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According to (one version of) the Procreation Asymmetry, it is wrong to create people with bad 
lives, but we are not morally required to create people with good lives. While many philosophers 
are attracted to the Asymmetry, it has proved notoriously difficult to formulate a plausible moral 
theory that incorporates and explains it. It has also seemed difficult to square the Asymmetry 
with standard views in population axiology, on which adding sufficiently happy people to the 
world is a good thing, not merely “neutral.” This paper is about a more fundamental problem: 
the Asymmetry is inconsistent with seemingly plausible principles about what we are morally 
permitted or required to do. I develop some puzzles along these lines, inspired by Parfit’s Mere 
Addition Paradox, using minimal assumptions. I use these puzzles to motivate a view that in-
corporates the Asymmetry and which is not only consistent with the goodness of creating happy 
people, but which appeals to that goodness in resolving the puzzles. Finally, I take up some 
further puzzles, involving principles of sequential choice, that challenge both this view and the 
Asymmetry more generally.
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THE PROCREATION ASYMMETRY:  
SOME PUZZLES

Jacob M. Nebel

According to (one version of) the Procreation Asymmetry, it is wrong to create people with bad 
lives, but we are not morally required to create people with good lives. While many philosophers 
are attracted to the Asymmetry, it has proved notoriously difficult to formulate a plausible moral 
theory that incorporates and explains it. It has also seemed difficult to square the Asymmetry 
with standard views in population axiology, on which adding sufficiently happy people to the 
world is a good thing, not merely “neutral.” This paper is about a more fundamental problem: 
the Asymmetry is inconsistent with seemingly plausible principles about what we are morally 
permitted or required to do. I develop some puzzles along these lines, inspired by Parfit’s Mere 
Addition Paradox, using minimal assumptions. I use these puzzles to motivate a view that incor-
porates the Asymmetry and which is not only consistent with the goodness of creating happy 
people, but which appeals to that goodness in resolving the puzzles. Finally, I take up some 
further puzzles, involving principles of sequential choice, that challenge both this view and the 
Asymmetry more generally.

I. Introduction

Suppose you can create a person whose life would be worthwhile, in a way 
that would affect no one else. Many of us believe that, though it would be 
morally permissible to create such a person, it would not be morally re-
quired. If, on the other hand, the person’s life would be miserable, then 
it would clearly be wrong for you to create her. This is one version of the 
widely discussed

Procreation Asymmetry At least when other things are equal, it is morally 
permissible but not required to create people with good lives, though it is 
wrong to create people with bad lives.1

1. Early discussions of claims in this vicinity include Jan Narveson, “Utilitarianism and New 
Generations,” Mind 76, no. 301 (1967): 62–72, https://doi.org/10.1093/mind/lxxvi.301.62; Derek 
Parfit, “Rights, Interests, and Possible People,” in Moral Problems in Medicine, ed. Samuel Gorovitz 
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Of course, other things are never really equal. Procreation involves signifi-
cant costs, transforms our lives and relationships, and gives us new values 
and responsibilities. It is no wonder that we should have a moral preroga-
tive to decide whether or not to have children because of what procreation 
entails for us. The Asymmetry is supposed to go deeper than that. Those of 
us who accept it believe we would not be required to create happy people 
even by, say, pressing a button to populate a distant planet with wonderful 
lives. And if some public policy would not be morally required on the basis 
of its effects on independently existing people, we do not think it could be 
required by virtue of causing more happy people to exist.

The second half of the Asymmetry—that it is wrong to create people with 
bad lives—is uncontroversial. My focus is on the first half—that it is permissi-
ble but not required (for short, optional) to create people with good lives. This 
optionality claim is a deontic analogue of (one version of) what John Broome 
calls the intuition of neutrality—that expansions to the population are, very 
often, neither good nor bad.2 A particularly strong version of neutrality says 
that creating happy people never, by itself, makes things better or worse. 
Broome argues that the intuition of neutrality should be rejected, and I agree.3 
But I do not think the strong version of the intuition is very widely shared.4 It 
would seem to me a good thing if the world contained more wonderful lives. 
What I find hard to believe is that we could be morally required to create such 
lives. Broome explicitly leaves open the possibility that a deontic version of 
neutrality could be acceptable.5 That is what I want to investigate here.

et al. (Prentice-Hall, 1976), 369–375; Jeff McMahan, “Problems of Population Theory,” Ethics 92, no. 
1 (1981): 96–127, https://doi.org/10.1086/292301. Some more recent treatments include Melinda A. 
Roberts, “The Asymmetry: A Solution,” Theoria 77, no. 4 (2011): 333–367, https://doi.org/10.1111/
j.1755-2567.2011.01117.x; Johann Frick, “Conditional Reasons and the Procreation Asymmetry,” 
Philosophical Perspectives 34, no. 1 (2020): 53–87, https://doi.org/10.1111/phpe.12139; Ralf M. 
Bader, “The Asymmetry,” in Ethics and Existence: The Legacy of Derek Parfit, ed. Jeff McMahan 
et al. (Oxford University Press, 2022), 15–37, https://doi.org/10.1093/oso/9780192894250.003.0002; 
Teruji Thomas, “The Asymmetry, Uncertainty, and the Long Term,” Philosophy and Phenomeno-
logical Research 107, no. 2 (2023): 470–500, https://doi.org/10.1111/phpr.12927. 

2. John Broome, Weighing Lives (Oxford University Press, 2004), https://doi.org/10.1093/019
924376x.001.0001. 

3. Very briefly, this is because I think that for any two outcomes, one of them must be at least 
as good as the other (Cian Dorr, Jacob M. Nebel, and Jake Zuehl, “The Case for Comparability,” 
Noûs 57, no. 2 (2023): 414–453, https://doi.org/10.1111/nous.12407). This constraint leaves little 
room for the intuition of neutrality (Broome, Weighing Lives, sec. 10.3). We will see in Section IV 
why an analogous argument against the Asymmetry is unsuccessful.

4. For some experimental evidence, see Dean Spears, “The Asymmetry of Population Ethics: 
Experimental Social Choice and Dual-Process Moral Reasoning,” Economics & Philosophy 36, no. 3 
(2020): 435–454, https://doi.org/10.1017/S0266267119000221; Lucius Caviola et al., “Population 
Ethical Intuitions,” Cognition 218 (2022): 104941, https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cognition.2021.104941. 

5. Broome, Weighing Lives, 145, 149, 206.

https://doi.org/10.1086/292301
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1755-2567.2011.01117.x
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Some might take the Asymmetry to be a non-starter without the axiolog-
ical intuition of neutrality. After all, if it is good to create happy people, then 
we must have some moral reason to do so. And, at least in idealized cases 
where their lives would contain no suffering and have no negative effects on 
others, we have no reason not to create them. But if we have some reason 
to do something, and no reason not to do it, then surely we ought to do it. 
Therefore, we ought to create happy people, at least in such cases. So, we 
might think, the Asymmetry must be false.6

In my view, this argument is compelling up to the final inference. We do 
have moral reason to create happy people. And, in cases where other things 
are equal, we ought to create them. This seems to me the intuitively correct 
result: I believe that pressing the planet-populating button would be a good 
thing to do, that you have some reason to press it, that you have more reason 
to press it than not to press it, and indeed that you should press it. But it does 
not follow that you are morally required to press the button.

There is a difference between saying that we should or ought to do some-
thing and saying that we must or have to do it, in the sense that failing to do it 
would be wrong.7 “Should” and “ought” are weak necessity modals, in contrast 
to strong necessity modals such as “must,” “have to,” “required,” and “obligato-
ry.”8 The comparative weakness of the former class can be illustrated by sen-
tences like “You ought to do the dishes but you don’t have to” or “You ought 
to wash your hands—in fact, you have to,” in contrast to apparent contradic-
tions like “You have to do the dishes but it’s not as if you ought to” or apparent 
redundancies like “You have to wash your hands—in fact, you ought to.”9

6. Something like this argument is presented, though not endorsed, by Andreas L. Mogensen, 
“Staking Our Future: Deontic Longtermism and the Non-Identity Problem” (GPI Working Paper 
No. 9-2019, Global Priorities Institute, Oxford, 2019), https://www.globalprioritiesinstitute.org/
wp-content/uploads/2019/Mogensen_Staking_Our_Future.pdf. 

7. Elizabeth Harman, “Morally Permissible Moral Mistakes,” Ethics 126, no. 2 (2016): 366–393, 
https://doi.org/10.1086/683539. See also Aaron Sloman, “IV.—‘Ought’ and ‘Better’,” Mind 79, no. 
315 (1970): 385–394, https://doi.org/10.1093/mind/LXXIX.315.385; Paul McNamara, “Must I Do 
What I Ought? (Or Will the Least I Can Do Do?),” in Deontic Logic, Agency and Normative Sys-
tems, ed. Mark A. Brown and José Carmo (Springer, 1996), 154–173, https://doi.org/10.1007/978-1-
4471-1488-8_9; John Broome, “Reasons,” in Reason and Value: Themes From the Moral Philosophy 
of Joseph Raz, ed. R. Jay Wallace et al. (Clarendon Press, 2004), 28–55, https://doi.org/10.1093/
oso/9780199261888.003.0002; and the references cited below. 

8. Alex Silk, “Weak and Strong Necessity Modals: On Linguistic Means of Expressing ‘a Primi-
tive Concept Ought’,” in Meaning, Decision, and Norms: Themes From the Work of Allan Gibbard, 
ed. Billy Dunaway and David Plunkett (Maize Books, 2022), 203–245, https://doi.org/10.3998/
mpub.9948199. 

9. Kai von Fintel and Sabine Iatridou, “How to Say Ought in Foreign: The Composition of 
Weak Necessity Modals,” in Time and Modality, ed. Jacqueline Guéron and Jacqueline Lecarme, 
Studies in Natural Language and Linguistic Theory (Springer, 2008), 115–141, https://doi.
org/10.1007/978-1-4020-8354-9_6. 
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There are various accounts of the precise semantic difference between 
weak and strong necessity modals. But many agree that weak necessity mod-
als are related to maximization: we ought to choose our best option, in some 
sense.10 If one of your options is better than all of the others—which need 
not be the same as its having the best outcome, from anything like an agent-
neutral, welfarist perspective—then that is what you ought to choose. Or, as 
some philosophers might prefer, if you have more reason to do something 
than you have to do anything else, then that is what you have most reason, 
and therefore ought, to do.11 By contrast, it does not seem to follow from 
the fact that one of your options is better than all of the others, or that you 
have more reason to choose it than any of the others, that you are morally re-
quired to choose that option. Thus, the optionality of creating happy people 
does not commit us to its neutrality. Creating happy people may be a good 
thing, and something we have reason to do, without being morally required.

Though I reject the intuition of neutrality, and I think we have some moral 
reason and sometimes ought to create happy people, I am strongly attracted 
to the Asymmetry.12 The problem is that even this thesis is inconsistent 

10. See (in addition to several of the works cited in the previous footnotes) Bernard Williams, 
“Practical Necessity,” in Moral Luck: Philosophical Papers 1973–1980 (Cambridge University Press, 
1981), 124–131, https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9781139165860.011; Ralph Wedgwood, “The ‘Good’ and 
the ‘Right’ Revisited,” Philosophical Perspectives 23 (2009): 499–519, https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1520-
8583.2009.00181.x; Aynat Rubinstein, “On Necessity and Comparison,” Pacific Philosophical Quar-
terly 95, no. 4 (2014): 512–554, https://doi.org/10.1111/papq.12047; Douglas W. Portmore, Opting 
for the Best (Oxford University Press, 2019), https://doi.org/10.1093/oso/9780190945350.001.0001; 
Cian Dorr, Jacob M. Nebel, and Jake Zuehl, “Consequences of Comparability,” Philosophical Per-
spectives 35, no. 1 (2021): 70–98, https://doi.org/10.1111/phpe.12157. In the last of these works, my 
coauthors and I argue from this premise, and the thesis of our “Case for Comparability,” to the 
conclusion that there is almost always a unique thing we ought to do. Given that conclusion, it is 
unsurprising that the analogue of the Asymmetry for ought should fail. 

11. See, e.g., Mark Schroeder, Slaves of the Passions (Oxford University Press, 2007), 193, https://
doi.org/10.1093/acprof:oso/9780199299508.001.0001; Derek Parfit, On What Matters, vol. 1 (Oxford 
University Press, 2011), 33, https://doi.org/10.1093/acprof:osobl/9780199572809.001.0001. For more 
recent discussions, see Thomas Schmidt, “The Balancing View of Ought,” Ethics 134, no. 2 (2024): 
246–267, https://doi.org/10.1086/727270; Eliot Watkins, “How to Be Reasonable about the Meaning 
of ‘Ought’,” Philosophical Studies 183 (2026): 1381–1409, https://doi.org/10.1007/s11098-026-02488-z.

12. This view is importantly distinct from what Jeff McMahan (“Asymmetries in the Morality 
of Causing People to Exist,” in Harming Future Persons, ed. Melinda A. Roberts and David T. 
Wasserman (Springer Netherlands, 2009), 49–68, https://doi.org/10.1007/978-1-4020-5697-0_3) 
calls the “Weak Asymmetry”: that we have moral reasons to create happy people which are 
weaker than our reasons not to create miserable people (see also Elizabeth Harman, “Can We 
Harm and Benefit in Creating?,” Philosophical Perspectives 18, no. 1 (2004): 89–113, https://doi.
org/10.1111/j.1520-8583.2004.00022.x). On my view, our reasons to create happy people could be 
just as strong as our reasons not to create miserable people, when it comes to determining what 
we should do. But our reasons to create happy people, unlike our reasons not to create misera-
ble people, do not by themselves generate moral requirements.

Others have suggested that we have reasons to create happy people which do not give rise 
to requirements (Per Algander, “A Defence of the Asymmetry in Population Ethics,” Res Publica 

https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9781139165860.011
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1520-8583.2009.00181.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1520-8583.2009.00181.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/papq.12047
https://doi.org/10.1093/oso/9780190945350.001.0001
https://doi.org/10.1111/phpe.12157
https://doi.org/10.1093/acprof:oso/9780199299508.001.0001
https://doi.org/10.1093/acprof:oso/9780199299508.001.0001
https://doi.org/10.1093/acprof:osobl/9780199572809.001.0001
https://doi.org/10.1086/727270
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11098-026-02488-z
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-1-4020-5697-0_3
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1520-8583.2004.00022.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1520-8583.2004.00022.x
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with other plausible, purely deontic principles. Thus, an argument can be 
mounted against the Asymmetry without appealing to the goodness of cre-
ating happy people as a premise.

My primary aim in this paper is to present and explore these puzzles. In 
my view, they are not fatal for the Asymmetry. They do, however, highlight 
important choice points for developing a theory that incorporates it. I will 
use the puzzles to motivate a kind of theory that is not just consistent with 
the goodness of creating happy people, but which appeals to that goodness 
in resolving the puzzles. Such a strategy, if successful, would provide reason 
for other proponents of the Asymmetry to reject the intuition of neutrality 
and to embrace the existence of reasons to create happy people.

The puzzles are variations on Derek Parfit’s Mere Addition Paradox in pop-
ulation axiology.13 But they differ from Parfit’s paradox, and most of the sub-
sequent impossibility theorems it has inspired, in crucial ways. They do not 
involve any “repugnant conclusion” involving vast populations of lives that 
are “barely worth living.” They do not rely on any numerical representation 
of welfare,14 or claims about “slight differences” in welfare.15 Most impor-
tantly, they involve purely deontic principles about which acts are morally 
permissible, eschewing any claims about which outcomes are better or 
worse. As we shall see, this last difference is especially important, since it is 
dubious whether our deontic notions are subject to the kinds of structural 
constraints that apply to betterness (e.g., transitivity).16

18, no. 2 (2012): 145–157, https://doi.org/10.1007/s11158-011-9164-0; Elizabeth Harman, “The Ever 
Conscious View and the Contingency of Moral Status,” in Rethinking Moral Status, ed. Steve 
Clarke, Hazem Zohny, and Julian Savulescu (Oxford University Press, 2021), 90–107, https://doi.
org/10.1093/oso/9780192894076.003.0006; Thomas, “The Asymmetry”; Theron Pummer, “Future 
Suffering and the Non-Identity Problem” (GPI Working Paper No. 17-2024, Global Priorities 
Institute, Oxford, 2024), https://www.globalprioritiesinstitute.org/wp-content/uploads/Pum-
mer-T-Future-Suffering-and-the-Non-Identity-Problem.pdf). However, these authors do not 
say (and some of them explicitly deny) that such reasons generate oughts. Though my positive 
view (sketched in Section VIII) implies that we ought to create happy people, there is a simple 
variation on it which avoids this implication; see footnote 54.

13. Derek Parfit, Reasons and Persons (Clarendon Press, 1984), chap. 19, https://doi.org/10.10
93/019824908X.001.0001. 

14. As in Charles Blackorby, Walter Bossert, and David Donaldson, Population Issues in Social 
Choice Theory, Welfare Economics, and Ethics (Cambridge University Press, 2005), https://doi.
org/10.1017/CCOL0521825512. 

15. As in Gustaf Arrhenius, “The Impossibility of a Satisfactory Population Ethics,” in Ad-
vanced Series on Mathematical Psychology, ed. Ehtibar Dzhafarov and Lacey Perry, vol. 3 (World 
Scientific, 2011), 1–26, https://doi.org/10.1142/9789814368018_0001. 

16. For other deontic impossibility results in population ethics, involving versions of the Re-
pugnant Conclusion, see Gustaf Arrhenius, “The Paradoxes of Future Generations and Norma-
tive Theory,” in The Repugnant Conclusion, ed. Torbjörn Tännsjö and Jesper Ryberg (Springer 
Netherlands, 2004), 201–218, https://doi.org/10.1007/978-1-4020-2473-3_11; Rush T. Stewart, “Path 
Independence and a Persistent Paradox of Population Ethics,” Journal of Philosophy, forthcom-

https://doi.org/10.1007/s11158-011-9164-0
https://doi.org/10.1093/oso/9780192894076.003.0006
https://doi.org/10.1093/oso/9780192894076.003.0006
https://www.globalprioritiesinstitute.org/wp-content/uploads/Pummer-T-Future-Suffering-and-the-Non-Identity-Problem.pdf
https://www.globalprioritiesinstitute.org/wp-content/uploads/Pummer-T-Future-Suffering-and-the-Non-Identity-Problem.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1093/019824908X.001.0001
https://doi.org/10.1093/019824908X.001.0001
https://doi.org/10.1017/CCOL0521825512
https://doi.org/10.1017/CCOL0521825512
https://doi.org/10.1142/9789814368018_0001
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-1-4020-2473-3_11
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I begin by laying out a formal framework for our investigation. I then for-
mulate and explore some preliminary puzzles involving binary principles, 
each of which specifies an option as permissible or impermissible in a choice 
between it and one other option. These principles are shown to be incompat-
ible with certain “consistency” conditions on permissible choice. However, 
we will see some reason to be skeptical of such conditions. I therefore show 
how to formulate global versions of the binary principles, which are shown 
to be inconsistent even in the absence of any general consistency conditions. 
The rest of the paper explores some possible ways of resolving the puzzles. 
Ultimately, I develop a solution that appeals to some claims about when and 
why people are wronged, and to the goodness of creating happy people. I 
suggest that, by reflecting on how wrongings work, we can reasonably reject 
global analogues of attractive binary principles in population ethics, choice 
consistency conditions that link the global to the binary principles, and ar-
guments for those conditions involving principles of sequential choice.

The recent literature has seen a wide variety of attempts to capture the 
Asymmetry. The approach developed here falls under a broader category of 
views that appeal to individual complaints (also sometimes called “losses” or 

“harms”) against being worse off than one would or could have been other-
wise, or against being avoidably created with a bad life.17 If a person is cre-

ing; Susumu Cato, “Acyclic Population Ethics and Menu-Dependent Relations,” Economics & 
Philosophy 41, no. 2 (2025): 427–439, https://doi.org/10.1017/S0266267124000294. Stewart and 
Cato appeal to structural principles that are together akin to the transitivity of strict betterness 
(see Section IV below). The “global” puzzles I present in Section V follow a strategy due to Ar-
rhenius, originally suggested in the context of Arrow’s impossibility theorem by Amartya Sen, 
“Rationality and Social Choice,” The American Economic Review 85, no. 1 (1995): 1–24, https://
www.jstor.org/stable/2117993. See also Adam Kern and Jacob M. Nebel, “Migration and Social 
Population Ethics,” Oxford Studies in Political Philosophy, forthcoming, where we develop a 
puzzle analogous to Observation 3 in the context of migration.

17. Other views in this category have been defended by Michael McDermott, “Utility and 
Population,” Philosophical Studies 42, no. 2 (1982): 163–177, https://doi.org/10.1007/BF00374031; 
Roberts, “The Asymmetry”; Christopher J. G. Meacham, “Person-Affecting Views and Satu-
rating Counterpart Relations,” Philosophical Studies 158, no. 2 (2012): 257–287, https://doi.
org/10.1007/s11098-012-9884-9; Jacob Ross, “Rethinking the Person-Affecting Principle,” Journal 
of Moral Philosophy 12, no. 4 (2015): 428–461, https://doi.org/10.1163/17455243-01204004; Jacob 
M. Nebel, “Priority, Not Equality, for Possible People,” Ethics 127, no. 4 (2017): 896–911, https://
doi.org/10.1086/691568; Michael Otsuka, “How It Makes a Moral Difference That One Is Worse 
Off Than One Could Have Been,” Politics, Philosophy & Economics 17, no. 2 (2018): 192–215, 
https://doi.org/10.1177/1470594X17731394; Michael McDermott, “Harms and Objections,” Anal-
ysis 79, no. 3 (2019): 436–448, https://doi.org/10.1093/analys/any062; Joe Horton, “New and Im-
provable Lives,” The Journal of Philosophy 118, no. 9 (2021): 486–503, https://doi.org/10.5840/
jphil2021118934; Niko Kolodny, “Saving Posterity from a Worse Fate,” in Ethics and Existence: The 
Legacy of Derek Parfit, ed. Jeff McMahan et al. (Oxford University Press, 2022), 264–310, https://
doi.org/10.1093/oso/9780192894250.003.0011; Abelard Podgorski, “Complaints and Tournament 
Population Ethics,” Philosophy and Phenomenological Research 106, no. 2 (2023): 344–367, 
https://doi.org/10.1111/phpr.12860; Thomas, “The Asymmetry.”

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0266267124000294
https://www.jstor.org/stable/2117993
https://www.jstor.org/stable/2117993
https://doi.org/10.1007/BF00374031
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11098-012-9884-9
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11098-012-9884-9
https://doi.org/10.1163/17455243-01204004
https://doi.org/10.1086/691568
https://doi.org/10.1086/691568
https://doi.org/10.1177/1470594X17731394
https://doi.org/10.1093/analys/any062
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ated with a bad life, when she might never have existed at all, then she has a 
complaint. If we merely fail to create a person with a good life, then she has 
no complaint (or, on some views, she does, but it has no moral significance). 
Theories differ widely as to when exactly complainants are wronged. The view 
developed here appeals to a moralized conception of complaints, on which 
the kinds of complaints that give rise to wrongings are not merely complaints 
against being worse off than one would or could have been otherwise, but 
rather complaints against (roughly) being worse off than one should have 
been otherwise. This approach is made possible by distinguishing what we 
should or ought to do from what we are required to do, and the moral option-
ality of bringing people into existence from its axiological neutrality.

II. Framework

This section lays out the framework in which our puzzles will be formulated.
A population is a (nonempty) set of people. I assume that, for any popula-

tions M and N, there is a population M ∪ N, which contains all the people in 
M and all the people in N.

A welfare level is a degree to which things could be good for a person. Some 
welfare levels are greater than others: where a and b are welfare levels, a > b if and 
only if it is better for a person to have a life at level a than to have a life at level b.

A welfare distribution w is a function that assigns, to each individual i in 
some population, a welfare level wi. There is an operation ⊕ of combining 
distributions. If w and v are welfare distributions defined on disjoint popula-
tions, w ⊕ v is the combined distribution that maps each individual i in w’s 
population to wi and each individual j in v’s population to vj. For any welfare 
level c and population N, 𝐜N denotes the constant distribution that assigns c 
to every individual i in N.

I think of the purely deontic part of our moral theory as telling us, in any 
situation, which of our options are permissible. Here the options will be in-
dividuated by the welfare distributions they bring about. Every finite, non-
empty set of welfare distributions will constitute a menu. I assume that, on 
every menu, there is at least one permissible option.

In treating the objects of choice as being individuated by the welfare dis-
tributions they bring about, I am assuming a kind of welfarism: that the only 
morally relevant considerations in the choices at issue are their effects on 
people’s well-being.18 In my view, welfarism is not a plausible general as-

18. For an axiomatic characterization of welfarism in a deontic (or “choice-functional”) set-
ting, see Jacob M. Nebel, “A Choice-Functional Characterization of Welfarism,” Journal of Eco-
nomic Theory 222 (2024): 105918, https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jet.2024.105918. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jet.2024.105918
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sumption. But surely there are some principles that constrain some possible 
choices, including ones that bring new people into existence, on the basis of 
their effects on people’s well-being. I want to study those principles.

III. Binary Benign Addition Puzzles

This section lays out our initial puzzles. These involve principles concerning 
purely binary choices between pairs of distributions, along with structural 
requirements of “consistency” in permissible choice from different menus. 
We will later consider worries about such requirements, and develop gener-
alizations of these puzzles that do without them. But it will be helpful to have 
the binary puzzles on the table first.

Let us start with a very weak commitment of the Asymmetry. Suppose that 
we must choose between distributions like Small and Equal Big in the first 
and third rows of Table 1 (ignore the second row for now). In Small, only Ann 
exists, at welfare level 80; in Equal Big, she and some number n of Bobs exist, 
also at level 80. (The numbers are just for illustrative purposes; the reader 
might imagine that they represent years of happy life.) These distributions 
differ by constant addition—expanding the population at a constant level of 
well-being. According to the Asymmetry, we are not required to create happy 
people. So we should not be required to choose Equal Big; it is permissible 
to choose Small. More generally, in a binary choice, constant addition is not 
required—for short, it is omissible:

Binary Constant Omissibility For any welfare level b and disjoint populations 
M and N, we are not required to choose 𝐛M∪N when the only alternative is 𝐛M.

Our second principle concerns benign addition—adding people to a pop-
ulation in a way that benefits others.19 Consider a choice between Small and 

19. The name is due to Michael Huemer, “In Defence of Repugnance,” Mind 117, no. 468 
(2008): 899–933, https://doi.org/10.1093/mind/fzn079. Gustaf Arrhenius (“Future Generations: A 
Challenge for Moral Theory,” Doctoral thesis, Uppsala University, 2000, https://uu.diva-portal.
org/smash/record.jsf?pid=diva2:170236) calls it “dominance addition.”

Ann Bob1 … Bobn

Small 80 – … –

Unequal Big 85 70 … 70

Equal Big 80 80 … 80

Table 1: Benign Addition Puzzle

https://doi.org/10.1093/mind/fzn079
https://uu.diva-portal.org/smash/record.jsf?pid=diva2:170236
https://uu.diva-portal.org/smash/record.jsf?pid=diva2:170236
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Unequal Big in the first two rows of Table 1. Unequal Big relates to Small by be-
nign addition: it makes Ann better off and adds some happy Bobs. The claim 
is that, so long as the Bobs are sufficiently well off, we must choose Unequal 
Big when the only alternative is Small. In a binary choice, benign addition is 
morally required, at least when the additional lives are sufficiently good:

Binary Benign Addition There exists a welfare level c such that, for any 
levels a > b and disjoint populations M and N, we are required to choose 
𝐚M ⊕ 𝐜N when the only alternative is 𝐛M.

This principle can be motivated by the idea that we are required to “make 
people happy” even if not to “make happy people.”20 We have a duty of be-
neficence, which requires us to benefit others at least when the cost to our-
selves is sufficiently low. The creation of additional worthwhile lives is not 
the kind of “cost” that can undermine—or, adapting a phrase from Broome, 

“swallow up”—the duty to make people better off.21 We cannot permissibly 
make Ann worse off in order to avoid creating sufficiently happy Bobs.

Some might reject Binary Benign Addition on the grounds that we are 
not morally required to benefit people, only to avoid and prevent harm, 
where “benefit” and “harm” are understood in terms of good or bad things 
in people’s lives.22 The welfarist framework assumed here ignores this sort of 
information: only people’s welfare levels matter, not the goods or bads that 
determine those welfare levels. It would be worthwhile to revisit the puzzles 
discussed here in a richer framework that accommodates such information. 
I suspect that similar puzzles would arise: we could just as well imagine cases 
of benign addition that relieve the original people’s suffering, rather than 
adding pure “benefits.” But I won’t try to substantiate that suspicion here.23

Consider next a choice between Unequal Big and Equal Big in the last two 
rows of Table 1. This is a fixed-population choice. In Unequal Big, Ann is bet-
ter off than all the Bobs. In Equal Big, they are equally well off, at some inter-
mediate welfare level. Our third principle says that, no matter how well off 

20. Jan Narveson, “Moral Problems of Population,” The Monist 57, no. 1 (1973): 62–86, https://
doi.org/10.5840/monist197357134. 

21. Broome, Weighing Lives, 182.
22. Such a view might draw on Harman (“Harm and Benefit?”), who defends an asymme-

try between reasons to benefit and reasons against harming (see also Seana Valentine Shiffrin, 
“Wrongful Life, Procreative Responsibility, and the Significance of Harm,” Legal Theory 5, no. 2 
(1999): 117–148, https://doi.org/10.1017/S1352325299052015). 

23. A different view might deny that arbitrarily small welfare increases give rise to moral re-
quirements, while allowing that sufficiently large ones do. In that case, we could simply reinter-
pret the relation > over welfare levels to mean sufficiently greater than—i.e., greater by enough 
to generate a duty of beneficence—throughout this paper.

https://doi.org/10.5840/monist197357134
https://doi.org/10.5840/monist197357134
https://doi.org/10.1017/S1352325299052015
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each Bob would be in Unequal Big, we can find some number of Bobs and 
assign some higher level to everyone in Equal Big, while assigning an even 
higher level to Ann in Unequal Big, such that it would be wrong to choose 
Unequal Big. More generally:

Binary Non-Elitism For any welfare level c, there exist levels a > b > c and 
disjoint populations M and N such that it is impermissible to choose 𝐚M ⊕ 𝐜N 
when the only alternative is 𝐛M∪N.24

This is a weak requirement of distributive justice. If we are ever morally re-
quired to make tradeoffs between different people’s interests, it seems that 
some tradeoff of the kind specified by Binary Non-Elitism—e.g., an arbi-
trarily large benefit to arbitrarily many worse-off people at the arbitrarily 
small expense of arbitrarily few better-off people—should be required.

Our first puzzle is that these three conditions—Binary Constant Omissibil-
ity, Binary Benign Addition, and Binary Non-Elitism—are inconsistent, given 
two “consistency” conditions for permissible choice, both due to Amartya 
Sen.25 The first condition is a requirement of contraction consistency:

Alpha If it is permissible to choose x from menu T, then it is permissible to 
choose x from any subset S ⊆ T to which it belongs.

Equivalently, if an option is impermissible in a menu S, it must be imper-
missible in any expansion T of S. We cannot make a right wrong by removing 
options, or make a wrong right by adding options.

The second condition is a requirement of expansion consistency. It says 
that a merely permissible option cannot become obligatory merely by add-
ing new options:

Delta If two options are both permissible in menu S, then neither of them is 
required—i.e., the only permissible option—in any expansion T of S.26

Equivalently, if an option is required in some menu, and it is permissible in 
some subset of that menu, then it must also be required in that smaller menu. 
To motivate this condition, suppose that two options x and y are both permis-

24. The principle is named after the “Non-Elitism” condition of Arrhenius (“Satisfactory Pop-
ulation Ethics”), though his condition is stronger than (the axiological analogue of) ours.

25. Amartya Sen, “Choice Functions and Revealed Preference,” The Review of Economic 
Studies 38, no. 3 (1971): 307–317, https://doi.org/10.2307/2296384. 

26. Stewart (“Path Independence”) states a version of the Mere Addition Paradox that appeals 
to the Path Independence condition, which is equivalent to the conjunction of Alpha and a 
strengthening of Delta. Cato (“Acyclic Population Ethics”) appeals instead to Delta and a weak-
ening of Alpha, which would also suffice for our purposes.

https://doi.org/10.2307/2296384
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sible in some menu, but that one of them—say, x—becomes required when 
we add some new option z to the menu. Why are we no longer permitted to 
choose y from the larger menu? Intuitively, it must be because of its relation 
to the new option z. But since we are supposedly required to choose x from 
the larger menu, it is (by hypothesis) impermissible to choose z. How can the 
addition of an impermissible option make it wrong to choose what was pre-
viously permissible, and hence turn a mere permission into an obligation?27

We can now state our first puzzle:

Observation 1 Binary Constant Omissibility, Binary Benign Addition, and 
Binary Non-Elitism are inconsistent, given Alpha and Delta.

We can illustrate the proof using the distributions in Table 1. Suppose that 
welfare level c = 70 satisfies Binary Benign Addition, so that benign addi-
tion is required (in a binary choice) when the additional lives would be at 
level 70. And suppose that our higher levels a = 85 and b = 80 and populations 
M = { Ann } and N = { Bob1, . . . , Bobn } satisfy Binary Non-Elitism, given our 
choice of c = 70. We can then reason as follows. In a choice between Small 
and Unequal Big, we are required to choose Unequal Big, by Binary Benign 
Addition. Thus, it cannot be permissible to choose Small when all three dis-
tributions are available, by contraposing Alpha. And in a choice between 
Unequal Big and Equal Big, we are required to choose Equal Big, by Binary 
Non-Elitism. So it cannot be permissible to choose Unequal Big when all 
three are available, again by contraposing Alpha. Therefore, Equal Big is the 
only permissible option in the three-option menu; it is required. Since Equal 
Big is permissible in the three-option menu, it must also be permissible in 
a binary choice with Small, by Alpha. And by Binary Constant Omissibility, 
Small must also be permissible in that binary choice. Since both Small and 
Equal Big are permissible in a binary choice, we cannot be required to choose 
Equal Big from the three-option menu, by Delta—contrary to what we just 
showed. (The proof does not depend on these particular welfare levels or 
populations; any distributions satisfying the relevant principles will do.)

27. In fact, this motivation—that “losers can’t dislodge winners” (Podgorski, “Tournament Pop-
ulation Ethics”; see also Elliott Thornley, “A Non-Identity Dilemma for Person-Affecting Views” 
(GPI Working Paper No. 6-2024, Global Priorities Institute, Oxford, 2024), https://www.global-
prioritiesinstitute.org/wp-content/uploads/Elliott-Thornley-A-non-identity-dilemma-for-per-
son-affecting-views.pdf)—supports a stronger principle than Delta—dubbed Superset by Kotaro 
Suzumura, Rational Choice, Collective Decisions, and Social Welfare (Cambridge University Press, 
1983), https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9780511897993—which says that if 𝑇 is an expansion of 𝑆 then 
the set of permissible options in 𝑇 is not a proper subset of the set of permissible options in 𝑆.

https://www.globalprioritiesinstitute.org/wp-content/uploads/Elliott-Thornley-A-non-identity-dilemma-for-person-affecting-views.pdf
https://www.globalprioritiesinstitute.org/wp-content/uploads/Elliott-Thornley-A-non-identity-dilemma-for-person-affecting-views.pdf
https://www.globalprioritiesinstitute.org/wp-content/uploads/Elliott-Thornley-A-non-identity-dilemma-for-person-affecting-views.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9780511897993
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The binary principles involved in this first puzzle resemble analogous 
claims in a version of Parfit’s Mere Addition Paradox—what he calls the 
Up–Down Argument, which involves “raising, adding, and redistributing.”28 
It may therefore be tempting to address it by trying to adapt some exist-
ing response to Parfit’s paradox. Parfit himself suggests a view that, when 
translated to deontic terms, violates Binary Non-Elitism. He suggests that 
an outcome like Equal Big may not be better than one like Unequal Big—
even though it is surely not worse—because “the best things in people’s lives 
would be worse,” however slightly.29 Though this claim “would not be in itself 
plausible,” Parfit finds it less implausible than the Repugnant Conclusion. 
Those who share Parfit’s assessment may similarly deny that we are required 
to choose Equal Big in a binary choice with Unequal Big, even though we are 
surely permitted to do so. Though not in itself plausible, some might find this 
claim less implausible than rejecting the Asymmetry.

However, it will not be enough to reject Binary Non-Elitism. For we can 
formulate another puzzle for the Asymmetry that involves no analogous 

“qualitative loss.” Consider the choice between distributions Small and Bet-
ter for Many in the first and third rows of Table 2. Better for Many relates to 
Small by mere addition: it leaves Ann unaffected, and differs only by the ad-
dition of some Bobs—in this case, at level 90. Proponents of the Asymmetry 
should believe that, no matter how well off the Bobs are, we are not required 
to expand the population; it should be permissible to choose Small, when 
the only alternative is Better for Many:

Binary Mere Omissibility For any welfare levels a and b and disjoint pop-
ulations M and N, we are not required to choose 𝐚M ⊕ 𝐛N when the only 
alternative is 𝐚M.

28. Derek Parfit, “Can We Avoid the Repugnant Conclusion?,” Theoria 82, no. 2 (2016): 122, 
https://doi.org/10.1111/theo.12097. See also Thomas Schwartz, “Welfare Judgments and Future 
Generations,” Theory and Decision 11, no. 2 (1979): 181–194, https://doi.org/10.1007/BF00134359; 
Derek Parfit, “Overpopulation and the Quality of Life,” in Applied Ethics, ed. Peter Singer, Oxford 
Readings in Philosophy (Oxford University Press, 1986), 145–164.

29. Parfit, “Can We Avoid?,” 126.

Ann Bob1 … Bobn

Small 80 – … –

Better for One 90 80 … 80

Better for Many 80 90 … 90

Table 2: Very Benign Addition Puzzle

https://doi.org/10.1111/theo.12097
https://doi.org/10.1007/BF00134359
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Consider next a binary choice between Small and Better for One, in the 
second row of Table 2. The latter is better for Ann and otherwise differs only 
via the addition of Bobs who are just as happy as Ann would have been in 
Small. This is a case of what I will call very benign addition. Very benign ad-
dition ensures that every life in the resulting distribution is at least as good 
as every life in the original, and that some are better. Intuitively, very benign 
addition is morally required in a binary choice:

Binary Very Benign Addition There exists a welfare level b such that, for 
any level a > b and disjoint populations M and N, we are required to choose 
𝐚M ⊕ 𝐛N when the only alternative is 𝐛M.

For our third principle, consider a binary choice between Better for One 
and Better for Many. This is a fixed-population choice. It is a choice between 
making n Bobs better off, or making only Ann better off. Intuitively, we are 
morally required to choose the distribution that is better for the greater num-
ber—at least, for some welfare levels like these and some numbers of people:

Binary Number Sensitivity For any welfare level 𝑏, there exists a welfare 
level a > b and disjoint populations M and N such that it is impermissible to 
choose 𝐚M ⊕ 𝐛N when the only alternative is 𝐛M ⊕ 𝐚N.

Unlike Binary Non-Elitism, this principle has nothing to do with equality, 
or with the relative importance of benefiting the worse off, or with the rel-
ative sizes of benefits. It simply appeals to the idea that it would be wrong 
to choose the distribution that is (sufficiently) worse for (sufficiently) more 
people. While of course some would deny this,30 it would be a surprising re-
sult if the best way to preserve the Asymmetry were to reject the moral signif-
icance of numbers in this way.

Here is our second puzzle:

Observation 2 Binary Mere Omissibility, Binary Very Benign Addition, and Bi-
nary Number Sensitivity are inconsistent, given Alpha and Delta.

The proof is similar to that of Observation 1. Consider a welfare level b that 
satisfies Binary Very Benign Addition—say, b = 80. Choose another level—say, a 
= 90—and populations—say, M = { Ann } and N = { Bob1, . . . , Bobn }—that sat-
isfy Binary Number Sensitivity. In a binary choice between Small and Better 
for One, we are required to choose Better for One, by Binary Very Benign Ad-
dition. So it is impermissible to choose Small when all three distributions are 

30. Following John M. Taurek, “Should the Numbers Count?,” Philosophy & Public Affairs 6, 
no. 4 (1977): 293–316, http://www.jstor.org/stable/2264945.

http://www.jstor.org/stable/2264945


343The Procreation Asymmetry: Some Puzzles

available, by Alpha. In a binary choice between Better for One and Better for 
Many, we are required to choose Better for Many, by Binary Number Sensitiv-
ity. So it is impermissible to choose Better for One when all three distributions 
are available, again by Alpha. Therefore, we are required to choose Better for 
Many from the three-option menu, and thus also permitted to choose it in a 
binary choice with Small, by Alpha. But Small is also permissible in that bi-
nary choice, by Binary Mere Omissibility. So we cannot be required to choose 
Better for Many from the three-option menu, by Delta—a contradiction.

In my view, the binary principles involved in these puzzles are very hard to 
reject, insofar as we are attracted to the Asymmetry. I therefore want to take 
a closer look at our so-called consistency conditions.

IV. Consistency Conditions

The least familiar condition in the binary puzzles above is Delta. This condi-
tion is a weakening of the more widely known expansion consistency con-
dition Beta:31

Beta If two options are permissible in a menu S, and one of them is permis-
sible in an expansion T of S, then so is the other.

Proponents of the Asymmetry, however, should reject Beta. In a choice be-
tween creating some person with a good life and creating no one, we are per-
mitted to do either; in a choice between creating that person with an even 
better life and creating no one, we are permitted to do either. But in a choice 
between creating the person with a good life, creating her with the better life, 
and creating no one, we are permitted to create her with a better life, but not 
to create her with the worse one. This pattern violates Beta.32

Beta is also at odds with tenets of common-sense morality having nothing 
to do with procreative choices, such as the necessity constraint on self-de-
fense. Suppose that a reckless driver will hit a pedestrian, causing perma-
nent quadriplegia, unless the pedestrian, using some sort of remote-control 
device, redirects the car into a pole, causing the driver to become quadriple-
gic instead. It seems permissible for the pedestrian either to harm the driver 
or to allow herself to be harmed. The same would be true if the pedestrian 
could instead redirect the car into a smaller pole, causing paraplegia instead 
of quadriplegia: it is permissible either to harm the driver in this less severe 
way or to allow herself to be harmed. But if the pedestrian had all three op-

31. Sen, “Choice Functions.”
32. This is a deontic analogue of an argument due to Broome, Weighing Lives, 147.
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tions—to harm the driver in the more severe way, to harm the driver in the 
less severe way, or to allow herself to be harmed—only the latter two options 
are permissible. This pattern violates Beta.33

Delta, however, is a significant and reasonable weakening of Beta. It does 
not give rise to the problems above. From the permissibility of either adding 
or not adding a person at a higher level (in a binary choice), and of either 
adding or not adding her at some lower level (in a binary choice), Delta im-
plies that no one of these options is required when all three are available. 
This is consistent with the permissibility of either adding her at the higher 
level or not adding her at all, when all three options are available. Similarly, it 
is consistent with the necessity constraint on self-defense.

In the presence of Alpha, however, Delta is still quite strong. Together they 
imply that the binary requirement relation—must choose rather than—is 
transitive: if we are required to choose x when the only alternative is y, and 
required to choose y when the only alternative is z, then we are required 
to choose x when the only alternative is z.34 Thus, the binary puzzles of 
Section III are structurally just like axiological puzzles involving the transi-
tivity of better than. But, while the transitivity of better than is widely accept-
ed,35 the transitivity of binary requirement is more questionable.

Consider an example due to Leo Katz.36 Al and Chloe enter an emergency 
room after a car accident. Al is in danger of losing both his legs; Chloe is in 
danger of losing her index finger. We can help only one of them. Ordinarily 
we would be required to help Al. But Al and Chloe are married, and Chloe is 
a passionate amateur pianist. It is thus enormously important to Chloe—and, 
therefore, to Al—that her index finger be restored to full use. So Al prefers that 
we help Chloe, even though this would mean that he loses his legs. Arguably, in 
such a case, it would be permissible to save Chloe’s finger rather than Al’s legs.

33. For an illuminating discussion of the necessity constraint, see David James Clark, “The 
Demands of Necessity,” Ethics 133, no. 4 (2023): 473–496, https://doi.org/10.1086/724543. For 
some other examples of Beta violations, see Daniel Muñoz, “Three Paradoxes of Supereroga-
tion,” Noûs 55, no. 3 (2021): 699–716, https://doi.org/10.1111/nous.12326.

34. This follows from a generalization of the reasoning used to demonstrate Observations 1 
and 2: if we are required to choose 𝑥 from { 𝑥, 𝑦  } and required to choose 𝑦 from { 𝑦, 𝑧 }, then 𝑥 
must be the only permissible option in { 𝑥, 𝑦, 𝑧 } by Alpha. Thus 𝑥 and 𝑧 cannot both be permissible 
in { 𝑥, 𝑧 }, by Delta. But Alpha implies that 𝑥 must be permissible in { 𝑥, 𝑧 }, and so it is required.

35. Though of course not universally so—see Larry S. Temkin, Rethinking the Good: Moral Ide-
als and the Nature of Practical Reasoning, Oxford Ethics Series (Oxford University Press, 2012), 
https://doi.org/10.1093/acprof:oso/9780199759446.001.0001; Stuart Rachels, “Counterexamples to 
the Transitivity of Better Than,” Australasian Journal of Philosophy 76, no. 1 (1998): 71–83, https://
doi.org/10.1080/00048409812348201; for critique, see Jacob M. Nebel, “The Good, the Bad, and the 
Transitivity of Better Than,” Noûs 52, no. 4 (2018): 874–899, https://doi.org/10.1111/nous.12198. 

36. Leo Katz, Why the Law Is So Perverse (University of Chicago Press, 2011), https://doi.
org/10.7208/chicago/9780226426068.001.0001. 

https://doi.org/10.1086/724543
https://doi.org/10.1111/nous.12326
https://doi.org/10.1093/acprof:oso/9780199759446.001.0001
https://doi.org/10.1080/00048409812348201
https://doi.org/10.1080/00048409812348201
https://doi.org/10.1111/nous.12198
https://doi.org/10.7208/chicago/9780226426068.001.0001
https://doi.org/10.7208/chicago/9780226426068.001.0001
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Now suppose that another patient, Bea, is in danger of losing just one of 
her legs. In a choice between saving both of Al’s legs and saving just one of 
Bea’s, we would be required to save Al’s legs. And in a choice between sav-
ing Bea’s leg and Chloe’s finger, we would be required to save Bea’s leg. By 
the transitivity of binary requirement, we would be required to save Al’s legs 
rather than Chloe’s finger, contrary to what we supposed above.

It is unclear whether this violation of transitivity for binary requirement is 
due to a violation of Alpha or Delta. If we are required to save Chloe’s finger 
rather than Al’s legs, this violates Alpha, since any option that is permissible 
when all three are available would be impermissible in some binary choice. 
If we are merely permitted to save Chloe’s finger rather than Al’s legs, but re-
quired to save Al’s legs when all three options are available, it violates Delta. 
I lean towards the second possibility, so I am inclined to see this case as a 
violation of Delta.

There is a familiar way to reconcile these judgments with the structural 
principles, by individuating the alternatives more finely than by whom we 
help and how—for example, by treating saving Al’s legs when the only alter-
native is Chloe’s finger and saving Al’s legs when the only alternative is Bea’s leg 
as different options, distinguished by (among other things) Al’s preference 
that we save Chloe’s finger instead.37 I do not claim that this strategy is illegit-
imate. But, in our framework, the objects of choice are individuated coarsely, 
by their welfare distributions alone; our puzzles require Alpha and Delta to 
be understood accordingly. The intuitive judgments in the triage case at least 
suggest that those principles are not sacrosanct under sufficiently coarse-
grained individuation of alternatives, even if they would be compatible with 
the principles given a more fine-grained criterion of individuation.

If we wish to preserve the Asymmetry, however, it will not be enough to 
simply reject Alpha or Delta. For, as we shall see in Section V, we can formu-
late versions of our puzzles in which those conditions play no role. These 
puzzles involve “global” variations on our earlier principles, which apply to 
arbitrary menus as opposed to merely binary ones. In order to preserve the 
Asymmetry, we will need to figure out which of these global principles fail, 
and why.38

37. See John Broome, Weighing Goods: Equality, Uncertainty and Time (Blackwell, 1991), chap. 
5, https://doi.org/10.1002/9781119451266. For worries about this strategy, see Jean Baccelli and 
Philippe Mongin, “Can Redescriptions of Outcomes Salvage the Axioms of Decision Theory?,” 
Philosophical Studies 179, no. 5 (2022): 1621–1648, https://doi.org/10.1007/s11098-021-01723-z.

38. This strategy follows Amartya Sen, “Problems of Social Choice,” chap. A2* in Collective 
Choice and Social Welfare, Expanded edition (Harvard University Press, 2017), https://www.jstor.
org/stable/j.ctv2sp3dqx.31, in the context of Arrow’s impossibility theorem; Arrhenius, “Paradoxes 
of Future Generations,” in population ethics; and Kern and Nebel, “Migration,” on migration.

https://doi.org/10.1002/9781119451266
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11098-021-01723-z
https://www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctv2sp3dqx.31
https://www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctv2sp3dqx.31
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V. Global Benign Addition Puzzles

Let’s begin with our omissibility conditions, whose binary versions are firm 
commitments of the Asymmetry. The binary conditions said that we would 
not be required to expand the population in a certain way, when our only 
alternative was simply not to expand the population in that way. Our global 
analogues of these conditions will say that we are not required to expand 
the population if we could also—perhaps among other options—simply not 
expand that population. For example, regarding the distributions in Table 1, 
we are not required to choose Equal Big from any menu that includes Small; 
regarding the distributions in Table 2, we are not required to choose Better 
for Many from any menu that includes Small. More generally:

Constant Omissibility For any welfare level b and disjoint populations M 
and N, we are not required to choose 𝐛M∪N from any menu containing 𝐛M.

Mere Omissibility For any welfare levels a and b and disjoint populations M 
and N, we are not required to choose 𝐚M ⊕ 𝐛N from any menu containing 𝐚M.

Each of these global principles entails its binary analogue, which in turn en-
tails it given Alpha and Delta.

The simplest reformulation of our benign addition principles would say 
that it is wrong to choose a distribution when there is an alternative that is 
related to it by (very) benign addition. However, we can make do with even 
weaker versions of these principles, which say that if it is permissible to 
choose some distribution, then it is permissible to choose any distribution 
that is related to it via (very) benign addition (where the conditional here is 
to be treated as material). For example, if it is permissible to choose Small in 
Table 1 (or Table 2), then it must also be permissible to choose Unequal Big 
(or Better for One). More generally:

Benign Addition There exists a welfare level c such that, for any levels a > b 
and disjoint populations M and N, if it is permissible to choose 𝐛M from a 
menu S containing 𝐚M ⊕ 𝐜N, then it is permissible to choose 𝐚M ⊕ 𝐜N from S.

Very Benign Addition There exists a welfare level b such that, for any level a > 
b and disjoint populations M and N, if it is permissible to choose 𝐛M from a 
menu S containing 𝐚M ⊕ 𝐛N, then it is permissible to choose 𝐚M ⊕ 𝐛N from S.

Unlike Constant Omissibility and Mere Omissibility, these principles do not 
entail their binary analogues, though the binary principles entail the global 
ones given Alpha. They can be motivated by appealing to a duty of benefi-
cence together with the optionality of creating happy people. It seems wrong 
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to make everyone worse off than they could have been otherwise, simply be-
cause making everyone better off would have also, unobjectionably, created 
new lives that would have been well worth living. If it is not wrong, in some 
circumstance, to do this, then it should be at least permissible to create the 
new lives.

Finally, our fixed-population principles can be reformulated to say that it 
is wrong to choose a distribution like Unequal Big (or Better for One) when 
one like Equal Big (or Better for Many) is available:

Non-Elitism For any welfare level c, there exist levels a > b > c and disjoint 
populations M and N such that it is impermissible to choose 𝐚M ⊕ 𝐜N from 
any menu containing 𝐛M∪N.

Number Sensitivity For any welfare level b, there exists a welfare level a > b 
and disjoint populations M and N such that it is impermissible to choose 
𝐚M ⊕ 𝐛N from any menu S containing 𝐛M ⊕ 𝐚N.

These principles entail their binary analogues and are entailed by the binary 
principles given Alpha.

We have the following analogues of Observations 1 and 2:

Observation 3 Constant Omissibility, Benign Addition, and Non-Elitism are 
inconsistent.

Observation 4 Mere Omissibility, Very Benign Addition, and Number Sensi-
tivity are inconsistent.

To prove Observation 3, we first choose a welfare level c that satisfies Benign 
Addition, and then choose levels a and b and populations M and N that sat-
isfy Non-Elitism. Consider the menu consisting of 𝐛M, 𝐚M ⊕ 𝐜N, and 𝐛M∪N. 
By Non-Elitism, it is wrong to choose 𝐚M ⊕ 𝐜N. So by Benign Addition, it is 
wrong to choose 𝐛M as well. Thus, we are required to choose 𝐛M∪N, which 
violates Constant Omissibility. The proof of Observation 4 is analogous.

The lesson of the global puzzles is that if we want to retain the Asymmetry, 
it’s not enough to reject Alpha or Delta. We also need to justify the failure of 
one or more of the global principles, which are (in my view) plausible inde-
pendently of any general commitment to Alpha and Delta.

In the next two sections, I want to consider some responses to these puz-
zles that are based on recent discussions of the Asymmetry, and which are 
consistent with the binary principles of Section  III. As we shall see, these 
responses lead to further puzzles of their own. This will help us to appreci-
ate the full scope of the challenge for the Asymmetry, and thus to develop a 
more adequate solution to the puzzles.
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VI. Malign Addition

I introduced Binary Constant Omissibility and Binary Mere Omissibility, in 
Section III, as firm commitments of the Asymmetry. It is much less obvious, 
however, that proponents of the Asymmetry must accept the global ana-
logues of these conditions. And there is a plausible rationale for why they 
might be rejected.

Say that an option is maximal on some menu if it is permissible in a binary 
choice with each alternative on that menu. Teruji Thomas argues that the 
permissible options on any menu are all and only the maximal options on 
that menu.39 Since we are assuming there to be at least one permissible op-
tion on every menu, this requires there to be at least one maximal option on 
every menu. For example, in Table 1, the binary principles of Section III im-
ply that, if any distribution is maximal, it must be Equal Big: Small is imper-
missible in a binary choice with Unequal Big, which is in turn impermissible 
in a binary choice with Equal Big. Similarly, in Table 2, the binary principles 
imply that, if any distribution is maximal, it must be Better for Many. (And it 
is independently plausible that these distributions are maximal.) So if all and 
only the maximal options are permissible, then we are required to choose 
Equal Big in Table 1 and Better for Many in Table 2—contrary to Constant 
Omissibility and Mere Omissibility. And since each of these distributions is 
merely permissible in a binary choice with Small, we have a violation of Delta.

This pattern of judgments can be illustrated by the following concrete view, 
which is stated (though not endorsed) by Thomas. To formulate this view, as-
sume that welfare levels are represented by real numbers. Say that a person 
has a complaint against distribution u, relative to an alternative v, if she is 
worse off in u than in v (including having negative welfare in u while not ex-
isting in v), with the size of her complaint proportional to how much worse 
off she is. In a binary choice between u and v, we are required to choose u if 
and only if both (1) the sum of complaints against u relative to v is less than 
the sum of complaints against v relative to u, and (2) u contains greater total 
well-being than v. From an arbitrary menu S, we are permitted to choose u 
from S if and only if u is maximal in S. In short, the view says that it is permis-
sible to choose an option if and only if there is no alternative to it that offers 
both a lesser sum of complaints (relative to it) and a greater sum of well-being.

This is a very well-behaved view. It satisfies all of the principles we have 
introduced so far, with the exceptions of Constant Omissibility, Mere Omis-
sibility, and Delta (and hence Beta as well). And it is natural to identify per-

39. Thomas, “The Asymmetry,” 484.
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missible options with maximal ones.40 It also strikes at a weak point in our 
original binary puzzles, since, as we saw in Section IV, there is reason to be 
suspicious of Delta. So there is much to be said in favor of this solution to 
our puzzles.

However, it seems to me unattractive from a point of view that is com-
mitted to the Asymmetry. In particular, the sort of omissibility it offers with 
respect to procreation seems to me too fragile. Our intuition is that creating 
happy people is not morally required. On the view under consideration, that 
is true when the only alternative is simply not to create them. But as soon as 
we have the additional alternative to create those same people in a way that 
benefits others, we are required to create them, even though we are not re-
quired or even permitted to create them in that way; we are instead required 
to create them in a way that does not benefit others. This does not capture 
our intuition.

This kind of verdict seems especially implausible in cases of malign ad-
dition, when people are added in a way that makes others worse off. For 
example, in Table 3, Malign Big relates to Small by malign addition: Ann is 
made worse off, and some Bobs are added. If we find the Asymmetry attrac-
tive, then we should think that malign addition is not morally required. If 
we are not morally required to create new people, how could we be morally 
required to create people in a way that is harmful to others? The following 
principle says that we are not:

Malign Omissibility For any welfare levels a, b, and c (where b > c), and dis-
joint populations M and N, we are not required to choose 𝐜M ⊕ 𝐚N from any 
menu containing 𝐛M.

The Delta-denying view we are considering violates Malign Omissibility. 
When all three of Table 3’s distributions are available, it is wrong to choose 
Small because Benign Big offers a lesser sum of complaints (relative to Small) 
and a greater sum of well-being. It is wrong to choose Benign Big (assuming 
n ≥ 2) because it offers less total well-being and has the same population 
as Malign Big (and therefore necessarily offers a greater sum of complaints 
relative to it). So we are required to choose Malign Big when all three are 
available, even though it relates to Small by malign addition.

40. This identification is equivalent to the conjunction of Alpha and Sen’s “basic expansion 
consistency” property Gamma, which says that if it is permissible to choose an option in each 
of two menus, then it is permissible to choose that option from the union of those menus (Sen, 
“Choice Functions,” Theorem 9).



Free & Equal350

More generally, we have the following variation on Observation 4, using an 
innocuous strengthening of Number Sensitivity (which simply adds the 
existence of a middle level in between the two used in the principle):

Number Sensitivity + For any welfare level c, there exist welfare levels a > b > c 
and disjoint populations M and N such that it is impermissible to choose 
𝐚M ⊕ 𝐜N from any menu S containing 𝐜M ⊕ 𝐚N.

Observation 5 Malign Omissibility, Benign Addition, and Number Sensitiv-
ity+ are inconsistent.

The proof is familiar. We first choose a welfare level c that satisfies Benign 
Addition, and then levels a and b and populations M and N that satisfy 
Number Sensitivity+, given our choice of c. We then consider the menu 
consisting of 𝐛M, 𝐚M ⊕ 𝐜N, and 𝐜M ⊕ 𝐚N. It is wrong to choose 𝐚M ⊕ 𝐜N by 
Number Sensitivity+, and thus wrong to choose 𝐛M by Benign Addition. So 
we are required to choose 𝐜M ⊕ 𝐚N, which violates Malign Omissibility. We 
can get a similar variation on Observation 3 using a weakening of Malign 
Omissibility and an innocuous strengthening of Non-Elitism in place of  
Number Sensitivity+.41

Perhaps the best option for proponents of the Asymmetry will, ultimately, 
embrace that malign addition is sometimes morally required. But this con-
clusion seems to me quite at odds with the spirit of the Asymmetry. I would 
therefore prefer, if there is one, a solution that avoids this result.

41. We can weaken Malign Omissibility to say that malign addition is not required when the 
extra lives are no better than the other, worsened ones: for any welfare levels 𝑏+ > 𝑏 and disjoint 
populations 𝑀 and 𝑁, we are not required to choose 𝐛𝑀∪𝑁 from any menu containing 𝐛+

𝑀. We 
can strengthen Non-Elitism by adding that some welfare level lies in between the greater two of 
the three mentioned in that principle: for any welfare level 𝑐, there exist levels 𝑎 > 𝑏+ > 𝑏 > 𝑐 and 
disjoint populations 𝑀 and 𝑁 such that it is impermissible to choose 𝐚𝑀 ⊕ 𝐜𝑁 from any menu 
containing 𝐛𝑀∪𝑁. These principles are together inconsistent with Benign Addition. (I omit the 
proof, which involves a choice between 𝐛+

𝑀, 𝐚𝑀 ⊕ 𝐜𝑁, and 𝐛𝑀∪𝑁.)

Ann Bob1 … Bobn

Small 80 – … –

Benign Big 90 70 … 70

Malign Big 70 90 … 90

Table 3: Malign Addition Puzzle
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VII. Egalitarian Addition

In the previous section, we considered a view that violates Delta, along with 
the global Constant Omissibility, Mere Omissibility, and Malign Omissibility 
conditions. I now want to consider the possibility of rejecting Alpha, along 
with the global Benign Addition conditions. The idea is that, even though be-
nign addition is required in a binary choice, it can be permissible to choose a 
distribution in the presence of an alternative related to it by benign addition, 
when and because it would be wrong to choose the second alternative due 
to the presence of some third. For example, while it is wrong to choose Small 
in a binary choice with Unequal Big, Better for One, or Benign Big, it is per-
missible to choose Small—and wrong to choose Unequal Big, Better for One, 
or Benign Big—when Equal Big, Better for Many, or Malign Big is available.

I agree with these verdicts and that Alpha and the global Benign Addition 
conditions should be rejected. The question is what explains the verdicts, 
and why those conditions are false.

One possible explanation can be found in Johann Frick’s treatment of the 
Mere Addition Paradox.42 Frick suggests that benign addition can be objec-
tionable because of the inequality it brings about. This inequality is not unjust 
in a binary choice, when the only way to avoid it would be to prevent the exis-
tence of the worse off, whose lives are worth living. Objecting to their existence 
in such circumstances would seem to regard them as “a blot on the Universe.”43 
But it is unjust when the inequality can be avoided by making the additional 
people better off. For this reason, we may find it permissible to choose a dis-
tribution even though it would be impermissible, on grounds of injustice, to 
choose an alternative that is related to it by benign addition—at least, in the 
presence of a third distribution that makes the second one unjust.44

I am sympathetic to the general structure of this view, and to its verdicts 
about our cases and principles. Frick’s view seems capable of explaining 
these judgments in a way that is independently plausible and tied to more 
familiar moral phenomena. However, I do not think an appeal to equality 
can resolve the puzzles in full generality. For we can generate a similar puz-
zle with a kind of benign addition that does not introduce inequality.

Consider the distributions Small and Equal Big+ in the first two rows of 
Table 4. Equal Big+ relates to Small by making Ann better off and adding 

42. Johann Frick, “Context-Dependent Betterness and the Mere Addition Paradox,” in Ethics 
and Existence: The Legacy of Derek Parfit, ed. Jeff McMahan et al. (Oxford University Press, 2022), 
232–263, https://doi.org/10.1093/oso/9780192894250.003.0010.

43. Parfit, “Overpopulation,” 152.
44. Frick’s considered view is more complicated than this; see his Appendix.

https://doi.org/10.1093/oso/9780192894250.003.0010
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some Bobs who would be just as well off as Ann. This is a case of benign ad-
dition that produces no inequality, which we can call egalitarian addition. 
Intuitively, we cannot permissibly choose a distribution that would be worse 
for everyone in its population merely because making them better off would 
bring new people into existence who would be just as well off as them (at 
least, supposing they would be sufficiently well off):

Egalitarian Addition There exists a welfare level c such that, for any welfare 
level b > c and disjoint populations M and N, if it is permissible to choose 𝐜M 
from a menu S containing 𝐛M∪N, then it is permissible to choose 𝐛M∪N from S.

There can be no egalitarian objection to Egalitarian Addition, since both dis-
tributions are perfectly equal.45

According to Egalitarian Addition, it is either impermissible to choose 
Small from the three-option menu in Table 4, or it is permissible to choose 
Equal Big+ (assuming the lives are sufficiently good). The latter possibility 
can be ruled out by a fixed-population principle that limits our concern for 
equality. It says that it can sometimes be wrong to make everyone equally 
well off if we can make sufficiently many people sufficiently better off and 
sufficiently few not too much worse off:

45. Similar principles are utilized by Tomi Francis, “Totalism” (DPhil thesis, University of 
Oxford, 2022), https://ora.ox.ac.uk/objects/uuid:ec2c7190-1d7c-49f2-978d-1b0834100dd8/files/
dkk91fm16x; Thomas, “The Asymmetry”; Elliott Thornley, “The Procreation Asymmetry, Improv-
able-Life Avoidance and Impairable-Life Acceptance,” Analysis 83, no. 3 (2023): 517–526, https://
doi.org/10.1093/analys/anac103; Thornley, “Non-Identity Dilemma”; Tim Campbell and Patrick 
Kaczmarek, “Improving Lives and Avoiding Harm: A Critical Response to Harm-Based Argu-
ments for Climate Anti-Natalism” (Institute for Futures Studies Working Paper 2024:5, 2024), 
https://www.iffs.se/media/24221/improving-lives-and-avoiding-harm_campbell_kaczmarek.pdf. 
Francis, as well as Campbell and Kaczmarek, offer similar principles regarding cases of egal-
itarian addition that raise individuals from negative to positive welfare levels, which they see 
as especially compelling. Their principles can be generalized as follows: there exists a welfare 
level 𝑏 (e.g., zero) such that, for any welfare levels 𝑎 > 𝑏 > 𝑐 and disjoint populations 𝑀 and 𝑁, if 
it is permissible to choose 𝐜𝑀 from a menu 𝑆 containing 𝐚𝑀∪𝑁, then it is permissible to choose 
𝐚𝑀∪𝑁 from 𝑆. We can then get a variation on Observation 6 using a suitable strengthening of the 
Non-Extreme Priority principle introduced below.

Ann Bob1 … Bobn

Small 80 – … –

Equal Big+ 81 81 … 81

Malign Big+ 79 100 … 100

Table 4: Egalitarian Addition Puzzle

https://ora.ox.ac.uk/objects/uuid:ec2c7190-1d7c-49f2-978d-1b0834100dd8/files/dkk91fm16x
https://ora.ox.ac.uk/objects/uuid:ec2c7190-1d7c-49f2-978d-1b0834100dd8/files/dkk91fm16x
https://doi.org/10.1093/analys/anac103
https://doi.org/10.1093/analys/anac103
https://www.iffs.se/media/24221/improving-lives-and-avoiding-harm_campbell_kaczmarek.pdf
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Non-Extreme Priority For any welfare level c, there exist welfare levels 𝑎 > 
𝑏 > 𝑐 > 𝑑 and disjoint populations M and N such that it is impermissible to 
choose 𝐛M∪N from any menu containing 𝐝M ⊕ 𝐚N.

To reject this principle in a way that resolves our puzzles, one would have to 
think that inequality is so important that it is always permissible to choose 
an equal distribution (at least, at any welfare level above the threshold guar-
anteed by Egalitarian Addition) even if that means sacrificing arbitrarily 
large gains for arbitrarily many people at the arbitrarily small expense of a 
single person. This seems to me an extreme view.

But if it is impermissible to choose Equal Big+ from Table 4, then it is im-
permissible to choose Small, by Egalitarian Addition. So we are required to 
choose Malign Big+. More generally:

Observation 6 Malign Omissibility, Egalitarian Addition, and Non-Extreme 
Priority are inconsistent.

I omit the proof, which is by now familiar.
The lesson is that a concern for inequality only seems to save the Asymme-

try if we give it so much weight as to reject Non-Extreme Priority, for example 
by giving absolute priority to the worse off. Perhaps that will ultimately prove 
the best strategy for proponents of the Asymmetry. But it seems to me too ex-
treme. More importantly, the intuitions that favor the Asymmetry have noth-
ing to do with equality. So it seems especially surprising that maintaining the 
Asymmetry should require such an extreme attitude towards inequality. It 
seems to me that if we are going to reject Benign Addition, we ought to reject 
Egalitarian Addition as well. We therefore need some other explanation for 
rejecting these principles.

VIII. Wronging

Let’s take a step back. It seems to me that, in order to solve our puzzles, we 
need to ask why the Asymmetry is supposed to be true in the first place. We 
can then appeal to that explanation in order to help us solve the puzzles.

I will work with a particularly simple explanation of the Asymmetry, which 
appeals to the idea that

Wrongs Require Victims An act is wrong only if it wrongs someone.46

46. I take the name from a slightly narrower principle considered (and rejected) by Derek 
Parfit, “Energy Policy and the Further Future: The Identity Problem,” in Energy and the Future, 
ed. Douglas MacLean and Peter G. Brown (Rowman & Littlefield, 1983), 169. A particularly ambi-
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More exactly, an act is wrong by virtue of its effects on people’s well-being only 
if it wrongs someone by virtue of its effects on her well-being. (If there are 
wrongs of “cosmic impertinence,”47 or other kinds of victimless wrongdoing, 
these fall outside the realm of beneficence.) I will assume, moreover, that 
wrongings are wrongdoings: it is wrong to wrong someone. If you create a 
person with a bad life, there is someone whom you have wronged, and so 
you have done something wrong. By contrast, if you fail to create a person, 
or you create a person with a sufficiently good life, you wrong no one, and so 
you have done nothing wrong. This explanation has the virtue of not imme-
diately overgeneralizing to support the axiological intuition of neutrality: it 
is much less plausible that what is better must be better for someone.

This explanation is, of course, controversial. Some take Wrongs Require Vic-
tims to be refuted by Parfit’s nonidentity problem: they think it wrong to create 
a person, even with a very good life, when one could instead create a different 
person with a better life.48 I am not so sure. I agree that we ought to create 
the better life in nonidentity cases. But if there is nothing bad about the other 
life—suppose it contains no suffering and is otherwise wonderful—it is not 
at all obvious to me that it would be wrong to create it.49 In any case, there 
are various responses to the nonidentity problem which are consistent with 
Wrongs Require Victims, though some of these would require departures from 
the welfarist framework we have been assuming.50 I find the idea at least plau-

tious version of this idea, on which all of interpersonal morality consists of directed obligations, 
is defended by R. Jay Wallace, The Moral Nexus (Princeton University Press, 2019), https://doi.
org/10.2307/j.ctv3znwhn.

47. Brian Barry, “Justice between Generations,” in Law, Morality and Society: Essays in Honour 
of H. L. A. Hart, ed. P. M. S. Hacker and Joseph Raz (Clarendon Press, 1977), 284.

48. See, for example, Johann Frick, “Zukünftige Personen und Schuld ohne Opfer (‘Future 
Persons and Victimless Wrongdoing’),” in Worauf es ankommt: Derek Parfits praktische Phi-
losophie in der Diskussion, ed. Matthias Hoesch, Sebastian Muders, and Markus Rüther (Felix 
Meiner Verlag, 2017), 91–112.

49. Even Parfit seldom claims that choices of this kind are wrong. For example, he says merely 
that a 14-year-old potential mother “ought to wait” (Parfit, Reasons and Persons, 358) and that 
there is “some moral reason” to ensure that better lives are lived in the future (Parfit, Reasons 
and Persons, 366).

50. Some argue that it can be wrong to create a person by virtue of harming her, even if she has 
a worthwhile life (e.g., Harman, “Harm and Benefit?”; Molly Gardner, “A Harm-Based Solution to 
the Non-Identity Problem,” Ergo 2, no. 17 (2015), https://doi.org/10.3998/ergo.12405314.0002.017). 
Some argue, by appealing to unorthodox metaphysical views, that it is worse for the person 
created (e.g., Shamik Dasgupta, “Essentialism and the Nonidentity Problem,” Philosophy and 
Phenomenological Research 96, no. 3 (2018): 540–570, https://doi.org/10.1111/phpr.12325; Michael 
Tze-Sung Longenecker, “Conventionalism about Persons and the Nonidentity Problem,” Aus-
tralasian Journal of Philosophy 101, no. 4 (2023): 954–967, https://doi.org/10.1080/00048402.2
022.2061024). Others argue that it can violate the person’s rights (e.g., James Woodward, “The 
Non-Identity Problem,” Ethics 96, no. 4 (1986): 804–831, https://doi.org/10.1086/292801; J. David 
Velleman, “III. Love and Nonexistence,” Philosophy & Public Affairs 36, no. 3 (2008): 266–288, 
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1088-4963.2008.00139_3.x). Yet others argue that it is permissible to create 

https://doi.org/10.2307/j.ctv3znwhn
https://doi.org/10.2307/j.ctv3znwhn
https://doi.org/10.3998/ergo.12405314.0002.017
https://doi.org/10.1111/phpr.12325
https://doi.org/10.1080/00048402.2022.2061024
https://doi.org/10.1080/00048402.2022.2061024
https://doi.org/10.1086/292801
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1088-4963.2008.00139_3.x
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sible enough to be worth exploring as a possible foundation for the Asymmetry, 
which may help us choose between possible solutions to our puzzles.

When is a person wronged by virtue of the effects of our choices on her 
well-being? I want to suggest a way of thinking about how wrongings work 
that sheds light on the choice between Alpha- and Delta-denying responses 
to our puzzles; I think it favors the Alpha-denying route.

VIII.A A Sufficient Condition for Wronging and a Delta-Denying View
Suppose that a person can truthfully complain that our choice made her 
worse off than she not only could have been, but also should have been. In 
such a case, we ought to have done otherwise, and if we had, the person 
would have been better off. We can imagine circumstances in which such a 
person would not be wronged by our choice—for example, if she consented 
to what we did, or if the alternative would have required some sacrifice on 
our part.51 We might think, in the absence of such special considerations 
(which are set aside by our framework), that the person has been wronged. 
Let’s assume, at least for now, that this condition—being worse off than you 
ought to have been—is in fact sufficient (not merely defeasibly so) for being 
wronged, in the sorts of cases we are considering.

To make use of this sufficient condition, we need an account of what we 
ought to do. As I said in Section I, I believe that we ought to choose our best 
option. We therefore need an axiology, in the broad sense of a betterness re-
lation over options, individuated here by the welfare distributions they bring 
about. I want to assume, in particular, an axiology that is inconsistent with 
the intuition of neutrality, to show how the Asymmetry can be sustained with-
out that intuition. Let us assume, for simplicity, a total utilitarian axiology, 
with real-valued welfare levels: for any distributions u and v, u is better than 
v if and only if u contains more total well-being than v. This is just a work-
ing assumption. What matters for my purposes is that our axiology satisfies 
minimally plausible fixed-population conditions but violates the axiological 
intuition of neutrality, so that creating happy people makes things better.

On these assumptions, our putatively sufficient condition for being 
wronged—that one is made worse off than one ought to have been—is 
equivalent to the following: one would have been better off in the best avail-

the worse life after all (e.g., David Boonin, The Non-Identity Problem and the Ethics of Future Peo-
ple (Oxford University Press, 2014), https://doi.org/10.1093/acprof:oso/9780199682935.001.0001). 

51. The latter example is not meant to suggest that the cost to us, and other agent-relative 
considerations, can only affect what we are permitted or required to do. They can also bear di-
rectly on what we have most reason, and therefore ought, to do. I agree with Harman (“Morally 
Permissible Moral Mistakes”) that, sometimes, one should not perform a supererogatory action; 
other times, one should.

https://doi.org/10.1093/acprof:oso/9780199682935.001.0001
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able distribution, which is the one with the greatest total well-being. Already 
we can draw some conclusions about our puzzles. Consider, for example, the 
distributions in Table  3. The best distribution, by total utilitarian lights, is 
Malign Big (assuming n ≥ 2). So, in Benign Big, the Bobs would be worse off 
than they ought to have been. Choosing Benign Big would therefore wrong 
the Bobs. Furthermore, in a binary choice between Small and Benign Big, 
the better distribution is Benign Big. So, in a binary choice, choosing Small 
would make Ann worse off than she ought to have been, and so it would 
wrong her. But what if all three distributions are available—is Ann wronged 
by Small then? This is the key question that separates Delta- and Alpha-de-
nying solutions to our puzzles.

Here is a view on which the answer is yes: Ann is wronged by Small when 
all three distributions are available. We simply broaden our sufficient con-
dition to say that one would have been better off in some better alternative. 
In such a case, one could complain that we should have at least chosen 
that better alternative, if we were not going to choose the best—put differ-
ently, that we should not have done what we did, because it is worse than 
some alternative, including one which would have been better for her. If we 
broaden our sufficient condition in this way, then Ann would be wronged 
by our choosing Small from any menu that includes Benign Big. Thus, we 
are required to choose Malign Big from the three-option menu, since that 
is the only alternative that wrongs no one—as is implied by a Delta-denying 
approach, such as Thomas’s theory considered in Section VI.

This verdict, however, seems to me perverse. Suppose we choose Small 
when all three distributions are available, and Ann blames us: “How could you 
choose Small, knowing that I would be better off in Benign Big and the other 
people’s lives would be worth living?” What else were we supposed to do? We 
could not permissibly have chosen Benign Big; that would wrong the Bobs. We 
could have permissibly chosen Malign Big, and indeed (I assume) we should 
have done so. But Ann would prefer, for her own sake, that we had chosen 
Small. How can Ann be wronged by a choice that’s the best we could do for her 
compatibly with not wronging anyone else, and indeed which makes her bet-
ter off than she ought to have been? For this reason, it seems unreasonable for 
Ann to blame us in this case. And, plausibly, if a potential complainant cannot 
reasonably blame us for doing something, she cannot be wronged.

VIII.B A Necessary Condition on Wronging and an Alpha-Denying View
I conclude that we should not broaden our sufficient condition to say that 
one is wronged whenever one is made worse off than one would have been 
in some better alternative. In particular, I don’t think Ann is wronged by 
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Small when all three distributions are available. A tempting explanation for 
this appeals to a plausible necessary condition on wronging: a person is not 
wronged (by virtue of the effects of our choice on her well-being) if the only 
alternative that would be better for her would have wronged someone else. 
In Table 3, the only alternative that would be better for Ann than Small would 
be Benign Big, which would wrong the Bobs. Her complaint, for that reason, 
seems unreasonable.52

However, I don’t think this necessary condition is quite correct. Suppose 
that you can either save Fran’s legs or one of George’s hands, but that you 
save neither. I think you wrong George in this case even though the only al-
ternative that would have made him better off would have wronged Fran. 
They could each resent you on their own behalf. So, I think, it cannot be a 
necessary condition for being wronged that you could have been made bet-
ter off without wronging anyone else.53

I think George is still wronged in this case because, even though the only 
way to satisfy his complaint would wrong Fran, she too is wronged when 
you help neither of them. Thus, while she does not wish, for her own sake, 
that you had done what George might have (unreasonably) wanted you to 
do, she too wishes that you had not done what you did. It therefore seems 
inappropriate to use her objection to helping George as a reason to deny that 
George is wronged.

This suggests a subtler necessary condition: a person is not wronged by a 
choice if the only alternative that would be better for her would have wronged 
someone else who is not also wronged by the original choice. George is wronged 
by our choice to save no one because, even though the only alternative that 
would be better for him would have wronged Fran, our choice to save no one 
also wrongs Fran. In this sense, George’s objection to our saving no one does 
not conflict with Fran’s; their interests are both aligned against our choice.

We now have a sufficient condition and a necessary condition for wrong-
ing on the table. You are wronged if you are made worse off than you should 
have been. You are not wronged if the only way to make you better off would 

52. For similar ideas, see McDermott, “Harms and Objections”; Horton, “New and Improv-
able Lives”; Kolodny, “Saving Posterity.”

53. I have found that intuitions differ about this case. Those who deny that George is wronged 
are welcome to stick with the simpler view mentioned in note 55 below. My own judgment 
would seem to be shared by G. E. M. Anscombe, “Who Is Wronged? Philippa Foot on Double Ef-
fect: One Point,” Oxford Review 5 (1967): 16–17: “Suppose I am the doctor, and I don’t use the drug 
at all. . . . It was there, ready to supply human need, and human need was not supplied. So any 
one of them can say: you ought to have used it to help us who needed it; and so all are wronged” 
(emphasis mine). Patrick McKee (“More Options, More Blame,” unpublished manuscript, MIT, 
2026) addresses the related question of whether you are more blameworthy for saving no one 
than you would be if you had fewer options; he argues that you are.
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have required wronging someone else not also wronged by what we chose. 
These two conditions leave considerable room for possible views about 
when exactly people are wronged by virtue of the effects of our choices on 
their well-being. For the sake of concreteness, however, let us work with a 
particular theory—continuing to assume a total utilitarian axiology, that we 
ought to choose the best distribution in the cases at issue, and that an act is 
wrong if and only if it wrongs someone.54

It will help to regiment some terminology. As in Section VI, an individual i 
has a complaint against our choosing u rather than v from menu S if and only 
if either u would be worse for her than v (ui < vi), or she would have a bad life 
in u (ui < 0) but would not exist in v. Let us say (stipulatively) that a complaint 
against choosing u rather than v is legitimate if and only if u is worse than 
v—i.e., given our axiology, has lower total well-being. We can then say that i 
is wronged by a choice of u from menu S if and only if two things are true:

1.	 i has a legitimate complaint against u rather than some alternative v in S;
2.	Any individual who has a legitimate complaint against v also has a legit-

imate complaint against u (equivalently: there’s no one who has a legiti-
mate complaint against v while lacking a legitimate complaint against u).55

This view violates Alpha rather than Delta. In a choice between Small, Benign 
Big, and Malign Big, the best alternative is Malign Big, so no one has a legiti-
mate complaint against it; thus, Malign Big wrongs no one. The Bobs have a 
legitimate complaint against Benign Big, because they would be better off in 
Malign Big, which is better. Since no one has a legitimate complaint against 
Malign Big, the Bobs are wronged by Benign Big. Ann has a legitimate com-
plaint against Small, because she would be better off in Benign Big, which 
is better. But the Bobs have a legitimate complaint against Benign Big. And 
they do not have any complaint against Small, because they would not exist 
if it were chosen. So Ann is not wronged by Small when all three options are 
available. Thus, in the three-option menu, both Small and Malign Big are 
permissible. In a binary choice with Benign Big, however, Ann is wronged by 

54. While I have assumed that we ought to choose the best distribution, we could also con-
sider a version of the view on which we instead ought to choose a distribution if and only if we 
are morally required to choose it. This would (as promised in note 12) deliver a stronger version 
of the Asymmetry, which I do not accept. However, if ought were divorced from best in this way, 
the conditions for wronging stated below could not be motivated by the idea that one is wronged 
by being made worse off than one ought to have been. This view would also seem forced to deny 
the nonidentity intuition even when framed in terms of what we should or ought to do.

55. A simpler version of this view is available to those who deny, in the Fran and George case 
above, that George is wronged by our choice to save no one: simply replace condition (2) with, 
“No other individual has a legitimate complaint against v.” 
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Small, since she has a legitimate complaint against it and the Bobs have no 
complaint against Benign Big when Small is the only alternative. Since Small 
is permissible in the three-option menu but not in a binary choice with Be-
nign Big, we have an Alpha violation.

More generally, benign addition is obligatory in binary choices because it 
offers an opportunity to make people better off in a way that wrongs no one. 
But it is guaranteed to wrong no one only in a binary choice. When other 
alternatives are available, it may be wrong to benefit the original people by 
adding new ones, since doing so may wrong those who are added, and they 
are not wronged by the original choice. That is why our global Benign Addi-
tion conditions are false, even though benign addition is obligatory in binary 
choices, thus violating Alpha.56

VIII.C Some Problems
While I think those are the right principles to reject in order to resolve our 
puzzles, and I am attracted to the general claims about wronging which lead 
to their rejection, there are certainly devils in the details of the precise theory 
just sketched. Let me briefly mention some of those problems and some di-
rections in which the view could be revised to avoid them.

Some of the problems are inherited straightforwardly from our working 
assumption of a total utilitarian axiology, and can perhaps be avoided by 
plugging in a different axiology that still violates the intuition of neutrality. 
For example, the view implies that malign addition is permissible (and, in-
deed, what we ought to do) whenever it maximizes total well-being. This 
seems most counterintuitive when the lives created are not very good and 
others are made much worse off, as in Parfit’s repugnant conclusion. Such 
cases also raise more general issues about aggregating tiny benefits and bur-
dens, even in fixed-population cases. Since it is notoriously difficult to for-
mulate a plausible alternative to total utilitarian axiology, and there is noth-
ing close to consensus as to how (or even whether) these issues should be 
resolved, I set them aside here.57

56. The global Benign Addition conditions, along with Alpha, also fail on several of the com-
plaint-based theories cited in note 17, and on the very different approach of Philip Li, “Popula-
tion Ethics for the People” (unpublished manuscript, University of Southern California, 2026), 
which appeals to multiple betterness relations and a tournament-theoretic principle of permis-
sible choice.

57. One possibility is to use a “partially aggregative” axiology, which would be menu-depen-
dent in the sense of assigning a possibly distinct betterness relation to each menu of options; 
see Campbell Brown, “Is Close Enough Good Enough?,” Economics & Philosophy 36, no. 1 (2020): 
sec. 4, https://doi.org/10.1017/S0266267119000099 for some possibilities, and Joe Horton, “Par-
tial Aggregation in Ethics,” Philosophy Compass 16, no. 3 (2021): e12719, https://doi.org/10.1111/

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0266267119000099
https://doi.org/10.1111/phc3.12719
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Even setting aside cases involving lives that are “barely worth living,” 
some proponents of the Asymmetry would think it wrong to create even very 
happy people in a way that is at all worse for existing people. I do not find 
that view intuitive, and I fear that it has unacceptably anti-natalist implica-
tions.58 It seems more plausible to give some moderate, not absolute, prior-
ity to the welfare of existing people. That, too, can be accommodated with 
suitable revision to our axiology.59

Other problems for the view run deeper than just the axiology. Most trou-
bling, I think, are cases of mostly malign addition, in which creating happy 
people makes everyone worse off, except for one person who would benefit. 
So long as our axiology allows the welfare of additional happy people to out-
weigh the interests of existing people, our theory implies that this would be 
morally required whenever it is permissible, since not adding these people 
would wrong the one who stands to benefit from their existence. I would not 
expect many proponents of the Asymmetry to be happy with this conclusion.

A natural fix is to allow even “illegitimate” complaints, when sufficiently 
strong, to defeat a person’s claim to be wronged. Suppose that i has a legit-
imate complaint against u in favor of v. We might say that i is wronged by u 
only if the sum of complaints against v in favor of u does not exceed the sum 
of complaints against u in favor of v, even though only the latter complaints 
are legitimate, in our stipulative sense.60 If the axiology remains total utilitar-

phc3.12719 for a critical survey of partial aggregation. Another possibility is to stick with total 
utilitarianism, but with a non-Archimedean theory of well-being (see Teruji Thomas, “Some 
Possibilities in Population Axiology,” Mind 127, no. 507 (2018): 807–832, https://doi.org/10.1093/
mind/fzx047; Erik Carlson, “On Some Impossibility Theorems in Population Ethics,” in The Ox-
ford Handbook of Population Ethics, ed. Gustaf Arrhenius et al. (Oxford University Press, 2022), 
204–224, https://doi.org/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780190907686.013.14; Jacob M. Nebel, “Totalism 
Without Repugnance,” in Ethics and Existence: The Legacy of Derek Parfit, ed. Jeff McMahan et 
al. (Oxford University Press, 2022), 200–231, https://doi.org/10.1093/oso/9780192894250.003.0009; 
for critique, see Elliott Thornley, “The Impossibility of a Satisfactory Population Prospect Axiol-
ogy (Independently of Finite Fine-Grainedness),” Philosophical Studies 178, no. 11 (2021): 3671–
3695, https://doi.org/10.1007/s11098-021-01621-4; Elliott Thornley, “A Dilemma for Lexical and 
Archimedean Views in Population Axiology,” Economics & Philosophy 38, no. 3 (2022): 395–415, 
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0266267121000213; Calvin Baker, “Non-Archimedean Population Axiolo-
gies,” Economics & Philosophy 41, no. 1 (2025): 24–45, https://doi.org/10.1017/S0266267124000099).

58. See Thomas, “The Asymmetry,” 474.
59. How exactly this is done depends on whether we prioritize those who currently exist or 

those whose existence is independent of our choice. The former requires some modification to 
our framework, in which a present population is exogenously specified. The latter requires a 
menu-dependent axiology, as understood in note 57 above.

60. There are many possible variations on this condition worth exploring. For example, 
we could consider a non-aggregative form of balancing complaints—e.g., by saying that 𝑖 is 
wronged by u only if her (legitimate) complaint against u in favor of v is no weaker than any-
one’s (illegitimate) complaint against v in favor of u. Or we could impose a threshold that the 
(collectively or individually) stronger complaints must exceed—e.g., by requiring the sum of 

https://doi.org/10.1111/phc3.12719
https://doi.org/10.1093/mind/fzx047
https://doi.org/10.1093/mind/fzx047
https://doi.org/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780190907686.013.14
https://doi.org/10.1093/oso/9780192894250.003.0009
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11098-021-01621-4
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0266267121000213
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0266267124000099
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ian, this would align our view’s verdicts about binary choices almost exactly 
with those of Thomas’s view stated in Section  VI (differing only when the 
sums of complaints are equal). On such a view, the single beneficiary’s com-
plaint in favor of mostly malign addition can be defeated by the complaints 
of those who would be made worse off, even though the latter complaints 
are illegitimate; illegitimate complaints serve to permit, but not to require. 
Being made worse off than one ought to have been would then only be a 
defeasibly sufficient condition for being wronged, even when our attention 
is restricted to agent-neutral, welfarist considerations.

Obviously, refinements such as these would make the view more com-
plex, sacrificing simplicity and strength in order to fit more of our intuitive 
judgments. I do not insist that these sacrifices should be made. Resolving 
those tradeoffs, along with other problems for the view, is a task for further 
research; there is, clearly, more work to be done. However, even if the prob-
lems can be adequately addressed, there is a more general problem for any 
view that violates Alpha, and which therefore threatens any solution to our 
puzzles that is even remotely along the lines I have suggested.

IX. Sequential Choice

The problem has to do with sequences of choices made over time. Consider 
the decision tree in Figure 1, in which we can bring about any of the distri-
butions in Table 3.

At node 1, we can either bring about Malign Big or go up to node 2, where 
we face a choice between Small and Benign Big. On an Alpha-denying solu-
tion to our puzzles, it is permissible to choose Small in a nonsequential 
choice between all three distributions. Intuitively, it should therefore be per-
missible to make the sequence of choices that bring about Small in this case; 

legitimate complaints (or the strongest one) against u to be at least 𝑘 times greater than the sum 
of illegitimate complaints (or the strongest one) against v, for some 𝑘.

Figure 1: Problem for Alpha Violations
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Benign Big

Malign Big
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it would be strange to think that we can choose Small in one step but not in 
two. So it must be permissible to go up at node 1 and go up at node 2. But if a 
sequence of choices is permissible, then every choice in the sequence must 
be permissible. So it must be permissible, at node 2, to go up and choose 
Small. But, once we are at node 2, we face a binary choice between Small 
and Benign Big. On an Alpha-denying solution to our puzzles, it is wrong to 
choose Small when the only alternative is Benign Big. It should therefore be 
wrong to choose Small at node 2. As Thomas puts it, “a permissible choice 
cannot be permissibly implemented.”61 This seems bizarre.

This is a serious challenge, which must, I think, be answered if any 
Alpha-violating view is to be accepted. In response, I want to say that it re-
mains permissible, at node 2, to choose Small, even though it would not be 
permissible to choose Small in a nonsequential, binary choice with Benign 
Big. The permissibility of a choice, I want to say, can depend on the sequence 
of which it is a part. This dependence, I think, can go in both directions: the 
permissibility of a choice can depend on what we did or could have done 
earlier, as well as on what we will do later. These claims can be motivated 
by considering sequential choice problems that arise from violations of the 
expansion consistency conditions Delta and Beta—problems which appeal 
to premises that are very similar to those marshalled against the Alpha vio-
lation above.

Let’s start with a Delta violation. Consider a sequential version of Katz’s 
triage case from Section IV, depicted in Figure 2. We can save both of Al’s legs, 
one of Bea’s legs, or Chloe’s finger. However, in order to help Al or Chloe, we 
first have to dismiss Bea, and then choose between the remaining two.

The Delta-violating judgments about the nonsequential case are that we 
are morally required to save Al’s legs when all three options are available, but 
that we are permitted to save either Al’s legs or Chloe’s finger when saving 
Bea’s leg is not an option. Suppose these judgments are correct. Since we are 

61. Thomas, “The Asymmetry,” 485.

Figure 2: Sequential Triage Case
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required to save Al’s legs in a nonsequential choice between all three options, 
we are presumably required to choose the sequence that terminates in sav-
ing Al’s legs in this case; it would be strange to think that we must save his 
legs in one step but not in two. So we must be required to go up at node 1 and 
then up at node 2. But if a sequence of choices is required, then presumably 
every choice in the sequence must be required. So we must be required, at 
node 2, to go up and help Al. But, once we are at node 2, we face a binary 
choice between saving Al’s legs and saving Chloe’s finger. And we are suppos-
edly not required to save Al’s legs in such a binary choice; we can permissibly 
save Chloe’s finger instead. We should therefore not be required, at node 2, 
to go up and help Al after all. (An exactly parallel argument can be devised 
against a Delta-denying treatment of the Asymmetry, such as Thomas’s view 
considered in Section VI; simply replace saving Al’s legs with choosing Ma-
lign Big, saving Chloe’s finger with choosing Small, and saving Bea’s leg with 
choosing Benign Big.)

This challenge for Delta violations relies on very similar premises to the 
challenge for Alpha violations. The sequential choice problem for Alpha 
violations involved a “disappearing permission”: the permission to choose 
Small supposedly dissolves once we eliminate Malign Big. The case against 
Delta violations involves instead a “disappearing requirement”: the require-
ment to save Al’s legs supposedly dissolves once we dismiss Bea. Instead 
of a permissible choice that we are somehow not permitted to implement, 
we have an obligatory choice that we are somehow not obligated to imple-
ment. These patterns seem to me equally bizarre. But any proponent of the 
Asymmetry who accepts our binary judgments must reject either Alpha or 
Delta. So there is at least some pressure to regard Alpha and Delta violations 
as companions in guilt with respect to this problem.62

There is some daylight between the two arguments. One could in princi-
ple maintain, with the argument for Alpha, that every choice in a permissi-
ble sequence must be permissible, while denying the analogous premise in 
the argument for Delta, that every choice in an obligatory sequence must 
be obligatory. On such a view, we are required to save Al’s legs in two steps 
even though, once we have made the first step, we are no longer required to 
make the second. But that seems to me just as bizarre as saying that we are 
permitted to choose Small in two steps even though, once we have made the 

62. Indeed, Matthew Adelstein (“The Sequence Argument Against the Procreation Asymme-
try,” Utilitas 36, no. 4 (2024): 338–351, https://doi.org/10.1017/S0953820824000189) uses sequen-
tial choice principles to argue against the Asymmetry itself, as opposed to just Alpha-violating 
approaches to it.

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0953820824000189
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first step, we are no longer permitted to make the second. I find it hard to 
see what rationale might allow for the former possibility but not the latter.63

While proponents of the sequential choice argument for Alpha can perhaps, 
in principle, refrain from endorsing the analogous argument for Delta (thus 
allowing them to retain the binary principles involved in our puzzles), I think 
the most plausible responses to the latter can also help us answer the for-
mer. One is to deny the permissibility of saving Chloe’s finger at node 2, even 
though it would be permissible if we had never had the option to save Bea’s 
leg. On this view, we are indeed required to turn Bea away at node 1, because 
the threat to Al is more severe (“We’re very sorry, but we cannot save your leg, 
because Al is in danger of losing both of his”). But we cannot, after doing this, 
help Chloe instead (“Now that pesky Bea is gone . . .”). Saving Chloe’s finger 
would wrong Bea, even though we can no longer help her at the time of choice, 
and even though it would have been permissible to save Chloe’s finger if we 
had never had the option to save Bea’s leg. On this view, the past availability of 
an option can make a difference to the normative status of remaining options, 
because it can make a difference to who is wronged.64

Proponents of “resolute choice” in decision theory appeal to our past 
choices in order to justify seemingly counterpreferential choices at future 
choice nodes.65 While the rationality of resolute choice is controversial,66 I 
find it hard to deny that our past choices can make a difference to what it is 
morally permissible to do now. It can be wrong to do something that would 
be permissible but for the fact that we promised not to do it. It can be wrong 
to harm a person in self-defense if we are responsible for the threat they pose. 
It can be wrong to blame someone for doing something that we ourselves 
have recently done, even if their behavior is blameworthy. We need not take 
a stance here on the rational status of resolute choice. Perhaps a fully ratio-

63. For example, some think that Professor Procrastinate (from Frank Jackson and Robert 
Pargetter, “Oughts, Options, and Actualism,” The Philosophical Review 95, no. 2 (1986): 233–255, 
https://doi.org/10.2307/2185591) is required to take two steps—to accept the invitation and to 
review the book—even though he is not required to take the first step. But such people similarly 
think that he is not even permitted to accept the invitation; on such a view, there is a permissible 
sequence that includes an impermissible choice.

64. Frances Kamm makes a similar claim about sequential cases involving partial aggrega-
tion: “We must not forget the history of how we came to be at the point of helping the quadriple-
gics when we decide between them and the paraplegics” (F. M. Kamm, Intricate Ethics: Rights, 
Responsibilities, and Permissible Harm, Oxford Ethics Series (Oxford University Press, 2007), 298, 
https://doi.org/10.1093/acprof:oso/9780195189698.001.0001).

65. Edward F. McClennen, Rationality and Dynamic Choice: Foundational Explorations 
(Cambridge University Press, 1990), https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9780511983979.

66. See Johan E. Gustafsson, “Against Resolute Choice,” chap. 7 in Money-Pump Arguments 
(Cambridge University Press, 2022), https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108754750.

https://doi.org/10.2307/2185591
https://doi.org/10.1093/acprof:oso/9780195189698.001.0001
https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9780511983979
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108754750
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nal agent is required to have well-behaved preferences and to act in accor-
dance with those preferences. This is consistent with the idea that our past 
choices can make a difference to what it is morally permissible to do now.67

My response to the sequential choice problem for Alpha violations will 
appeal not only to the idea that our past actions and options can affect the 
permissibility of what we do now, but also to the related possibility that our 
future actions can affect the permissibility of what we do now. This possibil-
ity is best illustrated by a different kind of sequential choice problem, arising 
from violations of the stronger expansion consistency property Beta. This 
condition says that if two options are both permissible in some menu, and 
one of them is permissible in some expansion of that menu, then the other 
is also permissible in that expanded menu. We saw in Section IV that Beta is 
almost immediately inconsistent with the Asymmetry, as well as other prin-
ciples of common-sense morality. These Beta violations, however, lead to 
sequential choice problems, such as that depicted in Figure 3 based on our 
self-defense example.

In Figure 3, you are threatened by a reckless driver. You must first decide 
whether to redirect the driver into a smaller pole, causing her to become 
paraplegic. If you do not, you then face a choice, at node 2, between redi-
recting the driver into the bigger pole, causing her to become quadriplegic, 
and allowing yourself to be hit and become quadriplegic instead.68 Since it 
seems wrong to inflict quadriplegia when you could instead inflict paraple-
gia, it seems wrong to choose the sequence that goes up at node 1 and then 

67. Philip Li (“Values and Choices,” PhD diss., University of Southern California, 2026, chap. 4) 
recommends a version of this idea—which he calls the ancestral view—to nonconsequentialists 
quite generally. See also Vishnu Sridharan, “Moral Thresholds and Aggregate Impact,” Journal of 
Philosophy, forthcoming, for some further examples, involving war.

68. A similar case is discussed by Jonas Haeg, “Necessity Over Time,” Journal of Moral Phi-
losophy, 2025, 9, https://doi.org/10.1163/17455243-20254456; see also Daniel Schwartz, “Neces-
sity Historically Considered,” Journal of Moral Philosophy 17, no. 6 (2020): 591–605, https://doi.
org/10.1163/17455243-20203185.

Figure 3: Sequential Self-Defense Case

1

2

Quadriplegia for driver

Quadriplegia for self

Paraplegia for driver

https://doi.org/10.1163/17455243-20254456
https://doi.org/10.1163/17455243-20203185
https://doi.org/10.1163/17455243-20203185
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up at node 2. But, at node 1, it seems permissible to go up: you are not re-
quired to redirect the driver into the smaller pole. And, once you are at node 
2, you face a binary choice between two options that, in a nonsequential 
choice, would each be permissible. So, we might think, it must be permis-
sible for you to go up at node 2, causing the driver to become quadriplegic. 
And, plausibly, a sequence of permissible choices must itself be permissible: 
if it is permissible to go up at node 1 and permissible to go up at node 2, it 
must be permissible to go up at node 1 and up at node 2. But, supposedly, 
it is not. (An exactly parallel argument can be devised against the Beta-vi-
olating pattern of judgments supported by the Asymmetry: simply replace 
the driver’s becoming paraplegic with creating some person with a better 
life, the driver’s becoming quadriplegic with creating the same person with 
a less good life, and allowing oneself to become quadriplegic with not cre-
ating the person at all.)

It would be hasty to treat this as a sound argument for Beta and against 
the common-sense morality of self-defense. But where does it go wrong? We 
could say, along the lines of our response to the sequential triage case, that 
it is wrong at node 2 to impose the greater harm in order to save yourself, 
because you previously had the option to save yourself in a less harmful way. 
But I find this hard to believe. I do not think you are in general required to 
allow yourself to be severely harmed simply because you previously passed 
up an opportunity to defend yourself in a slightly less harmful way. Simi-
larly, I do not think you are morally prohibited from having a child simply 
because you previously passed up an opportunity to create that child with 
a better life. In these cases, it seems more plausible to say that your later 
choice makes the earlier choice wrong. It is wrong to pass up the opportu-
nity to avert a threat in a less harmful way if you will simply go on to avert 
it in a more harmful way. It is wrong not to create a child with a better life 
if you will simply go on to create her with a worse life. It makes sense for 
us to regret our past choices, and for others to blame us for those choices, 
given what we later do, even if those past choices could have been part of 
a perfectly permissible sequence, if our future behavior had been differ-
ent. The permissibility of a choice depends on the sequence of which it is  
a part.69

69. Something like this view is defended by Ralf M. Bader, “Agent-Relative Prerogatives and 
Suboptimal Beneficence,” in Oxford Studies in Normative Ethics Volume 9, ed. Mark Timmons 
(Oxford University Press, 2019), 223–250, https://doi.org/10.1093/oso/9780198846253.003.0011, in 
the context of Beta-violating “suboptimal supererogation.”

https://doi.org/10.1093/oso/9780198846253.003.0011
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I have suggested that the permissibility of a choice can depend both on 
what we did in the past and on what we will do in the future. With both ideas 
in hand, we can return to the sequential choice problem for Alpha violations.

Suppose, in Figure 1, that we go up at node 1 and find ourselves at node 
2. Why is it permissible to go up at node 2, bringing about Small, when our 
only alternative would be better for Ann and otherwise differ only by the 
addition of happy Bobs? Ann seems to have a legitimate complaint against 
our choosing Small, and no one seems to have a legitimate complaint, at this 
point, against our choosing Benign Big.

But even if the Bobs would not be wronged by our choice at node 2—since 
we could not have made them better off at the time of our decision—we will 
have wronged them nonetheless. Just as the quadriplegic reckless driver 
would be wronged by our earlier choice not to avert her threat in a less harm-
ful way, I think the Bobs would be wronged by our earlier choice, at node 1, 
to forgo Malign Big. They can reasonably object that, given our future choice 
to create them anyway, we wronged them by not having made them better 
off. On this view, the permissibility of going up at node 1 does not follow 
from its being part of some permissible sequence; it depends also on what 
we later do.

Once we see how the Bobs are wronged by the sequence that terminates in 
Benign Big, we can explain why it is permissible to go up at node 2, choosing 
Small. Ann’s complaint against this choice is answered by the fact that it can 
only be satisfied by making it the case that we have wronged someone else. 
It therefore seems to me permissible at node 2 to choose Small, even though 
we would be required to choose Benign Big in a nonsequential choice be-
tween the two. Thus, the permissible option to choose Small can be permis-
sibly implemented; the permission does not disappear.

I do not insist on this particular story about Figure 1. There are other ways 
to resist the sequential choice argument for Alpha: for example, by locating 
the Bobs’ wronging at node 2 rather than node 1, by attributing their wrong-
ing to the sequence without locating it at either node,70 or, more radically, 
by denying that sequences of choices can be permissible or impermissible 
to begin with.71 One way or another, we can reject the sequential choice ar-
gument for Alpha. This is compatible with accepting analogous principles 
as requirements of rationality, where the rational status of an agent’s choice 

70. This sort of view is defended, in the ethics of risk, by Vishnu Sridharan, “The Moral Eval-
uation of Repeated Risks,” Journal of Applied Philosophy 42, no. 5 (2025): 1496–1510, https://doi.
org/10.1111/japp.70036.

71. This view is defended by Brian Hedden, “Options and Diachronic Tragedy,” Philosophy 
and Phenomenological Research 90, no. 2 (2015): 423–451, https://doi.org/10.1111/phpr.12048.

https://doi.org/10.1111/japp.70036
https://doi.org/10.1111/japp.70036
https://doi.org/10.1111/phpr.12048
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is thought to depend only on the agent’s preferences between options. The 
moral permissibility of a choice does not similarly depend on some single 
binary relation over options (e.g., betterness). It depends on who is wronged, 
which in turn depends on the full menu of alternatives. To paraphrase 
Rawls,72 moral principles need not be mere extensions of principles of ratio-
nal choice for an individual.73

X. Conclusion

Let’s take stock. We started with the idea that the Procreation Asymmetry re-
mains plausible even if, as I believe, the axiological intuition of neutrality is 
false. I believe that creating happy people makes the world better, and that we 
therefore have some moral reason, and sometimes ought, to create them. It 
does not follow from this that we are morally required to create happy people.

But if we want to preserve the Asymmetry, it is not enough to simply deny 
that we are morally required to do what is best. For, as we have seen, the 
Asymmetry gives rise to purely deontic puzzles that do not appeal directly 
to any axiological claims. And it’s not enough to resolve those puzzles by 
rejecting choice consistency conditions such as Alpha or Delta. For we can 
formulate global versions of the puzzles in which those conditions play no 
role. We need to justify the rejection of one or more of those global principles.

I have suggested that we reject the global benign addition conditions. Be-
nign addition is required in binary choices because it makes people better 
off without wronging anyone. But in the presence of other options, benign 
addition may wrong those who are created, when and because we ought to 
have made them even better off. That is why it can be permissible not to 
create them at all: those who stand to benefit from their existence are not 
wronged if the only way to satisfy their complaint would have wronged oth-
ers. The structure of wronging thus explains why the global benign addition 
principles fail, and why Alpha—and the sequential choice principles which 
have been thought to support it—fail along with them.

72. John Rawls, A Theory of Justice, Revised edition (Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 
1999), 25, https://doi.org/10.4159/9780674042582.

73. We could also still accept versions of the sequential choice principles regarding alterna-
tives that are individuated in a more fine-grained manner—e.g., by including information about 
our past choices or opportunities (as suggested by Peter J. Hammond, “Consequentialist Foun-
dations for Expected Utility,” Theory and Decision 25, no. 1 (1988): 26, https://doi.org/10.1007/
BF00129168). As discussed earlier (in Section IV), this would require a departure from our as-
sumption that alternatives are individuated by their welfare distributions. It remains plausible 
that, when alternatives are so individuated, the permissibility of a choice can depend on our 
past or future choices.

https://doi.org/10.4159/9780674042582
https://doi.org/10.1007/BF00129168
https://doi.org/10.1007/BF00129168
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