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Abstract

According to the Evaluative Principle of Neutrality, there is a “neutral
range” of wellbeing levels, corresponding to lives worth living, such that if
all else is equal, creating people at wellbeing levels within this range never
makes an outcome better. In this paper, I argue against the Evaluative
Principle of Neutrality by showing it to be incompatible with two highly
plausible principles for comparing different-number populations — princi-
ples that are more plausible than the Evaluative Principle of Neutrality
itself. I then show that these arguments can be made to work even if
we allow that betterness may be option-set-dependent. Finally, I argue,
more tentatively, that if the Evaluative Principle of Neutrality is false,
we have moral reason to create happy people, and are morally obligated
to do so when all else is equal. The practical upshot of these claims is
not that we are morally obligated to have children, but that we may have
stronger reasons to prevent human extinction than most of us are inclined
to believe.
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1 Introduction

Almost all of us are in favour of making people happy. But most of us are not in
favour of making happy people — we are neutral about that.! If our neutrality
about creating happy people is appropriate, this suggests three principles. First,
creating happy people does not make the world better overall. Second, we have
no moral reason to create happy people. Third, we are not morally obligated to
create happy people. The first principle, stated more precisely, is the

Evaluative Principle of Neutrality
There is a range of good wellbeing levels (call it the “neutral range”)
such that if all else is equal, creating people at wellbeing levels within the
neutral range never makes an outcome better.?

By wellbeing levels, I mean lifetime wellbeing levels, which correspond to how
well an entire life goes, all things considered. A wellbeing level is “good” if and
only if a life at that level of wellbeing is “worth living”, or “good for” the person
living it, all things considered.?

I shall assume that if the Evaluative Principle of Neutrality is true, the
neutral range associated with it is fairly wide. To be more precise about what I
mean, we shall need a way of denoting wellbeing levels by numbers. Throughout
this chapter, I shall use the following scale: wellbeing level n corresponds to a
life of some constant good momentary wellbeing level — perhaps the average
momentary wellbeing level of good lives in developed countries today — and
which lasts for n years.* (Most of the arguments of this chapter won’t depend
on our having this particular wellbeing scale in mind, though.) I shall assume
that the “neutral range” associated with the Evaluative Principle of Neutrality
includes all good wellbeing levels up to level 60. That is, I am interested in
versions of the Evaluative Principle of Neutrality which are strong enough to
say that it would not be overall better to create the sorts of high-quality lives
which can today be expected for those born into fortunate circumstances.

INarveson 1973: 80

2This principle is a variation on Broome’s (2004; 2005) Intuition of Neutrality. The main
difference is that the neutral range is required to contain lives worth living. The upshot of
this difference is that if there is a range of wellbeing levels which are neither personally good
nor personally bad, and it makes an outcome neither better nor worse to add lives at these
wellbeing levels, but it does make an outcome better to add lives which are personally good,
then the Principle of Neutrality will be true, but the Evaluative Principle of Neutrality will
be false. See Gustafsson 2020 for a view like this.

31 am appealing here to Parfit’s notion of a life (or an outcome) being non-comparatively
“good for” a person, which is supposed to be compatible with the claim that this life (or
outcome) is not better for her than non-existence (1984: Appendix G). If you don’t think
that this kind of talk makes sense, you might instead replace talk of “good wellbeing levels”
with talk of wellbeing levels at or above some particular threshold, where it intuitively seems
permissible (but perhaps not obligatory) to create lives at the threshold quality if all else is
equal. The same goes, changing what needs to be changed, for bad lives.

4We need not assume that the “n years of good life” notation covers all possible good
wellbeing levels. Relatedly, using this notation does not require us to assume that the at-
least-as-good-as relation on lives is complete.



Many people who accept the Evaluative Principle of Neutrality also accept
a stronger claim, namely the

Strong Evaluative Principle of Neutrality
If all else is equal, creating people with good lives, no matter how good
their lives are, never makes an outcome better.

(The Strong Evaluative Principle of Neutrality is one half of the popular
Evaluative Procreation Asymmetry.)® The reason I discuss the weaker Evalua-
tive Principle of Neutrality, rather than the Strong version, is that the Strong
version is less intuitively compelling. We are inclined to think that it would
not be better for there to exist additional good lives of the sort we are familiar
with: lives of fairly high quality which, if all goes well, may last eighty years
or so. Our intuitions are less clear when it comes to additions of amazing lives
which involve continual bliss, creative excellence and valuable relationships, and
which last for at least ten thousand years. While it might turn out that every
theoretical rationale for the weaker claim also supports the stronger claim, I
shall not assume that this is the case.

The structure of the chapter is as follows. In §2, I provide arguments against
the Evaluative Principle of Neutrality which assume that the betterness relation
is transitive across option sets. In §3, I extend these arguments to cover the
possibility that betterness is option-set-dependent, so that transitivity applies
only within option sets. In §4, I consider whether we can infer from the negation
of the Evaluative Principle of Neutrality that we sometimes have moral reasons
or obligations to create happy people. I tentatively argue that we can, or that
at any rate the arguments of §3 can be adapted to support these claims. I also
argue that if we do have moral reasons or obligations to create happy people,
it (surprisingly) does not obviously follow that we are often obligated to have
children. The best-supported revisionary implication is instead this: our moral
reasons to prevent human extinction are significantly stronger than most of us
are antecedently inclined to believe.

2 Neutrality For Orthodox Population Axiology

Throughout this section, I shall make two standard assumptions about bet-
terness. First, I assume that there is a binary at-least-as-good-as relation on
populations, which can be recovered from the more fundamental at-least-as-
good-as relation on outcomes. (By a population, I just mean a finite set of
people with associated wellbeing levels.) One population is at least as good
as a second if and only if an outcome which instantiates the first population
is at least as good as an outcome which instantiates the second population, if
all else is equal. Our first assumption is, effectively, that this definition does

5The Procreation Asymmetry is discussed by McMahan (1981, 2009, 2013), Frick (2014,
2017), Roberts (2011), and many others.



indeed give us a well-defined relation. Since populations do not contain infor-
mation about the alternatives available in the outcomes they instantiate, I am
effectively assuming that the at-least-as-good-as relation is independent of the
set of alternatives which could otherwise be chosen. This assumption, while
intuitively attractive, is somewhat contentious, so I shall show how we can do
without it in §3.

My second assumption is that the at-least-as-good-as relation on populations
is transitive. Given our first assumption, transitivity then applies across, as well
as within, option sets. In particular, we have

Transitivity Across Binary Option Sets
For any populations X,Y and Z, if X is at least as good as Y when these
are the only two options, and Y is at least as good as Z when these are
the only two options, X must be at least as good as Z when these are the
only two options.

Armed with Transitivity Across Binary Option Sets, we can deploy an adapta-
tion of John Broome’s (2004; 2005) “greediness” argument against the Evalu-
ative Principle of Neutrality. Consider populations P, @) and R illustrated by
the table below, where () represents non-existence:

One hundred people One hundred different people

P 40 Q
Q 60 40
R 40 60

Since R is obtained from P by adding lives within the neutral range, the Eval-
uative Principle of Neutrality implies that R is not better than P. @ and R are
plausibly equally good, given that we are impartial between the one hundred
people who exist in P, and the one hundred different people. Transitivity then
implies that P is not worse than Q.6 But note that @ is obtained from P by
adding additional people with good lives, while at the same time making existing
people better off. So, coupled with a principle of impartiality between people,
the Evaluative Principle of Neutrality implies what we can call the “greediness
phenomenon”: additions of good lives can be “greedy” in the sense that they
cancel out improvements elsewhere.” Because the greediness phenomenon is
intuitively unacceptable, we should reject the Evaluative Principle of Neutrality
— or so goes the greediness argument.

The final step of this argument is controversial. Some philosophers grant that
the Evaluative Principle of Neutrality gives rise to the greediness phenomenon,

6Suppose P were worse than Q. Since Q and R are equally good, it would then follow that
P is worse than R, contradicting the Evaluative Principle of Neutrality.

"Broome’s original examples focus on a different greediness phenomenon: the tendency of
additions of good lives to swallow up badness. That said, Broome is aware that his Intuition of
Neutrality implies that both badness and goodness can be swallowed up, and considers both
to be ways in which neutrality is “greedy” (Broome, 2004: 170). The Evaluative Principle of
Neutrality, as formulated here, only implies that goodness can be swallowed up.



but deny that we should therefore reject it. Frick (2017) thinks that the greedi-
ness argument merely demonstrates that the neutrality of creating happy people
is greedy. Rabinowicz (2009) thinks that the greediness argument establishes
that additions of good lives must be able to count for or against other values,
but does not establish that additions of good lives must sometimes make an
outcome better.

The greediness argument, as it stands, thus leaves us at an impasse. Some
philosophers find the greediness phenomenon intuitively unacceptable, and oth-
ers do not. However, this impasse can be broken. Even if we grant, for the sake
of argument, that the greediness phenomenon is not intrinsically very counter-
intuitive, we can argue that it forces us to violate principles for comparing
different-number populations which are more compelling than the Evaluative
Principle of Neutrality itself.® One such principle is

Different-Number Egalitarian Dominance
Let X and Y be any populations. If
(i) X is a perfectly equal non-empty population of good lives;
(ii) each person in X is better off than each person in Y

(iii) each person in Y exists in X (and is therefore worse off in Y than in
X);*

(iv) X has greater total wellbeing than Y,

then X is better than Y.

The judgements delivered by Different-Number Egalitarian Dominance are unim-
peachable on utilitarian grounds (due to ii and iv), on egalitarian grounds (due
to i), and on person-affecting grounds (due to iii).'° It is hard to find princi-
ples for comparing different-number populations that are acceptable to all, but

8Broome (2004: 202-206) also supplies a few practical arguments against greedy neu-
trality, which appeal to judgements about particular cases (especially cases involving global
warming). However, there is a difference between appealing to intuitive judgements about
particular cases, and appealing to compelling general principles. Broome gives one argument,
which he credits to Erik Carlson, which seems to tacitly appeal to a version of the Absolute
Value Principle we shall see later (2004: 205). But this argument only applies against the
Strong Evaluative Principle of Neutrality, and it assumes Utilitarianism for fixed-population
comparisons.

9Notice that this condition is slightly different from condition (iii) of the version of
Different-Number Egalitarian Dominance discussed in Chapter ?77; both, however, serve the
same function: they ensure that the claim that X is better than Y is compatible with the
narrow person-affecting principle.

10T here are some proposed population axiologies on which Different-Number Egalitarian
Dominance is false, such as Holtug’s (2010) version of Total Prioritarianism, as well as some
versions of critical level or critical range utilitarianism (Blackorby and Donaldson, 1984; Black-
orby et al., 1995, 2005). Total Prioritarianism does not validate the Evaluative Principle of
Neutrality, but critical range and critical level utilitarianism can (if the critical range or level
extends into the good wellbeing levels).



Different-Number Egalitarian Dominance comes pretty close.!! However plau-
sible we find the Evaluative Principle of Neutrality, it seems clear enough that
Different-Number Egalitarian Dominance is more plausible still.

To see the incompatibility between the Evaluative Principle of Neutrality
(via the greediness phenomenon) and Different-Number Egalitarian Dominance,
consider the populations P, () and R illustrated by the table below.

One hundred people Ten billion different people

P 40 Q
Q 40.01 40.01
R 40 60

Different-Number Egalitarian Dominance implies that @ is better than P. R is
better than @ (as I shall soon argue). Transitivity Across Binary Option Sets
then implies that R is better than P, contradicting the Evaluative Principle of
Neutrality.

Why is R better than Q7 Because even if equality or priority matter, it is
not plausible that small gains with respect to equality or priority outweigh very
large differences in total wellbeing in same-person cases.'? On our chosen scale
of wellbeing, the numbers correspond to years of good life. So a choice between
@ and R is a choice between an outcome in which ten billion people get nearly
twenty extra years of good life, and an outcome in which one hundred different
people get about three or four extra days of good life. I don’t have much in the
way of further argument here, but I do have some forceful language: the former
outcome is obviously better than the latter.!3

The Evaluative Principle of Neutrality is therefore inconsistent with Different-
Number Egalitarian Dominance on any axiology which satisfies Transitivity
Across Binary Option Sets and some very minimal judgements in same-person
cases. Since Different-Number Egalitarian Dominance is more compelling than
the Evaluative Principle of Neutrality, we should reject the latter in favour of
the former.

One might deny that Different-Number Egalitarian Dominance is signifi-
cantly more compelling than the Evaluative Principle of Neutrality. I think
that it is, but at any rate, the Evaluative Principle of Neutrality turns out to

11Some might doubt Different-Number Egalitarian Dominance on the grounds that wellbe-
ing, on the scale I have defined, has diminishing marginal value. But those who believe this
presumably have a different scale of wellbeing in mind, and should therefore accept the version
of Different-Number Egalitarian Dominance where sums are calculated relative to that scale.

12Gee also Parfit 1997: 205 and Crisp 2003: 752.

I3Note that the argument from Different-Number Egalitarian Dominance would work even
if the potential benefit for the one hundred people were arbitrarily small — perhaps a few
seconds of extra good life. The claim that R is better than @ would not follow on an extreme
egalitarian view, on which more equal populations are always better, provided they do not
involve levelling down. But Barrett (2020a,b) has argued persuasively that such views are
either cyclic, or they cannot avoid the Levelling Down Objection after all. It is also false that
R is better than @ on Rawls’s Difference Principle (1999). But it is in precisely these sorts of
extreme cases that the Difference Principle seems most implausible.



also conflict with another principle which is weaker and even more compelling
than Different-Number Egalitarian Dominance. This is the

Absolute Value Principle
If X is a perfectly equal population consisting solely of good lives, and Y
is a population consisting solely of bad lives, then X is better than Y .14

The Absolute Value Principle is about as plausible as you can get when it comes
to principles for comparing different-number principles: it just says that it would
be better for there to be only good lives than for there to be only bad lives.
In particular, the Absolute Value Principle seems to me much more compelling
than the Evaluative Principle of Neutrality.

Consider now the populations P, Q and R illustrated by the table below:!®

One hundred people Ten billion different people

P —0.01 Q
Q 0.01 0.01
R —0.01 60

The argument here has exactly the same form as the argument from Different-
Number Egalitarian Dominance. @ is better than P by the Absolute Value
Principle. R is better than @, because the small gain to the one hundred people
in @ is less important than the large gain to the ten billion people in R.16
Transitivity then implies that R is better than P, contradicting the Evaluative
Principle of Neutrality.

The same-person claim that R is better than @ is slightly more controversial
than the same-person claim appearing in the argument from Different-Number
Egalitarian Dominance, because the move from R to @ lifts one hundred people
up from a bad wellbeing level to a good one. But despite this, the same-person
claim remains very secure. The size of the benefit to the one hundred people is
sufficiently small that even if a very healthy degree of priority should be given

14This principle is often called “Priority for Lives Worth Living” in the economics literature
(see Blackorby et al., 2005: 135). I avoid using this name because it is misleadingly suggestive
of prioritarianism. The Absolute Value Principle is sometimes confused with the negation of
Gustaf Arrhenius’s “Sadistic Conclusion” (2000: 251) and with his “Non-Sadism” condition
(n.d.). The difference between these non-sadism conditions and the Absolute Value Principle
is that the non-sadism conditions involve comparisons of populations which differ in that either
good or bad lives are added, without any restrictions on the unaffected part of the population,
whereas the Absolute Value Principle involves comparisons of populations which contain only
good lives, or contain only bad lives. (To see the difference, it might help to note that Average
Utilitarianism violates Arrhenius’s Non-Sadism conditions, but satisfies the Absolute Value
Principle.)

15Negative wellbeing levels may be defined as in Chapter ?7.

16 Gustafsson (2020) has suggested that there is a range of wellbeing levels which are neither
good nor bad nor neutral, and that there is no neutral level. If he is right, then it may be
that there is a fairly large gap between any good level and any bad level. This would make
the judgement that R is better than @ less plausible, but I think it would still be compelling.



to these people in virtue of the fact that they are slightly badly off, it would
still be better for the ten billion people to be given much larger benefits.!”

If we accept the claim that R is better than @, together with Transitivity
Across Binary Option Sets, we must choose between the Principle of Neutrality
and the Absolute Value Principle. In such a contest, the Absolute Value Princi-
ple should win out.'® So we should reject the Evaluative Principle of Neutrality
if we are happy with the structural assumptions involved in orthodox population
axiology.

3 Neutrality and Option-Set-Dependent Better-
ness

We have so far assumed that (i) there is a binary at-least-as-good-as relation
on populations, and that (ii) this relation is transitive. These assumptions
jointly imply Transitivity Across Binary Option Sets. However, (i) in particular
might seem to assume important points at issue. Recall that, according to
(i), the at-least-as-good-as relation must be option-set-independent in the sense
that whether one outcome is better than another cannot depend on the sets of
available alternatives associated with the two outcomes. So far, we have simply
assumed that this is true. But it is not obviously true in the context of variable
population cases, because it is plausible that in such cases, betterness can be
option-set-dependent.'® We might, for instance, accept

Comparative Harm Aversion
Suppose that outcomes X and Y have the same anonymous distribution
of wellbeing, that some person in X is worse off than she is in an available
alternative, and that no person in Y is worse off than she is in an available
alternative. Then Y is better than X .20

Comparative Harm Aversion is not clearly false, and it is incompatible with
(i). Suppose X contains Person 1 (only) at wellbeing level 10, while ¥ contains
Person 2 (only) at wellbeing level 10. How do these two outcomes compare?
Although we have fully specified the populations instantiated by each outcome,
we cannot say. Suppose X and Y have the same set of relevant alternatives,
{X.,Y,Z}. If Z contains Person 1 (only) at level 20, then Y will be better
than X. But if Z contains Person 2 (only) at level 20, then X will be better

17There may be some who are persuaded by the view that outcomes in which some have
bad lives must be worse than outcomes in which all have good lives. For instance, Kolodny
(forthcoming) seems to think that this view is plausible. I disagree, but in any case, the
argument from Different-Number Egalitarian Dominance is unaffected.

18The Absolute Value Principle is false on some versions of critical range and critical level
utilitarianism, and has also recently been denied by Bader (2022a,b). But as far as I can see,
these views are untenable precisely because they involve denying the Absolute Value Principle.

19Frick (2022) argues for this point at length.

20 A deontic version of this claim is endorsed by Otsuka (2018).



than Y. So if Comparative Harm Aversion is true, we cannot derive a unique
at-least-as-good-as relation on populations from the at-least-as-good-as relation
on outcomes, because the latter is option-set-dependent. “All else equal” com-
parisons of goodness depend on how all else is equal: on which alternatives are
available.

It might be replied that there is a natural and non-arbitrary way to make all-
else-equal comparisons of populations in light of potential option-set-dependent
betterness, which is to always compare populations with respect to the option
set containing those two alternatives, and no others. Call this the Pairwise
Interpretation. While the Pairwise Interpretation gives us a way of accepting
(i), it gives us no grounds to accept (ii), the transitivity of the resulting relation.
Suppose that population X is better than Y relative to {X,Y}, and Y is better
than Z relative to {Y, Z}. Since the outcomes involved must be different each
time, the transitivity of the at-least-as-good-as relation on outcomes does not
imply that X is better than Z relative to {X, Z}.%!

It might thus be our assumption of the conjunction of (i) and (ii) in §2
was too quick. The Evaluative Principle of Neutrality lends itself naturally
to option-set-dependent betterness because it is suggestive of the claim that
facts about which people can potentially be created by the agent, and which
people exist regardless of the agent’s actions, could be evaluatively significant.
By assuming (i) and (ii), which are jointly at odds with option-set-dependent
betterness, we might have assumed important points at issue. While (i) and (ii)
are theoretically attractive, it might seem that we need to reject at least one of
them in order to have an intuitively satisfactory population axiology.?2

I shall therefore leave open that betterness might be option-set-dependent.
Consequently, we shall no longer be able to take Transitivity Across Binary
Option Sets for granted. However, I shall continue to assume

Outcome Transitivity
Let X,Y and Z be any outcomes. If X is at least as good as Y, and Y is
at least as good as Z, then X is at least as good as Z.23

Provided that it is possible to make all-else-equal comparisons of populations
with associated sets of relevant alternatives, Outcome Transitivity implies

Transitivity Within Option Sets
For any populations X,Y and Z, and any option set O, if X is at least
as good as Y, relative to O, and Y is at least as good as Z, relative to O,
then X is at least as good as Z, relative to .24

21Voorhoeve (2013) and Broome (1991: 100-104) make similar points.

22Gee especially Frick (2022), who argues that abandoning option-set-independence can help
us solve the Mere Addition Paradox.

23Some philosophers reject this assumption, such as Temkin (1987, 1996) and Rachels (1998,
2001, 2004). But I shall maintain it nonetheless.

24Frick (2022) could be interpreted as suggesting that the betterness relation itself is a three-
place relation whose relata are two populations (or outcomes) and a set of alternatives, rather



There is a perfectly general method of transforming arguments which are valid in
a transitive option-set-independent framework (as in §2) into arguments which
are valid in any framework satisfying Transitivity Within Option Sets. We
merely need to replace each option-set-independent principle or judgement in-
volved in the initial argument with a principle which has it that the relevant
comparison holds relative to all option sets. This method works because if a
given set of principles together imply intransitivity in an option-set-independent
framework, the transformed versions of these principles will imply the same in-
stance of intransitivity in the option set consisting of all populations involved
in the original argument.

Does this mean that it does not matter whether or not our framework is
option-set-dependent? No, because the transformed versions of the option-set-
independent principles may be less plausible than the originals.?®> We can deter-
mine whether or not this is true only by examining the transformed principles
directly. I shall focus on the transformed version of the argument from the Ab-
solute Value Principle, but most of what I shall say also goes for the argument
from Different-Number Egalitarian Dominance.

The argument from the Absolute Value Principle appealed to the populations
P, @ and R in the table reprinted below.

One hundred people Ten billion different people

P —0.01 Q
Q 0.01 0.01
R —0.01 60

In §2 I claimed that @ is better than P and R is better than @Q; therefore,
by transitivity, R is better than P, contradicting the Evaluative Principle of
Neutrality. In order for the transformed version of this argument to work in an
option-set-dependent setting, these claims need to be true in all option sets (or
at least in {P, Q, R}).

According to the Generalised Absolute Value Principle (the version applica-
ble to all option sets), @ is better than P in {P,Q, R}. We might object to this
claim if we are inclined to give great weight to minimising comparative harms,
such that we believe it is a very bad thing for the ten billion different people to
exist in @. On this view, @ might be worse than P in {P,Q, R} because it is bad
for the additional people to exist in ), given that they could have been better
off in R. But comparative harm-minimisation of this sort is perverse. While
the ten billion different people do suffer comparative losses in @, it is not better

than a two-place relation on outcome pairs, as assumed here. If this is the way that option-
set-dependent betterness is to be understood, then Outcome Transitivity, as stated here, is
not well-formed. But Transitivity Within Option Sets is, and this is the only transitivity
assumption we shall need for the remainder of the chapter.

25Frick (2022) makes this point in his discussion of the Mere Addition Paradox. He argues
that a version of the Mere Addition Principle is very plausible when there are only two
alternatives, but can be rejected when the additional people are unjustifiably worse off than
they might have been.

10



that these comparative losses be avoided by preventing these people from com-
ing into existence at all.?6 Rather than promoting the wellbeing of each person
(subject to the equal consideration of others), these sorts of harm-minimisation
views instead lead us to ensure that those who might have been better off are
not around to complain about it. More generally, if we say that P is not worse
than @ due to the additional option of R, we are saying that the existence of
people with bad lives is not worse than the existence of people with good lives,
just because some of those good lives might have been better. But to say this
is to fail to respond appropriately to the interests of the affected people.

A more general case can be made for the Generalised Absolute Value Prin-
ciple. We can appeal to the following argument from the absolute values of
populations:

(P1) If X is a population of good lives, then X is (non-comparatively) good,
relative to any option set O.

(P2) If Y is a population of bad lives, then Y is (non-comparatively) bad,
relative to any option set ©.27

(P3) For any populations X and Y, and any option set O, if X is good in O
and Y is bad in O, X is better than Y in O.

(C1) So if X is a population of good lives, and Y is a population of bad lives,
X is better than Y, relative to any option set.

(P1) can be defended as follows: outcomes instantiating populations consisting
solely of good lives are outcomes which are good for everyone, and outcomes that
are good for everyone are good. Theories which deny this last claim exhibit an
implausible disconnect between what is valuable for people and what is valuable
about outcomes.?®

I thus think that we should accept (P1). The same obviously goes also for
(P2), changing what needs to be changed. Finally, (P3) seems platitudinous.?’
So I think that we should take the above argument to be sound, and accept its
conclusion, which is the Generalised Absolute Value Principle.

What about the same-person claim that R is better than Q7 Assuming that
this comparison holds in the option set {Q, R}, R could only fail to be better
than Q in the three-option case if, due to the presence of P, the wellbeing of the
ten billion different people does not matter at all. But this claim is not at all
plausible. How could large losses to such a large number of people not matter
at all? Imagine that we really faced a choice between P, @) and R, and chose
to bring about . We could not successfully justify our choice to bring about
@ rather than R to the ten billion people by saying that, since the existence of

26Ross (2015: 443-446) calls this the “Problem of Improvable Life Avoidance”.

27For brevity, I shall drop “non-comparatively” when discussing the absolute values of
populations from now on.

28This claim should be understood to be restricted to outcomes which involve nothing of
value other than people and their wellbeing.

298ee also Nebel’s (2018) defence of the “goodness/badness principles”, which are similar
to (P3).
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the ten billion people was not settled at the time of the decision, their wellbeing
did not matter. We could point to the interests of the one hundred people who
are better off in (). But since there is so little at stake for these people, it is not
reasonable to claim that the minor interests of these one hundred people could
outweigh the much larger interests of the ten billion people in R being brought
about rather than Q.

On examination then, I think we should believe that R is better than @ in
{P,Q, R}, and that @ is better than P in {P, @, R}. Transitivity Within Option
Sets then implies that R is better than P in {P, @, R}. This violates the

Generalised Fvaluative Principle of Neutrality
If Y is a population of lives in the neutral range, and X is any population
which does not include the Y-people, then for any option set O, X +Y is
not better than X, relative to O.

This sort of evaluative neutrality, then, has to go. But we might think that
the Generalised Evaluative Principle of Neutrality is stronger than is warranted
by our intuitions regarding the evaluative significance of creating happy people.
We might think that our intuitions only support neutrality in two-option cases,
yielding the

Pairwise Evaluative Principle of Neutrality
If Y is a population of lives in the neutral range and X is any population
which does not include the Y-people, X +Y is not better than X, relative
to {X, X +Y}.

The Pairwise Evaluative Principle of Neutrality is consistent with the premises
of the preceding argument. But we can argue against it in another way. Define
a population to be equivalently good if and only if it is at least as good as some
population of good lives, relative to every option set. Now consider the

Ezxpanded Absolute Value Principle
If X is an equivalently good population and Y is a population consisting
solely of bad lives, X is better than Y, relative to {X,Y}.

Suppose we accept this principle. Returning to the populations from the Abso-
lute Value Argument, if we believe that R is better than @ in every choice set
(as T previously argued), R must be an equivalently good population. Mean-
while, P is a population consisting solely of bad lives. The Expanded Absolute
Value Principle therefore implies that R is better than P in {P, R}, violating
the Pairwise Evaluative Principle of Neutrality.

Why accept the Expanded Absolute Value Principle? We can appeal again
to an argument from the absolute values of populations, which recycles premises
(P2) and (P3):

(P2) If Y is a population of bad lives, then Y is bad, relative to any option set
0.
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(P3) For any populations X and Y, and any option set O, if X is good in O
and Y is bad in O, X is better than Y in O.

(P4) If X is an equivalently good population, X is good relative to any option
set O.

(C2) So if X is equivalently good, and Y is a population of bad lives, X is
better than Y, relative to {X,Y}.

The question is whether we should accept the new premise (P4). I think on
balance we should, but as far as I know, no entirely decisive argument can
be made for it. We can get part of the way there by assuming an option-set-
dependent version of Nebel’s (2018: 878) “Goodness Principle”:

Goodness Principle
For any outcomes X and Y and any option set O, if X is good relative to
O and Y is at least as good as X relative to O, Y must be good, relative
to O.

The Goodness Principle implies that if X is equivalently good in virtue of being
at least as good as some population of good lives Y, X must be good relative
to any option set which includes Y. This is why the Goodness Principle does
not get us all the way to (P4): it does not tell us that an equivalently good
population must be good relative to all option sets.

However, for our purposes we do not need (P4) in its full generality. We can
make do with the more limited claim that population R in particular is good
relative to any option set. This claim is plausible. The only bad thing to be said
for R is that it contains one hundred people who are slightly badly-off; the good
thing to be said for R is that it contains ten billion high-quality lives. Since
the good thing to be said for R is very good, while the bad thing to be said
for R is only slightly bad, R does seem to be non-comparatively good all things
considered; moreover, this seems to be true relative to all option sets (including
{P, R}). If so, given that P is bad in {P, R} and that the Goodness Principle
is true, the Pairwise Evaluative Principle of Neutrality must be false.

Let me add one important caveat. The Evaluative Principle of Neutrality, as
I have stated it, says that additions of good lives in a certain range never make
the world better, regardless of the population we start with. If this principle
is false, it does not follow that additions of good lives always make the world
better, regardless of the population we start with. Consider Average Utilitari-
anism. This view validates the Absolute Value Principle and Different-Number
Egalitarian Dominance, but does not imply that additions of good lives always
make the world better, just that they sometimes do. So my arguments do not
establish that additions of good lives always make an outcome better, just that
they sometimes do. I believe we should accept the further claim that additions
of good lives always make an outcome better, but I shall not argue for this claim
here. At any rate, this qualification may make little difference in practice. The
arguments I have given in this section support the claim that additions of good
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lives make an outcome better when the initial population is non-comparatively
bad. And it seems at least an open possibility that the population of lives ex-
isting up to the present day is non-comparatively bad, given the long history of
suffering on earth (both of historical human beings and of historical wild ani-
mals). So even if additions of good lives do not always make an outcome better,
there is some reason to think that in the situation we in fact face, additions of
good lives do make the world better, at least compared to the outcome in which
there are no future lives at all.

4 The Normative and Deontic Principles of Neu-
trality

We have so far confined our discussion of neutrality to the evaluative case. I
mentioned in the introduction two other Principles of Neutrality. These are the

Normative Principle of Neutrality
If all else is equal, we never have pro tanto requiring moral reason to create
lives within the neutral range.

As well as the

Deontic Principle of Neutrality
If all else is equal, it is never the case that we ought to create lives within
the neutral range.

Both of these principles are arguably more compelling than the evaluative Prin-
ciple of Neutrality. They are also, perhaps, better expressions of the basic intu-
ition most of us share regarding the morality of having happy children, namely
that “people should have them if they want them” (Narveson, 1973: 70), and
that when people who do not want them do not have them, they do nothing that
is in any way wrong or objectionable. Now in fact, as I shall explain later, the
Principles of Neutrality are less related to the morality of having children than
it would be natural to assume. But as a first pass, the Normative and Deontic
Principles of Neutrality do seem more tightly bound up with our ordinary moral
intuitions than the Evaluative Principle of Neutrality.

A natural question thus arises: if we reject the Evaluative Principle of Neu-
trality, must we also reject the Normative and Deontic Principles of Neutrality?
It might seem that we must. Consider first the Normative Principle of Neutral-
ity. The negation of this principle follows from the negation of the Evaluative
Principle of Neutrality, together with the

Goodness-Reasons Bridge Principle

If outcome X is better than outcome Y, we have pro tanto requiring moral
reason to bring about X rather than Y.
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The Goodness-Reasons Bridge Principle is, at the very least, intuitively plausi-
ble. Let me clarify it in a way that defuses two potential worries.

First, it is important that the moral reasons posited by the Goodness-
Reasons Bridge Principle are only pro tanto. The Goodness-Reasons Bridge
Principle does not imply Consequentialism. It is, for example, compatible with
the view that in Thomson’s (1976) well-known footbridge case, one has all things
considered moral reason not to kill one to save five. The Goodness-Reasons
Bridge Principle only requires that there is at least some pro tanto moral rea-
son to save the five, which is true.

Second, it might be argued that the Goodness-Reasons Bridge Principle
requires us to be value-fetishists, in that it demands that we have moral reasons
to bring about better outcomes because they are better. But this is not true.
The Goodness-Reasons Bridge Principle only makes an extensional claim about
when we have pro tanto moral reasons. It says nothing about the grounds
of these reasons. We can perfectly well accept the Goodness-Reasons Bridge
Principle while also accepting (for instance) Scanlon’s plausible view that “being
good, or valuable, is not a property that itself provides a reason to respond to a
thing in certain ways. Rather, to be good or valuable is to have other properties
that constitute such reasons” (1998: 97). In particular, we might believe that
we have reasons to create happy people not because doing so would lead to
overall better outcomes, but because doing so would provide these people with
good lives.

Let us then assume the Goodness-Reasons Bridge Principle for the time
being, though we shall come back later to the possibility of rejecting it. The
negation of the Evaluative Principle of Neutrality then implies the negation of
the Normative Principle of Neutrality. Another bridge principle suffices to take
us to the negation of the Deontic Principle of Neutrality. This is the

Reasons-Obligations Bridge Principle
If we have pro tanto requiring moral reason to bring about X rather than
Y, and no other pro tanto reasons of any sort, then we ought to bring
about X rather than Y.

We should accept the Reasons-Obligations Bridge Principle because requiring
moral reasons, when unopposed, are decisive. Since requiring moral reasons are
the sorts of things capable of delivering obligations, they will do exactly that
unless there are other reasons there to stop them.

The Reasons-Obligations Bridge Principle suffices to take us from the nega-
tion of the Normative Principle of Neutrality to the negation of the Deontic Prin-
ciple of neutrality. However, there is a snag. The Reasons-Obligations Bridge
Principle is compelling precisely because it involves requiring moral reasons. On
a simple picture of how moral reasons work, these are all the moral reasons that
there are. But on more complicated pictures, there are non-requiring reasons
which are incapable of generating moral obligations but which may have other
effects, such as generating permissions or rendering an agent’s action praisewor-
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thy.30 If our reasons really do look like this, it might seem that we were too
quick in rejecting the Normative Principle of Neutrality. Our argument assumed
that if X is better than Y, then there is pro tanto requiring moral reason to
bring about X rather than Y. But we might think that only a weaker principle
is warranted, namely the

Goodness-Reasons Bridge Principle*
If outcome X is better than outcome Y, we have pro tanto moral reason
of some sort to bring about X rather than Y.

This weakened bridge principle would only be enough to force us to reject the

Normative Principle of Neutrality*
If all else is equal, we never have pro tanto moral reason of any sort to
create lives within the neutral range.

But there is no compelling argument from the negation of the Normative Prin-
ciple of Neutrality* to the negation of the Deontic Principle of Neutrality. If we
only have non-requiring pro tanto moral reason to bring about X rather than
Y, then (platitudinously) we are not required to bring about X rather than Y.

It seems, then, that much hangs on whether we accept the stronger Goodness-
Reasons Bridge Principle, or whether we instead accept only the weaker Goodness-
Reasons Bridge Principle*. If we accept only the weaker principle, we will be-
lieve that there must be some moral reasons to create happy people — but it
is an open possibility that such reasons are non-requiring (most likely, they are
merely justifying).3!

Is it plausible to accept the weaker but not the stronger Goodness-Reasons
Bridge Principle? That is, is it plausible that while we have moral reasons
to bring about better outcomes, such reasons might be non-requiring? I find
it hard to judge. When we can bring about a better outcome by providing
ordinary benefits to people who already exist, it seems plausible that we have
requiring moral reasons to do so: when we are permitted not to benefit people,
this is generally explained (assuming such cases arise) by the existence of agent-
centred prerogatives or other morally significant factors.3?> This seems to at
least partially support the view that there are requiring reasons to create happy
people: it seems ad hoc to claim that while we have requiring moral reasons to
produce better outcomes by benefiting existing people, we do not have requiring
moral reasons to produce better outcomes by creating additional happy people.
But this combination of claims is not ad hoc to the point of unbelievability.
Making existing people better off and creating additional happy people are,

308ee for instance Gert (2003) or Portmore (2021).

31McMahan (2013: 20-23) and Thomas (2019: 15) suggest, on independent grounds, that
advocates of the asymmetry might accept the existence of justifying or “cancelling” moral
reasons to create happy people.

32Gee for instance Scheffler (1994). I am imagining that prerogatives count as reasons, but
some philosophers dispute this; see for instance Mufioz (2021: 702).
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after all, very different things, and it is not crazy to think that we have different
sorts of reasons in either case. To be satisfactory, a proponent of the Normative
Principle of Neutrality would of course need to provide an explanation for why
we have different sorts of reasons in the two sorts of cases, but this task seems
like it could be manageable.

As it stands, then, there seems to be no clearly decisive reason to accept the
stronger Goodness-Reasons Bridge Principle over the weaker Goodness-Reasons
Bridge Principle*. Yet it still seems to me that there are powerful reasons to
reject the Normative Principle of Neutrality. Even if we cannot argue from the
negation of the Evaluative Principle of Neutrality, we can still marshal the same
arguments that led us to reject the Evaluative Principle of Neutrality directly
against the Normative Principle of Neutrality. By allowing that value might
be option-set-dependent, we have removed an important structural disanalogy
between the normative and the evaluative case. This makes translations of
our evaluative arguments into normative terms more plausible. More precisely,
we can re-run the argument from the Absolute Value Principle found in §3,
replacing all instances of “at-least-as-good-as” with “at-least-as-much-reason-
to-choose”. Recall the three populations involved in that argument, reprinted
below:

One hundred people Ten billion different people

P —0.01 Q
Q 0.01 0.01
R —0.01 60

What are our reasons like in the option set {P, @, R}? Plausibly, the following
two claims are true:

(i)  There is more (and requiring) moral reason to choose @) than P.

(ii) There is more (and requiring) moral reason to choose R than Q.

These two claims imply that there is more moral reason to choose R than P,
assuming the principle of

Normative Transitivity Within Option Sets
For any populations X, Y and Z, and any option set O, if there is at least
as much reason to bring about X rather than Y, relative to O, and there
is at least as much reason to bring about Y rather than Z, relative to O,
then there is at least as much reason to bring about X rather than 7,
relative to O.

This normative principle of transitivity is plausible. (Note that it says nothing
about transitivity across option sets.) If we accept it, we thus seem to have a
violation of the version of the Normative Principle of Neutrality which applies
across all option sets. Similar adaptations of other arguments in §3 can be used
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to put pressure on the version of the Normative Principle of Neutrality which
applies only to pairwise option sets: provided we always have more moral reason
to bring about good outcomes than bad ones, it is plausible that we will end up
with a violation of the Pairwise Normative Principle of Neutrality.

These arguments against the Normative and Deontic Principles of Neutrality
seem to me somewhat less secure than the arguments against the Evaluative
Principle of Neutrality developed in §2 and §3. But they are not without force.
Unless we are prepared to deny Normative Transitivity Within Option Sets
(which is admittedly less secure than the transitivity of the at-least-as-good-as
relation), it seems to me that there is significant pressure to reject the Normative
and Deontic Principles of Neutrality.

Suppose we do reject these principles. One might worry that we will then be
forced to conclude that we ordinarily have moral obligations to have children,
provided our potential children would have lives worth living. I believe that this
worry is misguided.

First, it is plausible that we have strong personal prerogatives as to whether
or not to have children. These prerogatives are intuitively strong enough to
explain, for instance, why we would not be morally obligated to have children
even if we learned that doing so will somehow make a neighbour very happy (for
innocent reasons, let us suppose), raising her from the level of a life barely worth
living to that of a life well worth living. So they seem strong enough to explain
why we would be permitted not to have children, even if we had a pro tanto
moral reason in favour of doing so which is about as strong as our pro tanto
moral reasons to greatly benefit existing people in a way that does not involve
saving them from great harms. My point is not that these common-sense moral
judgements are correct, it is that the existence of a strong pro tanto moral reason
to have children could not make it obligatory to have children unless we have
already jettisoned important parts of the common-sense morality of ordinary
procreation.

Second (and more importantly), it is unclear whether having children is a
way of increasing the expected number of happy people in the first place. While
having a child certainly makes it the case that there is one individual who would
not have existed otherwise, it does not do only that. The child will go on to
live a life of their own, be a part of the global economy, and affect the future
in unpredictable ways. It could be, for instance, that having an additional
child will add to overpopulation pressures, that people will respond to these
overpopulation pressures by having fewer children themselves, and that the net
effect will be a decrease in population size. I am not saying that we know that
this will happen. I am saying that we are radically uncertain about the future
(especially the further future), so much so that we have almost no idea whether
having children would increase or decrease the population size in the long run.3?
What we do know is that having children will have morally significant effects
— and large ones — on the future. This is true regardless of whether or not we

33See Greaves 2016.
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accept the various Principles of Neutrality.

There is, however, one case in which we can be fairly sure that our actions
will increase or decrease the expected (human) population size. This is the case
in which we can decrease or increase the risk of near-term human extinction. We
can, fairly predictably, decrease the expected size of the human population by
increasing extinction risk, and reduce the expected size by decreasing extinction
risk. Denying the various Principles of Neutrality thus suggests something like

Ex Ante Anti-Extinction
It would be ex ante better to/we would have moral reason to/we have a
moral obligation, all else equal, to: reduce the risk of near-term human
extinction, provided that future human lives would otherwise be good.

Ex Ante Anti-Extinction is intuitively plausible. But one might think that the
way in which we endorse Ex Ante Anti-Extinction, if we reject the Principles
of Neutrality, is problematic. Frick (2017) has pointed out that if our reasons
to prevent extinction are just reasons to create happy people, we should be
indifferent between an increase in the population size at a particular time and
an increase in the population size across time (by extending the lifetime of
humanity as a whole). But most of us care more about the latter than about
the former.

I do not think that these considerations reveal any major problem with
rejecting the Principles of Neutrality. Assuming our intuitions about these cases
are not misguided (though I am sceptical of this), the proper conclusion seems
to be that we should care about the future of humanity over and above the
extent to which we care about increasing the number of happy people. But
there is no contradiction in caring about the future of humanity in this way and
also caring about increasing the number of happy people. It is plausible that
here we have two sorts of reasons, and it is an open question how they are to
be weighed up.

There is, however, one way in which it is of practical importance whether
we come to Ex Ante Anti-Extinction via negated Principles of Neutrality, or
via some other way. If we accept Ex Ante Anti-Extinction because we believe
there are reasons to increase the (expected) number of happy people, then it
matters whether, as some have argued, there are an enormously large number
of people in humanity’s future, conditional on our near-term survival (Greaves
and MacAskill, 2021). If there are, then a reasonable first pass has it that if
we have reasons to create happy people, then our reasons to bring about the
existence of enormously many happy people by preventing extinction must be
overwhelmingly strong: so strong that they will override practically all of our
reasons associated with near-term considerations.

This is a sensible thing to think, but it is perhaps a little too quick. It
is not immediately obvious that our moral reasons must be aggregative in the
sense that the strengths of our reasons to provide benefits or avert harms grow
proportionally to the number of people susceptible to these benefits or harms.
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Many philosophers hold a different view, on which sometimes our reasons don’t
aggregate in this straightforward way: paradigmatically, our reasons to save a
single person from death are stronger than our reasons to save any number of
people from suffering mild headaches.?* The question is: on a less-than-fully
aggregative view like this, how strong are our reasons to slightly reduce the
risk of enormously many people being prevented from coming into existence by
near-term human extinction, assuming the Normative Principle of Neutrality is
false? If the Normative Principle of Neutrality is false, as I have argued, this
question is of great practical importance. But regrettably, I cannot answer it
here.

5 Conclusion

Many of us are inclined to accept the Evaluative Principle of Neutrality. How-
ever, the arguments of §2 show that the Evaluative Principle of Neutrality is
inconsistent with compelling principles for comparing different-number popu-
lations which are more compelling than the Evaluative Principle of Neutrality
itself. In §3, I showed how to modify these arguments so that they apply even
if we allow that betterness may be option-set-dependent. In light of these argu-
ments, we should reject the Evaluative Principle of Neutrality.

In §4, I showed that we can apply various plausible bridge principles to argue
from the negation of the Evaluative Principle of Neutrality to the negations of
the Normative and Deontic Principles of Neutrality. It is unclear whether such
arguments are successful. We can also modify the arguments of §3 so that they
apply directly to our moral reasons. These arguments are more powerful, though
perhaps not completely decisive. So while there is significant pressure to reject
the Normative and Deontic Principles of Neutrality, it is not clear whether we
ought to do so, all things considered. If we do reject these principles, the main
practical upshot is not that we might be morally obligated to have children.
The main practical upshot is that preventing human extinction may be much
more morally important than most of us are antecedently inclined to believe.
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