguing.

One final possibility worth considering is that bounds could be explained by
assigning zero weight to some claims. A view that gives zero weight to those outside a
jurisdiction, zero weight to those above some threshold, or zero weight to those
otherwise outside of what we have called bounds would be extensionally equivalent to
the corresponding bounds claims. This raises the question of which framework to use,
and since the zero weight versions do not require us to invoke the new framework of
bounds, the zero weight approach is more parsimonious. But the decisive advantage of
talking of bounds is that it provides us with a deep explanation of why the demands of
those outside do not count: justice does not cover those circumstances. By contrast, the
zero weight versions have no explanation of why out-of-bounds claims are distinctive.

In this section, we surveyed three of the main questions in distributive justice:
questions of its scope, site, and currency. Although their kinship is not explicitly
acknowledged, each of these questions have to do with different restrictions to the
bounds of justice. In each case, we explained why bounds and demands are logically
independent, and we showed that they have different implications, require different
supportive arguments, and are vulnerable to different objections. This establishes our
general thesis, which emphasises the importance of not confusing the bounds of justice
with its demands in any analysis. However, our argument does not establish that one
cannot take the same general methodological approach to demands and scope. For
example, it is consistent with our argument that a contractualist approach or a
consequentialist approach should be taken to both determining the scope and demands
of justice. Our point is that in doing so, the contractualist or consequentialist will differ
in how they approach scope and demands because they have different roles in the

9See, for example, Ronald Dworkin, Sovereign Virtue: The Theory and Practice of Equality (Cambridge
MA: Harvard University Press, 2000); Amartya Sen, ‘Equality of What?’, The Tanner Lecture on Human
Values 1 (1980), pp. 197–220.
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theory. For example, if the contractualist argues for a cosmopolitan scope and egalitarian
sets of demands, cosmopolitanism cannot be defended except as the scope, and equality
cannot be defended except as a demand. Contracting parties may agree on each, if
suitably motivated, but the way they reason to cosmopolitanism will be different from
the way they reason to equality, even if the overall approach is contractualist. This can be
seen by considering that contractualism appears theoretically open enough to affirm any
combination of views, depending on how the contract situation is specified, including
the motivation of parties.

3 Confusion about thresholds

We now turn our attention to thresholds because, in our view, it is with respect to
thresholds that the failure to distinguish arguments about bounds from arguments
about demands has caused confusion and misunderstanding, triggering fruitless
debates about objections that have no target. But it is also an area in which neglected
interpretations of thresholds as setting the bounds of justice make for promising
avenues of theorising.

Thresholds are generally presented as pertaining to the demands of justice. Most
often, they are presented as rivals to other principles for settling demands claims, such as
equality and priority. What is widely regarded as the original statement of
sufficientarianism comes in a paper entitled ‘Equality as a Moral Ideal’, and an early
statement of prioritarianism comes in a paper entitled ‘Equality or Priority’.10 Many
more recent papers, both defensive and critical, follow their lead in comparing and
contrasting some or all of Priority, Sufficiency, and Equality. In this section, we cast
some doubt on sufficientarianism understood as a position about the demands of justice
to rival Priority and Equality. We note objections made to its plausibility and point out
further shortcomings in terms of its coherence that come to light when we consider the
bounds of justice. We go on to show that thresholds appear well-suited to determining
the bounds of justice. This further shows the importance of distinguishing the two and of
developing the idea that thresholds can be bounds, which we take up in Section 4.

3.1 Sufficientarianism
Sufficientarianism holds that justice is concerned with ensuring that everyone has
enough. Almost all self-identifying sufficientarians endorse both the so-called ‘positive
thesis’ and the ‘negative thesis’.11 According to the positive thesis, we have weighty
reasons to ensure that people secure enough of some good(s). According to the negative
thesis, those who have secured enough can make no further claims for additional
benefits. The negative thesis is apparently what makes the view both distinctive and
controversial. It attracts the most critical attention and is the claim that many
sufficientarians are most eager to defend.

The debate about sufficientarianism generally proceeds as if the negative thesis were a
claim about demands. This is understandable. After all, sufficientarianism is most often

10Harry Frankfurt, ‘Equality as a Moral Ideal’, Ethics 98.1 (1987), 21–43; Derek Parfit, ‘Equality and
priority’, Ratio 10.3 (1997), 202–221.

11Paula Casal, ‘Why Sufficiency is Not Enough’, Ethics 117.2 (2007), 298–303. For an alternative
sufficientarian view that denies the negative thesis, see Liam Shields, ‘Prospects for Sufficientarianism’,
Utilitas 24.1 (2012), 101–117, 103 and Shields, Just Enough, p. 22.
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explicitly discussed as a rival to other accounts of the demands or patterns of justice,
such as versions of egalitarianism and prioritarianism, even utilitarianism.
Sufficientarianism’s most well-known proponents present it as a demands claim.
Consider Harry Frankfurt’s example of medicine, where he says:

Thus, suppose that there is enough of a certain resource (e.g. food or medicine) to
enable some but not all members of a population to survive. Let us say that the size
of the population is ten, that a person needs at least five units of the resource in
question to live, and that forty units are available. If any members of this
population are to survive, some must have more than others. An equal distribution,
which gives each person four units, leads to the worst possible outcome, namely,
everyone dies. Surely in this case it would be morally grotesque to insist upon
equality.12

Frankfurt goes on to say,

Another response to scarcity is to distribute the available resources in such a way
that as many people are possible have enough, or in other words, to maximize the
incidence of sufficiency.13

Here, Frankfurt targets the relative plausibility of sufficientarian ways of weighing
demands of justice against egalitarian ways. Whatever we think of the success of this
argument, it is presented as an argument about how claims should be weighed.14 It is not
an argument we would expect from someone who understands themselves to be
defending a bounds claim about what sorts of claims are categorically ruled out.

Now, consider another one of the most famous examples in sufficientarianism, Roger
Crisp’s Beverly Hills case. In this example, you can offer fine wine to different groups of
well-off individuals, where some are rich and others are super-rich – in other words, they
all clearly have more than enough. Crisp asks us to consider the following numbers,
imagining that the threshold of sufficiency is at 25:

We can, thus, either provide 10 rich people with bottles of Lafite 1982, making them
two points better off in terms of utility. Or, alternatively, we can provide 10,000 super-
rich people with bottles of Latour 1982, making them two points better off in terms of
utility. Both groups are clearly far above the threshold of sufficiency. Crisp’s conclusion
is that: ‘what the Beverly Hills case brings out is that, once recipients are at a certain level,
any prioritarian concern for them disappears entirely’.15 His own view is compassionate

10 rich 10,000 super-rich

Status Quo 80 90

Lafite 1982 82 90

Latour 1982 80 92

12Frankfurt, ‘Equality as a Moral Ideal’, 30.
13Frankfurt, ‘Equality as a Moral Ideal’, 31.
14Frankfurt isn’t talking about justice specifically, but distributive ethics. However, the point can still be

made since his followers tend to move seamlessly to distributive justice.
15Roger Crisp, ‘Equality, Priority, and Compassion’, Ethics 113.4 (2003), 745–763, 755.
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sufficientarianism. It is presented as an alternative to egalitarianism and prioritarianism,
both of which he argues are implausible in terms of the distributions they favour.

Understood as a demands claim, sufficientarianism faces many difficulties. First, it
invites its strongest and most well-known objection: the indifference objection. The
Indifference Objection states that ‘sufficiency principles are implausible because they are
objectionably indifferent to inequalities once everyone has secured enough’. It has been
made by several theorists, both egalitarian and prioritarian.16 In response to examples
like those used above, Casal provides the following case:

To see why the distribution of such benefits might matter, suppose that having
provided every patient with enough medicine, food, comfort, and so forth, a
hospital receives a fantastic donation, which includes spare rooms for visitors,
delicious meals, and the best in world cinema. If its administrators then arbitrarily
decide to devote all those luxuries to justice a few fortunate beneficiaries, their
decision would be unfair.17

Casal goes on to give another example.

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 billionaires and those who have barely enough, they cannot support the
preference for progressive over regressive taxes when both are capable of securing
sufficiency.18

The examples are used in a way that makes clear the assumption that the negative thesis
of sufficientarianism is a claim about demands. They both assume that the claims of
those below the threshold (tsunami victims and patients facing inadequate care) are of
the same kind as, and are directly comparable to, claims made above the threshold.19 But
if sufficientarianism is understood as being a way to set the bounds of justice, the point

16Richard Arneson, ‘Distributive Justice and Basic Capability Equality: “Good Enough” is Not Good
Enough’, in Capabilities Equality: Basic Issues and Problems, ed. by Alexander Kaufman (Routledge, 2007),
pp. 27–53; Brighouse, Harry, and Adam Swift, ‘Educational Equality versus Educational Adequacy:
A Critique of Anderson and Satz’, Journal of Applied Philosophy 26.2 (2009), 117–128; Casal, ‘Why
Sufficiency is Not Enough’; Fausto Corvino, ‘Utility, Priorities, and Quiescent Sufficiency’ Etica & Politica/
Ethics & Politics 21.3 (2019), 525–552; Nils Holtug, ‘Prioritarianism’, in Egalitarianism: New Essays on the
Nature and Value of Equality, ed. by Nils Holtug and Kasper Lippert-Rasmussen (Oxford: Clarendon Press,
2007), pp. 125–156; Robert Huseby, ‘Sufficiency: Restated and Defended’, The Journal of Political Philosophy
18.2 (2010), 178–197; Philipp Kanschik, ‘Why Sufficientarianism is not Indifferent to Taxation’, Kriterion
29.2 (2015), 81–102; Carl Knight, ‘Enough is TooMuch: The Excessiveness Objection to Sufficientarianism’,
Economics & Philosophy 38.2 (2021), 275–299; Larry Temkin, ‘Equality, Priority or What?’, Economics and
Philosophy 19.1 (2003), 65–87; Colin Macleod, ‘Justice, Educational Equality, and Sufficiency’, Canadian
Journal of Philosophy 40.1 (2010), 151–175; Larry Temkin, ‘Egalitarianism Defended’, Ethics 113.4 (2003),
764–782; Manuel Sá Valente, ‘Basic Income and Unequal Longevity’, Basic Income Studies 17.1 (2022), 1–14;
Pierre-Étienne Vandamme, ‘Why Not More Equality? Sufficientarianism and Inequalities above the
Threshold’, Law, Ethics and Philosophy 5 (2017), 130–141.

17Casal, ‘Sufficiency is Not Enough’, 307.
18Casal, ‘Sufficiency is Not Enough’, 311.
19For a similarly spirited response, which does not invoke the bounds/demands distinction, see Lasse

Nielsen, L. ‘The Numbers Fallacy: Rescuing Sufficientarianism from Arithmeticism’, Inquiry (2023), 1–22.
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of the two examples is that no patients in the hospital case have claims of justice for
additional resources, and that neither billionaires, nor other well-off citizens, can justly
retain resources in the face of insufficiency. If the negative thesis were understood as a
claim about bounds, it would be strange to try to come up with counterexamples that
show that it yields a less intuitive distribution or makes trade-offs in a less intuitive way
than egalitarianism or prioritarianism. The implausibility of neglecting a badly off
person has no force if the scope of justice does not include them. This is the same point
that was made in Section 2 about bounds and demands versions of the scope, site, and
currency debates. The intuitive implausibility of ignoring a person’s preference
satisfaction has no force if the currency of justice is resources. The implausibility of being
unable to condemn those who seek above average pay in wage negotiations has no force
if the site of justice is the basic structure. And finally, the implausibility of being
indifferent towards the well off in either the tsunami or hospital case has no force if the
bounds of justice exclude the claims of the well off because they are well off. Each of
these bounds claims requires independent support, but it is of a different kind to the
support required for a demands claim. If a good argument for restricting the bounds of
justice can be provided, then the alleged counterexamples lack force in each case.

Understanding the negative thesis of sufficientarianism as a view about the bounds of
justice therefore offers a possible way of avoiding the indifference objection and rescuing
a kind of sufficientarian justice. The indifference objection invites the following
question, to which sufficientarians have struggled to convincingly respond: why should
we be indifferent to supra-threshold benefits? In light of the need to answer this
question, a second problem arises: When understood as a claim about demands, the
negative thesis appears incoherent. If the negative thesis is a claim about demands, then
it says nothing about bounds, which is a logically independent matter. As we saw, those
who disagree on bounds (scope, site, currency) can agree on demands (equality and
priority), and vice versa. But if sufficiency is a demands claim, then proponents of
sufficientarianism cannot say, as they sometimes imply, that justice is extinguished once
everyone has enough. They cannot say that justice is extinguished at all qua
sufficientarian because that is a bounds claim, not a demands claim. Indeed, saying that
justice is extinguished at some threshold of sufficiency is something that prioritarians
and egalitarians can agree on without compromising their position precisely because of
the logical independence of bounds claims and demands claims. The only position that
is compromised is negative thesis sufficientarianism understood as a demands claim. To
see why, consider that proponents of sufficientarianism must accept the claim that
justice is not extinguished at the point of sufficiency. But if they also, as the negative
thesis states, endorse indifference towards supra-threshold benefits, their view appears
incoherent, and there is no longer anything distinctive about the view.

Shift sufficientarianism, a minority position among sufficientarians, is not vulnerable
to this objection. The view holds that the threshold marks a change in our reasons,
rather than an end to them. It thus rejects the negative thesis.20 Proponents of shift
sufficientarianism can maintain that other justice-based demands apply above the
threshold that are distinct from those below. This position retains what is distinct about
sufficientarianism, without leading to incoherence. Shift sufficientarianism is clearly best
understood as a demands claim, as a view about how to adjudicate claims for societal
goods within the bounds of justice in a sufficientarian manner. Sufficientarian shifts take
place within the bounds.

20Shields, ‘The Prospects for Sufficientarianism’, 2012 and Shields, Just Enough, 2016.
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However, if we interpret the negative thesis as a belief about the bounds of justice,
negative thesis sufficientarianism is not incoherent. Defenders can, instead, refer to a
distinct argument about why justice does not require more than enough, an argument
that can be adopted by egalitarians and prioritarians as well. As a bounds claim, the
negative thesis need not rival other patterns of the demands of justice, only those who
deny that justice ends at sufficiency. Instead, it rivals the view that the bounds of justice
are not sufficientarian in nature. We will return to whether a good argument can be
made for drawing the bounds of justice in this way in Section 4, but the objections that
have been made to sufficientarianism do not apply to the bounds version. There are
promising opportunities for thresholds as bounds claims that are worth exploring here,
which have been obscured by the focus on sufficientarianism as a demands claim.

3.2 Limitarianism
Limitarianism is the view that it is morally impermissible to be too rich.21 Rather than
setting a threshold up to which everyone must be raised to have enough, like the positive
thesis in sufficientarianism, limitarianism advocates an upper limit to the societal
distribution. Resources held above the limit, so-called surplus money, have zero moral
weight,22 and claims to retain such wealth in the face of competing claims should,
therefore, be dismissed. Thus, for example, when some people have too little, if society is
marked by democratic inequality, or if resources are needed to overcome major societal
challenges (like the climate crisis), claims made on resources to ameliorate these
injustices should entirely eclipse those made by the wealthy to retain surplus money.

Both critics and sympathisers have treated the limitarian principle as a means of
adjudicating between competing claims within the bounds of justice. They’ve treated it,
in other words, as a view about the demands of justice. Critics have argued, for example,
that the limitarian principle is redundant because it does not provide any distinctive
distributive guidance.23 We already know, they note, from sufficientarianism that we
should redistribute to those who have too little, from egalitarianism that we should
rectify democratic inequality, and from intergenerational justice that we should contain
the climate crisis and its impact on future generations. Critics also argue that it has
counterintuitive implications to insist on confiscating wealth from those that are too rich
regardless of the consequences of doing so and the circumstances under which it is done.
In certain cases, they argue, doing so may not lead to the most just distribution.24 When
critics object that the distributive outcomes of the limitarian principle are
counterintuitive or that these results also follow from other principles, they are
objecting to the way in which the principle adjudicates between different claims. They
are treating limitarianism as a view about the demands of justice.

Some limitarian sympathisers have met these points of criticism by arguing that the
limitarian principle operates in a different mode than other distributive principles. It is

21Ingrid Robeyns, ‘Having TooMuch’,Nomos 58 (2017), 1–44 and Ingrid Robeyns ‘Why Limitarianism?’,
Journal of Political Philosophy 30.2 (2022), 249–270.

22Robeyns ‘Having Too Much’, 12.
23Robert Huseby, ‘The Limits of Limitarianism’, Journal of Political Philosophy 30.2 (2022), 230–248;

Alexandru Volacu and Adelin Dumitru, ‘Assessing Non-Intrinsic Limitarianism’, Philosophia, 47.1 (2019),
249–264.

24Lena Halldenius, ‘Why Limitarianism Fails on its Own Premises–an Egalitarian Critique’, Ethical Theory
and Moral Practice, 25.5 (2022), 777–791; Volacu and Dumitru, ‘Assessing Non-Intrinsic Limitarianism’.
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not meant as an ideal theoretical principle, but rather as one meant to provide political
guidance in this world.25 Therefore, its ideal theoretical redundancy does not disqualify
the principle from being politically relevant. Furthermore, theorists have sought to
modify the core claim of limitarianism from saying that surplus money has zero moral
weight to saying that claims to retain surplus money are lexically outweighed by other
claims or, simply, that surplus money has little moral weight.26 In this way, the limitarian
principle can avoid some of the counterintuitive distributive implications to which
critics point. In both cases, the defenders assume that implicatory redundancy and
implausibility must be overcome to vindicate the principle. They assume, in other words,
that limitarianism is a view about, and must be judged on, adjudication of conflicting
claims – the demands of justice.

But limitarianism can, instead, be understood as a view about the bounds of justice. It
is, we think, more plausible when understood in this manner. On the bounds version of
limitarianism, claims to retain surplus money are simply outside the bounds of justice.
Such claims are not up for adjudication. The claims of the wealthy to retain their excess
wealth are like claims to have the state provide you with a fiancé or a new best friend or
like claims of foreigners on statist accounts of global justice: they are categorically ruled
out. They are automatically disqualified. Understanding limitarianism in this way makes
it obvious how it is a distinctive view about justice.27 Limitarianism may not say
anything new compared to sufficientarianism and egalitarianism about the targets of
redistribution – it, too, holds that wealth should be redistributed to ensure that everyone
has enough, and so that inequality is ameliorated. But it says something new about the
bounds of justice. Namely that claims of justice can only be made by those who do not
possess surplus money, those who are not (too) rich. Claims to retain wealth (or to have
more wealth) by those who are already rich should never be considered at the bar of
justice. They should be ruled out categorically. Such claims, then, should not figure in
our adjudication of citizens’ competing claims. Many of the strongest objections to
limitarianism, we believe, can be side-stepped if we understand a limitarian threshold as
a bounds claim, instead of a demands claim.

Some may find the sharp and sudden boundary drawn at the threshold implausible.
While the boundary between when someone is and when someone is not your fiancé is a
matter of broad agreement, the thresholds used in distributive justice are often not as
clear-cut. Indeed, theorists tend to think of threshold concepts as having a significant
grey area around them instead of marking a stark transition.28 Importantly, however, the
existence of a grey area is consistent with there being some demands that are out of

25Robeyns refers to this mode as ‘problem-driven philosophy’ as opposed to ‘theory-driven philosophy’ in
‘Why Limitarianism’, 251. Dick Timmer makes a similar move when characterising limitarianism as a
‘midlevel principle’ in Dick Timmer, ‘Limitarianism: Pattern, Principle, or Presumption?’, Journal of Applied
Philosophy, 38.5 (2021), 760–773.

26Timmer, ‘Limitarianism’.
27One reason that claims to retain extreme wealth in the face of poverty could be considered beyond the

bounds of justice is that such claims are expressively wrong in a way that claims to retain moderate wealth is
not – see David Axelsen and Lasse Nielsen ‘The Expressive Injustice of Being Rich’, Politics, Philosophy &
Economics (2024) https://doi.org/10.1177/1470594X241292371.

28See, for example, David Axelsen and Lasse Nielsen, ‘Essentially Enough’, inWhat is Enough? Sufficiency,
Justice, and Health, ed. by Carina Fourie, and Annette Rid (New York: Oxford University Press, 2017),
pp. 101–118; David Axelsen and Lasse Nielsen, ‘What’s Wrong with Extreme Wealth?’, Political Studies
Review 22.4 (2024), 803–820, 805–806; Nussbaum, Frontiers of Justice; Shields, Just Enough.
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bounds.29 Even if such grey areas exist in practice, what the defender of thresholds as
bounds must defend, is the in principle claim that having more than enough, can fail to
be a matter of justice.30 That is what we turn to below.

4 Thresholds as bounds

Thresholds lend themselves well to being interpreted as demarcations of the bounds of
justice, and yet much of the discussion of them, including the most prominent
objections, assumes they are meant to decide the demands of justice.31 This leaves open
the possibility of defending thresholds as bounds claims more explicitly and, potentially,
more successfully. More sense than they make as demands claims. When interpreted in
this way, sufficientarianism is less structurally similar to its supposed rivals,
egalitarianism and prioritarianism, and more structurally akin to views that delimit
the claims of justice in certain ways – such as those determining the scope, site, and
currency. At the very least, the mode of argumentation appropriate to bounds
sufficientarianism is the same as that used for site, scope, and currency, and quite
distinct from that used for egalitarianism and prioritarianism.

To see why bounds sufficientarianism makes more sense, we can return to the
question that exposed the failings of negative thesis sufficientarianism and limitarianism
as demands claims and see how much better the bounds version can respond to it. Posed
to the bounds version that question can be rephrased as: What makes reaching
sufficiency, or being too rich, significant such that it pushes one’s claims for additional
benefits outside the bounds of justice?

We consider three possible explanations for why thresholds might categorically
disqualify a claim from being a claim of justice, regardless of what else might be true of
that claim or the distribution more generally. We take our lead from some subtle
suggestions in the literature that have not been explicitly argued for in this way. They are
satiability of the value of goods, satiability of justice, and conceptual engineering. In each
case, we assess the potential for these explanations. These explanations may double as
explanations for why sufficiency as a demands claim is unconcerned with supra-
threshold benefits.

4.1 Satiability of the value of the goods

One reason that might be given for thinking about thresholds as bounds of justice is that
the good or goods that justice is exclusively concerned with are satiable. According to
this explanation, the threshold denotes a point at which people can derive no value from
obtaining further resources and opportunities that justice is concerned with because the

29As Soran Reader puts it in ‘Does a Basic Needs Approach Need Capabilities?’, Journal of Political
Philosophy 14.3 (2006), 337–350, 348–349: ‘Compare an argument from twilight to the conclusion that there
can be no important difference between day and night. The impossibility of drawing a line must be
conceded, but it does not undermine the claim that there is a significant difference. Clear cases on either side
keep that beyond doubt’.

30We are grateful to an anonymous reviewer for suggesting we consider this challenge.
31For a general discussion of thresholds (which, however, does not explicitly consider the bounds

interpretation), see Dick Timmer, ‘Thresholds in Distributive Justice’, Utilitas 33.4 (2021), 422–441 and
Dick Timmer, ‘Justice, Thresholds, and the Three Claims of Sufficientarianism’, Journal of Political
Philosophy 30.3 (2021), 298–323.
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value of such resources and opportunities is sated.32 A person’s need for vitamin K, for
example, is satiable – it can be fully met and, once met, providing this person with
greater levels of vitamin K does not result in further value. If the distribution concerns
vitamin K and 100 represents the level at which no more has value, there is no reason of
justice to worry about the inequality between Gianfranco (at 100) and Jimmy Floyd (at
200). There are good reasons to worry about the inequality between Ole Gunnar (99)
and Gianfranco (100), however, even though this inequality is much smaller. Jimmy
Floyd’s claim to retain his excess vitamin K when faced with Ole Gunnar’s vitamin
K deficiency is outside the bounds of justice. As is Gianfranco’s claim to equalise the
distribution of vitamin K between himself and Jimmy Floyd. The threshold denotes a
level of satiation, which categorically disqualifies claims above it.

Consider again Casal’s objection against sufficiency views: ‘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’.33 On the face of it,
this is quite a powerful objection to sufficientarianism, attacking its indifference to how
burdens and benefits fall above the threshold. However, if we imagine a natural disaster
that creates vitamin K deficiencies for a number of people, it is no longer obvious that, if
two groups both have much more than enough vitamin K supplements, the shortfall
must be alleviated by those who have the most. There appears to be no basis for
prioritising among those with more than enough – everyone above the threshold simply
has no claims to retain their additional supplements, regardless of how far above the
threshold they are. So, it is appropriately a matter of indifference who must relinquish
their supplements. The force of Casal’s objection, then, comes from conceiving of
sufficiency as a view about the demands of justice. The objection loses force when the
threshold is conceived as demarcating the bounds of justice.

However, for satiability of the goods to set the bounds of justice at a threshold of
sufficiency or affluence, like those adopted by sufficientarians and limitarians, it must be
shown that all the relevant goods of justice are satiable. One version of this argument
holds that justice is concerned fundamentally, and exclusively, with ensuring everyone’s
happiness. Proponents of this argument understand happiness to be satiable. In other
words, they believe that there is a point where a person is fully happy, and beyond which
she cannot become any happier, even by receiving more resources or opportunities.34

A similar argument might be built around autonomy.35 Several scholars have argued that
autonomy is satiable or has an upper limit.36 Its satiability rests on the idea that the
elements of which autonomy is made up, those that contribute to a person being able to
shape their life path, such as options, information, and deliberative powers, are satiable.

32See Lasse Nielsen, ‘Sufficiency and Satiable Values’, Journal of Applied Philosophy 36.5 (2019), 800–816.
33Casal, ‘Sufficiency is Not Enough’, 311.
34Joseph Raz, The Morality of Freedom (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1986), pp. 241–243. See also Nielsen,

‘Sufficiency and Satiable Values’, p. 804.
35Rutger Claasen, Capabilities in a Just Society. A Theory of Navigational Agency (Cambridge: Cambridge

University Press, 2018); Ronald Dworkin, Sovereign Virtue, (Harvard University Press, 2000), pp. 159–60;
Martha Nussbaum, Women and Human Development (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000),
pp. 78–80; John Rawls, A Theory of Justice, (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1971), pp. 131–2;
Sen, ‘Equality of What?’.

36Blake, ‘Distributive justice, state coercion, and autonomy’; Gerald Dworkin, The Theory and Practice of
Autonomy (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1988); Lasse Nielsen, ‘Sufficiency Grounded as
Sufficiently Free: A Reply to Shlomi Segall’, Journal of Applied Philosophy 33.2 (2016), 202–216. Nielsen,
‘Sufficiency and Satiable Values’, pp. 808.
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In both cases, it would be a conceptual confusion to talk about inequalities above the
threshold; if everyone were at the threshold of full happiness or autonomy, they could
not be unequal and the idea of benefitting those who are fully happy or autonomous
would make no sense. Doing so is impossible. The bounds of justice are constrained by
the nature of the goods to which the demands of justice apply. The argumentative work
is done entirely by the claim that the currency is satiable.

But this is a controversial claim. Improving people’s health and minimising the
threats and risks they face, for example, are part of any plausible conception of justice.
But these values are not satiable in the relevant sense. Even at high levels of health and
security, devoting more resources could further improve, say, the average life expectancy
of a given individual or provide them with even better protection from threats and risks.
So, the answer to the question: ‘why should we disregard this person’s claims for further
health or security improvements?’ cannot be that their health and security are sated and
would not, in fact, be improved by more resources.

On its own, therefore, relying on the satiability of the values or goods in question does
not seem very promising as a defence of bounds sufficientarianism. In a further blow to
this form of defence of sufficientarianism, we can see that what is allegedly distinct about
sufficientarianism disappears if it is only the goods that are satiable rather than the
principle of justice. A prioritarian, for instance, can accept that justice is exclusively
concerned with autonomy and that autonomy is satiable, without needing to refer to
sufficiency at any point. People who have the least autonomy must be given priority in
the distribution of further autonomy, but the bounds of justice end when everyone has
full autonomy. A person has enough autonomy when they have full autonomy, but full is
enough, so it leaves no room for thresholds or sufficiency in the description of the
position. A substantive view about the demands of sufficientarian justice regarding
autonomy (or happiness) would indicate a way to adjudicate between those that do not
have full autonomy.37 Understood as a demands claim, then, the only genuinely
distinctive sufficiency thresholds are those that demarcate a shift, rather than a
categorial ruling out.

Limitarians, who conceive of the limit in terms of monetary wealth, face an even
greater task in justifying the threshold as a bounds claim based on the satiability of the
good in question. They have to show that wealth is satiable in the sense that, above a
certain limit, it cannot improve any justice-relevant metrics because they are already
maxed out. Some economists indicate that, above a certain limit, additional wealth does
not contribute significantly to a person’s happiness.38 However, it seems deeply
implausible that no further value could be gained from additional wealth at this point in
terms of improving someone’s health, security, education, social status, or political
influence (indeed, the ability of the wealthy to increase their political influence is one of
the reasons for which limitarians object to great concentrations of wealth). The value to
be gained from wealth, therefore, is not satiable in the relevant sense, and it is
implausible to understand limitarianism along these lines. Indeed, in her more recent
work, Ingrid Robeyns has moved away from the view that the value of wealth for the
person is satiated at the limitarian threshold. Instead, she argues, there is no public or
political value to retaining wealth above a certain limit.39 As we shall see, this makes her

37Shields, Just Enough.
38Ed Diener and Robert Biswas-Diener, ‘Will Money Increase Subjective Well-Being?’, Social Indicators

Research 57.2 (2022), 119–169.
39Robeyns, Why Limitarianism?’, 253–255.
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argument more similar to the second type of bounds claim for thresholds, which we
discuss in the next section.

Overall, the defence of these thresholds as bounds claims that rely only on the
satiability of goods, therefore, appears unsuccessful. Satiability of goods may form part
of the story of why no further justice claims can be made once someone is above the
threshold – specifically, it may explain why inequalities above the threshold are
unproblematic for some justice-relevant goods. On its own, as a full defence of bounds
sufficientarianism or limitarianism, however, this is not a promising route.

4.2 Satiability of justice
A different argument for a threshold determining the bounds of justice also draws on the
idea of satiability. Here, the argument focuses on the satiability of justice itself, not on the
goods that justice is concerned with (which may be insatiable). Compared to the
previous version, this argument is built around a more comprehensive satiable concept,
which encompasses all justice-relevant values. Here, then, justice excludes claims
because justice isn’t about more than enough: there is a limit to what you can demand
from others. Those who insist on receiving additional benefits or retaining their wealth
above this threshold insist on more than justice allows. Martha Nussbaum, for example,
argues that a person can flourish if she has robust access to ten central human
capabilities, which include health and security. Nussbaum’s argument does not run into
the problem described above, however, as it does not claim that humans who have the
capabilities to flourish could not, for example, be made healthier or more secure. Rather,
her argument holds that improving someone’s capabilities in these areas means that they
do not need further improvements in health or security in order to flourish – and that is
all justice is concerned with.40 The concept of flourishing is satiable.

Robeyns’ limitarian threshold, above which wealth has zero moral weight, is also
grounded in the value of flourishing, and can be understood to play a similar bounds-
defining role – particularly, in its more recent form.41 Huseby’s reasonable contentment
and Axelsen and Nielsen’s freedom from duress work in similar ways, applying a satiable
concept onto the values with which justice is concerned.42 Roger Crisp’s compassionate
sufficientarianism could also function in this way.43 All these aims are, ex hypothesi,
satiable and they may be thought to set defensible limits to the bounds of justice, even
when more of the currency of justice can, in principle, be obtained.44

For these views, satiability is assumed in the definition of the master concept, justice,
and imposed upon the underlying values. It is the conception of justice being applied to
the values in question that is satiable, not the values or goods themselves. It rests on the
idea that even if further value can be gained above the threshold, it is no concern of
justice to obtain it. Someone who asks for further advantages above this threshold – once
they are already flourishing, reasonably content, or free from duress – may gain value

40Nussbaum, Frontiers of Justice.
41Robeyns, ‘Why Limitarianism?’
42David Axelsen and Lasse Nielsen, ‘Sufficiency as Freedom from Duress’, Journal of Political Philosophy,

23.4 (2015), 406–426; Huseby, ‘Sufficiency’, 178–197.
43Roger Crisp, ‘Equality, Priority, and Compassion’, Ethics, 113.4 (2003), 745–763.
44See also Elizabeth Hupfer, ‘Distributing Welfare and Resources: A Multi-Currency View’, Journal of

Philosophical Research, 44 (2019), 273–292, in which the bounds of justice are limited to a concern with
objective resources while disadvantages in welfare are thought to be outside the realm of justice. See also
Nielsen, Sufficiency grounded as sufficiently free, where autonomy is proposed as the master concept.
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from such advantages, but they are not advantages one can demand of others in the
name of justice.

A critic can always ask: ‘Why is justice exclusively concerned with compassion/
flourishing/freedom from duress/contentment?’ The burden of proof may seem to pose
a problem for this version of the bounds argument, but, conceptually, underpinning the
concept of justice in this manner is fairly common. For example, some hold that justice
is, ultimately, about equal concern (Dworkin), equal freedom (Steiner), giving each
person their due (Aristotle), fairness (Rawls), relating as equals (Anderson), or negating
the effects of bad luck (Cohen).45 Here, too, a critic could reasonably ask why justice is
concerned exclusively and fundamentally with this value. Perhaps, it is a necessary and
fundamental task for any theorist of justice to answer this deeper question, and some
ways of underpinning justice may well lend themselves to understanding the bounds of
justice in the form of a threshold. Just how promising the view is, therefore, depends on
these further arguments, but there doesn’t appear to be any blanket objection to
conceiving of justice as satiable. On the contrary, a satiable account of justice may be
quite attractive, affirming as it does, that justice can be fully realised, in principle at least.
Denying that justice is insatiable also seems to line up with intuitions about the need for
our duties, in this case of justice, to be in principle actionable. If ought implies can, then
an insatiable ought is a contradiction in terms or, at the very least, raises problems. So,
the basic idea of justice being satiable is one that has some promise.

4.3 Conceptual engineering

A third possible motivation for thresholds as bounds is that it is an instance of
conceptual engineering. Conceptual engineers seek to (re)define key concepts, so that
these concepts better help us realise certain aims. These aims may be directed at natural
kinds, as when marine biologists redefined the concept of ‘fish’ to no longer include
whales or when astronomers redefined the concept of ‘planet’ to no longer include dwarf
planets (like Pluto).46 They may also be directed at social kinds, such as ‘race’, ‘parent’,
‘marriage’, ‘woman’, or, in our case, ‘justice’. Conceptual engineers are not merely trying
to change the meaning of particular concepts, but also how people use this concept: how
they classify the world, speak, think, and act.47 When scholars and activists, for example,
called for the concept of ‘marriage’ to be broadened to include unions between same-sex
partners, they were not making a mere semantic point about what marriage properly is
and means. They are also seeking to change how people think about same-sex marriage
and how the concept of marriage is used. They are aiming for a worldly change.48

45Elizabeth Anderson, ‘What is the Point of Equality?’, Ethics 109.2 (1999), 287–337; Cohen, Rescuing
Justice and Equality; Dworkin, Sovereign Virtue; Hillel Steiner, An Essay on Rights (Oxford: Blackwell, 1994);
Rawls, A Theory of Justice.

46Steffen Koch, ‘Engineering What? On Concepts in Conceptual Engineering’, Synthese 199 (2021),
1955–1975; Steffen Koch, Guido Löhr, and Mark Pinder, ‘Recent work in the theory of conceptual
engineering’, Analysis, 83.3 (2023), 589–603; International Astronomical Union, ‘Resolution B5: definition
of a planet in the solar system’, (2006). Available: https://www.iau.org/static/resolutions/Resolution_GA26-
5-6.pdf.

47Koch, ‘Engineering What?’, distinguishes between the semantic goal of conceptual engineering, and its
practical goal.

48Herman Cappelen, Fixing Language: An Essay on Conceptual Engineering (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 2018); Sarah Sawyer, S, ‘The Role of Concepts in Fixing Language’, Canadian Journal of Philosophy,
50.5 (2020), 555–565.
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As Sally Haslanger argues, concepts are tools that serve particular purposes.49 They
categorise and demarcate the world in ways that further certain forms of action and
particular types of critique. Conceptual engineers seek to redefine social concepts
because they believe this to be a necessary step in changing the social world. As Koch
puts it: ‘for people to entertain different thoughts, form different desires, and act
differently, it is crucial that they actually change the way they think about certain
categories and how they mentally and linguistically classify objects, people, events, etc.’50

Conceptual engineers accept that words and concepts have powerful connotations in the
real world. It matters whether we call something a civil union or a marriage – even if the
two were to entail the exact same rights and entitlements. And it matters, for example,
whether we call a transwoman a woman and an adoptive parent a parent. What we call
things matters because particular words and concepts come with strong associations and
deep undertones: marriage, woman, parent, democracy, justice, etc.51

Conceptual engineering can take the form of broadening a concept. When feminists
argued in political debates of the last two centuries, that non-consensual sex within
marriages should be considered rape, for example, they were attempting to broaden the
concept of rape. They sought to reconceptualise the social world in order to enable
particular goals – here, ending sexual violence against women. Conceptual engineering
can also take the form of limiting or narrowing a particular concept. For example,
scholars of affirmative action or critical race theory sometimes argue that being a
member of the relatively powerful racial majority (e.g. being white in many European
societies), you cannot be a victim of racism.52 Similarly, many feminists argue that men
cannot be victims of sexism.53 This is not to say that white men cannot experience
disadvantages that arise because they are white or male. The point, rather, is that such
disadvantages ought not to be labelled racism or sexism because such a labelling would
dilute or undermine the usage of the relevant concept.54 Conceptual engineering ensures
that concepts are defined in a way that serves specific goals, such as social justice. That
they avoid conceptual inflation.55 By targeting the way people categorise the world
around them (regarding, e.g. what constitutes rape), the concept of gender serves as a
tool ‘in the quest for sexual justice’.56 Including specific instances of male disadvantage
within this concept, ‘drains the concept of its political potency for diminishing or
eliminating the historical control of women by men’.57 On this approach to theorising,

49Sally Haslanger, Resisting Reality: Social Construction and Social Critique (New York: Oxford
University, 2012), Press, especially chapters 7, 12, and 14.

50Koch, ‘Engineering What?’, 1958.
51David Chalmers, ‘What is Conceptual Engineering and What Should It Be?’, Inquiry, 11 (2020), 1–18.
52Judy Katz, White Awareness: Handbook for Anti-Racism Training (University of Oklahoma Press,

2003); Robert Miles and Malcolm Brown, Racism (Routledge, 2004), chapter 4.
53See Tom Digby, ‘Male Trouble: Are Men Victims of Sexism?’, Social Theory and Practice 29.2 (2003),

247–273. See also Adrian Piper, ‘Two Kinds of Discrimination’, The Yale Journal of Criticism 6.1 (1993),
25–75, for a helpful distinction between two types of discrimination (one which is the sexist kind to which
women are subject in virtue of their gender, and one of which is the one to which men sometimes are).

54At least not until the social circumstances change and the concept is appropriately re-engineered.
Conceptual engineering does not pin things down once and for all.

55Cesar Cabezas, ‘Is Conceptual Inflation a Problem for a Theory of Institutional Racism?’, Ethics, 134.2
(2024), 179–213.

56Haslanger, Resisting Reality, p. 228.
57Digby, ‘Male Trouble’, 265.
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the concepts we use to describe the world should serve the aim for which we want to
demarcate the world along these lines in the first place.58

Thresholds in distributive justice can be understood as bounds claims along similar
lines. On this interpretation, thresholds serve to narrow or limit the concept of justice by
ruling out particular claims or disadvantages as not being appropriate for the label
‘justice’. Something akin to what is said about racism and sexism, then, may be said
about the concept of (in)justice. We may deprive the concept of justice of its critical
potential, or else diminish it, by using it in certain ways and in certain contexts.
Sufficientarians and limitarians demarcating the bounds of justice might take a similar
stance on the concept of justice – or, rather, injustice. If the concept of justice is to be
conceptually engineered and serve the purpose of providing critical potential for the real
world, then the claims of the very wealthy can never be claims of justice – simply for the
reason that they are very wealthy. They have too much. Similarly, white people cannot
invoke racism when they are disadvantaged due to their race because this would stretch
and strain the critical concept of racism so that it would no longer be usable for its
purpose. Its purpose is to criticise and politically oppose a certain form of systematic
oppression that occurs on a background where, as Sylvia Law puts it: ‘Black people
invariably note their race and white people almost never do’.59

Here, we are reminded of Elizabeth Anderson’s ambition to link theories of justice
with the concerns of social movements, such as the civil rights movements. If we are
inspired by those movements directly, then we should be dismissive of any concern for
the most advantaged in society – like complaints about racism made by white people,
they should be dismissed out of hand, categorically ruled out, rather than considered and
weighed at the bar of justice. Critics of sufficiency and limitarianism sometimes propose
hypothetical cases in which it seems intuitively plausible that one should confer
additional (enormous) benefits on the rich, rather than conferring (tiny) benefits on
those just below the threshold.60 Or, alternatively, they point to the intuitive
implausibility of not distinguishing between the very rich and the mega-rich,
normatively speaking.61 The conceptual engineering argument for bounds sufficien-
tarianism and limitarianism, however, holds that these critics miss the point. Such critics
assume that claims that could be made in a hypothetical world where everyone has more
and few (or no one) have too little should be used to inform the way in which justice is
understood in this world in which many have too little, and some far too much. But in
the hypothetical world that critics imagine, in which we have genuine reason to worry
about the plight of the very wealthy, the principle simply has no application: our concept
of justice should be tailored to this world.62 Its aim, after all, is to serve our present
purposes.

The limitarian principle seems particularly well-suited to this function. On this
reading, it says: to best promote distributive justice in this world, the way in which
people categorise, think about, and act upon particular claims must be altered.
Specifically, they must dismiss, rule out categorically, any claims to retain or further

58Haslanger, Resisting Reality, chapter 7.
59Sylvia Law, ‘White Privilege and Affirmative Action’, Akron Law Review 32.3 (1999), 1–23, 2.
60Casal, ‘Why Sufficiency is Not Enough’, 318; Knight, ‘Abandoning the Abandonment Objection’, 123;

Knight, ‘Enough is Too Much’.
61Casal, ‘Why Sufficiency is Not Enough’; Huseby ‘The Limits of Limitarianism’.
62As Robeyns puts it, ‘I have proposed limitarianism for the present and nearby possible worlds, in which

such injustices and instances of ill-being occur’. See Robeyns, ‘Why Limitarianism?’, 251.

Utilitas 243

https://doi.org/10.1017/S095382082500010X Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S095382082500010X


their fortune made by the extremely wealthy out of hand. And they should do so without
pausing to weigh and inspect those claims – just like the concept of sexism should not
lead us pause to weigh and inspect the claims of disadvantages suffered by men. This is
important because, in the real world, wealthy people make such demands frequently and
passionately – and they have the resources to make these demands heard. To bring about
social justice, to retain the critical potential of the concept of justice, we must change the
way people think about and use this concept by conceptually engineering the underlying
meaning and its use.63

Critics will argue that the conceptual engineering response begs the question. How,
after all, does it strengthen the case for disadvantages suffered by wealthy people not
being injustices to add that this is so because such disadvantages should not be called
injustices? For this argument to succeed, then, one element in particular needs
elaboration. Conceptual engineering arguments must provide an account of why the
critical potential of the concept of justice can be retained when including disadvantages
below the threshold, but not when including disadvantages above the threshold. This
does not necessarily mean that sufficientarian or limitarian conceptual engineers must
provide a detailed account of why changing the concept in this way is likely to change
the way people think. It is plausible that philosophers should be more concerned with
designing and evaluating concepts than they are with the strategic implementation of a
particular usage.64 We will not attempt to settle the question of how and to what extent
strategic aims (say, to promote social justice in the real world) are in conflict with
pursuing the philosophical truth (say, to determine the most ‘correct’ meaning of a
concept).65 Nonetheless, a plausible account of such a conceptual basis and demarcation
could provide the grounding for an argument for the bounds of justice to be limited,
which differs in important ways from the two arguments outlined above.66

The argument for conceptual engineering cannot stand alone. If certain
disadvantages are to be deemed outside the bounds of justice (i.e. the disadvantages
of the well off) because they might otherwise distract from actual injustices (i.e. the
disadvantages of those below the threshold), we need an account of why certain
disadvantages are more important than others. The argument from conceptual
engineering for the bounds of justice to be limited, then, will need to be combined with
other arguments – for example, one of the two outlined above. This may be a plausible
and necessary component in a more ameliorative project in distributive justice, in terms
of conceptual engineering.67

63In Axelsen and Nielsen, ‘The expressive injustice of being rich’, the author’s attempt to overcome ‘the
commitment objection’ to limitarianism by grounding it in distinctive reasons can plausibly be read as an
attempt to retain the critical potential of the view.

64Chalmers, ‘What is Conceptual Engineering and What Should It Be?’, 15–16.
65For discussion see, for example, Jonas Olsthoorn, ‘Conceptual Analysis’, in Methods in Analytical

Political Theory, ed. by Adrian Blau (Cambridge University Press, 2017), pp. 153–191; Bas Van der Vossen,
‘In Defense of the Ivory Tower: Why Philosophers Should Stay Out of Politics’, Philosophical Psychology,
28.7 (2015), 1045–1063; Ypi, Global Justice and Avant-Garde Political Agency.

66It may also bolster arguments for depriving the rich of the right to vote and influence politics. See Dean
Machin, ‘Political Inequality and the ‘Super-rich’: Their Money or (some of) their Political Rights’, Res
Publica 19.2 (2013), 121–139.

67See, for example, Elizabeth Anderson, ‘Moral Bias and Corrective Practices: A Pragmatist Perspective’,
Proceedings and Addresses of the APA 89 (2015), 21–47; Sally Haslanger, ‘Social Meaning and Philosophical
Method’, Proceedings and Addresses of the APA 88 (2014), 16–37; James Tully, ‘Political Philosophy as a
Critical Activity’, Political Theory 30.4 (2002), 533–555.
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5 Conclusion

In this paper, we have developed and explored a new way of carving up debates about
distributive justice, separating arguments that demarcate the bounds of justice from
principles regarding what justice demands. We have shown how this distinction maps
on to several key debates in political philosophy. The distinction also helps illuminate
debates about sufficientarianism and limitarianism. In particular, we have explained
how thresholds in sufficientarianism and limitarianism can be understood as bounds
claims, rather than demands claims. Understanding thresholds in this manner calls for
fresh analysis, sidesteps some of the most prominent objections, and may promise a new
way forward for our understanding of distributive justice, both on its own and in
combination with sufficientarianism about demands.
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