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Abstract: In this paper, I discuss two different metaethical challenges based on
population ethical impossibility results. According to the anti-realist challenge,
the results pose a serious threat to the existence of objective moral facts. Accord-
ing to the skeptical challenge, the results pose a serious threat to the reliability of
our moral intuitions. My aim is to systematically explore and evaluate these chal-
lenges. In addition to clarifying the issues, I argue that population ethical impos-
sibility results do not in fact support any anti-realist or skeptical conclusions.

1. Introduction

The field of population ethics studies various ethical issues raised by our
relations to future generations. When taking a stand on such issues, we often
need to compare the intrinsic value, or social welfare, of possible future
populations from an ethical point of view, and in doing so, we need to rely
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on certain claims or assumptions about what matters in such comparisons.
For example, is equality with respect to the distribution of individual
well-being important? How important is it in comparison with other factors,
such as the average level of individual well-being, or the number of individ-
uals? According to various population ethical impossibility results (or
impossibility theorems), there are deep tensions between our intuitions about
these matters. More specifically, the results purportedly show that certain
intuitively plausible, or even compelling, adequacy conditions for ranking
populations in terms of social welfare cannot be reconciled.

Over the past four decades or so, there has been much discussion within
population ethics about the implications of these results, not least with re-
spect to the prospects of developing a viable and comprehensive population
axiology. While this literature is primarily focused on first-order issues, it
also contains several interesting but usually brief suggestions concerning
metaethical implications, that is, implications concerning the semantics,
metaphysics, and epistemology of moral thought and discourse in general.
For example, Jeff McMahan writes:

Problems in [population ethics] seem to me the most difficult and intractable of all the problems
of which I am aware in normative and practical ethics. They suggest that it is a real possibility
that any moral theory that is both complete and coherent will have implications that are intui-
tively intolerable. It is these problems, therefore, rather than arguments in metaethics about
the queerness of objective values, the connections between normativity and motivation, and so
on, that seem to me to pose the greatest challenge to realism in ethics.”

Here, the idea is that the kind of choice that population ethical impossibility
results would foist upon us—between incompleteness, incoherence, and in-
tuitive intolerability—poses a greater threat to moral realism than even the
combined strength of the standard metaethical arguments for anti-realism.

Similarly, Larry Temkin agrees with Shelly Kagan that inconsistencies
brought out by population ethical impossibility results

would be much easier to accept if we abandon realism in ethics (or never had it). After all, if mo-
rality, etc., is just a tool that we use to serve various purposes, it might be that the best such tool is
an inconsistent model! (If we aren’t describing an independent realm, why think that the best
tools are consistent?)3

Again, the idea is that the impossibility results threaten moral realism by be-
ing much more easily accommodated by some form of anti-realism

"The locus classicus of population ethics is Parfit (1984, Part 4). Impossibility results are found in,
for example, Ng (1989), Blackorby and Donaldson (1991), Carlson (1998), and Arrhenius (2000a,
2000b, 2011, forthcoming).

2McMahan (2013, p. 34).

3Kagan, personal correspondence with Temkin, quoted in Temkin (2012, p. 521, n. 42), emphasis in
original.

© 2024 The Authors
Pacific Philosophical Quarterly published by University of Southern California and John Wiley & Sons Ltd.

RIGHTS LI MN iy

85U8017 SUOWWIOD A0 3|qedl|dde 8L Aq pausenob a1e Sapiie WO ‘SN JO S3|NJ 10} AReiq1 UIUO AB]IM UO (SUORIPUOD-PUR-SLLLBIALIOD" AB| IM"Ae1q1)BUIIUO//SHNY) SUORIPUOD PUe SWB L 3L) 885 *[7202/0T/82] Uo Ariqi1auiiuo A|im ‘Aisieniun eawn Ag zopzT bded/TTTT'0T/10p/w00" &3] 1M Azeiq1jpul|uo//sdny Woiy papeo|umod ‘€ ‘¥20z ‘vTT089YT


https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/action/rightsLink?doi=10.1111%2Fpapq.12462&mode=

372 PACIFIC PHILOSOPHICAL QUARTERLY

(although Temkin reports that neither he nor Kagan is prepared to abandon
realism on this ground).*

A different metaethical challenge is presented by Gustaf Arrhenius, who
comments on one of his own population ethical impossibility theorems as
follows:

The [...] theorem shows that [...] at least one of our considered moral beliefs is false. Since
consistency is, arguably, a necessary condition for moral justification, we would thus seem to
be forced to conclude that there is no moral theory which can be justified.’

Here the idea is that population ethical impossibility results pose a threat of
moral skepticism rather than anti-realism. What is directly threatened is
moral justification rather than moral reality, as it were. While Arrhenius
does not himself push this skeptical worry, he does present it as a significant
threat to be overcome.

My aim in this paper is to systematically explore and evaluate these two
population (meta)ethical challenges, thus moving beyond the brief remarks
found in the existing literature. I will begin with the skeptical challenge and
then move on to the anti-realist challenge. In addition to clarifying the issues,
I will argue that population ethical impossibility results do not in fact
support any skeptical or anti-realist metaethical conclusions.

The paper is structured as follows. In Section 2, I unpack the skeptical
challenge, filling in several details and bringing out its underlying assump-
tions. In Section 3, I argue that, once these details are worked out, the
challenge loses its apparent force. In Section 4, I move on to the anti-realist
challenge. I argue that it too fails, and for similar reasons. I end in Section 5
with a brief summary of the main conclusions.

2. The skeptical challenge

To illustrate the skeptical challenge, let us consider the following adequacy
condition from one of Arrhenius’ impossibility theorems:

The Non-Sadism Condition: An addition of any number of people with positive welfare is at least
as good as an addition of any number of people with negative welfare, other things being equal.(7

“Temkin (2012, p. 521, n. 42). See also Fleurbaey et al. (2009), pp. 274, 284). A more specific
anti-realist challenge is due to Christopher Cowie (2022), who appeals to a ‘fixed points’ approach
to moral concepts in order to argue that population ethical impossibility results reveal conceptual in-
coherence, which he in turn takes to support a moral error theory. Another more specific anti-realist
challenge is due to Gustaf Arrhenius, who suggests that population ethical impossibility results ‘might
give support to some form of non-cognitivism’ (Arrhenius, forthcoming, p. 398). I will return to these
specific challenges in Section 4.

SArrhenius (2011, p. 23). See also Arrhenius (2000a, pp. 200-201; 2004, p. 214; forthcoming, pp.
392-393), Temkin (2012, § 14.8), and Cowie (2022, § 2.1).

SArrhenius (forthcoming, p. 95).

© 2024 The Authors
Pacific Philosophical Quarterly published by University of Southern California and John Wiley & Sons Ltd.

RIGHTS LI MN iy

85U8017 SUOWWIOD A0 3|qedl|dde 8L Aq pausenob a1e Sapiie WO ‘SN JO S3|NJ 10} AReiq1 UIUO AB]IM UO (SUORIPUOD-PUR-SLLLBIALIOD" AB| IM"Ae1q1)BUIIUO//SHNY) SUORIPUOD PUe SWB L 3L) 885 *[7202/0T/82] Uo Ariqi1auiiuo A|im ‘Aisieniun eawn Ag zopzT bded/TTTT'0T/10p/w00" &3] 1M Azeiq1jpul|uo//sdny Woiy papeo|umod ‘€ ‘¥20z ‘vTT089YT


https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/action/rightsLink?doi=10.1111%2Fpapq.12462&mode=

IMPOSSIBLE ETHICS: DO POPULATION ETHICAL IMPOSSIBILITY RESULTS
SUPPORT MORAL SKEPTICISM AND/OR ANTI-REALISM? 373

At first blush this seems hard to deny. How, after all, could it be better to add
people who are badly off rather than people who are well-off?

Suppose that a number of seemingly inescapable conditions like this can
be shown to be mutually inconsistent. According to the skeptical challenge,
this shows that our best efforts at approaching moral truth are deficient,
which, in turn, suggests that all our efforts at approaching moral truth are
deficient. Here is Arrhenius:

The idea behind the sceptical conclusion is that if even moral intuitions formed under ideal cir-
cumstances can be showed to be epistemically unreliable, then we have reasons to be sceptical
about the evidential value of a/l moral intuitions. Since the moral beliefs underpinning the ade-
quacy conditions in the theorems are as considered and scrutinized as one can ask for and thus
can be considered to be formed under ideal circumstances, and since the theorem shows that at
least one of them must be false, the antecedent of the sceptic’s argument is fulfilled, or so the ar-
gument goes. Hence, we cannot contain our scepticism only to moral beliefs in population ethics.
Rather, the theorems throw a shadow of doubt over all of our considered moral beliefs.”

Thus, the idea is that the moral intuitions in play are epistemically
privileged in the sense that they are formed under ideal circumstances, and
if even such privileged intuitions are unreliable or unjustified, then we should
conclude that the same goes for all moral intuitions (or at least enough of
them to warrant the label moral skepticism). How, after all, can we trust
our moral judgment on any issue, when it has been shown to lead us into
such unannounced error? To use an analogy, it is as if we found out that
the propositions 1 + 1 = 2 and 2 + 2 = 4 are mutually inconsistent, and
consequently that at least one of them has to be false. If so, we would
presumably begin to distrust our arithmetical intuitions more generally.
Similarly, if we found out that modus ponens and modus tollens are in fact
irreconcilable, we would be at our wits’ end.®

This challenge is simple and yet potentially formidable. Compared with
other skeptical challenges in moral epistemology, the population ethical chal-
lenge has a significant advantage in being able to sidestep several contested
issues. At present, debates over moral skepticism are centered on two major
issues, concerning the skeptical import of moral disagreement and debunking
explanations. These debates are by now thoroughly intertwined with highly
general, and highly entrenched and convoluted, epistemological issues, such
as the nature and epistemic significance of peer disagreement, as well as the
seemingly intractable issue of coming up with counterexample-freec and yet
sufficiently precise and substantive accounts of justification, reliability, and
other central epistemic notions. By contrast, if our basic and shared moral in-
tuitions can be shown to be straightforwardly inconsistent, then the skeptical
import of disagreement and debunking could perhaps be set to one side. As

7 Arrhenius (forthcoming, p. 393), emphasis in original.
81 borrow the arithmetical analogy from Cowie (2022, p. 282).
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the imagined arithmetical and logical cases suggest, inconsistencies between
shared and strongly held intuitions could potentially pose a significant skep-
tical threat, and without mention of their genealogy.

Despite these initial promises, however, it remains to be seen whether the
population ethical case is indeed analogous to the arithmetical and logical
scenarios in relevant respects. So let us spell things out in a bit more detail.

To begin with, what is the precise aim of the challenge? In the above quote,
Arrhenius formulates the challenge as targeting the reliability of (all) moral
intuitions. He also talks of the evidential value of moral intuitions, and in ad-
jacent passages he talks instead of moral justification. He never mentions
moral knowledge, however. Also, he appears to use the terms ‘moral intui-
tion” and ‘moral belief” more or less interchangeably.

Below, I will put things in terms of the reliability of moral intuitions, but
nothing important turns on this precise way of speaking. I take it that if all
of our moral intuitions should turn out to be epistemically unreliable, then
this would apply also to our moral beliefs. I also take it that once we have
established the unreliability of our moral intuitions/beliefs, then this would
spell doom for moral justification, moral knowledge, and anything else in
the vicinity.” Thus, the potential skeptical implications are broad, even if for-
mulated more narrowly. (The analogous diagnosis also seems like the right
one in the imagined arithmetical and logical cases.)

Also, in keeping with the above-mentioned neutrality with respect to
contested epistemological issues, 1 will take the notion of reliability as
intuitive. I think this is innocuous. In our imagined arithmetical and logical
meltdown scenarios, we don’t need to know precisely what reliability
amounts to know that we face a serious skeptical worry, and I take it that
the same goes for the envisaged population ethical scenario.

In order to evaluate the population ethical skeptical challenge, it will be
helpful to look more closely at one of our imagined skeptical scenarios. I will
focus on the arithmetical case. This case looks like a ‘good’ one, in the sense
that it does seem to have skeptical import. Once we have spelled out the
workings of that skeptical scenario in more detail, we will know what to look
for in the population ethical case.

Here is a more formal reconstruction of the skeptical argument in the
arithmetical case:

Arithmetical meltdown

Pl. 1+ 1=2and?2 + 2 = 4 are mutually inconsistent.

P2.If 1 + 1 =2 and 2 + 2 = 4 are mutually inconsistent, then certain privileged
arithmetical intuitions are mutually inconsistent.

P3. If these privileged arithmetical intuitions are mutually inconsistent, then these
privileged arithmetical intuitions are unreliable.

°Cf. Joyce (2006, pp. 216-217).
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P4. If these privileged arithmetical intuitions are unreliable, then arithmetical
intuitions are generally unreliable.

C. Thus, arithmetical intuitions are generally unreliable.

More informally put, we move from privileged inconsistency to privileged
unreliability, and then from privileged unreliability to general unreliability.

A crucial issue with respect to clarifying the argument is how the notion of
epistemic privilege should be understood. For the argument to work (setting
aside the obviously false but imagined-to-be-true P1), the notion of epistemic
privilege needs to be understood in such a way that P2, P3 and P4 all come
out as (sufficiently) plausible. More specifically, we want to make the notion
strong enough to render P3 and P4 plausible, but not so strong that P2 is
called into doubt. So, with this constraint in mind, how should we under-
stand the notion?

To begin with, we can note that we are very confident that the propositions
in question are true. Moreover, this confidence is tried and tested. The
arithmetical propositions have been scrutinized throughout the ages by the
best minds that humanity has to offer, and no one has found any grounds
for doubting them. This mirrors what Arrhenius claims for the relevant
population ethical intuitions, that they are ‘as considered and scrutinized
as one can ask for and thus can be considered to be formed under ideal
circumstances’. '’

While this scrutinized compellingness plausibly provides a necessary condi-
tion for the requisite epistemic privilege, it is not sufficiently strong to render
an inconsistency between the relevant intuitions a threat to their reliability.
In other words, scrutinized compellingness is not sufficiently strong to
render P3 in the above argument plausible.

To see this, note first that among a set of mutually inconsistent but in-
dividually compelling propositions, one of them might be rejectable in a
way that does not endanger the others. This may be because the consider-
ations or intuitions supporting it are different from the considerations or
intuitions supporting the others, so that by rejecting it we avoid contami-
nation effects. Moreover, this rejectability will be enhanced if the proposi-
tion in question is also significantly less compelling than the others. And
once we have such a rationale for singling out one of the propositions
for rejection, we can use the conjunction of the others as premises in a
logically valid argument against it, thus further reinforcing its status as
rejectable. This move will not be available if the propositions involved
are equally compelling, where the term ‘equally’ signifies that there is no
rationale for singling out any particular proposition for rejection. And this

'9A rrhenius (forthcoming, p. 393).
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is presumably the case with respect to 1 + 1 = 2 and 2 + 2 = 4; they are
equally compelling in this sense.'!

Epistemic privilege as scrutinized equal compellingness is still not suffi-
ciently strong, however. To see this, consider /otzeries. In a typical lottery,
it is rational to assume of each ticket, considered individually, that it will
lose. If we add these assumptions up, however, we get an inconsistency with
the known fact that at least one ticket will win. Thus, we have a series of
individually highly plausible propositions:

Ticket 1 will lose.
Ticket 2 will lose.
Ticket 3 will lose.

Ticket n - 1 will lose.
Ticket n will lose.

However, the very setup of the lottery guarantees that at least one of these
propositions—Ilet us call them /losing-claims—is false. Hence, the setup
constitutes an ‘impossibility theorem’ with respect to the losing-claims: they
cannot all be true.

Now, suppose that the lottery contains a trillion tickets, exactly one of
which is a winner. If so, each of the losing-claims, considered individually,
will be extremely plausible, and so for any given such claim we can be ex-
tremely confident that it is true. Moreover, this confidence will survive any
scrutiny we can muster, and it applies equally to each losing-claim. Thus,
scrutinized equal compellingness is fulfilled. Still, the inconsistency between
these claims does not seem to have any skeptical import. Consider the
analogous skeptical argument in the lottery case:

Lottery meltdown

P1. The losing-claims in the trillion-ticket lottery are mutually inconsistent.

P2. If these losing-claims are mutually inconsistent, then certain privileged
losing-claim judgments are mutually inconsistent.

P3. If these privileged losing-claim judgments are mutually inconsistent, then these
privileged losing-claim judgments are unreliable.

P4. If these privileged losing-claim judgments are unreliable, then losing-claim
judgments in lotteries more generally are unreliable.

C. Thus, losing-claim judgments in lotteries more generally are unreliable.

""Note, however, that even if there is indeed a rationale for singling out one proposition for rejection
—that is, even if the proposition is based on different considerations and is also significantly less com-
pelling than the others, considered individually—it does not follow that the conjunction of the others is
more compelling. This will depend on further considerations. Still, the conjunction of the others might
be more compelling, and so equal compellingness would forestall a potentially powerful objection (as
we will see in Section 3).
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If we understand epistemic privilege as scrutinized equal compellingness,
then P2 will be true. But P3 will be false. We are still extremely reliable when
it comes to picking losing tickets in a trillion-ticket lottery.'? Thus, the step
from privileged inconsistency to privileged unreliability is blocked. And this
will be true also in more friendly lotteries, where the chances of winning
are much higher than one in a trillion.

Still, the imagined arithmetical case does seem to present a significant
skeptical threat, and so we should look to it for guidance. Why does the
arithmetical case have skeptical import when the lottery case doesn’t? More
specifically, what relevant epistemic privilege, in addition to scrutinized
equal compellingness, do the arithmetical judgments have that the lottery
judgments lack?

Perhaps the difference is due to the number of propositions involved? The
arithmetical case involved only two propositions while the lottery case
involved huge numbers. I don’t think the number of propositions involved
is essential, however. Consider the following series:

1+1=2
2+2=4

1,000,000 + 1,000,000 = 2,000,000

If these propositions were shown to be inconsistent we would presumably
still get the same meltdown effect, whereas the analogous lottery case poses
no threat to our reliability at picking losing tickets. There is something else
going on, but what?

I think the crucial difference is this: In the lottery case, no matter how
many tickets are involved, the reasons for believing that any individual ticket
will lose are inconclusive, and we know this beforehand. Thus, in forming the
belief that a given ticket will lose, we know that we might be mistaken. By
contrast, in the arithmetical case we are not aware of any such inconclusive-
ness. We take the reasons for believing that 2 + 2 = 4 and so on to be utterly
decisive. That is why we would be dumbfounded by the arithmetical incon-
sistency. We would be clueless as to why our intuitions have failed us, and so
we would have no idea how to diagnose the situation. By contrast, in the
lottery case we understand precisely why our judgment fails us in those rare
winning-ticket cases, and so no threat is posed to our general reliability at
picking losing tickets.

This provides a further constraint on the relevant notion of epistemic
privilege: it should involve no inconclusiveness of the kind that renders the
lottery case harmless. We have thus wound up with epistemic privilege as

120ther things in the vicinity might be threatened, however. For example, perhaps we cannot know
that any given ticket will lose, even under the assumption that it will.
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by-our-lights-conclusive scrutinized equal compellingness.'> With these clarifi-
cations in hand, in the following section I will argue that the population
ethical skeptical challenge fails.

3. Why the skeptical challenge fails

To make my critique more precise, let me first reconstruct the skeptical
challenge along familiar lines, using the phrase ‘POPULATION ETHICAL IMPOSSI-
BILITY RESULT’ as a placeholder for some suitable impossibility theorem:

Moral meltdown

P1. POPULATION ETHICAL IMPOSSIBILITY RESULT

P2. If POPULATION ETHICAL IMPOSSIBILITY RESULT, then certain privileged population
ethical intuitions are mutually inconsistent.

P3. If these privileged population ethical intuitions are mutually inconsistent, then these
privileged population ethical intuitions are unreliable.

P4. If these privileged population ethical intuitions are unreliable, then moral
intuitions are generally unreliable.

C. Thus, moral intuitions are generally unreliable.

The problems with this argument are twofold. First, no population ethical
impossibility result (as far as I'm aware) meets the requirements concerning
epistemic privilege (i.e., by-our-lights-conclusive scrutinized equal
compellingness) set out in the previous section. If this is right then P2 is false.
Second, the argument runs the risk of leaking into various other parts of phi-
losophy, where impossibility results of various kinds are rather common
(even though they are rarely highlighted with the kind of formal precision
typical of population ethics). This point does not single out any particular
premise as the culprit, but it provides a cautionary note with respect to the
whole argument. Let us consider these two problems in turn.'*

In Section 2, I presented the following adequacy condition from one of
Arrhenius’ impossibility theorems:

13Shouldn’t we also build in something like a requirement of agreement among rational inquirers? I
don’t think that is necessary. Insofar as agreement among rational inquirers is lacking, we can instead
take that to cast doubt on the idea that the proposition in question remains sufficiently compelling after
due consideration and scrutiny. I will pursue this thought in Section 3.

“There is an additional way of challenging P2, namely, by questioning the alleged inconsistency of
the conditions rather than their epistemic privilege. For example, Erik Carlson (2022) argues that the
five conditions in Arrhenius’ Sixth Theorem are inconsistent only given a certain technical assumption
about the finite fine-grainedness of welfare levels, and he goes on to argue that this assumption should
be rejected. Carlson also argues that this same critique applies to Arrhenius’ five other impossibility
theorems as well. See also Thomas (2018). I will not pursue this type of criticism, however.
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The Non-Sadism Condition: An addition of any number of people with positive welfare is at least
as good as an addition of any number of people with negative welfare, other things being equal.

I also said that this seems hard to deny. Indeed, I chose the Non-Sadism
Condition for illustration precisely because of its apparent compellingness.
The question, however, is whether there is an impossibility result whose con-
ditions together meet the requisite by-our-lights-conclusive scrutinized equal
compellingness. In what follows I will argue that there isn’t. I cannot survey
all of the impossibility results out there, of course. Instead I will focus on
Arrhenius’ Third Impossibility Theorem," of which the Non-Sadism Condi-
tion is a part, and I will suggest that the problems I raise can be generalized.

According to Arrhenius’ Third Theorem, ‘[t]here is no population axiol-
ogy which satisfies the Egalitarian Dominance, the Inequality Aversion,
the Non-Extreme Priority, the Non-Sadism, and the Quality Addition
Condition’.'® Here are the five conditions spelled out:

The Egalitarian Dominance Condition: If population A is a perfectly equal population of the
same size as population B, and every person in A has higher welfare than every person in B, then
A is better than B, other things being equal.

The Inequality Aversion Condition: For any triplet of welfare levels A, B, and C, A higher than B
and B higher than C, and for any population A with welfare A, there is a larger population C
with welfare C such that a perfectly equal population B of the same size as AUC and with welfare
B is at least as good as AUC, other things being equal.

The Non-Extreme Priority Condition: There is a number 7 of lives such that for any population
X, a population consisting of the X-lives, # lives with very high welfare, and a single life with
slightly negative welfare, is at least as good as a population consisting of the X-lives and n + 1
lives with very low positive welfare, other things being equal.

The Non-Sadism Condition: An addition of any number of people with positive welfare is at least
as good as an addition of any number of people with negative welfare, other things being equal.

The Quality Addition Condition: For any population X, there is a perfectly equal population with
very high welfare such that its addition to X is at least as good as an addition of any population
with very low positive welfare to X, other things being equal.17

The conditions might be evaluated piecemeal, by engaging in first-order
population ethics. I will do that to some extent, restricting my attention to
the Non-Sadism Condition and the Quality Addition Condition. First,
however, I want to make a more general point.

SArrhenius (forthcoming, § 11.8). Cf. Arrhenius (2000a, § 10.8). Arrhenius (forthcoming, p. 299)
suggests that his Sixth Theorem is the most formidable one. But it involves more complicated condi-
tions, and very much the same considerations apply. I will return to the Sixth Theorem in Section 4.

1A rrhenius (forthcoming, p. 317).

7Arrhenius (forthcoming, pp. 61, 145, 154, 95, 84-85).
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Note that the conditions are all principles, not particular claims. Indeed,
they aspire to hold for all possible populations, lives, additions and so on that
meet the specifications.'® Given this logical strength, it does not seem out of
the question that an odd, completely unanticipated counterexample is
lurking somewhere, rendering one or more of the conditions false but still
nearly true. This would be analogous to how (long inaccessible) counterex-
amples to Newtonian mechanics were lurking, rendering the theory false
and yet nearly true. Indeed, it is likely that if one of the conditions is false
and yet as intuitively compelling as Arrhenius suggests, then this is precisely
because the condition in question is nearly true.

I think we can draw two lessons from this nearly-true point. In the case of
Newtonian mechanics, we should first of all not conclude that the kind of
scientific reasoning based on empirical data that supported the theory is
generally unreliable. It just went wrong in this particular case, precisely
due to the logical strength of the theory’s statements about the behavior of
physical objects. Second, and more importantly, we should not conclude
that our everyday judgments about the behavior of particular physical
objects (about apples falling to the ground, or on one’s head, for example)
are generally unreliable. Analogously, if one of Arrhenius’ principles is false
but nearly true, we should first of all not conclude that the kind of reasoning
based on moral intuitions that supported the principle is generally unreli-
able. Second, and more importantly, we should not conclude that our
everyday moral intuitions about the social welfare of particular populations
(let alone our moral intuitions in general) are unreliable.

Put in terms of the terminology from Section 2, the logical strength of the
conditions leaves an inconclusiveness of the kind that allows our judgments
about individual losing lottery tickets to retain reliability despite mutual
inconsistency. '’

Moving on to more specific considerations, note first that the
Non-Sadism Condition is incompatible with average utilitarianism,
according to which the best population is always the one with the highest
average of individual welfare. (Adding a small number of people with
negative welfare might lower the average less than adding a large number
of people with lower-than-average positive welfare.) Average utilitarian-
ism is of course a controversial view with seemingly indigestible
implications,” but one might wonder whether it is so obviously false as

8 A rrhenius (forthcoming, § 2.3). He nevertheless speaks of the intuitions in play as ‘intuitions re-
garding particular cases’ (forthcoming, p. 394).

1%An analogous point could perhaps be made with respect to the imagined arithmetical and logical
scenarios. If 2 + 2 = 4 or modus ponens should turn out to be false, then this might be because they are
necessary universal generalizations with a few extremely odd counterexamples, rendering them false
but nearly true. And if not even these scenarios would pose a skeptical threat, then it is hard to believe
that population ethical impossibility results do.

2See, for example, Carlson (2017, pp. 12-13) and Arrhenius (forthcoming, pp. 82-83).
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to not jeopardize the by-our-lights-conclusive scrutinized compellingness
of the Non-Sadism Condition.*!

A further and more serious problem is that not all of Arrhenius’ adequacy
conditions have the same air of compellingness as the Non-Sadism
Condition. Consider the Quality Addition Condition:

The Quality Addition Condition: For any population X, there is a perfectly equal population with
very high welfare such that its addition to X is at least as good as an addition of any population
with very low positive welfare to X, other things being equal.

(The phrases ‘very high welfare’ and ‘very low positive welfare’ should here
be understood as signifying levels of individual, not total, welfare.)

The Quality Addition Condition may seem plausible. Indeed, the condi-
tion gains support from the kind of intuitions that led Parfit to famously
choose the label The Repugnant Conclusion for what is essentially a denial
of the Quality Addition Condition.>* Still, the condition is controversial,
and much more so than the Non-Sadism Condition. Indeed, the Quality
Addition Condition is controversial in a way that is hard to reconcile with
the idea that it enjoys the kind of epistemic privilege required to sustain
the skeptical challenge. For example, the condition is incompatible with
total utilitarianism, according to which only the total quantity of individual
welfare matters for social welfare. Similarly, the condition rules out
prioritarian modifications of total utilitarianism, according to which only
the total quantity of individual welfare, weighted by a strictly concave func-
tion, matters for social welfare. These views may be wrong, but they are not
obviously wrong, and they have quite a few adherents in contemporary
population ethics.”?

Thus, the Quality Addition Condition does seem to involve an inconclu-
siveness of the relevant kind. Even if we find the condition highly plausible
or even compelling, we know beforehand that the condition might be
mistaken. We would not find ourselves morally dumbfounded should the
condition turn out to be false (in the way that we would find ourselves
arithmetically dumbfounded if 2 + 2 = 4 turned out to be false). We would
just conclude that our intuitions in this particular case are off track, perhaps
because we have difficulties in imagining large quantities, or because we
have a distorted conception of what having low positive welfare is like.?*
Put in terms of my earlier terminology, the Quality Addition Condition does

2!For a recent defense of average utilitarianism, see Pressman (2015).

22Parfit (1984, p. 388).

ZCf. Zuber et al. (2021), in which no less than 29 authors jointly declare that ‘avoiding the Repug-
nant Conclusion is not a necessary condition for a minimally adequate candidate axiology, social or-
dering, or approach to population ethics’ (p. 380, emphasis in original). This amounts to a rejection of
the Quality Addition Condition.

*See, for example, Tannsjo (2002) and Huemer (2008). Cf. Zuber et al. (2021, p. 380).

© 2024 The Authors
Pacific Philosophical Quarterly published by University of Southern California and John Wiley & Sons Ltd.

RIGHTS LI MN iy

85UB017 SUOLULLIOD 3A1IEa.1D) 3(deo!dde au) Aq pauenob ae 9ol YO ‘85N 4O S8|NI 0} AXeIq 1T 8ULUO /8|1 UO (SUOHIPUOD-PUB-SWS)/LI0Y A8 | Im ARe1q 1 BUI|UO//SANY) SUORIPUOD PUe SWie | 3Y} 88S *[7202/0T/82] Uo Ariqiauliuo A8 Aiseaiuneswn Aq zovzT bded TTTT 0T/10p/w00 A8 |1 AReiq Ul juo//Sdny Wwoy papeo|umod ‘¢ ‘vZ0Z ‘TT089T


https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/action/rightsLink?doi=10.1111%2Fpapq.12462&mode=

382 PACIFIC PHILOSOPHICAL QUARTERLY

not fulfill the requirement of by-our-lights-conclusive scrutinized
compellingness.

Moreover, as the Quality Addition Condition is incompatible with the
conjunction of the four other conditions in the Third Theorem, these other
conditions can be invoked to throw further doubt on the Quality Addition
Condition. Thus, we can formulate a valid argument as follows:

P1. The Egalitarian Dominance Condition
P2. The Inequality Aversion Condition
P3. The Non-Extreme Priority Condition
P4. The Non-Sadism Condition

C. 7 The Quality Addition Condition

Assuming that these premises are jointly sufficiently compelling, we get fur-
ther grounds for questioning the supposed epistemic privilege of the Quality
Addition Condition.?

It might be objected that analogous arguments could be made against each
of the five conditions, and so these arguments are mutually destructive and
thus irrelevant to the issue at hand. However, this objection presupposes
that the conditions are all equally compelling, and this might not be the case
(recall the requirement of by-our-lights-conclusive scrutinized equal
compellingness). I have indicated why I think the Quality Addition Condi-
tion is at least less compelling than the Non-Sadism Condition, and it may
just be that even the conjunction of the four other conditions is more compel-
ling than the Quality Addition Condition on its own. I will not be able to
settle this issue here, of course. The point is just that it presents a further
obstacle that a successful skeptical challenge based on Arrhenius’ Third
Theorem would need to overcome.

I conclude that at least one of the conditions in Arrhenius’ Third Theorem
is questionable enough that it cannot sustain a skeptical challenge. Note, how-
ever, that even in the absence of any specific considerations threatening one or
more of the conditions, we have still been given no good reason to distrust our
moral intuitions about the social welfare of particular populations (perhaps
comparing the population of Sweden today with the one during the Black
Death of 1350). This is due to the logical strength of the conditions, being
principles rather than particular claims. In other words, even if we don’t know
which condition to reject, it does not follow that our population ethical intu-
itions (let alone our other moral intuitions) are unreliable across the board.

25Cf. Zuber et al. (2021, pp. 380-381).

261t is worth noting here that according to moral particularism, our moral intuitions are fundamen-
tally and thoroughly context-sensitive and cannot be accommodated by any moral principles, no mat-
ter how plausible they may appear at first glance (see, e.g., Dancy, 2017). Thus, from a particularist
point of view, impossibility results & la Arrhenius are just what we should expect.
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Arrhenius’ Third Theorem is just one example, but it is illustrative. There
is to my knowledge no population ethical impossibility result whose
adequacy conditions enjoy the requisite epistemic privilege.?” If this is right,
then no skeptical conclusion is called for.

But suppose this isn’t right. Suppose (for reductio) that the population
ethical skeptical argument does manage to establish its conclusion. If so,
then the worry is that there will be a host of analogous, and equally success-
ful, skeptical arguments throughout philosophy, forcing us into a much
broader philosophical skepticism.?® It is a familiar lesson from philosophy
in general, after all, that our intuitions often pull in different directions,
and consequently that various seemingly plausible or even compelling
claims often cannot be reconciled.

This point is rather obvious but no less important for that. It can be given
a particularly sharp illustration by considering the free-will problem, as pre-
sented by Peter van Inwagen.?’ The way van Inwagen sets up the problem is
similar to how Arrhenius and others have set up population ethical impossi-
bility results. In van Inwagen’s presentation, the following five propositions
correspond to population ethical adequacy conditions, and their mutual
inconsistency is a matter of straightforward logic:

(1) Free will is incompatible with determinism.

(2) Free will is incompatible with indeterminism.

(3) If free will is incompatible both with determinism and with indeter-
minism, then free will does not exist.

(4) If free will does not exist, then moral responsibility does not exist.

(5) Moral responsibility does exist.

‘Free will’ is here understood as the ability to do otherwise. More precisely:

The free-will thesis is the thesis that we are sometimes in the following position with respect to a
contemplated future act: we simultaneously have both the following abilities: the ability to
perform that act and the ability to refrain from performing that act.

Concerning (1), it is indeed hard to see how free will in this sense could be
compatible with determinism. If every act we perform is

(a) a consequence of
(b) the distant past and
(c) the laws of nature,

?TFor example, very much the same considerations apply to Arrhenius’ five other impossibility the-
orems (forthcoming, ch. 11).

28 Arrhenius (forthcoming, p. 393) anticipates this worry but does not pursue it.

2van Inwagen (2008, pp. 327-328).

3yvan Inwagen (2008, p. 329).
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and because all of (a)—(c) are surely beyond our control, then how could we
ever have the ability to do otherwise? Concerning (2), it is hard to see how in-
troducing an element of pure chance into the processes by which our actions
come about is supposed to help. (3) is trivial, and (4) seems obvious as it
would surely be grossly unfair to hold someone accountable for some act that
they had no ability to refrain from. (5) seems equally obvious, as it was surely
not unfair to hold Ted Bundy accountable for his killing spree, for example.

All of this is controversial, of course, and I have only sketched the con-
tours of the problem. Still, each of (1)-(5) seems compelling on the face of
it, and I submit that the conditions for epistemic privilege are fulfilled at least
to the same degree as in any extant population ethical impossibility result.
The age-old controversy around (1), for example, is no different in this
respect than the controversy around the Quality Addition Condition.

In presenting a set of irreconcilable and yet individually plausible or even
compelling propositions, the free-will problem is a typical philosophical
problem, just like the mind-body problem, the problem of universals, the
problem of induction, the problem of the many, the problem of personal
identity across time, and so on. To this list we can add the problem of
population ethics.

Setting aside worries about self-defeat, a broader philosophical skepticism
is at least a lot harder to swallow than a local moral skepticism. Perhaps
more interestingly, however, we don’t in fact see philosophers in other areas
working under a specter of skepticism. For example, while proposition (4) in
the free-will problem—that is, that moral responsibility requires the ability
to do otherwise—may seem completely obvious, it was famously challenged
by Harry Frankfurt, using an ingenious counterexample.’' The merits of
Frankfurt’s counterexample are controversial, of course, but the point is that
it wasn’t put forward in an anxious attempt to avoid skepticism about the
issues at hand.

This puts population ethical impossibility results into perspective. I think
there is a tendency within philosophical ethics to expect too much from the
discipline, and skeptical or anti-realist conclusions are often drawn from
arguments whose analogues do not look promising in most other areas of
philosophy. I'm thinking especially of arguments from moral disagreement,
which in various versions have played a central role in recent metaethics,>
and the skeptical and anti-realist arguments from population ethical impos-
sibility results are in the same vein. The underlying idea seems to be that
ethics is somehow supposed to be devoid of the kind of deep inter- and intra-
personal conflicts of intuition that are characteristic of most philosophical
inquiry. Perhaps there is something to this idea, but it would in any case need
to be defended as a part of the population ethical skeptical challenge.

3 Frankfurt (1969). For discussion, see Robb (2020).
*2For an extensive critical survey of such arguments, see Enoch (2011, ch. 8).
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4. The anti-realist challenge and why it too fails

The population ethical anti-realist challenge faces similar problems, and so
we already have some resources on the table for dealing with it. However,
there are a few different versions of the anti-realist challenge, and they require
somewhat different treatment. As I mentioned in Section 1, there is the
McMahan-Kagan-Temkin challenge, according to which population ethical
impossibility results pose a threat to ‘realism in ethics’. We might call this:

() the generic challenge.*

In addition, there are more specific anti-realist challenges:
(i1) the error theorist challenge, according to which moral judgments are
shown to be systematically false**; and
(iii) the non-cognitivist challenge, according to which moral judgments
are shown to be emotions or conative attitudes rather than beliefs.*

I will not discuss the generic challenge, as it is not independent of the more
specific ones. In the rest of this section, I will explain and criticize these
challenges, beginning with the error theorist one.

As a first component of the error theorist challenge, Christopher Cowie
appeals to the so-called ‘fixed points’ approach to moral concepts, proposed
by Terence Cuneo and Russ Shafer-Landau.*® On this approach, a subset of
especially compelling, but still substantive, moral propositions are held to be
conceptual truths. Here are some of Cuneo and Shafer-Landau’s suggested
examples:

» Itis pro tanto wrong to engage in the recreational slaughter of a fellow
person.

» Itis pro tanto wrong to break a promise on which another is relying
simply for convenience’s sake.

» Itis pro tanto wrong to humiliate others simply for pleasure.

* It is pro tanto wrong to torture others just because they have
inconvenienced you.

» It is pro tanto wrong to impose severe burdens on others simply
because of their physical appearance.®’

3McMahan (2013, p. 34); Temkin (2012, p. 521, n. 42). See also Fleurbaey et al. (2009), pp. 274,
284), who put the challenge in terms of ‘avoiding moral nihilism’.

3*The error-theorist challenge is developed by Cowie (2022, § 3).

35The non-cognitivist challenge is suggested by Arrhenius (forthcoming, pp. 397-398). There are
hints at a non-cognitivist challenge also in Temkin’s Kagan-quote (Temkin, 2012, p. 521, n. 42).

3Cuneo and Shafer-Landau (2014, § 2).

¥Cuneo and Shafer-Landau (2014, p. 405).
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These propositions, or propositions like these, are the moral fixed points.
The idea is that anyone who is competent with the concept of moral wrong-
ness is thereby in a position to realize, for example, that it is pro tanto wrong
to humiliate others simply for pleasure. Likewise for the other central moral
concepts.

As a second component, Cowie takes on board Arrhenius’ idea that the
conditions involved in the impossibility theorems are intuitively highly
compelling (Cowie focuses on Arrhenius’ Sixth Theorem). Indeed, the idea
is that the conditions are compelling enough to count as conceptual truths
on the fixed-points approach. To support this claim, Cowie appeals to the
four ‘marks’ of conceptual truths suggested by Cuneo and Shafer-Landau:

First, p is, if true, necessarily true. [...] Second, p enjoys framework status, fixing the boundaries
as to what counts as a type of subject matter. [...] Third, p’s denial would tend to evoke bewil-
derment among those competent with its constituent concepts [...]. And, fourth, p is knowable
a priori, simply by adequately understanding its constituent concepts and their relations to
one another.”

Cowie suggests that all of the conditions involved in Arrhenius’ Sixth
Theorem display these marks.

The upshot is that Arrhenius’ Sixth Theorem reveals conceptual incoher-
ence with respect to the concept of goodness, or intrinsic value. The concept
of intrinsic value is thus like the concept of a round square, and so nothing
could fall under it. And assuming that this concept is sufficiently central to
moral thought and discourse, the incoherence will render all moral proposi-
tions false. Thus, we end up with a moral error theory.*’

Just like the skeptical challenge promised to sidestep various contested
issues in moral epistemology, the error theorist challenge promises to side-
step various contested issues in moral metaphysics. If it turns out that moral
thought and talk is like round-square thought and talk, then we can set aside
controversial issues about the putative metaphysical weirdness of moral
properties and facts, for example.*!

The error theorist challenge does not succeed, however. An immediate
problem is that the whole point of Arrhenius’ theorems is to show that the
conditions are mutually inconsistent. And if they are indeed mutually incon-
sistent, then they cannot all be conceptual truths. Moreover, according to
Cowie’s own error theorist conclusion, the conditions are all false. And if
so, again, they cannot be conceptual truths. Cowie does address this prob-
lem, however, at least indirectly. In answering a general objection to the

38Cuneo and Shafer-Landau (2014, pp. 407—408).

¥Cowie (2022, p. 285).

“OCowie (2022, pp. 280-281) acknowledges, however, that we might rather end up with a more lim-
ited, merely axiological error theory, depending on the importance of axiology to moral thought and
discourse.

“Cowie (2022, p. 277).
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fixed-points approach, he suggests that the conceptual truths in question
‘should be recast as conditionals with “if anything is wrong/bad”’ as the
antecedent and substantive moral propositions as the consequents’.** This
solves the problem at hand, as the resulting conditionals will not be inconsis-
tent and the error theory will not render them false. Another way of making
essentially the same modification is to talk, as I will do below, in terms of
conceptual commitments rather than conceptual truths.

Three problems remain, however. First, the challenge might be countered
by questioning the merits of the fixed-points approach. One can object on
Moorean open-question grounds that ‘thin” moral concepts such as good-
ness or rightness are devoid of descriptive content, or at least that they are
devoid of substantive descriptive content, which goes beyond formalities
such as universalizability and supervenience. This objection to the
fixed-points approach becomes especially pressing in light of the error
theory’s implication, for example, that recreational torture is not even pro
tanto wrong. Assuming that the other components of the error theorist
challenge stand up to scrutiny, its proponents need to explain why we should
stick with the controversial and highly theoretical fixed-points approach
rather than with our most basic moral intuitions or convictions (especially
if these are compelling enough to count as conceptual commitments, as
the error theorist challenge would have it).

Second—and this relates very much to my earlier discussion of the
skeptical challenge—Arrhenius’ conditions are just not suitable candidates
for being conceptual commitments. Or, at least not all of them are. Consider
the following two conditions from Arrhenius’ Sixth Theorem:

The Weak Non-Sadism Condition: There is a negative welfare level and a number of lives at this
level such that an addition of any number of people with positive welfare is at least as good as an
addition of the lives with negative welfare, other things being equal.

The Weak Quality Addition Condition: For any population X, there is a perfectly equal popula-
tion with very high positive welfare, and a very negative welfare level, and a number of lives at
this level, such that the addition of the high welfare population to X is at least as good as the ad-
dition of any population consisting of the lives with negative welfare and any number of lives
with very low positive welfare to X, other things being equal.43

Just like the Non-Sadism Condition and the Quality Addition Condition
considered in Section 3, the Weak Non-Sadism Condition and the Weak
Quality Addition Condition are incompatible with average and total utili-
tarianism, respectively. And it seems far-fetched to suppose that the falsity
of these views can be ascertained on conceptual grounds alone. This point
pertains to Cuneo and Shafer-Landau’s third mark of conceptual

“Cowie (2022, pp. 286-287).
“3Arrhenius (forthcoming, pp. 96, 86).
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commitments, namely that ‘p’s denial would tend to evoke bewilderment
among those competent with its constituent concepts—a response to the ef-
fect that its denial would be almost crazy’.** Even if you find average and to-
tal utilitarianism highly implausible, it would be an exaggeration to suggest
that they evoke bewilderment, or that their proponents are almost crazy.

Third, insofar as the error theorist challenge does succeed, it is not clear
why analogous strategies would not wreak havoc throughout philosophy.
For example, the five propositions that constitute the free-will problem
(from Section 3) would seem to be just as good candidates for
conceptual-commitment status as Arrhenius’ conditions. Thus, just like in
the case of the skeptical challenge, opponents of the error theorist challenge
can appeal to philosophy in general as a partner in guilt.

Let us move on to the non-cognitivist challenge. Why would population
ethical impossibility results speak in favor of non-cognitivism? One reason,
suggested by Arrhenius, is that non-cognitivist views will have an easier time
accommodating inconsistency among our moral intuitions or judgments. On
cognitivist views, moral inconsistency will amount to a straightforward
logical error. But if our moral judgments are emotions or conative attitudes
rather than beliefs, then presumably they cannot be logically inconsistent
anyway. Inconsistency on non-cognitivist views will rather have to be
explicated in practical terms, for example in terms of unrealizable action-
guidance. But because the inconsistencies putatively revealed by population
ethical impossibility results are so remote from the concerns of real life, they
will have little or no practical import. Hence, given non-cognitivism we
might be, as Arrhenius puts it, ‘justified in worrying less’ about these
inconsistencies.*

This is not a very good argument, however. First, it has an air of wishful
thinking about it. Sure, it would be nice if we needed to worry less about
the inconsistencies in question, but how does that translate into a reason
to accept non-cognitivism? If we had independent support for the claim that
we need to worry less, then non-cognitivism might gain support from
making the right prediction, so to speak. As it stands, however, the argument
seems at best sufficient to motivate the non-cognitivist solution, not to
justify it.*

Second, and as we have already noted, philosophy is rife with apparent
inconsistencies, and usually ones that are very remote from the practical
concerns of real life. For example, while thought experiments involving
teleportation bring out deep tensions within our everyday conception of
personal identity across time, these tensions don’t present us with difficulties
in keeping track of who’s who in real life. Similarly, there are deep puzzles

44Cuneo and Shafer-Landau (2014, pp. 407-408).
“SArrhenius (forthcoming, p. 398).
“SIn fairness to Arrhenius, he may not be after more than to motivate the non-cognitivist solution.
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about material objects, such as the ship of Theseus and the problem of the
many, but these don’t obstruct our everyday navigation of the physical
world. Thus, insofar as population ethical impossibility results support
non-cognitivism about moral thought and discourse, philosophical puzzles
of various kinds are bound to support non-cognitivism about most of philos-
ophy as well. To be fair, it may be reasonable to suppose that there is a weak
pro tanto reason of this kind, which is overridden by considerations
supporting cognitivism about philosophical inquiry in general. But if we
take the reason to be a strong or overriding one, we will end up with a very
radical conclusion indeed.

5. Conclusion

I have argued that the skeptical and anti-realist challenges based on popula-
tion ethical impossibility results both fail.

Concerning the skeptical challenge, there is no population ethical impos-
sibility result whose adequacy conditions fulfill the requisite epistemic priv-
ilege (at least as far as I'm aware). Moreover, even if there is such a result, it
will just be yet another philosophical puzzle, and any skeptical conclusions
are bound to generalize. This is not to deny, however, that a certain limited
skepticism is apt with respect to some or even most philosophical issues. For
the most part, we cannot reasonably have the same degree of confidence in
our philosophical positions that we have in well-established scientific theo-
ries, for example.*” But philosophical intuitions being unreliable across the
board is another matter.

Just like the skeptical challenge, both versions of the anti-realist challenge
would seem to spread malignantly to philosophy in general. Moreover, both
versions face additional problems. Concerning the error theorist challenge,
the fixed-points approach to moral concepts is a controversial piece of philo-
sophical theorizing, and as such it can hardly sustain the error theorist conclu-
sion, for example, that being tortured is not even pro tanto bad for the victim.
And even granting the fixed-points approach, at least some of Arrhenius’
conditions are unsuitable as candidate conceptual commitments. Similarly,
while non-cognitivism about moral thought and language may permit us to
worry less about putative population ethical inconsistencies, we would need
independent justification for granting ourselves such permission.*

“TFor discussion, see van Inwagen (2015, pp. 10-19).

“SDrafts of this paper were presented at the Higher Seminar in Philosophy at Umed University and
at the Higher Seminar in Practical Philosophy at Uppsala University. I am grateful to the participants
for their useful comments and suggestions, especially to Per Algander, Erik Carlson, Karl Ekendahl,
Nils Franzén, Hugo Hellstrém, Johan Jacobsson, Magnus Jedenheim-Edling, Christian Léw, Olle
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and, especially, to Karin Enflo and Jens Johansson.
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