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Resolving the Repugnant Conclusion: In search of Theory X 

Naomi Wellington, Monash University 

 
 
 
ABSTRACT. The Repugnant Conclusion (RC), as stated by Derek Parfit (1984), whereby an 
incredibly large population with an extremely low quality of life is considered to be better 
than a much smaller population with a very high quality of life, appears repugnant primarily 
in virtue of being extremely counter-intuitive. In this paper I endorse the view that we must 
avoid the Repugnant Conclusion. I argue that the best way to do this is by replacing the 
utilitarian Total Principle (whereby the best outcome is the outcome with the greatest quantity 
of wellbeing) with Theory X -- ParfitÕs format for the best theory of beneficence. I find the 
General Universal Pareto Principle to be the best candidate for Theory X and argue that it 
avoids the RC without leading to other repulsive or absurd conclusions.  
 
 
 
I. Introduction  

 

The Repugnant Conclusion (RC) states: For any possible population of at least ten 

billion people, all with a very high quality of life, there must be some much larger 

imaginable population, whose existence, if other things are equal, would be better, 

even though its members have lives that are barely worth living.1  

 

There are two ways to confront a controversial conclusion in philosophy: either we 

avoid the conclusion or we accept it. In this manner, the problems raised as a result of 

the conclusion can be put to rest. I do not believe we should accept the RC. A great 

majority of writing on the subject indentifies the latter as counterintuitive to an 

unacceptable degree. In section II, I endorse this perspective. There is less agreement, 

however, on the way in which the RC should be avoided.  

 

The Total Principle2 (which is at the base of total utilitarianism) implies the RC. 

Parfit3 initially argues we should abandon this principle and find Theory X, the best 

theory of beneficence that, amongst other significant things, avoids the RC.4 

Nonetheless, the conclusion resurfaces in the first and second Mere Addition 

                                                
1 Parfit, D. (1984). Reasons and Persons. Oxford: Clarendon Press, pp. 388  
2 Both the Total Principle and its counterpart the Average Principle have impersonal and person-affecting 
manifestations. I will not make the distinction throughout this paper. This is primarily because the person-affecting 
versions ultimately lead to similar perspectives regarding the RC. For a discussion see Parfit (1984: 391-415) 
3 Parfit, D. (1984). Reasons and Persons. Oxford: Clarendon Press 
4 Note -- other significant things refers to: solving the non-identity problem and explaining the asymmetry. These 
problems are beyond the scope of this paper. For a discussion see Parfit (1984: 391). 
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Paradoxes, leading to the Repugnant Conclusion 2 (RC2). Each of these paradoxes, 

the second of which is more threatening than the first, formulate two significant and 

(in effect) analogous claims. The two claims are summarized and discussed in section 

II of this paper. If the RC2 is to be avoided, one of these two claims must be 

abandoned.5  

 

There are several candidates for Theory X. Some deny the initial claim and others 

deny the second. Amongst the former, I take ParfitÕs Perfectionism to be the most 

viable option. The proposal holds some promise but it is not backed up by a strong 

enough argument. I maintain we have stronger reasons to deny the second of these 

claims. Some of the theories advanced, in favour of this, fail because they lead to 

other repulsive or absurd consequences. I argue FehigeÕs6 General Universal Pareto 

Principle (GUPP) evades such consequences. It avoids the RC and does not lead to 

any conclusions that we would have reasons to consider inherently repulsive.  

 

In section II of this paper I will introduce RC, The Mere Addition Paradoxes and 

RC2. In section III I set out and examine the Perfectionism proposal for Theory X. 

Finally in section IV I advance an argument in defence of the GUPP. I conclude that 

the latter presents the best solution to both versions of the Repugnant Conclusion.  

 

II. The Repugnant Conclusion 

 

The Total Principle & The RC 

 

At the core of total utilitarianism lies the Impersonal Total Principle. The latter, states: 

ÒIf other things are equal the best outcome is the one in which there would be the 

greatest quantity of whatever makes life worth living.Ó7 In its hedonistic form, what 

makes life worth living is considered to be happiness.  

 

                                                
5 The only other significant option would be to deny the transitivity of the Òbetter thanÓ relation. In section II, I 
briefly discuss why I believe we should reject this proposal.  
6 Fehige, C. (1998). ÒA Pareto Principle for Possible PeopleÓ, in Fehige, C. and Wessels, U. (eds.). Preferences. 
Berlin: Walter de Gruyter.  
7 Parfit, D. (1984). Reasons and Persons. Oxford: Clarendon Press, pp. 387   
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The Total Principle implies, what Parfit and others consider, a counter-intuitive and 

repugnant conclusion. To illustrate this, in graph (1)8, population A comprises a 

number of at least ten billion people all of whom have a high quality of wellbeing. 

Population B is double the size of A, with a somewhat lower quality of wellbeing. 

According to the Total Principle, the only value that is significant when contrasting 

possible populations is the quantity of whatever makes life worth living. We can 

conclude that B is better than A, i.e. it has a greater quantity of wellbeing. Using the 

same reasoning, C is better than B, D is better than C and best of all is population Z: a 

drastically larger population with a quality of wellbeing just over the level at which 

life ceases to be worth living. This allegedly repulsive conclusion is partially based on 

the transitive nature of the better than relation. According to transitivity, if C is better 

than B and B is better than A, then C is better than A. Ultimately, Z is better than A.  

 

Note again the Repugnant Conclusion (RC) as formulated by Parfit: ÒFor any possible 

population of at least ten billion people, all with a very high quality of life (A), there 

must be some much larger imaginable population, whose existence, if other things are 

equal, would be better, even though its members have lives that are barely worth 

living (Z).Ó9  

 

The main problem with this conclusion is that it is highly counter-intuitive. We want 

to believe the Z-population is the worse outcome of the two. Since the Impersonal 

Total Principle implies the RC, it seems the first thing we should do is abandon this 

principle. If that is the case, we would need a replacement. Parfit refers to the 

replacement-proposal as Theory X: the best theory of beneficence that would, 

amongst other significant things, avoid the RC.10   

 

One possible solution to the problem, comes from denying the transitivity of the 

better than relation. In this scenario, Theory X would have to be one that is not reliant 

on transitivity. Rachels11 for example, argues that the factors that govern how C and B 

compare may differ in significance when comparing C and B to A. If the factor is 

                                                
8 All graphs are included in the Appendix.  
9 Parfit, D. (1984). Reasons and Persons. Oxford: Clarendon Press, pp. 388. 
10 Where other significant things refers to: solving the non-identity problem and explaining the asymmetry. These 
problems are beyond the scope of this paper. For a discussion see Parfit (1984: 391).  
11 Rachels, S. (2004). ÒRepugnance of IntransitivityÓ, in Ryberg, J. and Torbjorn, T. (eds.). (2004). The Repugnant 
Conclusion: Essays on Population Ethics. Dordrecht: Kluwer Academic Publishers.  
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pleasure intensity, we may endorse a small loss of pleasure intensity coupled with a 

greater quantity of pleasure, so B is better than A. C is better than B. The loss in 

pleasure intensity in these steps is small and outweighed by a greater quantity of 

pleasure. However when comparing A to C, we may think this step requires a greater 

loss in pleasure intensity, one that cannot be outweighed by a greater quantity of 

pleasure.12 If better than is intransitive, we no longer reach the conclusion that Z is 

better than A, in virtue of the previous relations. We have to compare A and Z 

independently, and we would find the difference in pleasure intensity to be much too 

high. 

 

I will not delve into the latter solution, or others of the same kind, in this paper -- the 

reason being that many have argued a rejection of transitivity to be too radical. I 

believe we have at least one good reason to endorse this perspective. Broome13 argues 

the transitivity of better than is more than an assumption. It is part of the very 

definition of better than. Our understanding of this relation in ethics is simply the 

general understanding. We attribute better than with its general meaning. Whether or 

not the relation is transitive is an issue in semantics. Logic dictates it is. Ultimately, 

solving the RC does not warrant a complete revision of the way in which we normally 

reason when using the latter relation.    

 

Leaving intransitivity aside, a majority of candidates for Theory X, including the 

Average Principle, the Valueless Level View, The Lexical View, Perfectionism and 

the General Universal Pareto Principle (GUPP), deny the first step from A to B. 

According to all of the aforementioned, B is worse than A. This deceptively appears 

easy, once we abandon the Total Principle perspective that only quantity has value. 

Nonetheless, it is important to note that even after a theory proves B to be worse than 

A in this initial scenario, there is a further hurdle to overcome. As a result of two 

Mere Addition Paradoxes introduced by Parfit, the RC resurfaces. It remains Òhard to 

defend the belief that B would be worse than A, and also hard to avoid the Repugnant 

Conclusion.Ó14 

                                                
12 This proposal is somewhat similar to ParfitÕs Perfectionism: the loss of even one of the best goods in life cannot 
be outweighed by a large gain in the quantity of lesser goods. Parfit denies that B is better than A, whereas Rachels 
denies the transitivity of better than. Perfectionism will be examined in section III.    
13 Broome, J. (2004). Weighing Lives, Oxford: Oxford University Press, pp. 50 Ð 62.  
14 Parfit, D. (1986). ÒOverpopulation and the Quality of LifeÓ, in Ryberg, J. and Torbjorn, T. (eds.). (2004). The 
Repugnant Conclusion: Essays on Population Ethics. Dordrecht: Kluwer Academic Publishers, pp. 9   
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The Mere Addition Paradoxes &  RC2 

 

1. The First Paradox15  

 

Graph (2) illustrates the first Mere Addition Paradox. Once the Total Principle is 

rejected, there are several reasons we may think B presents a worse outcome than A.16 

For now it is enough to note that this is the case. 

 

Nonetheless, when we compare the A+ population to the A population, it seems 

difficult to say that A+ would be worse than A. The difference in A+ is achieved 

through mere addition.17 Apart from the original A group, there is an extra group of 

people inhabiting A+. Although their quality of life is considerably lower in 

comparison to the initial group, these extra individuals have lives well-worth living. 

To avoid egalitarian concerns, Parfit argues that the inequality in A+ is due to natural 

causes, not social or political injustice.18 The two groups have no contact and are each 

unaware of the otherÕs existence.  

 

A popular principle the egalitarians could appeal to, in response, is Maximin: The best 

outcome is the one in which the worst-off people are best off.19 When comparing A to 

A+, the worst-off people in A are the only existing people in A and they are 

considerably better off than the extra people in A+, constituting the A+ Òworst-offÓ.  

 

In this situation the Maximin Principle holds A to be the better outcome, but this is 

only in virtue of mere addition, i.e. there exist people in A+ with lives worth living 

that do not exist in A. In a same number scenario, there is general agreement that if 

the worst-off group is best-off in a particular population, this would be a positive 

feature of that population. In our different number case however, as Parfit argues, it is 

not clearly a good feature of outcome A that Òcertain people do not exist who, in the 

other outcome would have lives that are worth livingÓ20. Hence, in different number 

                                                
15 Parfit, D. (1984). Reasons and Persons. Oxford: Clarendon Press, pp. 419 
16 All of the above-listed theories of beneficence reach this conclusion.  
17 According to Parfit (1984: 420) mere addition occurs when: in one of two outcomes, there exist extra people, (1) 
who have lives worth living, (2) who affect no one else, and (3) whose existence does not involve social injustice.   
18 Parfit, D. (1984). Reasons and Persons. Oxford: Clarendon Press, pp. 422.  
19 Ibid. 
20 Ibid, pp. 424; This is best illustrated if we imagine two possible futures of the world. In the first, France 
represents A. France has a high quality of wellbeing, and all other countries of the world have ceased to exist. In a 
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cases we cannot appeal to Maximin. Putting egalitarian concerns aside, we can 

endorse the claim that A+ is not worse than A.21 The mere addition of extra people in 

A+ (the existence of these people) does not make it worse. Some formulate the 

stronger claim that the existence of extra people in itself is a good thing, in which case 

A+ would be better than A.22  

 

Further, if we assume A+ turns into Divided B due to environmental changes, the 

Principle of Utility and the Principle of Equality, both suggest that this would be a 

change for the better. The benefits in Divided B are greater than the losses, which 

makes Divided B better, in utilitarian terms. According to egalitarian principles, in 

Divided B the worst-off group is benefitted. This is a same number scenario, so the 

Maximin Principle applies. The worst-off people are best off in Divided B. Hence, 

Divided B is better. Since Divided B and B are populations with the same number of 

people and the same quality of that which makes life worth living, Parfit concludes 

that they are equally good. Consequently this means, B is better than A+.  

 

To sum up we are left with the following, jointly contradictory claims: 

 

(1) B is worse than A (or the stronger claim: A is better than B) 

 

(2) A+ is not worse than A (or the stronger claim A+ is better than A) 

 

(3) B is better than A+ 

 

The final two claims, lead to the contradictory conclusion that B is not worse than A   

(or the stronger version that B is better than A).  This conclusion contradicts (1). 

Wherein lies the paradox.  However, the not worse than relation is intransitive, so Òwe 

can claim that, while C is not worse than B, which is not worse than A, C is worse 

                                                                                                                                       
second future (A+) the French have the same high quality of wellbeing. However, there are also other countries in 
the world with qualitatively worse-off lives, which are nonetheless well worth living. According to Maximin, A+ 
is worse than A.20 This means it would have been better if the extra people in A+ (comprising all nations, minus 
the French) never existed. 
21 Another significant principle is the Average Principle (AP). In contrast to the Total Principle, AP only places 
value on quality per life lived. This would make A+ worse than A. I do not endorse this principle. For a brief 
discussion see footnote: 33.  
22 The Total Principle claims this to be the case. In section IV we will see that this is not very plausible and in fact, 
that the existence of these extra people makes the outcome worse.   
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than A.Ó23 For this reason, the arguments above do not lead even to a weakened form 

of the RC, unless it is argued that A+ is better than A.24 If this was the argument, we 

would be forced to deny either (2) or (3) in order to avoid the RC.   

 

There is, however, a second version of the Mere Addition Paradox, which does lead to 

a version of the RC.  

 

2. The Second Paradox25  

 

In Graph (3), we contrast possible outcome A+ (where humans have colonized one 

extra planet) with possible outcome Alpha (where humans have colonized multiple 

planets). We can assume again that these populations of people have no contact. The 

inequality in each outcome is not a result of social injustice. The inequality in Alpha 

is in one way worse: the qualitative gap between the best-off and worst-off people is 

higher. Nonetheless, the inequality is another way much better: there is only a very 

small number of best-off people in Alpha, which results in a more egalitarian ratio. It 

might be objected again that the worst-off people in Alpha are worse off than the 

worst-off in A+. For the same reasons given above, Parfit argues the Maximin 

principle cannot be applied in a different number case such as this one. Thus, Alpha is 

in no way worse than A+. Further the two groups in A+ have a higher quality of 

wellbeing in Alpha, which makes Alpha in one way better than A+. ÒI conclude that, 

since Alpha is in this way better than A+ and in no way worse, Alpha is better than 

A+.Ó26 

 

The next steps are more or less self explanatory. The comparison between Alpha and 

Beta is similar to the one between A+ and Divided B in Graph (2). Two of the worst-

off groups gain much more in quality than the small amount the best-off people lose. 

Thus Beta is better than Alpha. The move from Beta to Gamma is analogous. Finally 

we reach Omega and the process begins again. The ultimate outcome, Omega 100 

would be best. These steps force us back to a second version of the RC, i.e. RC2 - 

                                                
23 Parfit, D. (1984). Reasons and Persons. Oxford: Clarendon Press, pp. 432  
24 Ibid.  
25 Parfit, D. (1986). ÒOverpopulation and the Quality of LifeÓ, in Ryberg, J. and Torbjorn, T. (eds.). (2004). The 
Repugnant Conclusion: Essays on Population Ethics. Dordrecht: Kluwer Academic Publishers. 
26 Ibid, pp. 17 
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where the Omega 100 world (an enormous population of people with a quality of life 

just above the bad level) is better than the A+ world (a quantitatively much smaller 

population where people have a very high quality of life).27  

 

In order to avoid this version, one of the following claims would have to be denied: 

 

(i) Alpha is better than A+  

 

(ii)  Beta is better than Alpha  

 

(i) and (ii) are more or less analogous to (2) and (3) in the previous version of the 

paradox. In this version, Alpha is altered and we have further evidence to argue it is 

better than and not merely not worse than A+. A theory of beneficence adequate to 

avoid the RC in its second form, would have to deny one of these two claims.28  

 

Consider the aforementioned candidates for Theory X. More specifically, The 

Average Principle, The Limited Quantity View and the GUPP deny (i) and (2). On the 

other hand, the Valueless Level View, the Lexical View, Elitism and Perfectionism 

deny (ii) and (3). There are other candidate theories, but a majority of the ones 

mentioned, have been at the centre of the discussion since ParfitÕs 1984 book, 

Reasons and Persons.29 

 

In this paper I set out one of the views denying the first two claims, and one of the 

views denying the final two claims. In section III I examine ParfitÕs Perfectionism, 

which denies (ii) and (3). I believe this is a better option when contrasted with 

Elitism30, The Valueless Level View31 and The Lexical Level View32. In section IV I 

                                                
27 Parfit, D. (1984). Reasons and Persons. Oxford: Clarendon Press, pp. 436  
28 Again, the only other option is Ð denying the transitivity of Òbetter thanÓ, but as per the previous section, I find 
this to be implausible.  
29 Parfit, D. (1984). Reasons and Persons. Oxford: Clarendon Press. 
30 Elitism: the theory according to which what matters most is the welfare of the best-off people. On this view even 
a small loss to the best-off, as is the case in the (ii) and (3) claims, cannot be outweighed by a considerable gain to 
the worst-off. As per Parfit (1984), this is highly implausible. 
31 Valueless Level: the lives below the Ôvalueless levelÕ have no value; they may have personal value if they are 
worth living, but they do not make the outcome better. Parfit (1984: 415) It remains unclear what the valueless 
level should be. Depending on what level we choose, this leads to weaker versions of the RC and ParfitÕs ÔAbsurd 
ConclusionÕ (Parfit: 1984: 416).  
32 Lexical View: there is no limit to the value of quantity (of lives worth living), but no amount of Z value 
(mediocre or bad lives) could be as good as the value of a single life lived above the Blissful Level. It is again 
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examine FehigeÕs GUPP proposal, denying (i) and (2). Again I believe this to be a 

better option in comparison with the Average Principle33 and the Limited Quantity 

View34. Finally, I argue that the GUPP is superior, and in my opinion the best solution 

to the RC.  

 

III. Solution 1: Perfectionism as Theory X 

 

The theory of Perfectionism places value on perfectionist goods. For Parfit the latter 

are objective goods. They represent the best things in life: Òthe best kinds of creative 

activity and aesthetic experience, the best relationships between different people, and 

the other things which do most to make life worth living.Ó35 Parfit proposes that what 

makes the RC intuitively repulsive, is not only the loss in average quality per life 

lived but also, and arguably more so, the disappearance of the above-listed types of 

perfectionist goods. This involves the assumption that in the move from A to Z, and 

the parallel move from A+ to Omega 100, the best things in life are lost.36  

 

If we assume that what makes the RC truly repugnant is the loss of these best things, 

we can avoid the conclusion, by an appeal to Perfectionism. A loss of the best goods 

(goods of the highest quality) cannot be outweighed by a sufficient gain in the 

quantity of lesser goods (goods of a lesser quality). In the initial RC the move from A 

to B is blocked, if the music of Mozart (one of the best things) is lost in the process. 

No quantity of some lesser music could replace this qualitative loss. Hence, B is 

worse than A, and RC is avoided.  

 

                                                                                                                                       
unclear where this Blissful Level should begin, or where lives start being ÔmediocreÕ. Again this leads to variants 
of the RC and the Absurd Conclusion. Parfit (1984: 416)  
33 AP: In contrast to the Total Principle, according to the Average Principle the only value that counts, is quality 
(the average quality per life lived). This has many unsavoury consequences. More significantly it leads to the 
bizarre conclusion that in a world where people have lives worse than nothing as a result of a bunch of sadistic 
tyrants, these people would be morally required to have children, if the sadists promised to make the children 
suffer slightly less. Parfit (1984: 422) The average welfare would thereby improve. Along with Parfit, I find this 
absurd. Further, a version of the example where only France survives (footnote 20), can be mounted against AP.    
34 Limited Quantity View: this view aims to strike a balance between the Total and Average Principles, between 
the value of quantity and quality. When quantity reaches a specific upper limit, it not longer has value. Above this 
limit, only quality has value. We can say the limit has already been reached in A, thus B is worse than A. The 
problem with this view is that it places no limit on the negative value of quantity (on the badness of the amount of 
uncompensated suffering), so as Parfit argues, it leads to conclusions that are ridiculous and absurd, even more so 
than the RC. Parfit (1984: 404-411)  
35 Parfit, D. (1986). ÒOverpopulation and the Quality of LifeÓ, in Ryberg, J. and Torbjorn, T. (eds.). (2004). The 
Repugnant Conclusion: Essays on Population Ethics. Dordrecht: Kluwer Academic Publishers, pp. 18  
36 On a different version, Z and Omega 100 lives would continue to have some of the best things in life but these 
would be thinly spread out. According to Parfit the latter appears less repulsive.    
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It was mentioned above that RC2 can be avoided by denying either (2) or (3) in the 

first version of the paradox, or alternatively (i) or (ii) in second version. According to 

ParfitÕs Perfectionism, Òeven if some change brings a great net benefit to those who 

are affected, it is a change for the worse if it involves the loss of one of the best things 

in lifeÓ37. This account invalidates (3): B is better than A+, and (ii): Beta is better than 

Alpha. Even though the equality in B is better, and the benefits in B are greater than 

the losses, this cannot outweigh the loss of one of the best things, i.e. MozartÕs music. 

Likewise, in the move from Alpha to Beta, the 105-level group drops to 104. On 

egalitarian and utility principles this is outweighed by a much greater gain to the 

worst-off people, in contrast to the losses of the best-off group. But this gain means 

nothing if the drop from 105 to 104 meant the loss of MozartÕs music. ÒIn the move 

from Alpha to Beta, MozartÕs music would be lost, in the move to Gamma, HaydnÕs; 

in the move to Delta, Venice would be destroyed, in the move to Epsilon, Verona.Ó38 

All of these losses signify changes for the worse, not for the better. The RC is once 

again avoided. 

 

An initial problem with this theory, is the assumption that the Z-world or the Omega 

100 world would entail a loss of the best things. As Parfit acknowledges, perhaps the 

best things could continue to be present in such worlds, only they would be fewer and 

further apart. The Perfectionist solution then, is one that avoids a specifically 

repugnant version of the conclusion. A version in which, Z and Omega-100 are 

Òmuzak and potatoesÓ (consistently drab) worlds, where the best things in life have all 

but disappeared.  

 

A second problem with Perfectionism of this sort, is that it is not always clear which 

goods constitute the best things. Why should some goods be objectively better than 

others? And further, why should they be so much so better that even a huge amount of 

goods of a quality only slightly lesser, would be unable to outweigh their loss? 

 

                                                
37 Parfit, D. (1986). ÒOverpopulation and the Quality of LifeÓ, in Ryberg, J. and Torbjorn, T. (eds.). (2004). The 
Repugnant Conclusion: Essays on Population Ethics. Dordrecht: Kluwer Academic Publishers, pp.18 
38 Persson, I. (2004). ÒThe Root of the Repugnant Conclusion and its RebuttalÓ, in Ryberg, J. and Torbjorn, T. 
(eds.). (2004). The Repugnant Conclusion: Essays on Population Ethics. Dordrecht: Kluwer Academic Publishers, 
pp. 190.   
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Regarding the latter question, Persson39 argues that this claim is counter-intuitive if 

we take into account our preferences. The qualitative differences between the best of 

goods (i.e. MozartÕs music according to Parfit) and second-best goods (i.e. HaydnÕs 

music) are ever so slight. Many would prefer a greater quantity of HaydnÕs music over 

a small quantity of MozartÕs. ÒBut if we prefer a much larger quantity of what is 

minimally less good, what ground could there be for holding the latter to be better?Ó40  

 

Persson brings up a valid point. However, if we are to avoid the RC by invalidating 

(3) and (ii) respectively, Perfectionism presents a better option when contrasted with a 

theory like Elitism, according to which what matters most is the welfare of the best-

off. As per footnotes 30-32, there are further problems with both Elitism and the 

Lexical and Valueless Level views.  

 

Parfit holds that it is almost impossible to deny claim (2) and (i).41 On the contrary, I 

think this is not only possible, but also the better option. GUPP presents a much 

stronger argument in favour of abandoning the latter, than Perfectionism presents in 

favour of abandoning (3) and (ii). In the next section I will argue we have stronger 

reasons to deny (2) and (i) in our attempts to avoid the RC. There are some theories 

that fail in this endeavour because they lead to other unsavoury consequences. One 

example is the Average Principle.42 Nonetheless, I believe FehigeÕs43 GUPP avoids 

such consequences. I will argue that the conclusion it leads us to is not a repugnant 

one, or at least much less repulsive that the RC itself. 

 

IV. Solution 2: The General Universal Pareto Principle as Theory X 

 

Consider the following principles. They will all be significant in the subsequent 

discussion.  

 

                                                
39 Persson, I. (2004). ÒThe Root of the Repugnant Conclusion and its RebuttalÓ, in Ryberg, J. and Torbjorn, T. 
(eds.). (2004). The Repugnant Conclusion: Essays on Population Ethics. Dordrecht: Kluwer Academic Publishers, 
pp. 190.   
40 Ibid.   
41 This is exemplified in the example where only the French survive (footnote: 20) advanced against the Average 
Principle (AP) and Maximin; and also in the second example advanced against AP (footnote: 33). 
42 The AP is briefly explained in footnote 33 above.  
43 Fehige, C. (1998). ÒA Pareto Principle for Possible PeopleÓ, in Fehige, C. and Wessels, U. (eds.). Preferences. 
Berlin: Walter de Gruyter.  
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1. The Principle of AntiFrustrationsim (PAF)44 

 

i) If the Good sentences true of an individual a form a proper subset of those 

true of individual b, then b is better off than a. 

ii)  If the good sentences true of individual a form a subset of those true of 

individual b, then b is at least as well of as a. 

 

2.  The Ordinary Pareto Principle (OPP)45 

 

i) If all the parties are at least as well off with world A as with world B, and 

at least one of them is better off with A, then world A is better than world 

B. 

ii)  If everybody is at least as well off with A as with B, then A is at least as 

good as B. 

 

3. The Format of a General Pareto Principle46 (FGPP): Possibilism allows us to take 

OPP as it is but say that the set of individuals at each world is the set of all possible 

individuals (existent and non-existent).47 

 

4. The Format of a General Universal Pareto Principle (FGUPP) 48 

 

       i)           If there exists a mapping from the set of lives in world A to the set of 

                    lives in world B such that for every pair (ai, bj) of lives from A and B, 

                    ai has at least as high welfare as bj, and for at least one pair, ai has 

                    higher welfare than bj, then A is better than B. 

 

       ii)          If there exists a mapping from the set of lives in world A to the set of 

                    lives in world B such that for every pair (ai, bj) of lives from A and B, 

                    ai has at least as high welfare as bj, then A is at least as good as B. 

                                                
44 Fehige, C. (1998). ÒA Pareto Principle for Possible PeopleÓ, in Fehige, C. and Wessels, U. (eds.). Preferences. 
Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, pp. 524. 
45 Ibid, pp. 526  
46 Ibid, pp. 527 
47 Depending on the utility to be assigned to non-preferrers the GPP can change, which is the reason why this is a 
ÒformatÓ. FGPP will be combined with PAF: non-preferrers are assigned the highest level of utility.  
48 Fehige, C. (1998). ÒA Pareto Principle for Possible PeopleÓ, in Fehige, C. and Wessels, U. (eds.). Preferences. 
Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, pp. 528 - 529  
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Fehige49 proposes a theory of beneficence, according to which what counts is not a 

positive level of wellbeing, but rather preference-dissatisfaction and it counts 

negatively. In preference-satisfaction ethics, a good sentence would take the following 

form: 

 

If at point of time t and with strength s, individual a wants it to be the case that p, then 

p.50 

 

A good sentence can be true in two distinct ways. It can be the case that individual a 

exists, that he or she is a preferrer and they have the specific preference for p. In this 

case the preference exists and it is fulfilled. Fehige refers to this as the orexigenic 

case. Alternatively, either individual a exists but has no preference for p, or individual 

a is a non-preferrer, i.e. if he does not exist/has not yet been born. The conditional is 

then true prophylactically. Prophylacticism entails prevention before cure. Those who 

believe a good sentence is better if it is true prophylactically, argue that preferences, 

much like diseases, are better prevented than instantiated and satisfied, or ÒcuredÓ. 

This is a somewhat counter-intuitive analogy. For that reason Fehige argues the way 

in which a good sentence is true, is irrelevant. The prophylactic and orexigenic 

scenarios are equally good.51  

 

Consider PAF, above. According to this principle, an individual is better off if they 

have less frustrated preferences (a greater number of good sentences are true of this 

individual, either prophylactically or orexigenically). On this account it is no better to 

have preferences and then have them satisfied, than it is to have no preferences at all. 

The best worlds would be empty worlds, or occupied worlds with complete preference 

satisfaction. PAF is a utilitarian principle. It assigns utility based on avoided 

preference frustration.52 All preferrers inhabiting a world are assigned a certain level 

                                                
49 Fehige, C. (1998). ÒA Pareto Principle for Possible PeopleÓ, in Fehige, C. and Wessels, U. (eds.). Preferences. 
Berlin: Walter de Gruyter.  
50 Ibid, pp. 509 
51 For some examples on why these are equally good, and why the orexigenic case is not better, see Fehige (1998: 
511-518) 
52 Fehige, C. (1998). ÒA Pareto Principle for Possible PeopleÓ, in Fehige, C. and Wessels, U. (eds.). Preferences. 
Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, pp. 535 
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of welfare, based on the number of good sentences that are true of them. As we shall 

see, non-preferrers (possible people) are assigned a maximum level of utility.   

 

Consider now OPP and FGPP. FGPP is just OPP with the added doctrine of 

possibilism. Possibilists assign a utility level to non-existence.53 According to FGPP, 

when we contrast outcome A with outcome B, we are comparing the set of all people, 

including existing people and merely possible people. Possibilist theories do not 

converge on the level of utility that is to be assigned to non-existing individuals. If we 

adapt the FGPP to PAF, a world is best when the set of existing and possible people in 

that world have the least amount of frustrated preferences. According to PAF, a 

possible person, one who is not yet a preferrer, has no amount of frustrated 

preferences.54 As above, they have the highest achievable level of utility.  

 

Consider thirdly FGUPP. This is FGPP with the added clause of universalizability: 

Òthe ideal, widely accepted in ethics, that it does not matter who plays which part.Ó55 

Welfare is universalized so that the identity of a worldÕs inhabitants is irrelevant. That 

is to say, the populations of two distinct outcomes need not be identical for FGUPP to 

compare them. The welfare of the A individuals is bijected56 (mapped) onto the 

welfare of the B individuals. For example, if Andrew in a particular world has the 

same level of welfare as Julie in another world and they are the only existing 

inhabitants, the two worlds are equally good. Their identity is meaningless.57 

 

Adding the PAF as a particular instantiation of the format (FGUPP), we get GUPP 

(the General Universal Pareto Principle). GUPP is FGUPP, with the PAF adjustment 

that welfare (or utility) is measured in the amount of good sentences that are true of 

individuals at a particular world.  

 

                                                
53 Fehige, C. (1998). ÒA Pareto Principle for Possible PeopleÓ, in Fehige, C. and Wessels, U. (eds.). Preferences. 
Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, pp. 525 
54 The good sentences that hold true of this person are true prophylactically.  
55 Fehige, C. (1998). ÒA Pareto Principle for Possible PeopleÓ, in Fehige, C. and Wessels, U. (eds.). Preferences. 
Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, pp. 527 
56 Bijection: a mathematical mapping between two spaces in which every element in each space corresponds to 
only one element of the other space for mapping in either direction.  
57 This solves the non-identity problem (see footnote: 4). For an in depth discussion of the non-identity problem, 
see Parfit (1984: 391).    
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GUPP is FehigeÕs proposal for Theory X, the theory of beneficence that would, 

amongst other significant things, avoid the RC.58 The way in which GUPP works will 

become clearer by looking at the Mere Addition Paradoxes.  

 

GUPP, the Mere Addition Paradoxes & the RC 

 

In the initial Mere Addition Paradox, GUPP denies claim (2): A+ is better than or at 

least, not worse than A. It would be helpful to re-examine why A+ was considered to 

be not worse than A. It was argued that an outcome cannot be rendered worse through 

mere addition. Further, it was argued to be absurd to apply the Maximin Principle, 

whereby what matters most is the welfare of the worst-off people, in different number 

cases. This would be like saying that it would have been better if the extra people in 

A+ never existed. While the latter sentence may sound bizarre, it is exactly the 

conclusion that GUPP reaches. In terms of preference dissatisfaction, I believe this 

conclusion is warranted and not close to being as counterintuitive as the RC.  

 

Observe graph (4). The best-off people in A+ are bijected onto the A people. The 

worst-off individuals in A+ are bijected onto the possible preferrers in A. All of these 

possible preferrers have a record of only true good sentences (complete preference 

satisfaction), using the prophylactic approach. The worst-off in A+, naturally have 

some frustrated preferences and less good sentences are true of them. Using GUPP, 

the A+ group can be bijected onto the mere possibilia in A. In every case, the good 

sentences that hold true of A+Õs extra people are a subset of those sentences that are 

true of the possible A individuals. Hence, the individuals (existing and possible) in A 

are better off. World A is in this way better and in no way worse, since the best-off 

people have equally high welfare in both worlds. To conclude, A is the better outcome 

and the Mere Addition Paradox is avoided. A is better than B, B is better than A+, 

thus A is better than A+. Transitivity neednÕt be rejected. Assuming this version of the 

paradox led to the RC (i.e. if A+ was originally taken to be better than A, rather than 

merely not worse than A), GUPP avoids it.  

 

                                                
58 Note -- other significant things refers to: solving the non-identity problem and explaining the asymmetry. These 
problems are beyond the scope of this paper. For a discussion see Parfit (1984: 391). 
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Likewise, looking at the second paradox again (graph 3), the move from A+ to Alpha, 

claim (i), is avoided. Alpha is in one way better. If we map the individuals in A+ onto 

those in Alpha, all of these individuals are better off, they have less dissatisfied 

preferences. But it is in another way much worse: the individuals at a 45 level in 

Alpha are mapped onto the billions of possibilia in A+ all of whom have no frustrated 

preferences.  Thus A+ is better than Alpha. RC2, according to which Omega 100 

would be the best outcome, is avoided. The progression from A+ to Alpha to Beta to 

Gamma and so forth, is blocked at the first step.  

 

Note that in section II of the paper, I outlined the principle at the base of total 

utilitarianism, i.e. the Total Principle. This led to the first version of the RC. Unlike 

other proposals for Theory X, Fehige does not reject this principle.  

 

The fact that GUPP is a utilitarian theory (it assigns utility to every possible 

individual in every world, including non-existing ones), makes GUPP completely 

compatible with the Total Principle. Total Utilitarianism, should be read as 

minimizing the amount of preference frustration rather than maximizing happiness. If 

utility is a measure of avoided-preference frustration, the Total Principle no longer 

implies RC. As per graph (1), the A world would have a much lesser amount of 

preference frustration than the Z-world. A is better than Z. The RC is once again, 

avoided.59  

 

An ObjectionÉ 

 

The main objection to the GUPP is that it leads to a conclusion that could arguably, be 

more repugnant than RC. The conclusion is that an empty world is one with the 

highest utility possible. Any existing world would have some frustrated preferences, 

so an empty world is always best. Parfit is reluctant to overthrow the Mere Addition 

Paradoxes by arguing against claims (2) and (i) respectively. A relevant example is 

the outcome where only France survives (see footnote: 20). Parfit uses this example to 

argue that mere addition could not possibly be relevant in making an outcome worse. 

                                                
59 The chain leading up to the RC is stopped at the first step from A to B. Half of the people in B would be mapped 
onto the people in A (since B is twice as large). The other half would be mapped onto the non-existence people in 
A all of whom have the highest level of utility. The result: A is better than B.  
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Therefore, the Average Principle (AP) and the Maximin Principle (M) should not 

apply in different number cases, i.e. in the A to A+ or A+ to Alpha comparisons.60 I 

argue that the same example could not be mounted against GUPP. AP and M may be 

inappropriate, in this case. In fact I believe they are; but this does not entail that mere 

addition could not make an outcome worse.  

 

How Only France Survives61:  

 

Future 1 Ð In this future, all nations of the world have a high quality of life which is 

continually rising. The best-off people for centuries, with an even higher quality of 

life, are the French. 

 

Future 2 Ð In this future an infectious disease leaves everyone besides the French 

sterile (they have the antidote). All other nations cease to exist. The quality of life for 

the French is somewhat lower than it would have been in the first outcome, but still 

quite good.  

 

Both AP and M imply that it would be better if future 2 came about. According to AP, 

the average quality per person would be higher if everyone but the French ceased to 

exist. According to M, the worst-off people are better off in future 2, since the French 

still have a higher quality of life than the worst-off nations in future 1. But this is 

highly counter-intuitive and in ParfitÕs words, absurd.  

 

I believe the main reason we find it absurd, is first and foremost that we have 

preferences for all of the countries to survive, including our own. We have 

preferences to be able to reproduce and have families etc. The GUPP respects those 

preferences. Therefore I do not believe GUPP leads to any significantly repulsive 

conclusions. As Fehige states, GUPP is not the theory that we should empty the 

world.62 There are many existing people in the world with preferences to continue 

existing and preferences to reproduce. GUPP defends these preferences. It is the 

principle that all other things being equal (no preferences involved) Ð Òan empty 

                                                
60 Note that there are other reasons to reject AP, see footnote: 33.  
61 Parfit, D. (1984). Reasons and Persons. Oxford: Clarendon Press, pp. 421.  
62 Fehige, C. (1998). ÒA Pareto Principle for Possible PeopleÓ, in Fehige, C. and Wessels, U. (eds.). Preferences. 
Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, pp. 522 
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world, one that features no preference throughout its historyÓ63, would be best. I, for 

one, do not find this to be a repugnant conclusion. As opposed to AP and M, the 

GUPP manages to avoid RC and leads to no absurd or repulsive conclusions. Further, 

in contrast to ParfitÕs Perfectionism and other theories mounted against (ii) and (3), 

the argument presented here leaves no unresolved uncertainties.64 For these reasons, I 

believe rejecting (i) and (2) is a better way to resolve the paradoxes. The GUPP 

presents the best manner in which the latter can be fleshed out and consequently, what 

I consider to be the best solution to the Repugnant Conclusion. 

 

V. Conclusion  

 

I began this paper by introducing a conclusion which many philosophers in population 

ethics find repugnant. I stated that confronting a controversial conclusion would 

involve resolving the problems or inconsistencies the conclusion leads to. This can be 

achieved by avoiding the conclusion, or accepting it and its consequences as 

reasonable. I do not believe it is reasonable to mistrust our judgements regarding the 

RC. It is really quite bizarre, not to mention counter-intuitive to claim that an 

enormous population with a very low quality of life which is barely worth living, 

would be better than a much smaller population with a very high quality of life. For 

this reason I argued that the best way to evade the counterintuitive situation the RC 

presents us with, is to avoid the RC. Further I have argued that the best way to do this 

is by endorsing the General Universal Pareto Principle (GUPP) as Theory X, the best 

theory of beneficence. GUPP is compatible with Total Utilitarianism, as long as utility 

is measured in avoided preference frustration. I believe this to be the best solution 

because it avoids both RC and RC2 by denying the step from A to B in the initial 

version, and denying (2) and (i) respectively in the two mere addition paradoxes. 

GUPP does this without leading to any other repulsive conclusions. In contrast to 

ParfitÕs Perfectionism (the theory I argued works best against claims (ii) and (3) in the 

two paradoxes) the GUPP is coherent and leaves us with no unresolved uncertainties. 

Evidently, a resolution to the RC could come from many different directions. Many 

                                                
63 Fehige, C. (1998). ÒA Pareto Principle for Possible PeopleÓ, in Fehige, C. and Wessels, U. (eds.). Preferences. 
Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, pp. 522 
64 As we saw in section III, Perfectionism leaves us with questions about what makes the best things, ÒbestÓ and 
why a loss of even one best thing would so greatly outweigh a large gain in the quantity of the second best. Similar 
objections apply to the Lexical and Valueless Level views, where the levels at which life becomes valueless or 
mediocre remain unclear.  
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population ethicists offer their own proposals for Theory X. For brevityÕs sake the 

vast literature surrounding the RC could not be included in this paper. Nonetheless, 

when the problem is posed as I have structured it, I think it systematically becomes 

clear that the GUPP presents a superior alternative to many others.  
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Appendix 
 
 
 
 
 
Graph 1: The Repugnant Conclusion  
 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                               
 
 
 
 
 
Graph 2: The Mere Addition Paradox 
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Graph 3: The Second Paradox & RC2 
 

          
 
Graph 4: GUPP and the Mere Addition Paradox  
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                                                                                    


