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4. Autonomy-Based Reasons
for Limitarianism

Danielle Zwarthoed

1. Introduction

On June 15, 2013, Ethan Couch, a Texan teenager, stole two cases of beer
from a Walmart store, took the wheel of his father’s pickup, drove at
110 km per hour on a rural road where the speed limit was 64 km per
hour, got off the road, slammed into three cars and killed four people.
Tests revealed his blood alcohol level was three times the legal limit.
He had also consumed cannabis and Valium. The prosecutors sought
a twenty years prison sentence. Couch’s attorney argued that his client
had affluenza: being raised in a very wealthy family, which never set
limits to him, he could not be held fully responsible for his actions. A
psychologist testified that Couch was not a responsible agent. The judge
accepted the argument and decided Couch needed rehabilitation rather
than jail. He granted him a ten-year probation period. The decision
triggered a lot of criticisms. Critics pointed out that wealth should not
be taken into account in sentence decisions and that such decisions place
the wealthy above the law (Eckenroth 2015).

Critics are right to worry about a criminal justice system that applies
double standards and punish the same crimes differently depending on
whether the culprit is wealthy or poor. However, there might be a grain of
truth to the affluenza defence. This paper does not submit that affluenza
is a mental disorder, nor that it is a valid legal defence. Defending these
claims is beyond the area of expertise of a philosopher. Nor does the
paper aim to investigate the significance of the affluenza defence for
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the philosophical theory of criminal law and punishment. Its aim is
to look at whether the affluenza defence might teach liberal political
philosophers something about distributive justice. More precisely, if
extreme wealth undermines the capacity for individual responsibility
(at least in a personal or moral sense, if not in the legal one), then we
might hypothesise a negative correlation between high levels of wealth
and individual autonomy.! Individual autonomy (broadly construed)
is a goal most liberal theories aim to secure and promote through a just
distribution of advantages. It is thus worth examining whether these
theories should not be wary of extreme wealth.

This paper attempts to expand this line of thought and develops an
autonomy-based argument for limitarianism. Whilst sufficientarianism
affirms it is of primary moral importance that everyone gets enough
(Casal 2007; Gosseries 2011), limitarianism affirms it is of primary moral
importance that no one gets too much (Robeyns 2017). Ingrid Robeyns
provides two instrumental arguments in support of limitarianism.
According to Robeyns, in our world, limitarianism is instrumental to the
achievement of two valuable goals, democratic equality and meeting the
poor’s urgent needs (Robeyns 2017, sec. 3 and 4). Robeyns’ argument
may be classified as an other-regarding justification of limitarianism. This
paper pursues a different argumentative strategy. It does not address the
question of whether a person’s having too much prevents others from
receiving their fair share of democratic power and material wealth. The
question this article focuses on is whether a person’s having too much
prevents this very person from accessing a specific good. Hence this is a
self-regarding justification of limitarianism.> Although there is a wealth
of empirical literature on the negative impacts of excessive wealth on

1  One might rather attribute the irresponsibility of Couch to a parenting style of
indulgence and unwillingness to impose limitations rather than wealth. This
is indeed a plausible explanation of Couch’s behaviour. But the paper does not
purport to explain why Couch behaved as he did. It just attempts to build on the
idea that wealth might undermine responsibility, which is sufficiently meaningful
to have been used as a legal defence in the criminal justice system.

2 Robeyns uses the distinction between intrinsic and instrumental (or non-intrinsic)
rather than the distinction between self-regarding and other-regarding reasons to
make a similar point. Note, however, that the two distinctions do not necessarily
coincide. There are instrumental and self-regarding reasons for limitarianism. For
example, if material wealth is detrimental to well-being, limitarianism may have the
instrumental value of increasing rich people’s well-being, regardless of its positive
effects on others.
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well-being,® the good this paper focuses on is not well-being. We could
indeed adopt a normative political theory that acknowledges the value
of both well-being and autonomy and make trade-offs if needed. Such
pluralist self-regarding case for limitarianism might perhaps be stronger.
However, political philosophers who are sceptical of well-being-based
political morality may find it more palatable to appeal to the sole value
of autonomy. They would point out that, in pluralistic societies, there
are several competing conceptions of well-being. They could worry that
a state that purports to promote a controversial conception of well-being
might fail to demonstrate adequate respect for its citizens’ own views
about the good life. I shall thus solely focus on the possible benefits of
limitarianism for rich people’s autonomy. Even in pluralistic societies,
liberal democracies have the mission to promote autonomy because
it secures adequate democratic participation as well as the individual
capacity to reflect on, revise or exit conceptions of well-being and the
good life.

This article thus propounds and discusses arguments to support
the two following theses: (1) Above a certain wealth ceiling, a person’s
having more material resources does not always increase her autonomy;
(2) Above such wealth ceiling, material possession might even be
detrimental to the development and the exercise of rich people’s
autonomy, or at least some rich people’s autonomy. The aim of such
discussion is threefold. Firstly, it purports to support the plausibility
of empirical conjectures regarding the detrimental impact of excessive
wealth on autonomy. The article gathers together and reinterprets
different strands of empirical research in psychology and in sociology
for this purpose. Then, it draws the normative implications of autonomy-
based political philosophy, should these conjectures be true. The paper
argues that a possible implication would be the implementation of a
limitarian distribution of material resources through a 100% wealth and
income tax beyond a certain wealth ceiling. Finally, bearing in mind that
several liberal-minded scholars and policy-makers seem willing to grant
that paternalistic measures (such as in-kind transfers) aimed at poor
people are legitimate, thereby assuming they are not fully autonomous,
the paper aims to restore an epistemic balance between our often critical

3 See the introduction of Section 3.
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assessment of the autonomy of the poor and our obliviousness to the
lack of autonomy of the rich.

The paper unfolds as follows. Section 2 expounds a multi-
dimensional account of autonomy. Section 3 examines hypotheses
regarding the ways excessive wealth might undermine the
development and exercise of autonomy. Section 4 suggests that, if
these hypotheses are true, and even if they are not true for all rich
people, a limitarian distribution of wealth might be a tool to secure
the rich’s autonomy. It also discusses the level of wealth that should
be limited. Section 5 addresses the following issue: if limiting wealth
facilitates the development and exercise of autonomy, does it imply
coercive measures to prevent people from becoming too rich are
justified? Section 6 briefly addresses the problem of incentives.

2. A Multi-Dimensional Account of Autonomy

This section expounds an account of the conditions of autonomy, drawing
on literature in political philosophy and on relational autonomy. In the
philosophical literature, the word “autonomy” is sometimes used to
refer to only some dimensions of autonomy.* Although addressing the
immense philosophical literature on autonomy is beyond the scope of
this paper, a clarification of the definition, conceptions, and conditions
of autonomy will be useful for its purpose. Autonomy involves multiple
dimensions whose interpretations are context-dependent (Mackenzie
2014). In this paper, the account of autonomy aims to fulfil the purpose
of identifying the morally desirable distribution of wealth. Autonomy
will refer here both to a personal capacity and to the set of conditions
that permit and facilitate the development and exercise of this capacity.
These conditions may be grouped in two general dimensions of
autonomy: internal and external conditions.

Internal conditions refer to the conditions of self-governing agency
and involve at least three subsets of conditions. First, the agent must be
equipped to a sufficient degree with the mental abilities, capacities, and
skills needed to select the appropriate means to achieve a goal, to plan actions
and to achieve these plans. These include, among others, the ability to find
information and to check the truth or the probability of a claim, the

4  See: Dworkin (1988, 6).
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ability to design a strategy, and the skills needed to overcome weakness
of the will and procrastination. Since these abilities, skills, and capacities
do not necessarily serve autonomously chosen goals, another subset of
conditions is necessary: authenticity conditions. Authenticity involves
being able to reflect critically upon one’s first-order goals, to revise
them so that they cohere with one’s reflectively constituted higher-
order commitments and conception of oneself, as well as to revise these
commitments and conception of oneself too.” Feminist critiques have
pointed out that agents are unlikely to meet authenticity conditions if
they are subject to oppressive socialisation and norms. The third subset
of conditions aims thus to enable the agent to regard herself as capable and
authorised to define her commitments and act in accordance with them. These
conditions include self-trust, self-respect as well as being recognised
and treated by others as an autonomous agent.®

For most persons, the exercise and development of a self-governing
agency require favourable external conditions. These include independence
conditions: interferences of others such as manipulation, indoctrination,
pressures and unjustified coercion should be mitigated and eliminated
if possible.” External conditions also include securing adequate levels of
basic political and social liberties.® These liberties would include freedom
of conscience, freedom of expression, freedom of association, freedom
of movement, freedom of political participation. For the exercise of
autonomy to be meaningful, agents must have an adequate set of options
to choose from (Raz 1986, 372-375). An adequate set of options must
include a sufficiently varied range of options to enable the agent to
make important as well as more trivial choices (Raz 1986, 374-375). For
an agent to be able to fully exercise her autonomy, the options offered
should not be such that the agent faces a tragic dilemma. In addition,
access to these options must be genuine. The agent should have been
sufficiently exposed to them and should be able to give them serious
consideration.

The account of autonomy provided here is a relational account
in two senses. Firstly, its analysis of the factors that impede or help

5 Seminal discussions of the authenticity conditions include: Christman (1987);
Dworkin (1988, 3-20); Frankfurt (1988); Friedman (1986).

6  On this dimension of autonomy, see, for example: Benson (2005); Mackenzie (2014);
McLeod (2002); Westlund (2009).

7  E.g Raz (1986,372-373).

8  Cf.Rawls (2001, 45).
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the development and exercise of autonomy emphasises the role of
social relations. This is rather obvious for the third subset of internal
conditions (self-respect and being treated as an autonomous agent) and
for independence conditions. But favourable social and interpersonal
relations are also crucial for the adequate development of mental and
critical abilities. Secondly, this account considers social relations to be one
(but not the only) indicator of the degree of autonomy enjoyed by agents.
In other words, autonomy could be at least partly assessed by focusing
on social conditions and relations, without having to look into the actual
psychological state of the agent.” As we shall see in the following section,
the level of wealth could be one of these indicators of autonomy.

3. How Excessive Wealth Might Undermine Autonomy

The development and exercise of at least a basic degree of autonomy
can be jeopardised by a distribution of wealth failing to address material
poverty and inequalities. But this consideration focuses on just one
facet of the relationship between autonomy and material wealth: the
beneficial effects of material wealth on autonomy. If it is likely that lack
of material resources damages autonomy, is it equally true that the
wealthier one is, the more autonomous? Shouldn’t we also investigate
the potential detrimental effects of money on autonomy? To address this
question, this section suggests and expounds five mechanisms which
suggest that, first, above a certain wealth ceiling, a person’s having more
material resources does not always increase her autonomy and, second,
material possession might even be detrimental to the development and
the exercise of rich people’s autonomy, or at least of some rich people.

The identification of these mechanisms appeals to the analysis of
autonomy itself, but also to empirical conjectures. Since this investigation
is undertaken from a philosophical armchair, I must lay out the status of
such conjectures within the normative reflection pursued here. For this
purpose, it is helpful to scrutinise the status of the opposite conjecture,
that is, the conjecture that having more wealth (or having a lot of it)
is always, or generally, beneficial to the development and exercise of
autonomy. Consider the following quote from Rawls’s Theory of Justice
as a way of illustration:

9  For a defence of this approach to relational autonomy, see Oshana (2006, 49-74).
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“[primary goods] are things which it is supposed a rational man wants
whatever else he wants. Regardless of what an individual’s rational plans
are in detail, it is assumed that there are various things which he would
prefer more of rather than less. With more of these goods, men can
generally be assured of greater success in carrying out their intentions
and in advancing their ends, whatever these ends may be. The primary
social goods, to give them in broad categories, are rights, liberties, and
opportunities, and income and wealth.” (Rawls 1999, 79)

According to Rawls, a rational human being should prefer more money
and material resources than less. Rawls does not appeal to empirical
evidence to sustain this claim. As he makes it clear in the Preface to the
1999 edition of his Theory of Justice (Rawls 1999, Xiii), this claim is not to
be understood as a descriptive claim stating a fact about actual human
psychology. The “rational man” does not refer to observable individuals.
It refers to a conception of the person that embodies certain political
ideal democratic societies endorse, the ideal of free and equal persons.
These persons are to be regarded as having an interest in developing and
exercising their autonomy, or, in Rawls’s terms, their two moral powers,
which include rational capacities. The purpose of this conception of the
person is not to describe real-world individuals but to derive, justify
and systematise principles of justice and the demands these place on
institutions. If from the perspective of Rawlsian rational and reasonable
persons, it is always better to have more material resources than less,
then the only legitimate reason to limit people’s share of resources is
the fact that these resources are scarce and subject to competing claims.

These assertions can be challenged. There are reasons not to move
too quickly from the claim that free and equal persons have an interest
in developing and exercising their autonomy to the claim that free
and equal persons should (as a matter of conceptual necessity) prefer
having more than less material resources, and from that to the claim
that there are no reasons other than scarcity to limit people’s fair share.
The analysis of autonomy does not necessarily lead to the implication
that more wealth equates to a higher degree of autonomy. Furthermore,
some empirical conjectures suggest excessive wealth might be damaging
to autonomy in a number of ways.

The following subsections expound and discuss five “mechanisms”
through which excessive material wealth might fail to contribute to the
development and exercise of autonomy and even undermine it. These
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mechanisms are to some extent conjectural because the empirical literature
on the negative effects of wealth tends to couch these effects in terms
other than the conceptions of autonomy prevailing in the philosophical
literature. Several studies have investigated relationships between wealth
and happiness (e.g. Blanchflower and Oswald 2004; Brickman et al. 1978;
Csikszentmihalyi 1999; Cummins 2000; Diener et al. 1985; Diener and
Biswas-Diener 2002; Diener and Oishi 2000; Easterlin 1973, 1995, 2001;
Frey and Stutzer 2002; Myers 2000)."° But happiness is not autonomy. A
happy person can be heteronomous and an autonomous person can be
unhappy. With these limitations regarding existing the effects of wealth
on autonomy in mind, let us look at the five hypothetical mechanisms
through which wealth might undermine autonomy.

3.1. Extreme Wealth Might Hinder the Development of
Deliberative Capacities

The first mechanism can be summarised as follows: lack of material
constraints might hinder the development of deliberative capacities,
which is a condition for the exercise of autonomy. The argument in
support of this first mechanism draws on the “ecological” account
of rational practical deliberation (Morton, 2011). According to the
ecological account, the guiding norms of practical deliberation respond
to the interactions between the psychological capacities of the agent
and her environment.!! The agent’s environment includes, among
other features, material constraints and availability of resources. This
means that scarcity, as well as an abundance of material resources,
affect the guiding norms of individual practical deliberation. Hume’s
discussion of the circumstances of justice provides interesting insights
into the effects of wealth on deliberative capacities (Hume 1751 sect III,
part I). Hume discusses the scenario of abundance. In such a scenario,
justice would be a useless norm, because agents cannot fail to meet
its demands. But justice is not the only norm that affects practical
deliberation. These reflections on justice can be extended to other areas

10 For an overview of the empirical literature on the relationship between income and
happiness, see: Angelescu (2014).

11 Morton’s (2011) main concern is the justification of the norms of practical
deliberation, but she provides useful insights on the effects of the environment on
deliberative capacities.
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of practical deliberation (Morton 2011, 568). For example, a guiding
norm like long-term planning is unnecessary to an agent who has
access to abundant material resources, since this agent cannot fail to
acquire such resources for lack of planning (Morton 2011, 570). It seems
plausible that successful long-term planning and other deliberative
capacities involved in the acquisition of scarce resources require
training. Therefore, a state of abundance might sometimes contribute
to hinder the formation of deliberative capacities, which constitute
one of the dimensions of autonomy. Of course, insofar as non-material
resources such as time remain scarce, rich agents still need to deliberate
about what ends to pursue with the limited time allotted to them. But
they do not have to produce an additional reflection on the wisest use
of material resources. In other words, moderate material constraints'
might contribute to the development of deliberative capacities. This
mechanism could be the rationale underlying the affluenza defence I
mentioned in the introduction in this way (Dart 2014; Eckenroth 2015,
456-457). The affluenza defence suggests that some extremely wealthy
agents cannot be held fully responsible for their actions because their
wealth has prevented them from forming the deliberative capacities one
needs to be appropriately considered an autonomous and responsible
agent.

3.2. Extreme Wealth Might Be Conducive to Problematic
Adaptive Preferences Formation

One could object to the first mechanism that many rich people seem
to have excellent deliberative capacities. For example, Warren Buffett
is famous for his wise investment decisions. In addition, insofar as
deliberative capacities develop during childhood and young adulthood,
the mechanism described above suggests wealth hinders autonomy
only at earlier life stages." But there is a second mechanism through which
wealth might undermine autonomy. This second mechanism can be
summarised as follows: excessive wealth, as well as excessive poverty, may
induce the formation of problematic, autonomy-deficient, adaptive preferences.

12 Excessive scarcity of resources might also hinder the development of deliberative
capacities, for example by inducing decision fatigue (e.g. Spears, 2014).
13 I thank Carl Knight for having pointed out this to me.
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In political and social philosophy, adaptive preferences are most often
discussed inrelation to material poverty and deprivation (e.g. Nussbaum
2000; Sen 1985). Scholars point out that the content of preferences
adjusts to conditions of material deprivation and oppression. They
argue that preferences formed in response to such conditions should
not be considered reliable and authoritative judgment about the agent’s
well-being. The questionable status of adaptive preferences is the basis
for a critique of subjective welfarism, which assumes that preference
satisfaction equates with well-being.

There are several accounts of adaptive preferences (e.g. Khader
2011). Some accounts consider adaptive preferences problematic
because they are contrary to well-being. Such accounts endorse an objective
theory of well-being. They stipulate that adaptive preferences should
not be considered authoritative judgments about well-being because
of their content. This implies the satisfaction of adaptive preferences
does not make the agent objectively better off (although it may make
her subjectively better off). Conditions of deprivation induce agents
to downgrade their expectations, to the point that the content of
their preferences becomes contrary to their objective well-being. A
predictable objection to this account is that it risks failing to respect
value pluralism and justifying inappropriate paternalism. But since this
article is not concerned with well-being but with autonomy, I move on to
discuss accounts that consider adaptive preferences problematic because
their formation involves a deficit of autonomy. These accounts stipulate that
adaptive preferences are problematic not because of their content, but
because the history of their formation involves a deficit in autonomy. For
instance, adaptive preferences occur when a change in the set of options
induces the agent to unconsciously reverse her preference ordering
(Elster 1982). Preference change does not result from deliberate
and intentional revision of the agent’s desires, but from a drive, a
psychological mechanism of which the agent is not fully aware. What
is at stake here is authenticity: preference adaptation is deficient in
autonomy when preference reversal does not follow from a conscious
revision of higher-order commitments and conceptions of oneself."

14 Serene J. Khader (2011, 87-88) criticises this account of adaptive preference on two
grounds. First, she points out that the only way for practitioners and policy makers
to know whether other people’s preference are deficient in autonomy is to look at
the content of preferences (since they cannot “read other people’s minds”). She
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What is interesting is that, although it is commonplace in the adaptive
preferences literature, the connection between material poverty and
adaptive preferences is contingent (in objective good accounts as well as
in autonomy-based ones). Other kinds of circumstances may facilitate
adaptive preferences formation. I would like to submit that extreme
wealth can also be conducive to problematic preference adaptation. How
could that be possible? We can observe that people adapt to affluence,
that is, to the standards of living associated with high incomes. Rich
people arelastingly or permanently exposed to affluence. The preferences
of people who are lastingly or permanently exposed to affluence are
formed in response to such exposure to wealthy lifestyles. Now, such
adjustment is not sufficient to diagnose adaptive preferences, since non-
autonomous adaptive preferences must also involve a complete reversal
of preference orderings (Elster 1982, 229). Yet it might be the case that
exposure to affluence provokes such reversal. For example, rich people,
who are lastingly exposed to affluence, might be induced to evaluate
and rank certain lifestyles differently from the way they would have
evaluated them had they not been exposed to affluence. They might
be led to downgrading options they would have otherwise positively
appreciated without having reflected on their reasons for downgrading
such options.

The idea that the rich suffer from adaptive preferences may seem
counterintuitive. The rich seem to have access to more options than
the non-rich. If so, isn’t she more autonomous? In the two following

thus suggests that they “are surreptitiously using a theory of the good rather than
procedural autonomy to distinguish” adaptive preferences. But this is a practical
problem rather than a fundamental issue. The fact that it is difficult to identify a
phenomenon does not mean we must change the definition of this phenomenon.
Adaptive preferences as autonomy deficits may be a meaningful concept and
describe a real and socially relevant phenomenon without being easy to diagnose.
This critique is thus not fatal to autonomy-based accounts of adaptive preferences.
Second, Khader worries that this definition classes too many preferences as
adaptive. Akratic preferences and (unconscious) correction of expensive tastes
would count as adaptive. The problem is that she does not precisely explain why
it is problematic to count such preferences as adaptive. She seems to suggest that
we should not see such preferences as “worthy of public suspicion”. Indeed, if
we thought adaptive preferences always required coercive public interventions
aiming to actively prevent agents from satisfying their preferences, it would be
dangerous to treat too many preferences as adaptive. But the adaptive preference
literature does not have to draw such extreme implications from its definition of
adaptive preferences. It may just recommend setting social conditions conducive to
autonomous preference formation.
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subsections, I shall explain why it might be the case that the rich have
actually fewer options than the non-rich, despite their purchasing power.

3.3. Extreme Wealth Might Erode Our Capacity to Revise
Our Conception of the Good Because it Habituates Us to
Expensive Lifestyles

Even if exposure to a great number of options favoured autonomy, there
are reasons to believe the rich do not have access to more options than
other people. It is now time to challenge the idea that the rich have access
to more options than the non-rich. Of course, many options cost money.
At a first glance, it thus seems the rich must have access to more options
than the non-rich: they have access to both expensive and inexpensive
options, whilst the non-rich only have access to inexpensive options.
But this reasoning does not take into account psychological obstacles
to the enjoyment of certain options. A psychological mechanism,
which constitutes the third mechanism through which wealth might
undermine autonomy, may hinder wealthy people’s access to some of
the options theoretically available to them through habituation to comfort
and expensive lifestyle. As we have already noted, wealthy people are
regularly exposed to and get used to lifestyles that are inaccessible to
most people. With some exceptions, most wealthy people habituate to
expensive lifestyles and a high level of comfort. They are more likely to
develop expensive preferences and habits. By saying that a person has
expensive preferences, I mean that she needs a comparatively high level
of material resources and money to reach a given level of satisfaction.
When most human beings might be sufficiently satisfied with a yearly
net income of, say, 20 000 €, the person who has expensive preferences
might need thirty times as much to reach the same level of satisfaction.
Insofar as she is habituated to affluent lifestyles, the rich are much
more likely to need more material resources than the non-rich to reach
the same satisfaction level. We can intuitively grasp how easier—
psychologically speaking - it is to switch from a frugal lifestyle to a
costly one than the opposite. For example, it seems most people do not
have issues with transitioning from the standard of living that is typical
of students to the one full time paid workers can afford (although they
might miss other aspects of student life, such as having a lot of time
devoted to learning things for their own sake). By contrast, the decrease
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in income caused by events such as divorce or the loss of a job seems to
cause major decreases in well-being (although income is certainly not
the only factor in those examples, it has its importance). Some empirical
research provides indirect support to the hypothesis that the more
wealthy people are, the more money they are likely to need to reach a
given level of well-being. For example, Frey and Stutzer show that the
rich’s appreciation of a “sufficient income” is higher than the non-rich’s
(Frey and Stutzer 2002).

Expensive preferences do not only result from the fact that one
becomes accustomed to a high level of comfort and luxury. They also
result from prevailing consumption norms in one’s social group of
reference. Robert Frank illustrates this phenomenon with the following
example: suppose a person wants to replace her old 90$ outdoor grill.
Nowadays, most people in her social group buy upmarket grills, which
may cost up to 5000$. This person starts wondering whether she should
not replace her 90$ grill with at least a 1000% model. The fact that other
people in the social circle of this person spend so much money on
luxury grills changes the conventional definition of what an acceptable
grill is in a given social group (Frank 1999, 10-11). Since rich people
tend to frequent other rich people, it becomes inconceivable for them
not to follow expensive consumption patterns.

To summarise, wealthy people are more likely to develop expensive
preferences because they get used to luxuries available to them and
because their consumption patterns tend to replicate those of other rich
people. We can thus argue that expensive preferences impede autonomy
because they increase the psychological costs of revising one’s conception
of the good life. The argument is the following: a person who is rich
becomes habituated to the standard of living associated with wealth.
She thus develops expensive preferences and habits. Since expensive
preferences render us less capable of being satisfied with little material
resources, it is more difficult to transition from expensive preferences
to non-expensive ones than the reverse. Now, each possible conception
of the good life is only compatible with a limited set of standards of
living. For example, many interesting careers are not likely to make
someone very rich: farmer, teacher, artist, nurse, priest, police officer,
baker, carpenter, musician or reporter, to name only a few. Choosing or
transitioning to such careers is likely to be psychologically difficult for
someone who has expensive preferences. Such psychological costs and
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obstacles can thus prevent an agent from considering many potentially
worthwhile lifeplans. In that sense, expensive preferences created
by wealth erode our capacity to revise our life plans and to act upon
our authentic judgments. Less comfortable options are theoretically
available to the rich, but in practice, they are rarely seriously considered.
Since being able to revise our lifeplans and to act upon our authentic
judgments is a crucial dimension of autonomy, extreme wealth may,
through the mechanism I have just described, erode autonomy.

3.4. Extreme Wealth Might Erode Our Capacity to Revise
Our Conception of the Good Because it Could Trigger a Fear
of a Drop in Status

Another psychological obstacle that might render some options
unavailable to extremely wealthy people is related to over-attachment to
social status. The key idea of this fourth mechanism is that being wealthy
induces a fear of a drop in status, which undermines authenticity and restricts
the range of options the agent has genuine access to. The identification of
the mechanism starts with the observation that we, human beings, have
a tendency to desire to keep up with the people who have the same
social status as us (or a slightly higher social status). Social status is
generally related to wealth. If we want to keep up with those who
have a given social status, we are likely to want to keep up with those
who have a certain level of income. The higher our income and wealth
are, the higher the social status we want to keep up with. Empirical
evidence shows that an increase in income leads to an increase in social
aspirations (Diener 2000). The problem is that, if wealthy people want
to keep up with a high social status, their life choices have to align with
this goal. Their choices must not conflict with the need to keep up with
other rich people. Therefore, in order to retain their social status, they
will be prompted to eliminate certain possibly valuable options from
their options set, including choices of career and marriage partners.
This means that the only options most agents seriously consider are the
options that involve them being at least as wealthy as they currently are
(or as wealthy as their parents currently are). Although rich people can
conceivably flourish with less money and status than they currently have,
their significant life choices (including career choices and the choice of
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a partner) are likely to be driven by a “fear of a drop in status”."® They
do not worry about not having enough material resources to pursue
the conception of the good they genuinely value (this worry is perfectly
compatible with the exercise of autonomy). They worry about keeping
their status, and this prevents them from giving serious and genuine
consideration to alternative palatable career or marriage options. If
we frame the problem in terms of adequacy of options, this means the
higher one’s wealth-related social status is, the fewer options one has,
since there are only a few social positions that still deserve consideration,
given the fear of dropping. The higher one’s wealth-related social status
is, the less scope one has to revise one’s goals so that they cohere with
one’s authentic self.

This mechanism belongs to a class of mechanisms through which
having more choices may actually make people less free, due to the
expectations and pressures from others that accompany these new
choices. Gerald Dworkin gives the example of the choice of determining
the sex of one’s children. He suggests having this choice may not
make future parents freer, because of “the social pressures that are
likely to be exerted on parents to produce one sex rather than another
(the grandparents who always wanted a little girl or the community
that needs more soldiers)” (Dworkin 1988, 68). On the one hand,
parents have more freedom of choice. On the other hand, they have
less autonomy since this new choice provides others with a reason to
put them under pressure (a violation of the independence condition
of autonomy) and may threaten their capacity to live in accordance
with the values they cherish the most (a violation of the authenticity
condition). Analogously, when we mitigate the pressure to conform,
the rich seem to have more options with respect to career choices than
the poor. But once we take into account such pressure, it might be that
careers such as electrician, baker, nurse or primary school teacher are in
fact inaccessible to the rich.

At this point, the reader might wonder why the choice to keep up
with a high social status should be considered less autonomous than the
choice to pursue a career or to marry a partner that does not fit well with

15 Iborrow the term from Maurin (2009), although Maurin uses it in a different way
and addresses a different issue, that is, the social and economic consequences of the
fear of a drop in status of middle class graduates who have a stable job.
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the expectations associated to a high social status. The reader might
think rich people can deliberate carefully about options involving a drop
in status and consciously settle upon prestigious career and marriage
choices. Insofar as a choice is autonomous in virtue of its history rather
than in virtue of its content, the choice to keep up with a high status
can conceivably be considered as autonomous. However, sociological
studies suggest that the education and socialisation of the progeny of
rich people are designed in such a way as to ensure rich families will
retain their status across generations (e.g. Pingon and Pin¢on-Charlot
2009, 101-111). Spatial segregation and endogamy act as safeguards
against individual choices that could threaten the sheer existence and
interests of the very rich (Pingon and Pingon-Charlot 2009, 52-68). To
describe the phenomenon in Pierre Bourdieu’s terms, rich people are
characterised by a habitus, that is, a set of stable dispositions, which
includes beliefs, desires, values, and behavioural patterns. Habitus
is the embodiment of the fact that one belongs to a given social class
(Bourdieu 1979, 112-113; 1984 133-136). Such habitus is not freely and
deliberately acquired. Habitus is acquired through class socialisation
and conditioning. Habitus contributes itself to the reproduction of the
conditions of class socialisation. Rich bourgeois people and working-
class people each have their own habitus. Habitus involves a hierarchical
classification of lifestyles: the habitus of the rich is ranked higher than
the habitus of the poor (for example, their artistic tastes will be deemed
more refined than those of working-class people). Such unchosen
classification turns into a virtue in the fierce competition for wealth
and power by inducing agents to select options that fit well with their
social group (Bourdieu 1979, 195). Therefore, study and career paths,
spatial segregation, endogamy, consumption habits, and aesthetic tastes
are part of the strategies the rich use to retain their social position and
ensure social reproduction over time. Such strategies are all the more
effective as they are unconsciously pursued (Bourdieu 1979, 285)." If
a person becomes fully aware that she marries another person in order
to retain her social status, and not because she is genuinely in love with
her partner, she will probably start wondering whether she should not

16 To my knowledge, Bourdieu (1984, 44-45) did not defend a limitarian tax as a way
to render people more autonomous. He suggested we could increase our autonomy
by increasing our sociological knowledge, and in particular by becoming aware of
our habitus.
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consider other marriage options, whether such options are not valuable
too, whether the goal she pursues by marrying a rich partner is genuinely
her own, and so on. The rich, whose interests qua members of the social
group or class of rich people, are the most likely to be threatened by a
change of social status involved by an atypical marital or career choice
(since there are fewer social status options enabling them to keep up
with their current social position). Although the fear of a drop in status
is present in every social group (except the lowest ones, who do not have
anything to lose), it is likely to be stronger in the upper layers of society.
Therefore, other things being equal, and insofar as a fear of a drop in
status hampers the capacity to elaborate and revise an autonomous
conception of the good life, the rich might be less autonomous than
other social groups.

The idea that psychological obstacles (broadly understood) can
restrict the number of options available to the agent may raise the
following worry: having strong commitments, such as religious or
ethical commitments, seems also to lead the agent to disregard a range
of potentially valuable options.”” But the line of reasoning developed
above does not imply autonomy-based normative theories should be
wary of strong commitments (this would be odd). From an autonomy-
based perspective, the crucial problem with the third and the fourth
mechanism is not the mere fact that wealth limits the rich’s option. The
crucial problem pertains to the process through which the rich, or some
rich, are induced to fail to consider a range of options. This process has
nothing to do with rational deliberation and genuine commitments. It
is triggered by unthinking dispositions such as habituation, fear and
social habitus. Likewise, the sheer fact that agents cease to consider a
range of options other might deem valuable as a result of their religious
or ethical commitments is not problematic from an autonomy-based
perspective. It would be problematic only if these agents came to
embrace such commitments in the wrong kind of way, for instance as a
result of anxiety."®

17 Ithank an anonymous reviewer for having raised this important issue.

18 These commitments need not be acquired in an autonomous way. Most of our
commitments are not: we tend to adopt the religions, ethical and political views
that are endorsed by the people around us. But this need not be a problem as long
as education also equips us with the capacities needed to revise these commitments
and come to embrace them in the right kind of way.
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3.5. Extreme Wealth Might be Incompatible with
Transparency with One’s Own Values

The fifth mechanism can be summarised as follows: insofar as, in a world
of finite resources, an extremely wealthy lifestyle is incompatible with
social and environmental justice, and insofar as we, humans, tend to
shun the belief that our own behaviours and values are harmful to others,
extreme wealth is not conducive to transparency with one’s reasons for
action, which is a condition of autonomy. This last mechanism is related
to the logic exhibited by Festinger’s theory of cognitive dissonance
(Festinger 1962). In a nutshell, cognitive dissonance refers both to the
inconsistencies between one’s beliefs, or between one’s values and one’s
actions, and to the discomfort these inconsistencies generate. Evidence
shows humans shun such inconsistencies. We are motivated to resolve
them, either by revising our beliefs or by changing our behaviours.
Recently, research on cognitive dissonance has focused on the hypothesis
that the main motivation for overcoming dissonance is to sustain the
belief that one is a good person (Monin 2008). Cognitive dissonance
theory may explain why, in consumerist societies, there is be a general
tendency to ignore or minimise information about environmental
problems requiring major consumption behaviour changes (Kollmuss
and Agyeman 2002, 254). When we face a conflict between our ethical
values (environmental preservation or social justice) and our desires
(living a comfortable and luxurious life), we unconsciously solve the
inconsistency by selectively perceiving the information that confirms
the path of behaviour we want to adopt, or ignoring or minimising the
information that contradicts it.

As to the rich, their path of behaviour and even the sheer existence
of extremely wealthy people are likely to be inconsistent with a wide
range of conceptions of social as well as environmental justice. In a
world of finite resources, the appropriation of a significant quantity
of resources by a small minority of people will threaten the access of
other people to their fair share and even their capacity to meet their
basic needs. Wealthy people do not only save and consume resources
over which others may have legitimate claims, they also tend to adopt
practices inconsistent with the stability of just institutions, such as fiscal
evasion and political pressure to reduce taxation on income and wealth.
Furthermore, luxury consumption habits such as frequent travelling
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are probably not compatible with the long-term preservation of the
capacity of ecosystems to meet human needs. Some would probably
object that rich people also invest their capital, that such investments are
required to improve the fate of less advantaged social groups (through
job creation, for instance) and that rich people need to be incentivised
to make such contribution to the social product. If this logic is true, the
fact that some people are extremely wealthy is not incompatible with
social justice. Yet there are a couple of reasons to doubt the validity
of such logic. First, recent economic history suggests that, although
some inequalities might be needed to incentivise people to invest their
financial as well as their human capital, those inequalities need not be
as extreme as they currently are: economic history suggests top income
shares were substantially lower in the postwar decades than they are
now (e.g. Atkinson et al. 2011). The point here is not to argue for a
specific conception of social justice, but to suggest that a broad range
of widespread and plausible conceptions of social justice is unlikely to
deem the existence of extremely rich people acceptable. If this is the
case, the extremely rich person who, like most of us, wants to sustain the
belief that she is a good person might face an inconsistency between her
path of behaviour and plausible conceptions of social justice. In order to
avoid cognitive dissonance and solve this inconsistency, she could either
change her behaviour, give away her money (but this is unlikely to
happen), or change her beliefs about social justice (this is more likely to
happen). She might thus be induced to ignore, minimise or reinterpret
true information on the harmful impacts of her behaviours and actions.
She might assess conceptions of social justice as well as empirical
research in economics and social sciences not on the basis of their true
merits, but on the basis of their consistency with the existence of her
social class. She might also come to believe that cynicism is de bon ton.
She might wholeheartedly embrace the belief that wealth has beneficial
trickle-down effects on the poor, or that charity is more efficient than tax
and transfers, not because these beliefs are valid (although they might
be so), but because they are consistent with her sustaining her path of
behaviour, values, and lifestyle.

Cognitive dissonance is bad for autonomy because autonomy involves
transparency with one’s own values and reasons for actions. One way
of regaining autonomy is to minimise the importance of sustaining a
given path of behaviour or to revise our desires so that satisfying them
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does not contradict our values. Insofar as wealthy people tend to have a
wealthy lifestyle, and people who have a wealthy lifestyle tend to want
to sustain it, they are likely to be less transparent with their values and
reasons for beliefs and actions, and thus less autonomous.

4. Autonomy-Based Limitarian Distributive Justice

The preceding section has expounded five mechanisms which suggest
that, above a certain wealth ceiling, a person’s having more material
resources does not always increase her autonomy, and might even be
detrimental to it, at least for some rich people. Let us move slightly
further and examine the normative implications of autonomy-based
political philosophy if the negative impacts of wealth on autonomy
prove to be true. One way to address these negative impacts consists
in preventing people from having too much in order to protect their
autonomy. Distributive policies, through which a specific allocation
of material wealth and resources is achieved, are a possible tool for
this purpose. If wealth undermines the development and exercise of
autonomy in several ways, preventing the effects of excessive wealth on
autonomy will provide a reason—albeit not a decisive one - to justify
a limitarian distribution. In a limitarian distribution, citizens would be
prevented to acquire or receive too much material resources in order to
protect their autonomy.” Such limitarian distribution could be achieved
by a “limitarian tax”, that is, a 100% wealth and income tax above a
certain wealth ceiling.

4.1. Restoring the Liberal Paternalist Balance Between the
Rich and the Poor

At this point, the reader is likely to worry that we are deriving too rapidly
a controversial normative proposal from empirical conjectures. Political
philosophers and policy-makers cannot read in rich people’s mind to
determine with certainty whether they are really autonomous or not,
and might thus unjustifiably treat them as non-autonomous. But when
we shift our attention from the rich to the poor, however, it appears that

19  Let us remark that autonomy-based limitarianism is a partial theory of justice and
does not preclude the normative relevance of other demands of justice.
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some liberal philosophers, economists, and policy-makers seem willing
to endorse policies and practices that presuppose that some categories
of (non-rich) citizens need some help in order to exercise and develop
their autonomy. Examples of such policies include the public provision
of goods and services in kind rather than in cash.?® Few liberal-minded
philosophers, economists, policy-makers or citizens advocate replacing
the public provision of education or health with their equivalent in cash.!
Although the public provision of some collective goods may be justified
on efficiency grounds,? in-kind provision of goods such as housing
or food subsidies seems to a large extent motivated by paternalistic
concerns (e.g. Musgrave 1959; Thurow 1976; Currie and Gahvari 2008).
As Thurow puts it:

“ [...] Obviously it is a difficult problem to establish any individual’s
degree of incompetence, but the existence of incompetence is a problem
that neither governments nor economists can ignore. [...] in-kind aid
can be used to influence individuals to make those decisions that society
thinks they would be making if they fell into those classes with absolute
consumer sovereignty” (Thurow 1976, 372-373)

Consumer sovereignty refers here to autonomy. Now, although in-kind
aid presupposes that some individuals are not sufficiently autonomous,
it does not presuppose that all beneficiaries are not autonomous.
It suffices that only some of them are to justify mildly paternalistic
policies. Hence several liberal-minded thinkers find acceptable to treat
autonomous citizens as non-autonomous agents in order to make sure
they less autonomous fellow citizens do not jeopardise their future
well-being and autonomy. What is striking, however, is that we seldom
consider applying the same line of thought to rich people.?

20 I deliberately do not mention compulsory education, because, in our societies, we
consider treating children as non-autonomous agents more legitimate than treating
adults as non-autonomous agents. Discussing whether and under which conditions
it is justifiable to treat children as non-autonomous agents is beyond the scope of
this paper.

21 There are exceptions, of course, such as Stuart White’s (2010) proposal to replace
higher education subsidies with a basic capital.

22 For some goods such as education, it may help mitigating coordination costs
and better address asymmetry of information between providers and users. For
instance, see Colin Crouch’s (2003) discussion of the problems created by market
provision of education.

23 The disproportionate attention political philosophy, economics and public
administration place on the poor’s alleged lack of autonomy (compared to the
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If we believe that mildly paternalistic policies (such as in-kind
provision) aimed at the poor are justifiable in a liberal democracy,
despite the fact that some members of the target group are sufficiently
autonomous, we should be willing to consider mildly paternalistic
policies aimed at the rich. Of course, a seemingly genuine liberal
alternative is to have no paternalistic policies at all, be it for the rich
or for the poor. The problem is that, although such policy succeeds
in treating people as if they were sufficiently autonomous, it may fail
at securing real autonomy in the long run: the capacity for autonomy
comes into degrees and continues developing throughout human life.

These considerations speak in favour of not just a limitarian
distribution of wealth, but in favour of a distributive pattern combining
limitarianism and sufficientarianism. Sufficientarianism contributes to
secure autonomy for several reasons. Material poverty and important
economic inequalities hamper independence, liberty, and access to
an adequate set of options. Poverty and inequalities jeopardise a
person’s bargaining power and make her subject to the will of others.
Moreover, when extremely wealthy citizens have a decisive influence
on the outcome of supposedly democratic processes, the “fair value”
of political liberties is not guaranteed anymore (Rawls 2001, 148-150).
The parallel between poverty and wealth suggests a coherent limitarian
theory of justice is likely to endorse sufficientarianism as well.

rich) seems to amount to a systematic epistemic injustice of the testimonial sort.
Testimonial injustices occur when an agent does not receive the right amount of
credibility from an observer (or hearer) owing to prejudice on the observer’s part
(Fricker 2007, 17). The right amount of credibility is the amount that matches the
truth (Fricker 2007, 18). Testimonial injustice is systematic when it is connected
with other types of injustices, such as distributive injustices (Fricker 2007, 27).
Because not all poor people are non-autonomous, the poor who are falsely treated
as incompletely autonomous receive an unfair deficit of credibility and are thus
victims of testimonial injustices. Because not all rich people are fully autonomous,
the rich who are falsely treated as fully autonomous receive an unfair excess of
credibility and are thus also victims of testimonial injustices. According to Fricker,
most epistemic injustices consist of credibility deficits. Credibility excess, however,
constitutes an epistemic injustice when it is cumulative, that is, when a person’s
capacity as a knower has been undermined, malformed and insulted by repeated
excessive attributions of credibility. She illustrates this possibility by the case of
a member of the ruling elite who would have since childhood been repeatedly
“epistemically puffed up” by others. The development of this person’s capacity as
a knower would thus have been seriously hampered. He would have been made a
fool of (Fricker 2007, 18).
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4.2. How Much Is Too Much?

Readers may wonder how much is too much. Giving a number is difficult
because the impact of material wealth on an individual’s autonomy
depends on a variety of factors, including economic conditions such
as inflation and current standards of living. In addition, the capability
approach has taught theorists of distributive justice that differently
abled people need different amounts of resources to achieve the same
standard of living (e.g. Robeyns 2011). Thus, the wealth ceiling for a
person with a long-lasting health condition to be able to develop and
exercise her autonomy must be higher than for healthy individuals.
However, it is important to offer ways to identify the level of wealth that
should be limited to provide guidance as well as to enable us to test our
intuitions.*

If the mechanisms described in the preceding section prove to be true,
they will provide some guidance to establish the appropriate wealth
ceiling. The first mechanism suggests a person owns too much once
she need not taking into account material constraints in her practical
deliberation anymore. The problem is that the extent to which one has
to take such constraints into account does not just depend on one’s level
of wealth. It also depends on the financial costs of one’s ambition, on
the availability of publicly funded provision of goods and services (if a
person’s ambitions include attending university, this presumably will be
less costly in countries that provide state-funded higher education), as
well as on her own perception of how rich she is. After all, Walt Disney’s
multimillionaire duck, Uncle Scrooge, remains overly preoccupied with
material constraints. Perhaps the best rule of thumb would be to make
a survey and ask people how much one must possess to be financially
comfortable.

The second mechanism, the adaptive preferences mechanism,
provides more straightforward guidance when it is combined with the
third and the fourth one. The third mechanism suggests that a person is
too rich when her wealth is such that she becomes accustomed to a level
of comfort and luxury it would be difficult to renounce. This suggests
the wealth ceiling must be quite low since the average, middle-class

24 Ithank an anonymous reviewer for having pressed this point.
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standard of living in Western countries is likely to be difficult to abandon
for the average level of comfort in other parts of the world. Hence the
wealth ceiling might be barely higher than the basic “poverty” threshold
of material resources a person needs to develop and exercise a sufficient
level of autonomy (note that such threshold would presumably be much
higher than the poverty line put forward by the World Bank).

The fourth mechanism is triggered by inequalities of social status,
which are related to inequalities of wealth and income. This means that,
in order to prevent this, society should attempt to move closer to equality
of social status. As a result, the wealth ceiling should be such that the
gap between this ceiling and the autonomy-based poverty threshold
does not lead to a significant inequality of social status. A complication
is that inequality of social status is not only due to inequality of material
income and capital but also to inequalities of social and cultural capital.

The fifth mechanism suggests that the limitarian distribution of
wealth must attempt to prevent cognitive dissonance. Here, cognitive
dissonance is involved when there are conflicts between a person’s
willingness to keep her share of material resources and her ability to
assess different normative and empirical views of distributive justice
on the basis of their true merits (rather than on their tolerance for this
person’s preference for keeping what she has). This suggests that the
wealth ceiling should adjust so as to prevent the rich from getting more
than their fair share. However, an important clarification is needed here.
It is not exactly the conflict between a person’s preference for keeping
her money and a view of distributive justice philosophers and economists
could deem valid that triggers cognitive dissonance. Cognitive dissonance
is more likely to be triggered by the possible conflict between a person’s
preference for keeping her money and widespread views of distributive
justice among laypersons since such views are more readily available.
Therefore, the autonomy-based wealth ceiling should be close to
people’s beliefs about how much is too much.

The result of this brief discussion seems to be twofold. First, the
wealth ceiling is likely to be close to what laypersons think the wealth
ceiling should be. One way of knowing that is to conduct a survey on
people’s beliefs about the wealth ceiling. This task has recently been
undertaken by Ingrid Robeyns (Robeyns 2018). Another way is to take
inspiration from existing political campaigns and proposals, which
attempt to echo electors’ intuitions about the issue. In 2013, a Swiss
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popular initiative labelled “1:12” proposed a law that would have
prohibited firms from offering salaries more than twelve times higher
than the lowest salary (the initiative was ultimately rejected). In 2017,
French presidential candidate Jean-Luc Mélenchon proposed a 100% tax
on yearly incomes above €400 000 (about $460 000).” However, if we
wish to use the €400 000 income ceiling as a rule of thumb, we should
bear in mind that further adjustments would be needed to take into
account inflation, purchasing power parity, international differences
in standards of living, provision of public goods and services as well
as interindividual inequalities of capabilities. Thus, the wealth ceiling
for disabled persons or for those who live in expensive cities like New
York, London or Paris might be higher—but this would also depend
on the availability of public goods such as healthcare facilities or
affordable and efficient public transportation. Second, the gap between
the autonomy-based wealth ceiling and the (probably high) autonomy-
based sufficiency threshold is likely to be narrow. This is not because
inequality is considered bad in itself: this paper derives limitarianism
from the value of autonomy, not from the value of equality. This is
because the amount of material wealth everyone has access to should
be sufficiently high to secure independence, adequate options as well
as the proper development and exercise of mental and critical abilities,
but also sufficiently low to prevent habituation to a high level of comfort
and luxury, fear of a drop in status and cognitive dissonance. From this
perspective, the €400 000 wealth ceiling might be already too high.?® The
wealth ceiling might thus be situated somewhere between €400 000
and the amount of money each individual would possess in a strictly
resource egalitarian society, and this ceiling would be adjusted for
purchasing power and capability parity.

5. Autonomy-Based Limitarianism and Legitimate
Coercion

Thus far, the article has suggested empirical hypotheses in support of
the theses that, above a certain wealth ceiling, a person’s having more

25 Note that limitarianism would require this income tax to be combined with a
wealth tax.
26 Ithank an anonymous reviewer for having pointed this to me.
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material resources does not always increase her autonomy and might
even be detrimental to it. Then, it has argued that, if these theses prove to
be true, a possible normative implication would be the implementation
of a limitarian distribution of wealth beyond a certain ceiling. Achieving
a given distribution of wealth requires unpopular measures such as
taxation. To secure a limitarian distribution of wealth, a 100% tax rate
on wealth and income above a determinate threshold might be needed.
However, such a proposal raises a puzzling issue. On one hand, taxes
seem to involve the use of the state’s coercive power to protect people’s
autonomy. On the other hand, coercion is damaging to autonomy. Are
taxes aiming at promoting the autonomy of the taxpayer necessarily
problematic from a liberal perspective? To address this question, I shall
draw from Joseph Raz’s seminal analysis of the relationship between
coercion and autonomy.

Raz warns us that coercion as a method of encouraging people to act
for their own good is suspect: “we are all too familiar with the danger of
exaggerating the degree to which people’s well-being can be promoted
in flat contradiction to their formed judgments and preferences” (Raz
1986, 151). Yet he affirms liberals should not exaggerate the evils of
coercion. Coercion may legitimately be used “to secure natural and
social conditions which enable individuals to develop an autonomous
life” (Raz 1986, 156). Coercion is a notion that involves both descriptive
and evaluative dimensions (Raz 1986, 148-157). Descriptively, coercion
occurs when the coercive agent threatens the coerced agent to make her
worse off if she does an action A the coercive agent wants to prevent
her from doing, and when the threat is effective (the belief the threat
will materialise is part of the reasons for the coerced agent not to do
A). There are also two evaluative dimensions of coercion: a threat is
a coercive one if (i) it invades the coerced agent’s autonomy and (ii)
the fact that someone acted under coercion counts as a justification or a
complete excuse for her action (Raz 1986, 150).

One might wonder whether a tax is really coercive. In The Morality
of Freedom, Raz suggests that taxes, as well as subsidies, are noncoercive
means the state can legitimately use to promote certain ideals (e.g. Raz
1986, 416). Taxation does not involve an overt threat. If this is correct, then
we must not worry about the illegitimate use of the coercive power of
the state to secure a limitarian distribution through taxation. However,
taxation is not as inoffensive as it seems to be. It is coercive in the sense
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that it manipulates the choice menu and the costs and payoffs associated
with each option (Waldron 1988, 1142). This means taxpayers’ decision to
save, give or earn money is altered by the fact that the state’s action has
attached new consequences to these options. Yet this need not be always
morally problematic. Some taxes pursue goals that justify coercion. Is
it the case for the limitarian tax? To address this question, let us have a
closer look at the idea that coercion invades autonomy. Drawing on Raz’s
analysis, it appears that coercion can invade autonomy in three ways.
First, coercion reduces the quantity and the quality of the options available
to the coerced agent. Coercion eliminates an option without creating a
desirable alternative. Second, even when its effects on the agent’s ability
to freely choose the life she values are negligible, a coercive act remains
problematic if it insults the coercive agent’s autonomy by treating her as a non-
autonomous agent. Third, coercive acts interfere with autonomy because
they deliberately change the agent’s reasons for acting as she does. Even milder
forms of coercion erode autonomy because they increase the opportunity
costs of acting against the will of the coercive agent and modify parts of
the reasons for the agent to act as she does.

Is a limitarian coercive measure like a tax problematic in one of these
respects? Regarding the reduction of available options, the limitarian
tax might actually increase the range of options accessible to the agent.
If the empirical hypotheses expounded in Section 3 are correct, excessive
wealth develops dispositions such that the rich cannot seriously consider
otherwise valuable options anymore. Limitarian coercive measures
could create desirable options for the formerly rich, such as the option
to become a professional baker.

What about the second way in which coercion invades autonomy?
Does a limitarian tax invade the autonomy of those subjected to this
tax by failing to treat them as autonomous agents? The autonomy-minded
limitarian could say: a state which implements coercive measures does
not express disrespect for the autonomy of its citizens if these measures
are precisely motivated by a concern for individual autonomy (Raz 1986,
156-157).

If it is true that wealth undermines autonomy, a limitarian tax does
not seriously invade autonomy in the first two respects. However, I
submit that a limitarian tax justified by a concern for autonomy would
interfere with the autonomy of the rich in the third respect because it
deliberately changes their reasons for acting as they do. A coercive tax changes
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the context of choice and thereby the reasons to choose an option
rather than another (Waldron 1988, 1145-1146). A limitarian tax would
induce the rich to become less rich not because they genuinely believe
excessive wealth undermines their autonomy, but because they want
to avoid paying even higher fines. Encouraging people to exercise their
autonomy through financial penalties does not make them understand
or commit to the autonomy-based reasons which motivate these
penalties. Most likely, if the rich do not endorse the goal these fiscal
policies attempt to promote, they will merely try to get around them and
hide their money in tax heavens. Furthermore, recall that the account of
autonomy the paper’s argument relies on is relational. Treating a group
of people as agents who are not fully autonomous would fail to meet
one of the conditions of autonomy. An autonomy-promoting society
should enable the agent to regard herself as capable and authorised
to define her commitments and act in accordance with them. These
conditions include self-trust, self-respect as well as being recognised
and treated by others (including state agents) as an autonomous agent.
Even mandatory autonomy-promoting education requires educators to
recognise and treat children as much as possible as autonomous agents,
taking into account their age and developmental stage.

An autonomy-based limitarian tax may thus invade rather than
promote the rich’s autonomy in one respect, that is, in that it may prevent
the rich from acting upon their own, authentically formed reasons. But it
is not sure this consideration should detract autonomy-based normative
theories from giving further consideration to limitarian coercive measures.
Firstly, one might conjecture that, through the five mechanisms suggested
above, excessive wealth might be more damaging to the formation of
autonomous conceptions of the good life than the limitation of freedom
involved by wealth taxes. But this is conjectural. Secondly, if we consider
the limitarian tax not as a stand-alone policy, but as a complement to other
policy measures, its problematic aspects dissipate.

Consider how the autonomy-promoting limitarian tax would fit in
with a more general theory of distributive justice.” Even though the
primary purpose of a limitarian tax is not redistributive, the argument
deployed here suggests the fiscal implications of distributive justice
might, as it happens, concur with the promotion of autonomy. Liberal,

27 This paragraph owes a lot to a discussion with George Pavlakos.
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autonomy-based, theories of justice can respond to the libertarian
objection that redistributive taxation is an illegitimate use of coercive
power (e.g. Nozick, 1974: 167-174) along the following lines. The use of
coercive power is legitimate if it is necessary to prevent the coerced agent
from causing harm to others (Raz 1986, 412-420). From an autonomy-
based perspective, a person is harmed when her autonomy is diminished.
If a sufficientarian distribution of wealth is necessary to secure autonomy,
redistributive compulsory taxation aiming at securing such distribution
is morally legitimate. If Rawlsian egalitarian distributive principles (or
other distributive principles, such as sufficientarian ones) were agreed
upon by reasonable citizens, taxation could be a permissible tool to bring
about the legitimate distribution of wealth. Whether we endorse a monist,
autonomy-based, conception of distributive justice, or a pluralist one,
combining autonomy and equality, the use of coercive power through
compulsory taxation to bring about the just distribution of wealth seems
legitimate. Yet this line of argument cannot, by itself, invalidate the claim
that redistributive taxation requires interference with the autonomy of
the taxpayer. It can only justify such interference either on the grounds
that redistribution ultimately increases the autonomy of the beneficiaries
or on grounds other than autonomy.” In other words, if we accept that
redistribution interferes with taxpayers’ autonomy, the justificatory
burden inevitably falls on the shoulders of the liberal champions of
redistributive taxation. They must provide sufficient justifications to show
that redistributive taxation either increases other people’s autonomy or
protects and promotes other values (such as equality), which have to
be balanced against the value of autonomy. But, thanks to the limitarian
argument, they might not have to do that. If the standard assumption
that wealth is always beneficial to autonomy is not true, as suggested in
Section 3, then redistributive taxation does not interfere with autonomy
(at least above the limitarian lines). Challenging this standard assumption
lightens the burden of justification liberal champions of redistributive
tax-and-transfer schemes must bear. And the distributive justice-based
legitimation of coercive taxation provides autonomy-based limitarianism

28 For example, Rawls (1999, para. 43) argues that taxation is justified insofar as it
contributes to the provision of public goods and to the realisation of the difference
principle.
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with an escape from the challenge that coercion might not be the best way
to enforce autonomy.”

Another line of defence against the worry that coercion damages
autonomy suggests the limitarian tax could be considered a catalyst
rather than a constraint. Autonomy-based limitarianism is likely to
imply that educational institutions should encourage the development
of limitarian dispositions. Educators should discourage the pursuit of
wealth beyond what is necessary to secure adequate autonomy. Such
educational practices, if consistent with the development of deliberative
and critical thinking skills, would equip learners with the capacity to
find, reflect on, endorse and possibly challenge the autonomy-based
reasons for not becoming too rich. Would such educational policies
dispense society with limitarian taxation? Perhaps not in a society like
ours, in which wealth and materialistic pursuits are highly valued. In
such a society, it might be appropriate to prevent people from becoming
too rich through compulsory taxation even though they endorse the
philosophical arguments in favour of limitarianism. In such a society,
expecting people to act on limitarian reasons may be excessively
demanding, because it would require them to run counter to established
social norms. Those who received an education aiming at cultivating
limitarian dispositions might fully agree with limitarian values, and
yet find themselves unable to act upon them. Phenomena such as
commercial advertising, peer pressure, expectations from partners and
children, the way the labour and consumption market are organised,
how the urban environment is shaped, hinder our capacity to live
autonomously. This is why education, or at least school education, may
not suffice to discourage the pursuit of material wealth in our societies.

29 Another potential objection to coercive redistributive tax-and-transfer schemes
might appeal to desert. According to this objection, redistributive taxation is wrong
when it prevents the hard-working and the competent from receiving money in
accord with what she deserves (desert being measured either according to her level
of effort or to her level of contribution). Rawls’s (1999, 246) discussion of desert
and the difference principle casts doubt on the desert objection by pointing out
that our talents, capacity to contribute and willingness to put forth effort can often
be traced to “undeserved contingencies” such as “class and natural abilities”. Note
also that, even if the desert objection were valid, it would not necessarily lead to the
conclusion that the rich are owed their wealth, since wealth might be detrimental to
them. Society should not reward deserving people with defective goods. I thank an
anonymous reviewer for having pointed this objection to me.
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Whereas if we were just prevented from becoming to wealthy and
thereby to adopt expensive lifestyles, we could reconcile the values we
have reasons to have with our patterns of behaviour. Therefore, if it is
coupled with genuinely autonomy-promoting education, compulsory
limitarian taxation can thus help people to live in accordance with their
own reasons. Taxation would be a catalyst, not an interference.
Theresult of the discussion of the first potential objection to autonomy-
based the limitarian tax may be summarised as follows. The discussion
draws from Raz’s account of the relationships between autonomy and
coercion. A limitarian tax is a coercive measure. A coercive measure
is morally problematic if it invades autonomy or if it could count as a
justification or as a complete excuse for the coerced act (Raz 1986, 150).%
The limitarian tax seems unlikely to have repercussions on whether the
actions of those who would pay this tax would be justifiable or excusable.
Hence a limitarian tax is above all justified if it does not invade autonomy.
If the thesis that wealth may restrict the rich’s options is true, a limitarian
tax does not invade autonomy by restricting the rich’s options. Nor does
it fail to treat the rich as an autonomous agent since the tax is motivated
by a concern for the rich’s autonomy.* Nevertheless, the tax invades the
rich’s autonomy in a third way, by deliberately changing their reasons
for action. But such consideration should not detract us from giving
autonomy-based limitarianism further consideration. First, autonomy-
based reasons may work as a complementary justification for tax-and-
transfer schemes aiming at securing an egalitarian or a sufficientarian
redistribution. Second, if limitarian taxes are implemented in conjunction
with limitarian education, they will work as a catalyst by helping people
to live in accordance with the values they acquired through education.

30 There could be other grounds for condemning coercion from a liberal perspective,
but since the article is mostly concerned with the value of autonomy I shall stick to
Raz’s account.

31 By “motivated by a concern for the rich’s autonomy”, I do not mean that the actual
individuals, political representatives, policy-makers or administrators, would be
necessarily motivated by such concern (whatever motivates people to strive for the
realization of justice and political morality is often complex and consists in a mix
of moral, quasi-moral and non-moral motives). I mean the tax could be justified on
the ground that it protects the rich’s autonomy, and such justification would follow
from valid factual and normative premises.
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6. The Incentive Objection

Suppose society becomes limitarian thanks to a combination of fiscal
policies and educational practices. A limitarian society might face the
following challenge. Insofar as members of such limitarian society would
remain self-interested maximisers,* a widespread limitarian ethos may
cause them to substitute leisure for income once they have reached a
given threshold of wealth. Now, suppose some people have more
economically productive capacities than others. If such people ceased
to be attracted by the prospect of high earnings, one of the incentives
to contribute significantly to the creation of wealth by working more
would disappear. Those who are below the sufficientarian threshold,
would not benefit any more from their efforts.

The challenge seems akin to the problem addressed by the theory
of optimal taxation.*® However, the theory of optimal taxation does not
have autonomy as its main focus. The theory of optimal tax progressivity
assumes that policies should aim to increase social welfare. A theory of
justice derived from the principle that autonomy is of primary moral
importance does not have social welfare as its primary goal. Therefore,
such theory draws different conclusions with respect to the extent to
which the high-skilled should be motivated to work hard in order to
contribute to the less lucky citizens. The social and economic objective
is to secure the material capital society needs to guarantee everyone the
capacity to develop and exercise autonomy.

If what matters is securing the economic, social and political
condition of autonomy, the high-skilled should only be motivated
to work to the extent that it is necessary to secure such conditions. It is
unnecessary to incentivise them to create wealth beyond what is needed
to secure autonomy. In Section 4, I have suggested these conditions
include a sufficientarian-limitarian distribution of wealth. They would
also include the material costs of securing other conditions of autonomy
development, such as the implementation of an autonomy-promoting

32 Perhaps non-economic attitudes, such as a commitment to the well-being of one’s
community, would suffice to motivate the high-skilled to contribute by working
harder in a limitarian society. But this is speculative.

33 The seminal contribution that posed the problem of optimal tax progressivity in
terms of maximising a social welfare function is an article by Mirrlees (1971). For a
synthesis of the evolutions of the theory of optimal taxation since Mirrlees’s article,
see: Slemrod (2006).
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educational system. How much social wealth would be necessary to
secure autonomy remains a question that I have no space to adequately
address here. One might guess that, in such a society, individual shares
of material wealth might not be necessarily very high. However, the
aim of developing a reasonably ambitious level of autonomy might
require significant investments in collective goods such as educational
institutions of various sorts. Provision of adequate health care and of a
financial safety net might also be needed. Therefore, we cannot exclude
that securing autonomy might require a quite high social product. If
so, autonomy-based distributive justice theorists have to reflect on the
morally permissible and desirable ways to induce the most competent
to create high levels of social products without being able to earn more
than the wealth ceiling.

7. Conclusion

This article has attempted to support the plausibility of two empirical
hypotheses regarding the impact of excessive wealth on autonomy: (i)
above a certain wealth ceiling, a person’s having more material resources
does not always increase her autonomy; (ii) above such wealth ceiling,
material possession might even be detrimental to the development and
the exercise of rich people’s autonomy, or at least some rich people.
Starting from a relational account of autonomy, this paper has discussed
five mechanisms that may challenge the standard assumption that
material wealth always increases autonomy. Such mechanisms even
suggest excessive material wealth could be detrimental to autonomy
in a number of ways. The article has also suggested (Section 4.2) that
these mechanisms may provide helpful guidance to determine a wealth
ceiling. The next part of the paper has investigated whether, if it is true
that excessive wealth undermines autonomy, autonomy promotion may
justify coercive measures such as taxation. It might be the case in one
respect: coercive measures alone tend to fail to commit those subjected
to them to their rationale. However, it appears that, if a limitarian tax
is coupled with either redistributive purposes or autonomy-promoting
educational policies, concerns raised by the effects of coercion of
autonomy might dissipate. In particular, if limitarian fiscal policies
aligned with educational practices, autonomy-promoting taxation
would become a device that would help people to act upon what they
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have reason to value rather than a coercive measure. But the problem of
incentives might remain: in a limitarian society, the material incentive to
contribute more to the social product would be less strong. The extent
to which this would be problematic would depend on the extent to
which securing sufficient autonomy would require creating high levels
of wealth.
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