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A notable feature of the contemporary housing landscape is the phenomenon of sorting. 
This is where people live in residential communities largely comprising members who 
share socially salient characteristics. Examples include demographic clusters of race 
and class. One reason sorting has significance is that it correlates with inequality. Some 
areas have better access to various beneficial goods, including higher incomes, more 
attractive jobs, good schools and health care, and lower crime rates. This has prompted 
proposals to advance more integrated neighbourhoods.1

In this article, we offer a normative defence of one possible option for making 
progress on this: neighbourhood demographic quotas. The broad idea here is specifying 
the proportion of individuals of, say, different ethnicities or socio-economic statuses 
who should live in a residential area. There have been variants of this policy tried in 
several European countries.2 Another instance of it is Singapore’s Ethnic Integration 
Policy, which stipulates an ethnicity ratio that areas and buildings must meet.3 There was 
also an attempt at it in the Obama administration’s Affirmatively Furthering Fair Housing 
rule, which, among other things, required that residential communities acknowledge 
their demographic composition and make plans for remedying imbalances.4 Although 
these policies operate differently, they share the underlying aim of demanding that 
locales have a certain population mix.

The version of the idea we defend sets a minimum threshold for the proportion 
of individuals from disadvantaged groups that neighbourhoods where they are 
currently underrepresented must meet or surpass. With this focus, we separate two 
possible targets for quotas. On the one hand, we could deploy them to ‘deconcentrate 

	 1	 Adams 2006; Anderson 2010; Fainstein 2010; Kim and Walton 2023.
	 2	 Tan 2023, p. 698.
	 3	 Sin 2002, pp. 1350-1354.
	 4	 Cashin 2021, pp. 68-69.
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disadvantage’. This has been their most common use in the past, where the practice 
has been to stipulate maximum numbers of disadvantaged individuals who can live in 
an area. Governments have sometimes used such policies to prevent local clusters of 
migrant groups.5 There are several reasons, some of which we discuss below, to reject 
subjecting ‘enclaves of the excluded’ to this treatment.6 However, this leaves open, 
on the other hand, deploying quotas to deconcentrate advantage. The version of the 
policy on which we focus has this approach, establishing an upper threshold on the 
proportion of those better-off who can live in an area. In other words, what we explore 
are neighbourhood demographic quotas designed to decluster ‘enclaves of advantage’. 

This approach has received surprisingly little attention in literature. A quota 
constitutes a direct bulwark to sorting. Moreover, it follows a model for dispersing 
advantage that has considerable support in other domains, such as use of gender or 
ethnicity quotas in tackling underrepresentation in parliament and various other 
professions.7 All of this indicates that neighbourhood demographic quotas are worth 
examination. In offering a defence, we steer literature towards giving them further 
consideration.

There are two wider contributions this investigation offers. First, it provides an 
avenue through which to investigate the moral issues of sorting. There is an increasing 
literature critical of this phenomenon.8 However, there remain questions about 
whether such concerns are sufficient to make the case for state interventions against 
it, particularly given objections those sympathetic to sorting might offer. One target 
of this article is to fill this gap by defending such intervention and responding to the 
normative challenges to it. Second, a thread in our analysis speaks to recent debates 
about the relationship between different domains of justice. In this literature, an 
integrationist framework maintains that individuals’ claims to certain entitlements vary 
depending on their holdings of other goods.9 In tackling some of the main objections 
to neighbourhood demographic quotas, our exploration engages with this framework, 
making the case that certain rights people are often thought to hold in relation to where 
they live may also have less strength when they are advantaged in other respects.

We proceed as follows. Section I sketches an argument against enclaves of advantage 
that we suggest gives presumptive support to the idea of neighbourhood demographic 

	 5	 Bolt 2009, p. 399.
	 6	 Draper 2025.
	 7	 Anderson 2010, pp. 148-153; Dworkin 2014.
	 8	 Anderson 2010; Soon 2023.
	 9	 Caney 2012; Walton 2020.
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quotas and outlines some policy options. Section II conceptualises what kind of claim 
individuals could have against such interventions, outlining the idea of a ‘right to 
sort’. Sections III-VI discuss possible bases for this right that derive from the values 
of residential choice, free association, located life plans, and anti-discrimination. 
Section VII addresses a final concern about unequal rights to sort and relates this to 
integrationism and principles of transitional justice. Section VIII concludes.

I. SEGREGATION, INEQUALITY, AND DEMOGRAPHIC QUOTAS

Although there are many reasons to find sorting troubling, we will focus on an 
established account of how neighbourhood arrangements where there are class and 
ethnicity clusters correlate with inequality in access to various beneficial goods, such 
as income, jobs, education, and health care.

This happens partly due to the problem of spatial mismatch.10 This describes the 
geographical distance between people and work. One reason people in low-income 
areas struggle to find suitable job opportunities is their respective locations. While there 
may be decent prospects in other neighbourhoods, individuals living in disadvantaged 
places often do not hear about them or cannot easily reach them. A similar difficulty 
arises in relation to other goods.11 Although reasonable health care and education is 
available in nearby locations, neighbourhood networks of people, communication, and 
transport act as a disconnection to access.

Another concern with residential clustering relates to social segregation. The issue 
here is that the existence of demographic concentrations in different neighbourhoods 
feeds into perceptions of in-groups and out-groups. It is a common phenomenon 
that people tend to hold prejudices about individuals they perceive as part of an out-
group and there is increasing evidence that residential arrangements have bearing 
on this.12 One explanation relates to social contact – because people interact less with 
those who live further away, they feel less social bond with them and tend towards 
feelings of dislike and distrust.13 Another, perhaps complementary, explanation relates 
to geographical space – when concentrations of socially salient groups live in distinct 

	 10	 Gobillon and Selod 2019.
	 11	 Anderson 2010, pp. 29-31; Van Ham, Tammaru, and Jannsen 2018, pp. 141-142.
	 12	 Semyonov and Glikman 2009; Anderson 2010, pp. 44-53; Laurence et al. 2019.
	 13	 Pettigrew and Tropp 2006.
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locations, it increases the perception of them as cohesive units and heightens the sense 
of in-group and out-group.14

The mechanisms of social segregation are important because they compound the 
relationship between demographic concentrations and inequality through what we 
might call the impacts of prejudice.15 This is the point that negative perceptions of out-
groups manifest in behaviour that affects prospects. For example, those in advantaged 
enclaves are more likely to discriminate against those who live in disadvantaged 
neighbourhoods, unfairly denying them access to goods such as jobs and housing. They 
are also more likely to vote against progressive policies that would address aspects of 
disadvantage through political measures. In this way, demographic arrangements not 
only present a barrier to accessing valuable goods (as they do through spatial mismatch) 
but operate as a causal mechanism that perpetuates inequality.

We think this relationship between residential geography and inequality provides a 
presumptive basis for states to act against sorting. If the problems were not connected 
in this fashion, redistributing wealth might be a way to address differences in prospects 
across neighbourhoods. But the bearing of social segregation and prejudice suggests 
that a long-term response likely involves some attempts to advance integration.16

Demographic quotas provide a mechanism for addressing these concerns. We can 
observe this in several parallel contexts. Where there has been a high concentration 
of men acting as parliamentary representatives, quotas reserving a certain number 
of electoral seats for women has been a means to combat their underrepresentation. 
There has been a similar approach to addressing the dominance of men on company 
boards and other high-status positions, such as senior academic roles. Likewise, 
several countries have reserved a set of places on university courses for candidates with 
an ethnic minority background. While the exact reason to deconcentrate advantage in 
these spaces may vary, the virtue of setting threshold targets to achieve the desired 
effect is straightforward. Where the number of individuals from certain socially salient 
groups is disproportionately low, quotas act as a direct corrective.

Drawing on policy examples, we can differentiate three ways a government might 
implement a quota setting a minimum threshold for the proportion of individuals from 
disadvantaged groups that neighbourhoods where they are currently underrepresented 
must meet or surpass. First, it might pursue a force strategy, ordering individuals 

	 14	 Enos 2017, pp. 51-78.
	 15	 Anderson 2010, pp. 57-65; Enos 2017, pp. 71-78.
	 16	 For extended defences of this conclusion, see Anderson 2010, pp. 112-134; Kim and Walton 

2023, pp. 615-620.
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to move out of an area, ordering others to move into it, or both. Denmark’s Parallel 
Societies law worked this way by emptying and demolishing accommodation in 
certain neighbourhoods.17 We could imagine taking the same approach to enclaves of 
advantage, perhaps also relocating disadvantaged individuals into vacant or newbuild 
housing blocks there.

Second, a government could adopt a regulative strategy, such as restricting to and 
from whom people can buy, sell, and rent, as Singapore’s Ethnic Integration Policy 
works.18 There are several options for implementing a version of this in enclaves of 
advantage. One is pursuing regulative-replacement – changing a population over time 
by stipulating that any advantaged individuals exiting the area may sell their property 
to only those who are underrepresented there. Another is regulative-expansion, where a 
neighbourhood is required to create additional accommodation that is made available 
to only disadvantaged individuals. For example, a community of 300 could go from 
being 100% to 75% populated by people who are white if it built new homes to house an 
extra 100 and all of them go to individuals with a minority ethnic background.

Third, a government could use a penalty strategy that allows people to respond to 
a target in a variety of ways. For example, it could tax advantaged individuals who are 
overrepresented in a neighbourhood or fine local councils who do not meet the quota, 
thus presenting them with a choice between relocating or working to avoid the penalty 
through collective efforts to increase the numbers of those who are underrepresented. 
The latter could include combatting housing discrimination in the area to increase 
the likelihood of demographic change through neighbourhood turnover (penalty-
replacement). It could also include relaxing exclusionary zoning laws that restrict 
housing to detached, single-occupancy options and building (or converting to) duplexes 
or apartment blocks that could accommodate more residents (penalty-expansion). In 
a broad sense, using penalties to pressure such responses was the approach of the 
Affirmatively Furthering Fair Housing rule and France’s Law on Solidarity and Urban 
Renewal.19 It is also how quotas have worked in several other contexts, the requirement 
that company boards have a certain proportion of female members being a known 
example.

This offers a range of possibilities for those convinced by the importance of 
integration to consider. In what follows, we set aside strategies of force (which face 
several accentuated or distinct objections) and focus on regulative and penalty quotas. 

	 17	 Lundsteen 2023, p. 266.
	 18	 Sin 2002, pp. 1352-1353.
	 19	 Cashin 2021, p. 68; Maaoui 2023, p. 1393.
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In determining which, if either, of these measures is a good way to proceed, there are 
significant questions about how they compare to other policy options for advancing 
integration. We shall return to this in Section VIII. But they also face pressing normative 
challenges, which concern claims individuals may have to resist state interventions of 
these kinds. We turn now to these matters.

II. A RIGHT TO SORT?

To consider possible criticisms of neighbourhood demographic quotas, it is useful 
to sketch the general form an objection to them would take. What this policy does is 
prevent people from residentially sorting in a particular way – forming clusters with 
a higher-than-permitted concentration of certain socially salient groups. Normative 
opposition will arise if individuals have a decisive claim against states making such 
interventions. We might reasonably refer to this in terms of them having a right to sort.20

We can elaborate this idea by detailing two incidents a right to sort would entail. First, 
it involves a liberty to inhabit a space where others in the nearby vicinity share socially 
salient characteristics. Second, it involves a mandate against others, including the state, 
interfering with one occupying such spaces. We can distinguish this conceptualisation 
from a more demanding right involving individuals having a sufficiently strong interest 
in clustered communities that others were under a duty to support their realisation. We 
are unsure what, if any, arguments could lend credence to such an entitlement. But, a 
more modest right to sort need not entail anything so strong. It could amount, rather, 
to individuals having an interest or claim sufficient to justify a prohibition on others 
preventing them from accessing residential concentrations of a certain kind.

It adds some plausibility to this notion that it seems justifiable in the case of 
disadvantaged communities. In this vein, let us consider defences of individuals in 
such groups self-segregating.21 The idea is that those who society disadvantages have 

	 20	 One subtlety about terming the right in this way concerns the fact that sorting has a collective 
dimension to it – individual involvement in it depends on whether there is a social space made 
up by (the choices of) others that enables it. This is not unusual in thinking about rights. A right 
to free association also has a collective dimension in the sense that individual involvement in 
forming associations depends on uptake by others. But it is particularly helpful here because 
it is the social context of sorting to which we wish to draw attention. As we will outline below, 
while some objections to neighbourhood demographic quotas propose plausible bases for 
individual entitlements, there are limits where the boundaries of this terrain intersect with 
the social phenomenon of sorting, at least when practised by those who are advantaged. The 
phrase ‘a right to sort’ usefully demarcates our focus on this intersection.

	 21	 Brooks 2009, pp. 63-88; Shelby 2016, pp. 59-62.



143

a permission to separate from those who have oppressed them. There are various 
arguments that could support this conclusion. For example, it may be conducive 
for building solidarity and political mobilisation, forming a safe environment that 
can nurture self-respect and preserve culture, or securing an appropriate degree of 
collective autonomy. What is important for our purposes is what reasoning along such 
lines would support. If we understand the self-segregation literature correctly, the aim 
is to defend a liberty to reside in a location predominantly populated by those who share 
socially salient characteristics and an injunction against states interfering with this. In 
other words, it would be a right to sort of the form that we have sketched.

The pertinent question for this article is: do advantaged individuals have a similar 
claim? To assess this, it is useful to distinguish between symmetric and asymmetric 
justifications of a right to sort. Those from the self-segregation literature fall into the 
latter set, because they appeal specifically to features of disadvantage or oppression. 
There are other possible contenders, perhaps most promisingly those arising from 
interests all individuals might be thought to hold in residential choice, free association, 
located life plans, and anti-discrimination. It is conceivable that each of these concerns 
applies symmetrically across the population, and we consider them in the next sections 
respectively. However, it will be our argument that where articulations of them might 
plausibly support a right to sort, the reasoning also leads to asymmetric conclusions, 
ultimately denying that the advantaged have a defensible claim of this kind.

III. RESIDENTIAL CHOICE

A valuable place to begin is with the thought that a right to sort might derive from an 
interest in residential choice. It is notable that neighbourhood demographic clustering 
could plausibly result from a series of individuals opting to live in areas for innocuous 
reasons, such as wishing to be near family or others who share one’s hobbies, outlook, 
and lifestyle. One might worry that neighbourhood demographic quotas restrict acting 
upon what appear perfectly reasonable preferences. A principled explanation of this 
reaction is that we have an interest in being free to design our lives as we wish, and 
this applies as much to the type of neighbourhood in which we live as anything else. 
The thought, then, is that we should have freedom to decide on our housing and its 
surroundings, and this might underpin a right to sort.

To assess this argument, it is useful to separate different ways we might express 
the idea of a claim to residential choice. A first would be to hold that states must protect 
certain freedoms in this domain. There is credibility to this. However, we doubt that 
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neighbourhood demographic quotas will undermine any plausible account of an 
entitlement to residential choice or that it could justify a right to sort.

A parallel with occupational choice is instructive here. It is common to think that 
this is among individuals’ core liberties.22 It plausibly follows that a government may 
not force people to work in specific professions. It may also entail ensuring they have 
a meaningful range of options.23 But, it does not entitle people to any line of work they 
wish, and states do not violate these constraints if they shape the labour market in 
certain ways. To see this, let us consider a scenario in which a man seeks to secure 
one of 500 positions as a parliamentary representative for which he is eligible. We do 
not think that there is a transgression of a core liberty of occupational choice if other 
people win the elections and it does not make a difference to this if the 500 seats are 
a subset of 600 that include 100 reserved solely for women. Nor do we think there is a 
violation if those who secure a position must undertake the role on particular terms, 
such as within contracted working hours or subject to taxation on their pay or working 
in a setting that employs male, female, and non-binary staff. As Raz puts it, having 
meaningful choice ‘does not require the presence of any particular option’.24

These points are relevant because the conflict between neighbourhood 
demographic quotas and the right to sort lies in the particulars of community 
composition. Neither regulative nor penalty strategies determine by force where people 
live. What they aim to entail is that the particular option of living somewhere that has 
precisely the social surroundings some might desire becomes unavailable. A regulative 
approach that operates through limits on sale and purchase may also mean that there 
are fewer houses available to certain buyers in specific places. These parameters would 
conflict with a right to sort. But, they parallel limits on various conditions of contract 
and the number of jobs available that are not what a claim to choice could contest.

It is possible to imagine scenarios where the range of options left available to some 
individuals is limited. For example, if many neighbourhoods have reached the upper 
limit of advantaged individuals living there, a person looking to relocate could face 
a choice between only a set of disadvantaged places, perhaps with other similarities, 
such as there being only apartments, and no detached houses. A critic might question 
whether this constitutes a meaningfully diverse set.

	 22	 Rawls 2001, p. 64.
	 23	 Raz 1986, pp. 407-412.
	 24	 Ibid., p. 410.
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We have three responses to make here. The first is to note that, at most, this 
objection poses a challenge to replacement policies. It does not contest expansion policies 
(be they regulative or penalty), which do not limit the options available to advantaged 
individuals compared to the non-quota context. The second is to highlight that even 
in the given scenario, holding that a choice between disadvantaged neighbourhoods 
with certain similarities lacks variety overlooks the diversity that will exist within that 
set across a host of social, economic, and cultural aspects. The third is that claiming 
otherwise commits one to the conclusion that the disadvantaged in our world, who face 
exactly this choice set, lack meaningful diversity in their options. If this is right, and we 
must select between perpetuating this situation or introducing a quota that shifts the 
limits from those currently affected to the advantaged, our sense is that we should do 
the latter.

Proponents of the residential choice objection might respond that it overstates their 
point to address it through the conceptualisation of a core liberty. Even if our freedoms 
in this area are not what falls under this label, critics might argue that restrictions on 
them still need more justification than highlighting the bearing of certain residential 
patterns on inequality. A similar thought appears in the literature on private schooling, 
where Debra Satz highlights that lots of choices people make in relation to their 
children disrupt equality, but do not seem plausible candidates for interference.25 Good 
examples include giving one’s children music lessons, foreign holidays, private tutors, 
and bedtime stories. Insofar as a main incident of a right to sort is a claim against the 
interference of others, perhaps the same point is relevant here.

The difficulty with this line of reasoning is that it does not establish a line on which 
choices are and are not reasonable candidates for intervention. There must be some 
threshold here. Even if we permit parents to benefit their children, we do not allow 
them to murder or bribe others to this end.26 The simplest way to explain this is to 
contend that freedoms have their limits at the point of violating others’ entitlements 
(precisely the issue of concern in residential patterns that disrupt equality) and that the 
exceptions we allow are those that need further argument.

It is possible to offer such reasons. For example, in the schools literature, one way to 
defend actions like reading children bedtime stories, despite their equality-disrupting 
effects, appeals to the idea of familial value.27 In the case at hand, then, a critic might 
proceed by identifying a further value that would support a right against interventions 

	 25	 Satz 2007, p. 634.
	 26	 Brighouse and Swift 2014, p. 115.
	 27	 Ibid., pp. 123-148.
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of the kind made by neighbourhood demographic quotas. The next sections look at 
several possibilities along these lines.

IV. FREEDOM OF ASSOCIATION

One way to develop the case is by appeal to freedom of association. This is a two-part 
idea – it licences individuals both, positively, to connect and, negatively, to disconnect 
with people and groups of their liking – and centres on the idea that, in Mill’s words, ‘we 
have a right to choose the society most acceptable to us’.28 If this extends to licencing 
us choosing to live near (and far) from those with whom we wish (not) to associate, it 
might justify a right to sort.

An important strength of defending the idea in this way is that freedom of 
association is typically thought to fall among our most fundamental rights. Even 
theories that place considerable weight on egalitarian distributions of opportunities 
and wealth hold that these goals cannot come at the expense of such liberties.29 Along 
these lines, Loren Lomasky argues that there is ‘a strong presumption in favour of the 
right of individuals to dissociate’ that cannot be overcome by ‘aspirations toward…
programmatic models for implementing particular patterns of diversity’.30 While he 
does not explore the exact policy position we are defending here, he holds that (at 
least some) integration interventions with egalitarian rationales of the kind we have 
employed fall to this presumption.31 Put concretely, the worry is that by preventing 
sorting and aiming for a certain demographic mix, neighbourhood quotas interfere 
with people connecting and disconnecting from associations of their choosing.

To address this challenge, it is useful to delve into some theoretical terrain 
concerning how neighbourhoods fit into ideas about types of association, their claims, 
and their limits. In the most basic sense, an association is a relationship with one or some 
others.32 This definition admits of a wide range along a plausibly fluid spectrum, but 
we can identify some place markers. Literature and jurisprudence focus on two forms 
particularly – on the narrower end, intimate relationships, such as family and friends, 
and, on the wider end, collective endeavours, such as bowling clubs, churches, and trade 

	 28	 Mill 1859/1991, p. 86.
	 29	 Rawls 2005, pp. 291-292.
	 30	 Lomasky 2008, p. 200.
	 31	 Ibid., pp. 192-194; see also Kateb 1998.
	 32	 Alexander 2008, p. 1.
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unions.33 At its broadest, we might stretch the concept to our social surroundings – the 
general landscape of our interactions.

Connecting this with neighbourhood sorting, we can think about the positive aspect 
of free association in terms of a right to form particular relationships of one of these 
kinds. This would be to hold that residential communities constitute an intimate or 
collective association or our social surroundings and that our right to shape groups to 
our choosing entitles us to joining and maintaining a sorted version. The correlative of 
this is a claim against the state compelling us to admit members we wish to exclude, 
which is what quotas would deny. We can also think about the negative aspect of free 
association as permitting us to disconnect from neighbourhoods we dislike or granting 
us a claim against forced association with others. There is undoubtedly accuracy to 
these ideas, but they cannot make a case against quotas without falling back on the 
positive aspect of the right to establish sorted neighbourhoods. One can exercise a 
negative freedom to disconnect from a church by staying home, but if one disconnects 
to form or join a new church, it is also an exercise of the positive freedom. Likewise, a 
claim against being forced to live in an integrated neighbourhood may permit one an 
exit to solitude, but disconnecting to move to a sorted community involves a positive 
act of associating. Accordingly, challenging residential demographic quotas by appeal 
to free association requires assessing the plausibility of a claim to form and maintain 
groupings of this kind. We conduct this assessment in two parts.

A. Neighbourhoods as Collective Associations

We begin by considering whether the claims of free association could defend a right 
to sort if we conceive of neighbourhoods as collective endeavours. This might seem 
a promising meeting point between normative thought and the empirical context of 
residential communities. Although literature and jurisprudence tend not to apply ideas 
about the value of association to the broad expanse of our social surroundings, they do 
give weight to people forming groups around shared activities and common purpose.34 
Meanwhile, we rarely think about neighbourhoods in terms of their intimacy, but 
there is writing that emphasises their communal nature.35 Combining these ideas, if 
we maintain that individuals have a claim to come together in such collectives and that 

	 33	 Gutmann 1998, pp. 9-11.
	 34	 Alexander 2008, pp. 1-14.
	 35	 Walzer 1983, pp. 35-42; Krishnamurthy and Moore 2024, p. 637.
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they are entitled to exclude whoever they wish from the shared endeavour, we will have 
the workings of a right to sort that would oppose neighbourhood demographic quotas.

It opens our response to this to highlight that it is, at least, questionable whether 
residential areas fit the mould of a group formed around a common purpose. Indeed, 
Kimberley Brownlee and David Jenkins’ overview of the topic classifies some place-
based communities that form around particular interests as associations partly in virtue 
of differing from residential communities in terms of how their intentional formation 
is distinct from the ‘organic spontaneity’ of typical neighbourhoods.36 If this is right, 
it could be that the types of collective that our claims to free association protect do not 
extend to residential sorting.

Where there might be a fit is in certain distinctive scenarios. One instance is the 
communities formed in the US through the process of ‘white flight’. This occurred 
in the 1950s and 1960s when urban areas were becoming more racially diverse amid 
increasing efforts at integration and involved white residents moving to suburbs that, 
through various formal and informal means, they attempted to make racially sorted 
communities.37 Another instance is the case of self-segregation that we mentioned 
above. Here, individuals who have experienced oppression form communities of 
security and solidarity. Both would appear cases of residential groupings shaped with a 
common purpose, and, thus, are plausibly collective associations that involve sorting.

However, here we reach the next aspect of our response, which is that where 
neighbourhoods more closely resemble collective endeavours, our reaction to various 
instances differs quite starkly in normative terms. The basis for this reaction is the 
common belief that certain interests of others qualify collective associative freedoms.38 
A good account of this idea is Stuart White’s opportunity-depriving proviso.39 This 
holds that while there is a presumption in favour of allowing associations to exclude, 
it is subject to the caveat that they do not deny or damage individuals’ entitlements 
to various socio-economic goods, community participation, and dignity. If there is a 
normative difference between white flight and enclaves of the excluded, (some version 
of) an opportunity-depriving proviso is a plausible way to identify what is at stake – they 
are asymmetric in the sense that it is only the former, not the latter, that violate it.

	 36	 Brownlee and Jenkins 2019, sec. 1.2.
	 37	 Massey and Denton 1993, pp. 42-57.
	 38	 Shiffrin 2005; Fine 2010; Brownlee 2015.
	 39	 White 1997, pp. 382-385.
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Directing this to the case at hand, insofar as it is coherent to classify a neighbourhood 
as a collective association, the rights this entails are mediated by the protection of 
interests of excluded individuals, and it is precisely this condition that our earlier 
arguments suggest is not met. Enclaves of advantage sustain inequality through spatial 
mismatch, social segregation, and the impacts of prejudice. Particularly in the latter 
respects, they are not only an obstacle. They have a causal role in the conditions that 
deprive some of their fair share of prospects, amounting to a form of opportunity 
hoarding. That they violate an opportunity-depriving proviso in this way indicates that 
they are not protected by a right to shape and pursue collective endeavours.40 In short, 
the interests of others provide grounds to prevent sorting in this case, and mean that 
those in enclaves of advantage lack a claim against the state adopting policies to change 
their demographic constitution – compelling them to admit those they wish to exclude 
from the association – through quotas.

B. Resisting the Proviso

There are two ways a critic might attempt to avoid the force of an opportunity-depriving 
proviso in this case. The first is to argue that there are some forms of association to 
which it does not apply and that neighbourhoods fall into this set. The second is to 
challenge the proviso.

We do not think that the first of these avenues offers much promise. The most viable 
route for identifying associations exempt from an opportunity-depriving proviso is to 
move towards the narrower end of the relationship spectrum. Some argue that intimate 
connections are entitled to especially stringent protection and the right to exclude from 
them is much less qualified.41 But this will not help the case for residential sorting, because 
it is even harder to believe that neighbourhoods constitute such an association – one of 
tight-knit, sustained, and comprehensive engagement, marked by ‘care, concern, and 
love’.42 Indeed, they are of the more sporadic kind that come closer to defining intimate 
relationships in the negative.43 It is more plausible to conceptualise neighbourhoods at 

	 40	 On certain accounts even contributing to the development of more prejudiced views would 
class a collective as unreasonable and, therefore, not protected by a right of free association. 
See Moles 2014.

	 41	 White 1997, p. 386; Gutmann 1998, pp. 9-11; Brownlee 2015, p. 269.
	 42	 Brownlee 2015, pp. 269-271.
	 43	 Of course, neighbourhoods contain intimate associations – we are often friends with those 

who live next door. We address the significance of how regulating the constitution of the 
former bears on the latter in fn.50 below.
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the wider end of the spectrum – as a general landscape of interactions – and it is in this 
guise that sorting often works, with residential communities controlling this terrain 
with exclusionary zoning laws passed through local government.44 But this also presents 
an unpromising route for resisting an opportunity-depriving proviso. We have noted 
one difficulty already, namely that literature and jurisprudence tend not to apply ideas 
about the value of association to the broad expanse of our social surroundings. Perhaps 
more importantly, it is difficult to see why a looser grouping would be exempt from any 
qualifications that apply to more cohesive counterparts like collective endeavours.

Accordingly, we think that mobilising a challenge to our view must focus on 
denying an opportunity-depriving proviso on free association. A more capacious liberty 
is certainly conceivable. In relation to creedal organisations, Larry Alexander writes 
that people should be able to organise around a creed ‘whatever that creed is, so long as 
it is not criminal, and even if that creed entails restrictions on membership’.45 We could 
apply the same thought to all collective endeavours or, more broadly, to our social 
surroundings.

We have three responses to this idea. First, as Valerie Soon argues, even a capacious 
account of the liberty must engage with the fact that to have a meaningful choice 
about our connections, we must have reasonable opportunity to associate with a range 
of individuals from a plurality of socially salient groups.46 If this is correct, far from 
supporting a right to sort, Soon argues that it will demand ‘interventions, such as 
mixed-income housing mandates’ to ensure such choice is available.47

Second, it is unclear how a theory of free association that lacks an opportunity-
depriving proviso can address concrete cases that seem like fixed points on our moral 
compass. One example is the case of ‘white flight’ we mentioned above. This would 
appear compatible with the more capacious liberty – white flight was not a criminal 
activity (indeed, laws actively supported it) and was explicitly defended with appeals 
to such a conception of free association.48 But our perception is that this practice is 
now widely condemned, and that a theory that concludes otherwise is faulty for that 
reason. Another example is White’s case of a union that does not admit workers who 
are Black.49 We could equally imagine other associations, such as universities or 

	 44	 Schuetz 2022, pp. 19-22.
	 45	 Alexander 2008, p. 7.
	 46	  Soon 2023, pp. 419-424.
	 47	  Ibid., p. 425.
	 48	 Kruse 2005, pp. 161-179.
	 49	 White 1997, p. 382.
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workplaces, doing the same. In a context where this activity is legal, a capacious liberty 
seems committed, at least pro tanto, to allowing it, but our sense is that this cannot be 
the plausible conclusion.50 

Perhaps defenders of a capacious liberty might bite the bullet on these examples, 
in which case, and this is our third point, it is useful to turn to general frameworks 
to help arbitrate. We can do this by highlighting that broader theories of justice that 
accommodate a more unqualified right of free association standardly give it limited 
scope. A good example of this is John Rawls’ account. Although Rawls gives priority to 
certain basic liberties, he proceeds on the premise that none of them has comprehensive 
or absolute dominion as they must fit into a coherent schema, and, thus, that stringent 
protection concerns only their ‘central range of application’.51 This, for Rawls, is 
defined by what participants in his Original Position – adjudicating principles behind 
a veil of ignorance about their circumstances – would think provides for ‘the adequate 
development and full exercise of…two moral powers’ – the capacity to form and revise 
a view of the good and a sense of justice.52 It is plausible that this account can defend 
a capacious liberty with respect to a narrow subset of associations, such as the only 
itemisation that Rawls gives it – creedal organisations, which ‘are necessary to give 
effect to liberty of conscience and the political liberties’.53 But it is also clear why it would 
have limited scope. Unqualified associative rights to shape a broad array of collective 
endeavours or our social surroundings hardly seem fundamental to the exercise of our 
moral powers. To repeat the earlier examples, being free to exclude individuals who 
are Black from a union, university, or workplace are unlikely contenders for what falls 
in this ‘central range of application’. This is not least because those in the Original 
Position must consider the possibility of exclusion from these associations.

We can illustrate the bearing of this point on our central topic by drawing a parallel 
with Rawls’ remarks on personal property. In the latter case, he allows that the 
exercise of our moral powers plausibly entails a right to hold and have exclusive use 

	 50	 To tie up a loose end, it is worth recording that it is examples of this kind that we think diffuse 
another way to defend neighbourhood sorting by appeal to the values of association, namely 
that they serve as a platform for networks of intimate relationships and that quotas may 
disrupt this. Unions, universities, and workplaces serve as platforms for networks of intimate 
relationships too, but this does not exempt them from an opportunity-depriving proviso or 
justify a claim against desegregating them (be it by regulative or penalty strategies).

	 51	 Rawls 2005, pp. 294-299.
	 52	 Ibid., pp. 297-310.
	 53	 Ibid., p. 309.
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of some goods, but distinguishes this from it supporting further related claims, such 
as acquisition, bequest, or ownership of the means of production.54 In similar vein, the 
logic grounds distinguishing between the exercise of our moral powers supporting a 
capacious liberty to form certain associations, such as intimate relationships or creedal 
organisations, and a right to shape a wider array of collective endeavours or social 
surroundings unqualified by an opportunity-depriving proviso. If this is correct, we have 
come full circle to the point made in the previous subsection – that a plausible account 
of these freedoms will bear on neighbourhood clustering asymmetrically. While it does 
not challenge the disadvantaged self-segregating, it does not give the advantaged a 
right to sort that would ground a claim against quotas pressing them to admit excluded 
others to their enclaves.

V. LOCATED LIFE PLANS

Another way to develop a basis for sorting appeals to the value of located life plans. What 
underlies the latter words in this phrase is an interest in autonomy. Part of what it is to 
author a life is to shape plans around one’s interests. This is relevant to our case because 
our projects often have a spatial component. We form and orient them in and assuming 
a particular locational setting, with its physical and social features. Changes to this 
environment (at least of a certain kind) interfere with such plans, thereby potentially 
threatening our self-direction. If this is right, it might provide a powerful basis to resist 
interventions that would have this effect. It would ground a defence of sorting and a 
claim against demographic quotas if these efforts at integration would impermissibly 
disrupt the stability of plans people have made in sorted neighbourhood contexts.

One version of this argument in literature appeals to the notion of occupancy 
rights. Emphasising that life plans occur in a specific place and environment, Jakob 
Huber and Fabio Wolkenstein hold that people have a right ‘to reside permanently in 
a particular space and/or to make use of that area for social, cultural, and economic 
practices’ and a claim that others do not ‘interfere with one’s use of that space in ways 
that undermine the shared social practices in which one is engaged’.55 They apply this 
idea specifically to formulate an account of what makes gentrification wrongful. They 
argue that an inflow of middle-class or white individuals to historically working-class 
or Black communities alters the social, cultural, and economic context in a way that is 

	 54	 Ibid., p. 298.
	 55	 Huber and Wolkenstein 2018, p. 383.



153

disruptive to life plans of long-term residents.56 While it is not their focus, we take it 
that the bearing of Huber and Wolkenstein’s interpretation of how occupancy rights 
relate to housing on our subject is clear. In parallel to the changes gentrification might 
bring to disadvantaged areas, an increase in individuals of lower socio-economic status 
or minoritised ethnicities to enclaves of advantage might affect the social, cultural, and 
economic practices of the space. If people’s located life plans give them a claim against 
interference with this environment, it would amount to a right to sort, at least in places 
where this is already the state of affairs.

Another argument developing the same theme turns on the notion of legitimate 
expectations. Travis Quigley uses this idea to defend the Not In My Back Yard (NIMBY) 
movement’s objection to new-build accommodation in their neighbourhoods.57 The 
complaint here often occurs in low-density areas that typically have single-family 
occupancy, minimum lot size housing stock, and centres on rejecting proposals to build 
higher-density options, such as duplexes or apartment blocks, that disadvantaged 
individuals could afford. Quigley argues that those who have bought housing in such 
areas have formed plans around the nature of that place and these ‘will routinely 
be frustrated if the nature of one’s community is significantly changed’.58 Although 
it is not part of Quigley’s argument, we could extend this line of reasoning to plans 
people may have made with the expectation of stable or rising house prices. Part of 
what underlies exclusionary zoning practices is that this asset value may be tied to 
their location remaining an enclave of advantage and quotas that affect change to the 
neighbourhood and its housing stock may undermine this.59

How might we respond to such concerns? We start by emphasising how time plays a 
role in moderating them. Objections to interference with life plans are strongest when 
targeted against sudden changes. The threat it would pose to their projects may ground 
a case against evicting people from their homes and communities without warning. 
But appeals to plan-making do not extend to claims for permanently unchanging 
circumstances, precisely because the former does not require the latter, and there is 
recognition of this in the literatures on both occupancy and legitimate expectations.60 

	 56	 Ibid., pp. 382-385; see also, Krishnamurthy and Moore 2024.
	 57	 Quigley 2023.
	 58	 Ibid., p. 713.
	 59	 Schuetz 2022, p. 21.
	 60	 Huber and Wolkenstein 2018, p. 386; Meyer and Truccone 2025, p. 655.
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Accordingly, these threads present no objection to either regulative or penalty quotas if 
they are forecast and implemented with time to adapt.61

Our more challenging response is to deny that those in enclaves of advantage have a 
located life plan claim against the aspects of change that neighbourhood demographic 
quotas would entail. To elaborate this point, we can begin with a distinction from the 
literature on expectations between procedural and substantive accounts. The former give 
grounding to these claims with reference to actors, such as (legitimate) governments, 
having responsibility for their formation.62 It is not entirely clear that life plans located 
in advantaged enclaves can appeal to such an account. On the one hand, where they 
arise organically under a state permission, it is difficult to hold that governments are 
responsible for their formation.63 On the other, where they arise more directly from 
zoning practices currently the progeny of local government, there is reason to doubt 
their normative force given the questionability of the democratic processes these 
standardly involve.64 To put it sharply, claims to preserve life plans with a procedurally 
dubious foundation look suspect.

However, there is also a broader reason to reject procedural accounts of legitimate 
expectations in favour of substantive accounts, which ground these claims with 
reference to their moral defensibility, or their ‘justice-relation’. One way to articulate 
the rationale for this is given by Quigley, who does not extend protection to located 
life plans that are ‘clearly morally bad and should not be treated as morally salient’.65 
A similar clause also appears in reasoning about occupancy rights.66 We can illustrate 
the force of it in concrete cases. For example, without this justice-relation, an 
account faces a difficulty with the interests of slaveholders in the Antebellum South. 
These slaveholders had life plans that were legally permitted (indeed, supported) by 

	 61	 It is worth noting that interference with life plans is also mediated by scale. An illustration 
of this point is gentrification, where the concern is that neighbourhood context will change 
very radically, such that venues like a local pub where residents sing karaoke and play darts 
will be replaced by wine bars with a more temperate ambiance that does not admit of these 
activities. But it is more questionable whether a small number of disadvantaged individuals, 
arriving with considerably fewer resources, could prompt this scale of change in enclaves of 
advantage.

	 62	 Brown 2017.
	 63	 Meyer and Truccone 2025, p. 650.
	 64	 Einstein, Glick, and Palmer 2020.
	 65	 Quigley 2023, p. 709.
	 66	 Stilz 2013, p. 335.
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governments, but it is surely implausible to argue that they have a claim against the 
frustration of these plans or for compensation.67

The relevance of this here is that we doubt that the claims of those in enclaves of 
advantage to maintain sorting have a defensible justice-relation. The central reason 
for this is that people living in these places have significantly more resources than their 
just entitlements, and we think a persuasive view will deny weight to the proportion of 
their life plans that rest on this excess. By analogy, let us consider the career designs 
made by men in contexts where they systematically have better prospects than women. 
When we introduce policies to even prospects between genders, it seems hard to argue 
that these men can complain about their plans having to accommodate losing the 
proportion of opportunities to which they were not entitled. This suggests that where 
individuals stand in relation to a just benchmark matters, which has the upshot that 
claims to the protection of located life plans is another instance where there will be 
some asymmetry to their force. Damage to them looks significant in the instance of a 
disadvantaged community, such as the gentrification case, partly because individuals 
there have fewer opportunities than their entitlement. Accordingly, protecting them 
is consistent with (albeit less than) what justice requires. But not so for enclaves of 
advantage. In this case, preserving current circumstances involves sustaining located 
life plans grounded on more than their holders are entitled to claim. Similar to the men 
who must adjust career designs in virtue of interventions to enhance gender equality, 
we do not think those who live in enclaves of advantage have a claim of any force against 
states acting in ways that alter their life plans to within what their just entitlements 
would allow.

Perhaps a critic might argue that this approach incorporates an overly strict justice-
relation. There are threads of this kind in the literature on expectations, where some 
argue that grounding a view on a tight connection to fair institutions risks rendering 
no expectations legitimate in our current (unjust) world or that it provides too little 
leeway for epistemic uncertainty about our exact entitlements.68 Even when people 
have more than they should, many will have formulated located life plans around this 
fact innocently, and we may still be concerned with a denial of their autonomy.

Our response to this is to deny that our view, or our defence of quotas, is hostage to 
these worries. To make this clear, it is useful to separate two readings of the framing we 
have employed. On the one hand, what we have not argued is that none of the located 
life plans of advantaged individuals warrant protection. It is compatible with our view 

	 67	 Moore 2017, p. 233.
	 68	 Buchanan 1975; Meyer and Sanklecha 2014, p. 381.
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that we should not interfere with those that could reasonably arise with a fair (or less 
than fair) share of resources. This is the same reasoning we gave for not interfering 
with self-segregating disadvantaged communities. Accordingly, the output of our 
view is not that people, the advantaged included, have no claims to located life plans 
in an unjust world. On the other hand, though, what we have maintained is that the 
proportion of their plans that could not arise in a just world do not warrant protection. 
The force of this, we think, is clear from the gender equality example we detailed above, 
and we can reinforce it by considering the case of progressive income taxation.69 If we 
hold that the life plans of the advantaged above their fair share of resources entitle them 
to a claim against frustration or to compensation, we are committed, at least pro tanto, 
to the conclusion that we should refrain from imposing such taxation or compensate 
unjustly wealthy people for its introduction. We take it that this is a mark against views 
that involve a justice-relation much different to the version we articulated. If this is 
right, we think neighbourhood demographic quotas, and the restrictions to sorting 
they entail, can resist a challenge from autonomy interests in located life plans.

VI. ANTI-DISCRIMINATION

A final argument for a right to sort arises from concerns about discrimination. We can 
sketch this line of reasoning by thinking about the broader phenomenon in the context 
of housing. Simply defined, discrimination involves treating individuals or groups 
differently in the distribution of benefits and burdens.70 It is cause for concern when 
those treated better or worse share socially salient characteristics, such as race and 
class. For example, when a landlord opts for tenants who are white rather than tenants 
with a minority ethnic background on account of the latter’s race, the landlord engages 
in housing discrimination

Defenders of the right to sort might turn these concerns against neighbourhood 
demographic quotas. At least some quota systems, such as regulative-replacement, 
will function to deny people access to housing based on their socially salient 
characteristics. Under this system, we can imagine a revised version of the example 
above where the rental accommodation is in a neighbourhood that has reached its 
upper limit of advantaged residents, and, because their socially salient characteristic 
is underrepresented there, goes to a tenant with a minority ethnic background. If this 
constitutes an act of discrimination that states should prohibit, we have a case for 

	 69	 Green 2017, pp. 197-198.
	 70	 Abel et al. 2021, p. 64.
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rejecting neighbourhood demographic quotas that work in this fashion. In this way, 
it would offer a defence of a right to sort, at least against these kinds of interventions.

We are familiar with arguments like this from affirmative action debates. A well-
known example is the case of Allen Bakke, a white applicant who was denied a place at 
University of California, Davis medical school despite achieving higher test scores than 
students admitted to 16 places on the programme reserved for Black or Minority Ethnic 
candidates. In upholding his complaint, the US Supreme Court (and some subsequent 
literature has) maintained that a system that denied the availability of certain places to 
Black applicants would be discriminatory and that ‘equal protection cannot mean one 
thing when applied to one individual and something else when applied to a person of 
another colour [sic]’.71 The line of objection we are considering here is similar. It holds 
that we cannot reject housing discrimination when it treats advantaged applicants more 
favourably in virtue of their socially salient characteristics yet endorse it when those 
individuals are denied access for the same reason via a neighbourhood demographic 
quota. 

Our response to this is to deny that we should treat these two cases symmetrically. To 
elaborate this reply, let us assume a case where a neighbourhood demographic quota does 
employ certain socially salient characteristics in the distribution of housing. This does 
not settle whether it is morally troublesome. When states consider sight in the criteria 
for the distribution of driving licences, they employ a socially salient characteristic in 
determining how benefits and burdens fall. But we do not think that this is problematic. 
Accordingly, in order to condemn discrimination we need to identify not only an act of 
it, but also that is has the feature that makes certain instances of it wrongful. This is 
important here because discussions of the leading theories conclude that none of them 
support the idea that affirmative action quotas have the same wrong-making property 
as commonly accepted instances of problematic discrimination.72 For our purposes, it 
is useful to consider how two prominent views account for the difference.

The first of these is an approach centred on harm.73 On this view, the wrong of 
discrimination lies in making those subject to it worse off. However, to determine 
whether someone suffers harm, we do not ask solely whether they do not fare as well 
as they would have done without the discrimination. Rather, we judge it with respect to 
a more holistic baseline, considering whether they are worse off than if there had been 
no acts of discrimination. This makes an important difference in cases like affirmative 

	 71	 Regents of the University of California v. Bakke 1978; see also Cohen 2002, p. 98.
	 72	 Lippert-Rasmussen 2020, pp. 167-170.
	 73	 Lippert-Rasmussen 2014, pp. 153-189.
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action when those who miss out on jobs in virtue of quotas have lives that are otherwise 
advantaged.74 The fact that these individuals are well-off means it is less plausible that 
the instance of discrimination leaves them in worse circumstances than the specified 
baseline. Accordingly, it does not involve harm of the kind that would make this act 
wrongful.

A second prominent account of discrimination focuses on whether it demeans its 
subject.75 An act is demeaning if, within a social and cultural context, it is reasonable to 
interpret it as expressing that an individual or group has a lower moral status. This is 
important because not all discriminatory acts will have such traction. Their potential 
to demean varies depending on whether there is a past or ongoing usage of a socially 
salient characteristic to separate people in a hierarchical fashion. To put this concretely, 
it travels in a relationship with the extent to which those with a certain trait have been 
subject to a ‘history of mistreatment or current social disadvantage’.76 This view makes 
clear sense of historical instances of discrimination widely accepted as problematic. 
For example, disenfranchising women demeaned them because it signalled a second-
class position in a context of systematic denial of equal rights and status. However, 
the implications of this view for affirmative action quotas designed to rectify the 
mistreatment of disadvantaged groups is quite different. The rationale for these 
policies does not involve the premise that advantaged individuals are of lower moral 
status. More importantly for our purposes, their circumstances make it less plausible 
that any such signal has the relevant significance. Their position of advantage means 
that they do not experience the background social and cultural context that would give 
this message traction.

This discussion of discrimination and affirmative action is relevant for our purposes 
in two ways. The first is that it clears quotas of the charge that they are necessarily 
wrongful.77 In the same way that their use to widen the spread of certain high-status 
jobs does not constitute a problematic form of discrimination, neither does their use to 
deconcentrate neighbourhood enclaves of advantage. Accordingly, this charge cannot 
defend against state interventions of this kind or, therefore, a right to sort. The second 
lies in the reasoning used to reach this conclusion. The way in which quotas designed to 

	 74	 Ibid., p. 159.
	 75	 Hellman 2018, pp. 13-58.
	 76	 Ibid., pp. 21-22.
	 77	 The truth of this depends also on the quota tracking relevant aspects of disadvantage (not 

benefitting an individual with a minority ethnic background at the expense of working-class 
white people, for example). We lack space to discuss this issue, but for writing on the viability 
of this, see Cashin 2014; Harris and Narayan 2025, pp. 454-456.
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deconcentrate advantage are different from wrongful cases of discrimination, such as 
denial of access to housing on grounds of race, is due to facts about wider circumstances. 
They are asymmetrical because it matters morally whether the individual or group who 
experience discrimination fare better or worse more generally, and they cannot give 
enclaves of advantage a right to sort or a claim against neighbourhood demographic 
quotas for this reason.

VII. ASYMMETRIC RIGHTS

It is valuable at this point to draw together a theme emerging from the previous 
sections by addressing an objection that cuts across them. We have considered a series 
of normative values that plausibly could support a right to sort and have argued that 
they have some limit in the context of enclaves of advantage. Yet, we have expressed 
sympathy in several places for the idea that those who are disadvantaged may have a 
stronger claim to this right. Critics might baulk at this asymmetry. They might maintain 
that just as we should affirm equal rights to, say, voting or free speech, we should not 
give greater weight to the interests of some than others in choosing the neighbourhood 
context in which they live and form life plans.

We are resistant to this challenge and can begin to illustrate why by appealing to the 
following example:

Sorting support: across a society everyone has a modest level of opportunity to 

choose a neighbourhood that suits their various preferences about their residential 

surroundings, with whom to associate, and where they build a life plan. Then the 

government receives a windfall donation that must be spent supporting opportun-

ities to sort. The amount allows them one of two policy options: (1) they could raise 

everyone’s level of opportunity a bit or (2) they could raise the opportunities of the 

disadvantaged a lot and do nothing to aid the opportunities of the better-off.

Our intuitions in this case are that the government should select Policy 2, and we think 
that, at least, two lines of theoretical reasoning support this. The first is thinking about 
social justice through an integrationist framework.78 The central idea in this view is 
that individuals’ claims to goods in a domain are contingent on their broader level of 
advantage. To give examples from the literature developing this thesis, the thought 
is that someone’s entitlement to emissions or to a certain share of the gains of trade 
depends on how they fare in other respects, such as in their holdings of wealth or 

	 78	 Caney 2012; Walton 2020.
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territory. We do not see any immediate reason to think that this approach would be 
ill-fitting in the case of supporting interests in neighbourhood choice and context. 
The second concerns reasoning about principles for transitioning from circumstances 
where there are injustices to improved states of affairs. In the literature on this, 
there is increasingly an emphasis on those in more advantaged positions bearing 
greater burdens than the disadvantaged.79 Insofar as our discussion of neighbourhood 
demographic quotas began with rectifying a contemporary injustice, our sense is 
that this line of reasoning seems apt to the case. On both accounts, we think there is 
justification for the asymmetry in the right to sort that our arguments assert.

It is also worth noting that our analysis indicates that these frameworks extend 
further than advocates have previously argued. For example, in its main articulations, 
the focus of integrationism has been social and economic resources – emissions 
allowances and gains from trade and the sensitivity of these goods to background 
wealth, for instance. Our arguments extend this to the claim that there are also at least 
some rights and liberties that vary in force in relation to other aspects of advantage.

We must be careful not to overstate this. As we noted above, core liberties are often 
given priority over the distribution of opportunities and wealth. We have not sought 
to challenge this view in any fundamental respect. Even in our discussion of free 
association (which is often thought to fall within this group), our challenge centred 
only on its scope and the conditions that apply to (some instances of) its exercise.

Yet, neither should we overlook the significance of the conclusion that claims might 
vary in weight in relation to some aspects of certain rights. A main focus of this article 
has been the idea of a right to sort, and we have canvassed a series of normative values 
that could underpin it. In each of these cases, we observed some reason to think that 
there is a basis for asymmetry grounded in sensitivity to individuals’ overall level of 
advantage. In this respect, there is plausibly some terrain of rights and liberties that fall 
within an integrationist framework.

VIII. CONCLUSION

One of the main aims in this article has been to explore the normative defensibility 
of neighbourhood demographic quotas that set a minimum for the representation 
of disadvantaged groups in advantaged areas. While there is always more that it is 
possible to discuss, we hope to have made progress on this front in two respects. One is 
outlining the concerns that give some basis for advancing residential integration and, 

	 79	 Shelby 2016, p. 55.
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thereby, offer a presumptive rationale for neighbourhood demographic quotas. The 
other is to defuse some of the main objections critics might pose to this proposal and, 
more generally, to cast doubt on the permissibility of privileged individuals sorting 
into enclaves of advantage.

For all that we have said, questions remain about what policy specifics follow. Some 
of these relate to further details of what quota system to implement. Selecting between 
regulative and penalty systems would require resolving issues about comparative 
effectiveness and possible byproducts as well as potential normative differences in how 
they bear on property rights and whether there are reasons to prefer legal restrictions 
or taxation. Another issue is whether we might also bring other quota options under 
consideration. We set aside strategies of force, but perhaps what we have argued could 
support some such options, along similar lines to compulsory purchase policies states 
use when they build new transport networks. All of these issues, and many others, will 
affect what policy or combination of policies governments ought to adopt, and an article 
of this length cannot settle the full roster. However, it is important to note that any 
engagement with the subtle differences between quota options arises only if this broad 
policy platform is worth taking seriously. It is placing it on the agenda in this way that 
has oriented our approach here – seeking to show that there is enough rationale and 
defensibility against a series of broad objections to bring them forward as a strategy for 
tackling the inequalities of residential sorting.

This may prompt a further question as to why we have focused so extensively on 
neighbourhood demographic quotas. Those working in public policy may be quick 
to highlight that there are other strategies available for deconcentrating advantage, 
including some already employed in contemporary housing contexts. Perhaps the 
most common method here is inclusionary zoning, which involves requiring that new 
housing developments in advantaged areas market some stock at rates affordable to 
individuals on lower incomes.80 One reason we have set this approach aside is that we 
have some concern that inclusionary zoning places too much of the burden of achieving 
desegregation unfairly.81 It asks very little of advantaged neighbourhoods other than 
that they make some housing lots available if they permit new developments, while, in 
cases where this happens, expecting the disadvantaged to bear the costs of moving, to 
face the dangers of relocating to environments often unaccommodating or hostile to 
their presence, and to assimilate to a new cultural context. There is, at least, one sense in 
which neighbourhood demographic quotas avoid such charges. For example, a penalty 

	 80	 Kontokosta 2014.
	 81	 Shelby 2016, pp. 70-76; Kim and Walton 2023, pp. 616-618.
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strategy places the onus of deconcentrating advantage appropriately on those most 
aptly place to bear the costs and presses them towards a proactive response to tackling 
underrepresentation. It goes some way to supporting this point that the Affirmatively 
Furthering Fair Housing rule that operated in a similar fashion had success in prompting 
robust action plans with measurable objectives associated with enhancing housing 
mobility.82

However, our concern here is not to demonstrate that neighbourhood demographic 
quotas are superior to all other ways to advance residential integration, but, rather, 
to scope some of the possible arsenal and arguments for deconcentrating enclaves of 
advantage. This partly reflects our general scepticism that there are panaceas in this 
area and our belief that a multi-pronged strategy is likely needed. It was to this end 
that we focused on a policy that has not received much attention. In the same light, our 
exploration of the case has aimed to offer more of use to than in contest with advocates 
of other options. The broader point that we have defended is that arguments for resisting 
interventions to deconcentrate advantage in housing have been found wanting, and this 
finding is important for the cadre of policies we may use to advance integration. Thus, 
while we remain reserved on whether, when, and how exactly to deploy neighbourhood 
demographic quotas, we see significance in our defence of them as an option, if only 
because they show important limits on the advantaged having a right to sort.

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

We are grateful for discussion of this article with Matthew Clayton, Tom Geeson, Meg 
Huntingford, and Tom Parr and for comments from audiences at the ‘Just Housing 
Network Annual Meeting’ at the University of Hamburg, ‘Northern Bridge Political 
Theory Annual Meeting’ and the ‘Cities NUCoRE Research Seminar Series’ at Newcastle 
University, the ‘Economic Ethics Network Annual Meeting’ at the University of Oxford, 
the ‘Urban Political Theory Workshop’ at Queen Mary University of London, and the 
‘Political Philosophy Colloquium’ at the University of Zurich. We are also grateful to 
two anonymous reviewers and the editorial guidance at Political Philosophy.

COMPETING INTERESTS

The authors declare that they have no competing interests.

	 82	 Steil and Kelly 2019.



163

REFERENCES

Abel, William et al. 2021. Introducing Political Philosophy: A Policy-Driven Approach. 
Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Adams, Michelle. 2006. Radical integration. California Law Review, 94: 261-312. https://
doi.org/10.2307/20439036.

Alexander, Larry. 2008. What is freedom of association, and what is its denial? Social 
Philosophy and Policy, 25: 1-21. https://doi.org/10.1017/S0265052508080163.

Anderson, Elizabeth. 2010. The Imperative of Integration. Princeton, NJ: Princeton 
University Press.

Bolt, Gideon. 2009. Combating residential segregation of ethnic minorities in European 
cities. Journal of Housing and the Built Environment, 24: 397-405. https://doi.
org/10.1007/s10901-009-9163-z.

Brighouse, Harry and Adam Swift. 2014. Family Values: The Ethics of Parent-Child 
Relationships. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press. https://doi.org/10.23943/
princeton/9780691126913.001.0001. 

Brooks, Roy. 2009. Racial Justice in the Age of Obama. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University 
Press.

Brown, Alexander. 2017. A theory of legitimate expectations. Journal of Political 
Philosophy, 25: 435-460. https://doi.org/10.1111/jopp.12135.

Brownlee, Kimberley. 2015. Freedom of association: it’s not what you think. Oxford 
Journal of Legal Studies, 35: 267-282. https://doi.org/10.1093/ojls/gqu018.

Brownlee, Kimberley and David Jenkins. 2019. Freedom of association. Stanford 
Encyclopedia of Philosophy, available at: https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/freedom-
association (Accessed: 21/04/2026).

Buchanan, Allen. 1975. Distributive justice and legitimate expectations. Philosophical 
Studies, 28: 419-425. https://doi.org/10.1007/BF00372903.

Caney, Simon. 2012. Just emissions. Philosophy & Public Affairs, 40: 255-300. https://
doi.org/10.1111/papa.12005.

Cashin, Sheryll. 2014. Place, Not Race: A New Vision of Opportunity in America. Boston: 
Beacon Press.

Cashin, Sheryll. 2021. White Space, Black Hood: Opportunity Hoarding and Segregation in 
the Age of Inequality. Boston: Beacon Press.

Cohen, Carl. 2002. Who are equals? Pp.95-102 in The Affirmative Action Debate, 2nd edition, 
ed. Stephen Cahn. Oxford: Routledge. https://doi.org/10.4324/9781315822075. 

Draper, Jamie. 2025. Enclaves for the excluded: a pessimistic defence. Journal of Ethics 
and Social Philosophy, 29: 283-314. https://doi.org/10.26556/jesp.v29i2.3666.

Dworkin, Ronald. 2014. The rights of Allen Bakke. Pp. 443-448 in Ethics in Practice: An 
Anthology, 4th edition, ed. Hugh LaFollette. Oxford: John Wiley & Sons.

Einstein, Katherine Levine; David M. Glick; and Maxwell Palmer. 2020. Neighborhood 
Defenders: Participatory Politics and America’s Housing Crisis. Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press. https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108769495. 

https://doi.org/10.2307/20439036
https://doi.org/10.2307/20439036
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0265052508080163
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10901-009-9163-z
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10901-009-9163-z
https://doi.org/10.23943/princeton/9780691126913.001.0001
https://doi.org/10.23943/princeton/9780691126913.001.0001
https://doi.org/10.1111/jopp.12135
https://doi.org/10.1093/ojls/gqu018
https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/freedom-association
https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/freedom-association
https://doi.org/10.1007/BF00372903
https://doi.org/10.1111/papa.12005
https://doi.org/10.1111/papa.12005
https://doi.org/10.4324/9781315822075
https://doi.org/10.26556/jesp.v29i2.3666
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108769495


164

Enos, Ryan. 2017. The Space Between Us: Social Geography and Politics. Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press. https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108354943. 

Fainstein, Susan. 2010. The Just City. Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press.
Fine, Sarah. 2010. Freedom of association is not the answer. Ethics, 120: 338-356. 

https://doi.org/10.1086/649626.
Gobillon, Laurent and Harris Selod. 2019. Spatial mismatch, poverty, and vulnerable 

populations. Pp. 573-588 in Handbook of Regional Science, ed. Manfred Fischer and 
Peter Nijkamp. Berlin: Springer. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-642-23430-9. 

Green, Fergus. 2017. Legitimate expectations, legal transitions, and wide reflective 
equilibrium. Moral Philosophy and Politics, 4: 177-205. https://doi.org/10.1515/
mopp-2016-0029.

Gutmann, Amy. 1998. Freedom of association: an introductory essay. Pp. 3-32 in 
Freedom of Association, ed. Amy Gutmann. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press.

Harris, Luke Charles and Narayan, Uma. 2025. Affirmative action as equalizing 
opportunities. Pp. 454-464 in Ethics in Practice: An Anthology, 6th edition, ed. Hugh 
LaFollette. Malden, MA: Blackwell.

Hellman, Deborah. 2018. When Is Discrimination Wrong? Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
University Press.

Huber, Jakob and Fabio Wolkenstein. 2018. Gentrification and occupancy rights. Politics, 
Philosophy, and Economics, 17: 378-397. https://doi.org/10.1177/1470594X18766818.

Kateb, George. 1998. The value of association. Pp. 35-63 in Freedom of Association, ed. 
Amy Gutmann. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press.

Kim, Hwa Young and Andrew Walton. 2023. Residential integration on fair terms 
for the disadvantaged. British Journal of Political Science, 53: 613-628. https://doi.
org/10.1017/S0007123422000412.

Kontokosta, Constantine. 2014. Mixed-income housing and neighbourhood integration: 
evidence from inclusionary zoning programs. Journal of Urban Affairs, 36: 716-741. 
https://doi.org/10.1111/juaf.12068.

Krishnamurthy, Meena and Margaret Moore. 2024. What makes gentrification wrong? 
A place-based account. Journal of Moral Philosophy, 21: 625-653. https://doi.
org/10.1163/17455243-20244083.

Kruse, Kevin. 2005. White Flight: Atlanta and the Making of Modern Conservatism. 
Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press.

Laurence, James; Katharina Schmid; James R. Rae; and Miles Hewstone. 2019. Prejudice, 
contact, and the threat at the diversity-segregation nexus: a cross-sectional and 
longitudinal analysis of how ethnic out-group size and segregation interrelate for 
inter-group relations. Social Forces, 97: 1029-1066. https://doi.org/10.1093/sf/
soy079.

Lippert-Rasmussen, Kasper. 2014. Born Free & Equal? Oxford: Oxford University Press.
Lippert-Rasmussen, Kasper. 2020. Making Sense of Affirmative Action. Oxford: Oxford 

University Press.

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108354943
https://doi.org/10.1086/649626
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-642-23430-9
https://doi.org/10.1515/mopp-2016-0029
https://doi.org/10.1515/mopp-2016-0029
https://doi.org/10.1177/1470594X18766818
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0007123422000412
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0007123422000412
https://doi.org/10.1111/juaf.12068
https://doi.org/10.1163/17455243-20244083
https://doi.org/10.1163/17455243-20244083
https://doi.org/10.1093/sf/soy079
https://doi.org/10.1093/sf/soy079


165

Lomasky, Loren. 2008. The paradox of association. Social Philosophy & Policy, 25: 182-
200. https://doi.org/10.1017/S0265052508080230.

Lundsteen, Martin. 2023. Displacing the Other to unite the nation: the parallel society 
legislation in Denmark. European Urban and Regional Studies, 30: 261-281. https://
doi.org/10.1177/09697764231165202.

Maaoui, Magda. 2023. The SRU law, twenty years later: evaluating the legacy of France’s 
most important social housing program. Housing Studies, 38: 1392-1416. https://doi.
org/10.1080/02673037.2021.1941790.

Massey, Douglas and Nancy Denton. 1993. American Apartheid: Segregation and the 
Making of the Underclass. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.

Meyer, Lukas and Pranay Sanklecha. 2014. How legitimate expectations matter 
in climate justice. Politics, Philosophy, & Economics, 13: 369-393. https://doi.
org/10.1177/1470594X14541522.

Meyer, Lukas and Santiago Truccone. 2025. Legitimate expectations and compensation 
in changing circumstances. Journal of Ethics, 29: 635-662. https://doi.org/10.1007/
s10892-025-09514-y.

Mill, John Stuart. 1859/1991. On Liberty. In John Stuart Mill: On Liberty and Other Essays. 
Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1991; originally published 1859.

Moles, Andres. 2014. The public ecology of freedom of association. Res Publica, 20: 
85-103. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11158-013-9222-x.

Moore, Margaret. 2017. Legitimate expectations and land. Moral Philosophy and Politics, 
4: 229–255. https://doi.org/10.1515/mopp-2017-0002.

Pettigrew, Thomas and Linda Tropp. 2006. A meta-analytic test of intergroup contact 
theory. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 90: 751-783. https://doi.
org/10.1037/0022-3514.90.5.751. 

Quigley, Travis. 2023. NIMBYism and legitimate expectations. Journal of Applied 
Philosophy, 40: 708-725. https://doi.org/10.1111/japp.12670.

Rawls, John. 2001. Justice as Fairness: A Restatement. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University 
Press.

Rawls, John. 2005. Political Liberalism. New York: Columbia University Press.
Raz, Joseph. 1986. The Morality of Freedom. Oxford: Clarendon Press.
Regents of the University of California v. Bakke. 1978. 438 U.S. 265.
Satz, Debra. 2007. Equality, adequacy, and education for citizenship. Ethics, 117: 623-

648. https://doi.org/10.1086/518805.
Schuetz, Jenny. 2022. Fixer-Upper: How to Repair America’s Broken Housing System. 

Washington, DC: Brookings Institution Press.
Semyonov, Moshe and Anya Glikman. 2009. Ethnic residential segregation, social 

contacts, and anti-minority attitudes in European societies. European Sociological 
Review, 26: 693-708. https://doi.org/10.1093/esr/jcn075.

Shelby, Tommie. 2016. Dark Ghettos: Injustice, Dissent, and Reform. Cambridge, MA: 
Harvard University Press.

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0265052508080230
https://doi.org/10.1177/09697764231165202
https://doi.org/10.1177/09697764231165202
https://doi.org/10.1080/02673037.2021.1941790
https://doi.org/10.1080/02673037.2021.1941790
https://doi.org/10.1177/1470594X14541522
https://doi.org/10.1177/1470594X14541522
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10892-025-09514-y
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10892-025-09514-y
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11158-013-9222-x
https://doi.org/10.1515/mopp-2017-0002
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.90.5.751
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.90.5.751
https://doi.org/10.1111/japp.12670
https://doi.org/10.1086/518805
https://doi.org/10.1093/esr/jcn075


166

Shiffrin, Seana Valentine. 2005. What is really wrong with compelled association? 
Northwestern University Law Review, 99: 839-888. https://escholarship.org/uc/
item/67g5r525.

Sin, Chih Hoong. 2002. The quest for a balanced ethnic mix: Singapore’s 
ethnic quota policy examined. Urban Studies, 39: 1347-1374. https://doi.
org/10.1080/00420980220142673.

Soon, Valerie. 2023. Sorting and the ecology of freedom of association. Journal of Political 
Philosophy, 31: 411-432. https://doi.org/10.1111/jopp.12294.

Steil, Justin and Nicholas Kelly. 2019. The fairest of them all: analyzing affirmatively 
furthering fair housing compliance. Housing Policy Debate, 29: 85-105. https://doi.
org/10.1080/10511482.2018.1469527.

Stilz, Anna. 2013. Occupancy rights and the wrong of removal. Philosophy & Public 
Affairs, 41: 324-356. https://doi.org/10.1111/papa.12018.

Tan, Shin Bin. 2023. Do ethnic integration policies also improve socio-economic 
integration? A study of residential segregation in Singapore. Urban Studies, 60: 696-
717. https://doi.org/10.1177/00420980221117918.

Van Ham, Maarten; Tiit Tammaru; and Heleen Jannsen. 2018. A multi-level model 
of vicious circles of socio-economic segregation. Pp. 135-153 in Divided Cities: 
Understanding Intra-Urban Inequalities, ed. OECD. Paris: OECD Publishing. https://
doi.org/10.1787/9789264300385-en.

Walton, Andrew. 2020. Trade justice: an argument for integrationist, not internal, 
principles. Journal of Political Philosophy, 28: 51-72. https://doi.org/10.1111/
jopp.12198.

Walzer, Michael. 1983. Spheres of Justice: A Defense of Pluralism and Equality. New York: 
Basic Books.

White, Stuart. 1997. Freedom of association and the right to exclude. Journal of Political 
Philosophy, 5: 373–391. https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-9760.00039.

https://escholarship.org/uc/item/67g5r525
https://escholarship.org/uc/item/67g5r525
https://doi.org/10.1080/00420980220142673
https://doi.org/10.1080/00420980220142673
https://doi.org/10.1111/jopp.12294
https://doi.org/10.1080/10511482.2018.1469527
https://doi.org/10.1080/10511482.2018.1469527
https://doi.org/10.1111/papa.12018
https://doi.org/10.1177/00420980221117918
https://doi.org/10.1787/9789264300385-en
https://doi.org/10.1787/9789264300385-en
https://doi.org/10.1111/jopp.12198
https://doi.org/10.1111/jopp.12198
https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-9760.00039

