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Abstract
Parfit (Theoria 82:110–127, 2016) responded to the Sequence Argument for the 
Repugnant Conclusion by introducing imprecise equality. However, Parfit’s notion 
of imprecise equality lacked structure. Hájek and Rabinowicz (2022) improved on 
Parfit’s proposal in this regard, by introducing a notion of degrees of incommen-
surability. Although Hájek and Rabinowicz’s proposal is a step forward, and may 
help solve many paradoxes, it can only avoid the Repugnant Conclusion at great 
cost. First, there is a sequential argument for the Repugnant Conclusion that uses 
weaker and intuitively more compelling assumptions than the Sequence Argument, 
and which Hájek and Rabinowicz’s proposal only undermines, in a principled way, 
by allowing for implausible weight to be put on the disvalue of inequality. Second, 
if Hájek and Rabinowicz do put such implausible weight on the disvalue of inequal-
ity, then they will have to accept that a population A is not worse than another same 
sized population B even though everyone in B is better off than anyone in A.

Keywords  Incommensurability · Population ethics · Pareto principle · Levelling 
down objection · Repugnant conclusion

1  Introduction

Here’s a simple and general formulation of Derek Parfit’s infamous “Repugnant 
conclusion”:
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The Repugnant Conclusion: For any population consisting of people with very 
high positive welfare, there is a better population in which everyone has a very 
low positive welfare, other things being equal.1

In Fig.  1, the width of each block represents the number of people whereas the 
height represents their lifetime welfare. Dashes indicate that the block in question 
should be much wider than shown, that is, the population size is much larger than 
shown.

These populations could consist of all the past, present and future lives (a pos-
sible world), or all the present and future lives, or all the lives during some shorter 
time span in the future such as the next generation, or all the lives that are causally 
affected by, or consequences of a certain action or series of actions, and so forth.2

All the lives in the figure have positive welfare, or, as we also could put it, all 
the people have lives worth living. Both populations are perfectly equal populations, 
that is, all the individuals in the respective populations have the same welfare. The 
A-people have very high welfare whereas the B-people have very low positive wel-
fare.3 The reason for this could be that in the B-lives there are, to paraphrase Parfit, 
only enough ecstasies to just outweigh the agonies, or that the good things in those 
lives are of uniformly poor quality, e.g., eating potatoes and listening to Muzak.4 
However, since there are many more people in B, the total sum of welfare in B is 
greater than in A. Hence, a theory like Total Utilitarianism, according to which we 

1  For Parfit’s original formulation, see Parfit (1984), p. 388. Our formulation is more general than his. 
For early sources of the Repugnant Conclusion, see Arrhenius (2000), (2016), (forthcoming).
2  More exactly, a population is a finite set of lives in a possible world. A, B, C, …, A1, A2, …, An, A∪B, 
and so on, denote populations of finite size. We shall adopt the convention that populations represented 
by different symbols (including “ + ”, “*”, and the like), or the same letter but different indexes, are pair-
wise disjoint. For example, A∩B = A1∩A2 = A′∩B′ = ϕ. We shall assume that for any natural number n 
and any welfare level X, there is a possible population of n people with welfare X (for a discussion of 
this No-Limit Assumption, see Arrhenius (2000) ch. 3, (forthcoming)).
3  For a discussion and definition of positive, negative, and neutral welfare, see Arrhenius (2000), (forth-
coming) ch. 2 and 9 (for a short summary, see Arrhenius (2016)). Cf. Broome (1999), (2004), Bykvist 
(2007), p. 101, and Parfit (1984), pp. 357–358 and appendix G. Notice also that we don’t need an analy-
sis of a neutral welfare in the present context but rather just a criterion, and the criterion can vary with 
different theories of welfare.
4  See Parfit (1984), p. 388 and Parfit (1986), p. 148. For a discussion of different interpretations of the 
Repugnant Conclusion see Arrhenius (2000), (forthcoming) and Parfit (1984), (2014), (2016).
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Fig. 1   The Repugnant Conclusion
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should maximize the welfare in the world, ranks B as better than A—an instance of 
the Repugnant Conclusion.5

Notice that the Repugnant Conclusion is not just a problem for total utilitarians 
or those committed to welfarism—the view that welfare is the only value that mat-
ters from the moral point of view—since the ceteris paribus clause in the formula-
tion implies that the compared populations are equal in all possibly axiologically 
relevant respects apart from individual welfare levels. Hence, other values and con-
siderations are not decisive for the value comparison of populations A and B. Thus, 
the Repugnant Conclusion is a problem for all moral theories according to which 
welfare matters at least when all other things are equal, which arguably is a minimal 
adequacy condition for any moral theory.6

As the name indicates, Parfit found the Repugnant Conclusion very counterin-
tuitive and most philosophers seem to agree. However, there is a well-known and 
tempting argument for the Repugnant Conclusion, which Parfit called the “Contin-
uum” Argument. That is an unfortunate misnomer, since the argument does not in 
fact require a continuum. Therefore, we shall instead refer to it as the “Sequence 
Argument”. In section II we explain the Sequence Argument in more detail, but in 
short, the argument starts with a population like A, where everyone has very high 
positive welfare, and then introduces a sequence of populations, where each popu-
lation is much bigger but offers slightly lower individual welfare than the previous 
population in the sequence. One might hold that for any two consecutive populations 
in this sort of sequence, the latter, if sufficiently large, is better than the former much 
smaller one, since the reduction in individual welfare is so small. But then, since 
“better than” is a transitive relation, we sooner or later get the Repugnant Conclu-
sion, that is, we find that a population like B, in Fig. 1, must be better than popula-
tion A in Fig. 1.

Parfit (2016) responded to the Sequence Argument by suggesting that adjacent 
populations are actually “imprecisely equally good”. In section II we briefly explain 
Parfit’s response, but the important observation about imprecise equality is that it is 
not transitive. Therefore, it is possible that each population in the Sequence Argu-
ment is imprecisely equally good as the population that comes before it, even though 
the last population is worse than the first population.

However, Parfit’s notion of imprecise equality lacked structure. Hájek and Rabi-
nowicz (2022) improve on Parfit’s proposal in this regard. In section III we discuss 
their argument in detail, but in short, their contribution consists in introducing and 
formalising a notion of degrees of incommensurability. An important benefit of their 
proposal is that they offer a plausible explanation why people would erroneously (in 
Hájek and Rabinowicz’s view) judge that each population in the Sequence Argu-
ment is better than a previous population, even if they are in fact incommensurable.

5  Throughout this paper “better” means “better, all things considered” if not otherwise indicated.
6  Note that this holds for deontic views too. Plausible deontic views hold that, when all other moral con-
siderations are equal, individual welfare levels are relevant when considering what population to bring 
about. For a discussion of deontic population ethics, see Arrhenius (2022), (forthcoming).
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Although Hájek and Rabinowicz’s proposal is a step forward, and may help solve 
many paradoxes, it can only avoid the Repugnant Conclusion at great theoretical 
cost. First, as we explain in section IV, there is a sequential argument for the Repug-
nant Conclusion—the Sequential Dominance Addition Argument—that uses weaker 
and intuitively more compelling assumptions than the original Sequence Argument. 
We assume that Hájek and Rabinowicz want to satisfy what we call the Non-Redun-
dancy constraint: any response on their behalf, to an argument for the Repugnant 
Conclusion, should not make their introduction of (degrees of) incommensurability 
redundant, in the sense that the response itself blocks the argument for the Repug-
nant Conclusion without appealing to incommensurability. And we show that Hájek 
and Rabinowicz’s proposal can only undermine the Sequential Dominance Addition 
Argument, while satisfying the Non-Redundancy constraint, by allowing for seem-
ingly implausible weight to be put on the disvalue of inequality.

Second, if Hájek and Rabinowicz do put such seemingly implausible weight on 
the disvalue of inequality, then they will have to accept that a population A is not 
worse than another equally large population B even though everyone in B is better 
off than anyone in A. So, their proposal then violates the traditional Pareto principle, 
which concerns same sized-populations, and thus faces the ‘levelling down objec-
tion’ (Parfit (1997)).

In a sense, what we are pointing out is not surprising: one cannot avoid the 
Repugnant Conclusion without having to accept some counterintuitive implication 
or make some intuitively implausible assumption. That has been known for decades; 
hence, the Repugnant Conclusion is often seen as a paradox of population ethics. 
However, what we take to be interesting about the above result is that in order to 
avoid the Repugnant Conclusion, Hájek and Rabinowicz have to violate a same-size 
population condition that most would want to accept, namely, the Pareto principle. 
Giving up the Pareto principle is a pretty hefty price to pay to avoid the Repug-
nant Conclusion, and Hájek and Rabinowicz have not, as far as we can tell, given us 
an independent justification for giving up that principle, rather than, say, giving up 
avoidance of the Repugnant Conclusion.

2 � The sequence argument for the repugnant conclusion and Parfit’s 
response

Consider first the following condition:

Quantity: For any pair of positive welfare levels, A and B, such that B is 
slightly lower than A, and for any number of lives n, there is a greater number 
of lives m, such that a population of m lives at level B is better than a popula-
tion of n lives at level A, other things being equal.7

7  A welfare level is an equivalence class on the set of all possible lives with respect to the relation “has 
at least as high welfare as”. For an exact statement of this principle, see Arrhenius (2000), (forthcoming) 
where this condition is formulated in terms of “at least as good as”.



Incommensurability, the sequence argument, and the Pareto…

Quantity has some intuitive plausibility and should appeal to those who find some 
truth in the saying “the more good, the better”. However, it implies the Repugnant 
Conclusion together with a reasonable assumption about the structure of welfare:8

Finite Fine-grainedness: There exists a finite sequence of slight welfare differ-
ences between any two welfare levels.

The idea here is that one can get from one welfare level to another in a finite number 
of steps of intuitively slight welfare differences. Examples of such welfare differ-
ences could be some minor pain or pleasure or a shortening of life by a minute or 
two.9 These differences don’t have to be of the same size or type. Let’s say that a life 
of type a has higher welfare than a life of type b, and suppose that you are succes-
sively making a slightly worse, perhaps by shortening it by a minute or two or by 
adding some minor pain. Finite Fine-grainedness implies that there is a finite (but 
possibly great) number of such slight worsening from a to another type of life c such 
that a life of this type will have the same welfare or lower welfare than a life of type 
b. It is quite hard to deny the intuitive force of this assumption.10

Consider the following sequence of populations for an informal demonstration 
that these two conditions together imply the Repugnant Conclusion11:

Assume that A in the Fig.  2 above is a population with very high welfare and 
that Z is a population with very low positive welfare (again, the width of the blocks 
represents the number of lives in the population, the height represents their lifetime 
welfare; dashes indicates that the block in question is much wider than shown). 
According to Quantity, there is a population B with slightly lower welfare than A 

8  It also implies, and thus presupposes, the No-Limit Assumption: For any possible population consisting 
of lives with a certain welfare, there is a larger possible population consisting of lives with the same wel-
fare. For a discussion, see Arrhenius (2000), (forthcoming).
9  For a precise definition of “slight welfare difference” see Arrhenius (2000), (forthcoming).
10  Notice that Finite Fine-grainedness doesn’t imply that all sequences of slight welfare differences 
between two welfare levels are finite, just that there exist at least one such sequence. It is compatible with 
the welfare ordering being continuous as well as discreet. It just rules out that there are, so to speak, big 
“jumps” or “holes” in the order of welfare levels. For a discussion of Finite Fine-grainedness and pos-
sible theories of welfare that violate this condition, see Arrhenius (2005), (forthcoming); Arrhenius & 
Rabinowicz (2015). For an effort to challenge Finite Fine-grainedness (in light of the impossibility theo-
rems in population ethics), see Thomas (2018) and Carlson (2022). These efforts fail for several reasons, 
one is that they missed that lotteries can make lives better or worse and the difference in value of lotteries 
can be made arbitrarily small by making small changes to the probabilities.
11  For a proof, see Arrhenius (2000), (forthcoming).

A B C

…

Z

Fig. 2   The sequence argument
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and which is better than A; a population C with slightly lower welfare than B and 
which is better than B; and so forth. We can assume that the welfare levels in this 
sequence of populations satisfy Finite Fine-grainedness. Hence, we will finally 
reach population Z with very low positive welfare. By transitivity, Z is better than 
A. Since A is an arbitrary population with very high welfare, this shows that for 
any population with very high welfare, there is a population with very low positive 
welfare which is better, that is, the Repugnant Conclusion. Consequently, assuming 
Finite Fine-grainedness, any theory which avoids the Repugnant Conclusion has to 
violate Quantity.

As previously mentioned, Parfit (2016) suggests a way of avoiding the sequence 
derivation of the Repugnant Conclusion by introducing what he calls “imprecision” 
in value comparisons.12 He suggests that in a range of important cases, outcomes are 
only imprecisely comparable.13 In such cases, transitive relations such as “equally as 
good as” are not applicable. Instead, we have to make use of imprecise concepts that 
are non-transitive.

In the Sequence Argument, Parfit suggested that each population is “imprecisely 
equally good” to adjacent populations in the sequence. However, since imprecisely 
equally good is not a transitive relation, he could still maintain that the last popu-
lation in the sequence is worse than the first population in the sequence. In other 
words, he had an answer to the Sequence Argument for the Repugnant Conclusion.

Our aim in this article is not to assess how plausible Parfit’s answer was (for an 
assessment of that, see Arrhenius (2021b)). Instead, we shall assess Hájek and Rabi-
nowicz’s additions to Parfit’s proposal, to which we now turn.

3 � Hájek and Rabinowicz’s addition to Parfit’s proposal

Hájek and Rabinowicz’s basic observation is that cases that involve incommensura-
bility can differ in how far from comparable the relevant options are:

Sometimes, when attempting to compare two alternatives, we are totally flum-
moxed, regarding them as not really comparable at all. In other cases, we are 
more inclined to form a preference one way or another, or to regard them with 
indifference, but we do so with some hesitancy. And in many of these cases, 
the hesitancy comes in degrees because incommensurability comes in degrees. 
(2022: 899)

 So, contrary to what Parfit’s remarks may have suggested, (in)comparability is not 
a binary—an either/or—property. Sometimes two options are really incomparable, 

12  Parfit (2014), (2016). Here we are just summarizing his argument, drawing on Arrhenius (2021b) 
where a detailed discussion can be found, to contrast it with Hájek and Rabinowicz theory.
13  This imprecision is not due to any cognitive or epistemic limitations, Parfit thought, but a fact about 
the value comparisons of certain types of outcomes.
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and sometimes they are really comparable.14 But sometimes they are somewhere in 
between these two extremes, say, close to being comparable. Hájek and Rabinow-
icz’s illustrate their idea with the following example:

Who was more of a genius: Einstein or Bach? Plausibly, they are incommen-
surable—one was a great scientist, the other a great composer. How about Ein-
stein or Chopin? Plausibly, they are still incommensurable, but perhaps it is 
easier to favor Einstein: while Chopin was undoubtedly a genius of piano com-
position, he arguably did not quite have Bach’s range. How about Einstein or 
Schumann? This comparison is arguably easier again—while brilliant, Schu-
mann was not quite as original as Chopin, let alone Bach. How about Einstein 
or Salieri, the mediocre composer made famous by Amadeus? That’s easy—
Einstein was the greater genius, period. We have proceeded by steps to closer 
and closer approximations to the ‘better’ relation with regard to genius. (ibid)

 Hájek and Rabinowicz’s focus is on value comparisons, analysed in terms of fitting 
attitudes (Brentano (1969)). On this view, alternative A is better than B if it is fit-
ting to prefer A to B and no other attitude is fitting. In that case one ought to prefer 
A to B. A and B are equally good if it is fitting to be indifferent between them and 
no other attitude is fitting. But sometimes, Hájek and Rabinowicz suggest, there may 
be more than one fitting attitude one could have when comparing A and B. There 
would, then, be more than one permissible preference ordering of A versus B. It 
could be fitting to prefer A to B, making it permissible to rank A over B, while it at 
the same time being fitting to prefer B to A, making it permissible to rank B over A 
(and indeed it might be permissible to also be indifferent between A and B). In that 
case, A and B are incomparable, since they contain (or realise) incommensurable 
values.

Given the above understanding of incommensurability, there is a natural way of 
conceptualising degrees of incommensurability:

We now add that the degree of commensurability can be higher or lower 
depending on the extent to which different permissible orderings agree or disa-
gree in their ranking of the items. If in nearly all permissible orderings A and 
B are ranked in the same way, their degree of commensurability is very high—
for example, if A is almost always ranked above B, or they are almost always 
equal-ranked. But if there is more divergence in how A and B are ranked, their 
degree of commensurability is lower. (Equivalently, their degree of incommen-
surability is higher.) (2022: 900)

Hájek and Rabinowicz add that if almost all permissible preference rankings of A 
versus B have A higher than B, then A is almost better than B. In that case, A and 
B are commensurable to a high degree, but still incommensurable as long as some 
permissible preference ranking has B higher than A.

14  We take it that Hájek and Rabinowicz are here not referring to our abilities to compare, even though 
their choice of terminology may suggests otherwise, but rather whether the options are in fact compara-
ble. (Thanks to Nir Eyal for making us see the need to clarify this.).
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Hájek and Rabinowicz suggest ways of making these degrees precise; most sim-
ply, in the finite case, one can equate degrees with proportions. The exact details 
of Hájek and Rabinowicz’s proposal are however not all relevant for our purposes. 
What is relevant is how they apply their general idea to counter the Sequence Argu-
ment for the Repugnant Conclusion, while at the same time adding important details 
to Parfit’s similar argument. As Parfit, Hájek and Rabinowicz suggest that it is false 
that each population in the Sequence Argument is better than its immediate prede-
cessor. Instead, they are incommensurable. And unlike the better-than relation, the 
incommensurable-to relation is not transitive. Thus, the Sequence Argument for the 
Repugnant Conclusion is undermined.

In addition, Hájek and Rabinowicz suggest that each population is almost bet-
ter than its immediate predecessor. That would explain why so many people get 
‘tricked’ by the Sequence Argument into endorsing the Repugnant Conclusion, and 
why very few people say that some (or all) populations in the Sequence Argument 
are worse than their immediate predecessor. So, Hájek and Rabinowicz may have 
found a plausible error theory of people’s judgement.

Each [population] is not better than its predecessor, but it is almost better. In 
fact, it is so close to being better that we mistake the one relation for the other. 
We do not notice or we ignore the reasonable weighings that do not favor the 
second population over the first, because they are overwhelmed by those that 
do. But it is a minor mistake: almost better is almost better! Our intuitions are 
wrong, but almost right. This is the error theory that Parfit needed. (2022: 904)

An important question that the above remarks raise is how one should choose when 
one option is almost better than another. It does not seem implausible that if, say, A 
is better than B according to all permissible preference rankings except one, then we 
ought to choose A over B. But that would mean that Hájek and Rabinowicz cannot 
avoid a deontic version of the Sequence Argument for the Repugnant Conclusion, 
that is, an argument that is formulated in terms of ‘more choiceworthy than’ rather 
than in terms of ‘better than’.

Nevertheless, we grant that Hájek and Rabinowicz have suggested an impor-
tant improvement on Parfit’s response to the Sequence Argument. Moreover, the 
notion of degrees of incommensurability is fruitful outside of population ethics, 
for instance, promising to solve—or shed light on—paradoxes and puzzles in other 
areas of philosophy. Unfortunately, however, Hájek and Rabinowicz’s proposal can 

A    A+ B B+    C Z

…

Fig. 3   The sequential dominance addition argument
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only avoid the Repugnant Conclusion at considerable cost. To appreciate these costs, 
it is helpful to consider a different (and, in our view, more convincing) sequential 
argument for the Repugnant Conclusion.

4 � The cost of Hájek and Rabinowicz’s attempt to avoid the repugnant 
conclusion

Now instead of the sequence in the original Sequence Argument, consider the 
following:

All the lives in population A in Fig. 3 enjoy very high welfare. In A+ , we have 
one population that is equally as large as the A-population but with lives that enjoy 
even higher welfare.15 In addition, A+ contains a second population with posi-
tive welfare but a bit lower than in A. However, we assume that the welfare of the 
better-off lives in A+ is sufficiently high to make the average welfare in A+ greater 
than that in A. It seems to us hard to deny that A+ is better than A, and not only 
almost better. In B, which is of the same size as A+ , we have equalized the welfare 
at a level higher than the + -lives but lower than the A-lives, in a way that increases 
aggregate (and thus also average) welfare. Unless one has anti-egalitarian intuitions, 
it seems hard to deny that B is better than A+ . And similarly for other consecutive 
populations in this sequence. But then we are again faced with the Repugnant Con-
clusion: Z is better than A.

In a moment we will explain the cost of introducing incommensurability to 
undermine the above “Dominance Addition” argument for the Repugnant Conclu-
sion. But first, let’s make the argument more precise, by introducing the two condi-
tions that we implicitly appealed to above when deriving the Repugnant Conclusion. 
Here’s the first one:

Dominance Addition: An addition of lives with positive welfare and an 
increase in the welfare in all the lives in the rest of the population makes the 
population better, other things being equal.16

One way to motivate Dominance Addition is that you don’t make a population worse 
by adding lives worth living, and you make a population better by increasing the 
welfare of the lives in it, so all together you get a better population if you do both.

One could make Dominance Addition even more compelling by assuming that 
the non-added people are the same in the two compared populations. Then one 
could also appeal to so-called person-affecting view for judging A+ better than A 
since then the A-people will benefit in the move from A to A+ . We shall not avail 
ourselves of this possibility here, however, since the person-affecting view has been 

15  Notice, as we stated in fn. 2, that populations represented by different symbols (including “ + ”, “*”, 
and the like) are pairwise disjoint. So, for example, A and A + are disjoint.
16  For an exact statement of this condition, see Arrhenius (2000), (forthcoming) where it is formulated in 
a logically weaker manner in terms of “at least as good as”. We are using the stronger formulation here to 
simplify the exposition.
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shown to be deeply problematic (e.g., Arrhenius (2000), (2009a), (forthcoming)). 
We shall instead continue to assume that the compared populations are pairwise dis-
joint. Those who still think the person-affecting view can be salvaged may how-
ever make that assumption which some will find strengthens the intuitive appeal of 
Dominance Addition.

Dominance addition is an intuitively more compelling version of the more well-
known Mere Addition Principle: An addition of people with positive welfare does 
not make a population worse, other things being equal.17 Yet, although this prin-
ciple might seem compelling at first glance, it is controversial and several authors 
have rejected it.18 One might, for example, object to it on egalitarian grounds since a 
mere addition can introduce great inequality in an otherwise perfectly equal popula-
tion.19 Likewise of course for Dominance Addition although then the disvalue of the 
introduced inequality has to be weighed against the positive value of the increased 
welfare of the lives in the original population, not only against the possible positive 
value of more lives with positive welfare. We shall get back to such objections to 
Dominance Addition in a moment. But first, we introduce the second condition we 
appealed to informally above when deriving the Repugnant Conclusion:

Inequality Aversion: 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 
some larger population C with welfare C such that a perfectly equal population 
B of the same size as A∪C and with welfare B is better than A∪C, other things 
being equal.20

Another way of stating Inequality Aversion is that for any welfare level of the best 
off and worst off, and for any number of best off lives, there is some (possibly much) 
greater number of worst off lives such that it would be better to have an equal dis-
tribution of welfare on any level higher than the worst off, other things being equal.

The above is a very weak egalitarian condition since it can be satisfied by a the-
ory which demands that the total welfare must be greater for a population with per-
fect equality to be better than an unequal population of the same size. Moreover, it 
is also compatible with principles that give much greater weight to the welfare of 
the best off as compared to the welfare of the worst off. For example, a theory which 
requires that to compensate for one life falling from twenty to ten units of welfare, a 

18  See e.g. Ng (1989), p. 244; Blackorby et al. (1995), p. 1305, and Blackorby et al. (1997), pp. 210–211; 
Fehige (1998). From Parfit (2014), p. 420ff, one might get the impression that he thinks a population axi-
ology should satisfy the Mere Addition Principle (see Ng (1989), p. 238) but in personal communication, 
Parfit has expressed doubts about the Mere Addition Principle in cases where the added people are much 
worse off than the rest of the population. See also Feldman (1997) ch. 10, Kavka (1982), and Carlson 
(1998), pp. 288–289.
19  See Arrhenius (2009b), (2013), (forthcoming).
20  For an exact statement of this principle, see Arrhenius (2000), (forthcoming) where this condition is 
formulated in terms of “at least as good as”. We’ve here formulated it in terms of “better than” to sim-
plify the exposition.

17  Cf. Parfit (2014), p. 420ff, Hudson (1987), Ng (1989), and Sider (1991). Cf. fn. below. Notice that the 
original formulation of Dominance Addition (see fn. above) is also logically weaker than the Mere Addi-
tion Principle.
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hundred lives have to be moved from zero to ten units, is compatible with Inequality 
Aversion. In that sense, its name is a bit misleading since it is compatible with quite 
non-egalitarian theories. Roughly, Inequality Aversion only rules out theories that 
imply that we should always or sometimes give some kind of “lexical priority” to 
the best off. A simple example of such a theory is “Maximax”: Maximise the wel-
fare of the best off (some more subtle examples will be discussed below when we 
address some objections to Inequality Aversion).

Let’s consider now what Dominance Addition and Inequality Aversion imply for 
the sequence in Fig. 3. Dominance Addition implies that A+ is better than A. We can 
assume that A+ and B fulfil the antecedent of Inequality Aversion.21 So, Inequality 
Aversion implies that B is better than A+ . Likewise for populations B, B+ , and C, 
and so forth until we finally reach population Z with very low positive welfare. By 
transitivity, Z is better than A, that is, the Repugnant Conclusion.

Since Hájek and Rabinowicz’s article concerned the Sequence Argument, in 
which same number conditions such as Inequality Aversion play no role, we have no 
textual evidence that they want to use their proposal to question such same number 
conditions. More importantly: we are sceptical that Hájek and Rabinowicz’s pro-
posal has resources to plausibly deny Inequality aversion.

Admittedly, there are some theories that violate Inequality Aversion and that 
could be made more plausible with the help of Hájek and Rabinowicz’s proposal, 
in particular, theories that invoke some form of superiority in value. (See Arrhe-
nius (2005); Arrhenius and Rabinowicz (2005), (2015) for a discussion.) Some 
such views would imply that there is some ‘higher’ value that, first, is necessarily 
lost when a life drops below some wellbeing level (which in itself is a controver-
sial assumption), and that, second, cannot be made up for by any quantity of some 
‘lower’ value. Hájek and Rabinowicz’s proposal might make such views more plau-
sible with regards to the second (but not the first) assumption, by, first, implying that 
great quantities of the lower quantity could make things almost better despite a loss 
in the higher quantity, and, second, by allowing for incommensurability in where to 
draw the line below which the higher value is lost.22

However, as discussed in Arrhenius (2000), (2016), (forthcoming), Inequal-
ity Aversion can be derived from an even more intuitively compelling condition, 
Non-Elitism. Informally put, Non-Elitism ensures that there is some (possibly great) 
number of worst off people such that a slight decrease in welfare for one of the best 
off persons can be compensated for by an at least as great increase in welfare for all 
those worst off people. And of course, theories that violate Inequality Aversion, by 
invoking superiority in value, will also violate Non-Elitism.

It seems to us that even if Hájek and Rabinowicz’s proposal could make the 
denial of Inequality Aversion more plausible, it is very hard to see how it could 
make the rejection of Non-Elitism less implausible. For the proposal would then 
have to be that there is no number of worst off people such that a slight decrease in 

21  If welfare is measurable on at least an interval scale, we could also assume that the total and average 
welfare in B is higher than in A+ .
22  We owe this point to a reviewer for this journal.
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welfare for one of the best off persons can be compensated for by an at least as great 
increase in welfare for all those worst off people: making all the worst off people 
that much better off would only almost compensate for making one of the best off 
people worse off. That seems too implausible to us. Still, to simplify the discussion, 
we shall continue to use Inequality Aversion rather than the more complex Non-
Elitism condition.

So, let’s suppose then that Hájek and Rabinowicz want to resist the Sequential 
Dominance Addition Argument by rejecting Dominance Addition. They do in fact 
have the resources to do so. For they could claim that there is a permissible pref-
erence ordering that ranks A above A+ , for instance, a preference ordering that 
puts very high weight on the disvalue of inequality. (In a moment we shall consider 
another reason for why there could be a permissible preference that ranks A above 
A+.) However, the preference in question really would have to put a lot of weight 
on the disvalue of inequality. After all, we can make the population that gets better 
lives when we move from A to A+ arbitrarily large, and we can similarly make the 
additional people in A+ (whose lives are worth living) arbitrarily numerous.23 So, 
to avoid saying that A+ is better than A by appealing to the permissibility of valu-
ing equality, Hájek and Rabinowicz have to say that it is permissible to give what 
seems to us to be implausibly high importance to equality. And while their frame-
work makes room for such judgements, nothing in their paper gives us good reasons 
for such judgements. Let’s however set that issue aside.

Now, it is worth noting that denying Dominance Addition while accepting Ine-
quality Aversion may not quite suffice to deliver the result that Hájek and Rabino-
wicz are after.24 For instance, one could construct a sequence where the first step 
would replace A, from Fig. 3, with a population A* consisting in one subpopula-
tion equally numerous to A but much better off and another huge subpopulation of 
lives that are barely worth living. After that one could apply Inequality Aversion 
repeatedly, until one gets to population Z from Fig. 3. By Inequality Aversion and 
Transitivity, Z would be better than A*. But then if A* is almost better than A, then 

23  We are assuming that Hájek and Rabinowicz do not deny that the number of people enjoying very 
high levels of welfare is of some moral importance. After all, if they denied that, say, total welfare is of 
any moral importance, then that would suffice to block the Sequence Argument (without appealing to 
incommensurability). So, denying that total welfare is of any moral importance would violate the Non-
Redundancy constraint.
24  We thank a referee for very fruitful correspondence about this issue.

A A + B′′ ′

Fig. 4   Levelling down
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the conclusion is that Z too is almost better than A. (For a similar argument, using 
Non-Elitism instead of Inequality Aversion, see Arrhenius (2016)). But that Hájek 
and Rabinowicz want to deny: they want to say that Z is commensurable with and 
worse than A.

So, only denying Dominance Addition might not quite deliver everything that 
Hájek and Rabinowicz are after. It would however strictly speaking allow them to 
avoid the sequential arguments for the (stronger, and traditional) Repugnant Conclu-
sion, since it would no longer follow that Z is better than A. Moreover, the above 
argument (based on Inequality Aversion) that Z is almost better than A requires 
accepting the A* is almost better than A even though the former (but not the latter) 
contains a lot of lives that are only barely worth living. Let’s therefore focus on an 
issue that arises if they do want to resist the Sequential Dominance Addition Argu-
ment by rejecting Dominance Addition.

Consider Fig. 4. We assume that the number of people in A′ is n, which is the 
same as the number of the worse-off people in A′+ . The n worse-off people in 
A′+ are better off than the people in A′. In addition, A′+ contains some even better 
off people. Population B′ however contains exactly the same number of people as 
population A′+ , but in B′ everyone is worse off than the worse-off people in A’+ but 
still better off than the people in A′.

Now compare population A′ with population A′+ . Here it would seem that Hájek 
and Rabinowicz would have to say that the latter is only almost better than the 
former; that is, there is some permissible preference according to which A′ ranks 
higher than A′+ , namely, a preference that places a very high weight on the disvalue 
of inequality. At the very least, there will have to be some similar pair of populations 
for which they will have to say that the population containing both more people and 
higher welfare for everyone is only almost better, if they are to resist the Sequential 
Dominance Addition Argument for the Repugnant Conclusion by claiming that in 
Fig. 3 A+ is not better than A due to the added inequality in the former. Moreover, 
to get their desired conclusion that Z is worse than A (rather than only that Z is not 
better than A), they need this to hold for more than just one pair in the sequence.

What about A′ versus B′? It is hard to see how there could be a permissible pref-
erence that does not rank B′ over A′. The difference between the two is that, first, 
everyone in B′ is better off than anyone in A′, and, second, B′ contains more people 
with lives worth living. But there is no added inequality in B′ compared to A′; nor is 
there anything else in B′ but not in A′ that could, in our view, plausibly be of nega-
tive value. So, if either having more people with lives worth living makes a world at 
all better, no matter how slight, or if everyone being better off makes a world at all 
better, then we must say that B′ is better than A′. For the purposes of our argument, 
it however suffices that B′ is at least as good as A′ (as should be apparent below).

In response to the last paragraph, some might point out that there is a respectable 
view according to which B′ could contain something of negative value that A′ does 
not. For according to Critical Level Utilitarianism (CLU), adding lives with positive 
welfare under a positive critical level has negative value. So, if the people in both 
A′ and B′ are below the critical level, then the fact that there are more people in B′ 
might make the former better, according to CLU.
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However, Hájek and Rabinowicz can hardly appeal to CLU in response to our 
argument. The reason is that if a critical level is allowed, then we already have a 
response to the Sequence Argument, since once we get below the critical level in 
the sequence, the populations get worse and worse, according to CLU, the further 
along the sequence we go. In other words, appealing to CLU would violate the Non-
Redundancy constraint.25

So, we can safely assume that Hájek and Rabinowicz won’t respond to our argu-
ment by assuming CLU. Is there some other way to deny that B′ is at least as good 
as A′ (in Fig. 4)? In particular, is there some way for Hájek and Rabinowicz do deny 
this without violating the Non-Redundancy constraint?26

Perhaps the most principled way to deny that B′ is at least as good as A′ (in 
Fig. 4) is to say that populations of different sizes are always incommensurable. In 
fact, Parfit briefly considered such a view.27 That however seems to us very implau-
sible (and, in fact, Parfit himself abandoned the view). For instance, it would imply 
that a population in Stone Age conditions, where nobody has an excellent life and 
most people lead very miserable lives, is no worse than a population in which a 
huge number of people live in great luxury thanks to technological and moral 
advancement.28

We can thus assume that B′ is at least as good as A′. However, recall that to avoid 
the Repugnant Conclusion, Hájek and Rabinowicz have to say that A′+ is merely 
almost better than A′. Therefore, since better-than is a transitive relation, they have 
to deny that A′+ is better than B′. But that seems highly counterintuitive (even 
though they can say that A′+ is almost better than B). These populations contain the 
same number of people, but everyone in A′+ is better off than anyone in B′. In fact, 
some people in A′+ are much better off than anyone in B′. So, Hájek and Rabinow-
icz have to reject a weak version of the widely endorsed Pareto principle, according 
to which a population A* is better than a same sized population B* if everyone in 
A* is better off anyone in B*. For the same reason, they face the levelling down 
objection.

Is there some way for Hájek and Rabinowicz to resist the above implication while 
also resisting the Sequential Dominance Addition Argument for the Repugnant 
Conclusion and satisfying the Non-Redundancy constraint? We can think of one 
response on their behalf. Consider again Fig. 3. Hájek and Rabinowicz could argue 
that the reason A+ is only almost better than A is that there is a preference that ranks 

26  A reviewer for this journal points out that someone who either puts great weight on average welfare 
or on the welfare of the worst off might reject Dominance Addition. But appealing to the importance of 
average welfare or the welfare of the worst off would, in the present context, violate the Non-Redundancy 
constraint.
27  See in particular Parfit’s Rolf Schock Prize Lecture and his unpublished 2014 manuscript based on the 
lecture. See also Arrhenius (2016) for a lengthier discussion of this view.
28  Thanks to Nir Eyal for suggesting to us an example like this.

25  It is worth acknowledging that Hájek and Rabinowicz’s proposal may rationalise a version of CLU, 
Incomplete CLU according to which there are an interval of critical levels between zero and a positive 
welfare levelα. See Blackorby et al. (1997), pp. 216–219; Blackorby, Bossert, & Donaldson (2005), ch. 7. 
For a critical discussion of Incomplete CLU, see Arrhenius (2000), (2021a), (forthcoming).
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A over A+ , but not in virtue of the inequality in the latter, but rather because in the 
latter it is not true that everyone has a fantastic life.29 At least, that would plausibly 
be true for some pair of worlds with the relevant relationship, that is, where one is a 
“dominance addition” of the other. But if they claim that it is not permissible to base 
one’s preference for A over A+ on concern for equality, then they don’t have to say 
that it is permissible to prefer A′ over A′+ ; so, they don’t have to violate the Pareto 
principle.

But is the above response plausible? We think not. To resist the Sequential Dom-
inance Addition Argument for the Repugnant Conclusion, Hájek and Rabinowicz 
have to be very liberal about what can be permissibly preferred and what reasons 
one can permissibly have for one’s preferences. In particular, they have to say that it 
is permissible to prefer A over A+ because only in the former world does everyone 
have a fantastic life. (Or at least, they have to say that of some worlds where the 
latter is a dominance addition of the former.) But in another sense, they cannot be 
liberal about what can be permissibly preferred: they have to say that it is impermis-
sible to prefer A over A+ because the latter contains inequality.

The above response that we are considering on Hájek and Rabinowicz’s behalf 
therefore strikes us as being rather odd. Equality is a widely recognised value and 
many people think it is fitting to accept considerable cost to bring it about. But the 
same doesn’t seem true about everyone having fantastic lives. There is, for instance, 
no traditional distributive view that places a particular significance on everyone hav-
ing fantastic lives. Egalitarians think that it is good that everyone is equally well-off; 
but if that justifies preferring A over A+ , then that is because of the importance 
of equality, not because of the importance of everyone having fantastic lives. Utili-
tarians by contrast place greater weight on everyone having fantastic lives than on 
equality; but utilitarian principles do not justify preferring A over A+ . More gen-
erally, it seems to us that it would be hard to find a principled and ethically sound 
justification for preferring A over A+ that is not grounded in the value of equality. 
But then it may not be possible to satisfy the Pareto principle and avoid the levelling 
down objection.

5 � Concluding remarks

Before concluding, we would like to acknowledge again that, first, Hájek and 
Rabinowicz’s proposal is interesting in its own right and may shed light on var-
ious paradoxes in philosophy; and, second, that we think their response to the 
Sequence Argument is an improvement on Parfit’s. Nevertheless, their proposal 
can only help us avoid the Repugnant Conclusion at great cost. For as we have 

29  More generally, Hájek and Rabinowicz could argue that A is better than A+ due to some holistic value 
that A has but that A+ lacks. (Thanks to a reviewer for this journal for pointing this out.) Lack of inequal-
ity may be one such holistic value, everyone having fantastic lives might be another holistic value, and 
the majority having fantastic lives might be yet another such holistic value (cf. Carlson 1998). Perhaps 
there are other plausible holistic values that could make A is better than A+ , but we must admit that we 
cannot think of any.
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now demonstrated, it seems that the only principled way in which their proposal 
can avoid the Repugnant Conclusion (without becoming redundant) is by allow-
ing the desire to avoid inequality to play a seemingly implausibly strong role; so 
strong that we would sometimes have to say that one population is no better than 
another population even though everyone in the one population is better off than 
anyone in the other population. In other words, they then violate the Pareto prin-
ciple and thus face the levelling down objection. This is a pretty hefty price to 
pay in order to avoid the Repugnant Conclusion.
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