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ABSTRACT

Many would agree that the present generation, at least in the affluent parts of the world, is profiting
from the earth’s resources at the expense of future generations. In combination with a steadily increas-
ing population, this could result in a future world crowded with people whose lives are worth living but
of poor quality because of environmental degradation and lack of resources. Assume that we have an
opportunity to avoid this scenario and to create a world with a sizeable but smaller population in which
every person enjoys very high quality of life. Which future is the better one? Most of us, it seems, find it
evident that the latter future is superior to the former. For example, Derek Parfit, the 2014 Rolf Schock
Laureate in Logic and Philosophy (http://www.rolfschockprizes.se/pristagare2014/logikochfiloso-
fi.ss.html), holds that the contrary claim would be an instance of his infamous “Repugnant conclusion”:

“For any possible population of at least ten billion people, all with a very high quality of life, there
must be some much larger imaginable population whose existence, if other things are equal, would be
better even though its members have lives that are barely worth living” (Parfit 1984, p. 388).

The Repugnant Conclusion highlights a problem in an area of ethics which has become known
as population ethics which involves foundational questions regarding our duties to future generations.
The main problem in population ethics has been to find an adequate theory about the moral value of
outcomes where the number of people, the quality of their lives, and their identities may vary. Since,



arguably, any reasonable moral theory has to take these aspects of possible outcomes into account
when determining the normative status of actions, the study of population ethics is of general import
for moral theory.

As the name indicates, Parfit finds the Repugnant Conclusion unacceptable and most
philosophers agree. However, it has been surprisingly difficult to find a theory that avoids the Repug-
nant Conclusion without implying other equally counterintuitive conclusions (for a summary, see
Arrhenius et al. 2010). Actually, as I have shown, it is impossible to avoid the Repugnant Conclu-
sion (or even worse conclusions) without violating some intuitively very convincing condition (see,
e.g., Arrhenius 2000, 2011). The question as to how the Repugnant Conclusion should be dealt with
and, more generally, what it shows about the nature of ethics has turned it into one of the cardinal
challenges of modern ethics.

Recently, Parfit (2014) has suggested a new way of avoiding the Repugnant Conclusion by
revising our beliefs about fundamental axiological concepts such as “better than” and “equally good”
Normally, we think that these concepts are transitive so that if A is a better outcome than B, and B is
better than C, then A is better than C (and if A is equally as good as B, and B is equally as good as C,
then A is equally as good as C). Parfit suggests that this is not true in a range of important cases. Rather,
in such cases, outcomes are only imprecisely comparable. One defining feature of imprecise concepts
is that they are non-transitive. This is not due to any cognitive or epistemic limitations but a fact about
the value comparisons of certain types of outcomes.

More specifically, Parfit (2014) suggests that “[w]hen two possible worlds would contain
different numbers of people, this fact makes these worlds less precisely comparable.” From this follows
that many of the comparisons of different future populations will involve imprecise comparisons and
transitivity might fail. Parfit thinks that this will open up a way of avoiding the Repugnant Conclu-
sion without implying other counterintuitive conclusion, and thus solve one of the major challenges
in ethics. In my talk, I shall try to clarify Parfit’s proposal and evaluate whether it will help us with the
paradoxes in population ethics.

References
Arrhenius, G., 2000. “An Impossibility Theorem for Welfarist Axiology”, Economics and Philosophy
vol. 16, pp. 247-266.

Arrhenius, G., 2011. “The Impossibility of a Satisfactory Population Ethics” in H. Colonius and E.
Dzhafarov (eds.) Descriptive and Normative Approaches to Human Bebavior, Advanced Series on
Mathematical Psychology, World Scientific Publishing Company.

Arrhenius, G., Ryberg, J., Tinnsjo, T., 2010. “The Repugnant Conclusion”, in Edward N. Zalta (ed.)
The Stanford Encyclopaedia of Philosophy (Fall 2010 Edition), http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/
repugnant-conclusion/.

Parfit, D., 1984. Reasons and Persons, Oxford: Clarendon Press.

Parfit, D. 2014 (mimeo). “How We Can Avoid the Repugnant Conclusion”



