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Improving Lives and Avoiding Harm

Abstract

The Procreation Asymmetry holds that creating a miserable person is morally imper-
missible, while not creating a happy person is morally permissible. Harm-avoidance
theories explain this asymmetry by claiming that, in certain contexts, only actions that
result in harm are impermissible. Two challenges for these theories are: (i) The Prob-
lem of Improvable Life Avoidance—requiring agents to avoid creating improvable good
lives—and (ii) requiring dominated options, those that are worse for some and better
for none. Philosophers have developed sophisticated harm-avoidance theories that ad-
dress both challenges. However, we prove that any harm-avoidance theory entails ei-
ther: (1) a worse form of The Problem of Improvable Life Avoidance, (2) an absurd form
of sadism, (3) the permissibility of allowing unlimited harm, or (4) moral dilemmas. This
result challenges both harm-avoidance theories and the Procreation Asymmetry, since

it is doubtful that any alternative theory could support this asymmetry while avoiding

(1)-(4).

Keywords: Population ethics, Procreation Asymmetry, Harm-avoidance theories, Problem

of Improvable Life Avoidance, Impossibility theorems

1 Introduction

Suppose that if a person were to exist, she would be utterly miserable. She would have neg-
ative well-being, meaning her life would be bad in absolute terms. Could this make it wrong

to create her? Most say ‘yes. What if her life would instead be good? Could this, by itself,



make it wrong not to create her? Many who say ‘yes’ to the first question say ‘no’ to the sec-
ond. According to them, creating a person with negative well-being is morally impermissible
but refraining from creating a person with positive well-being is morally permissible, all else
being equal.' This is The Procreation Asymmetry, or ‘the Asymmetry’ for short.?

What explains the Asymmetry? A common answer is that creating a person with negative
well-being results in harm to that person, but failing to create a person with positive well-
being does not result in harm to her, since there is no her.> Call this the harm-avoidance
explanation of the Asymmetry.

More generally, some defend what we call harm-avoidance theories. These theories say
that in certain choice situations, which we outline in §2, an act is impermissible only if it
results in harm.* This explains why one is not required to create a person with a good life, all
else being equal, since one cannot harm a non-existent person. But harm-avoidance theories
can also provide a harm-based explanation of the impermissibility of creating people with
bad lives. They can fully explain the Asymmetry.

However, it is unclear exactly how harm-avoidance theories should be spelled out. The
simplest harm-avoidance theories, which require agents to minimize total harm, face The
Problem of Improvable Life Avoidance, and morally require dominated options. The search
for a harm-avoidance theory that deals adequately with these problems is underway.

We argue that this search is ill-starred. Any harm-avoidance theory either faces a more
troubling variant of The Problem of Improvable Life Avoidance, permits agents to create
people with miserable lives rather than people with good lives, permits acts that result in
arbitrarily more harm for each of arbitrarily many more people than the alternatives, or
accepts moral dilemmas, choice-contexts in which every option is impermissible.

We begin, in §2, by explaining what defines harm-avoidance theories, identifying a cen-
tral commitment of such theories that we call Harmless Permission (cf. §2.4). In §3, we present
The Problem of Improvable Life Avoidance and the problem of requiring dominated op-

tions. In §§4-5, we scrutinize two state-of-the-art harm-avoidance theories put forward by



Michael McDermott (2019) and Joe Horton (2021). While these theories evade The Prob-
lem of Improvable Life Avoidance, and do not require dominated options, they encounter at
least one of the four other, no less severe, problems listed above. Corresponding to each of
these problems, we identify four plausible principles. In §6, we prove that no harm-avoidance
theory can accommodate all four. We conclude in §7, explaining how our challenge to harm-

avoidance theories casts doubt on the Asymmetry.

2 Harm-avoidance theories

According to harm-avoidance theories, in certain choice situations, an option is impermis-
sible only if it results in harm. In this section, we say what these choice situations are, what
‘harm’ means, and what counts as a harm-avoidance theory.

There are four points of clarification regarding harm-avoidance theories: domain of ap-
plication (§2.1); relevant notion of ‘harm’ (§2.2); the conceptual framings these theories can
adopt (§2.3); and how they address non-identity cases, in which the agent can choose between

creating different (non-identical) people (§2.4).

2.1 Domain restriction

Some philosophers, such as McDermott (2019), Horton (2021), Thomas (2022), and Pod-
gorski (2023) have proposed general theories that we shall classify as harm-avoidance the-
ories. However, these theories either explicitly include (in the case of Thomas 2022), or are
charitably interpreted as including (in the case of McDermott 2019, Horton 2021, and Pod-
gorski 2023) a domain restriction. Specifically, we assume all harm-avoidance theories are
restricted to the domain of normative population ethics—the part of moral philosophy con-
cerned with acts that affect the (i) number, (ii) identities, and (iii) well-being levels of people,
and with how considerations (i)—(iii) affect permissibility.’ For our purposes, considerations

other than (i)-(iii), such as personal virtue, agent-relative prerogatives, special obligations,



and whether agents lie, cheat, and steal are sidelined. In the cases we shall consider, such

considerations are not in play.

2.2 Harm

Another clarification concerns ‘harm’. Harm-avoidance theories typically recognize only two
types of harm as morally significant: comparative and existential harm.

Suppose you have options A and B. If a person would exist under each option, and is
worse off under A, then A results in comparative harm to her. If she has negative well-being
under A but does not exist under B, then A results in existential harm to her.®

We deliberately use the phrase ‘results in harm’ rather than ‘harms’. If I allow a child to
drown when I could easily rescue her at no cost, then she suffers a comparative harm—the
harm of death. However, some would deny that I thereby harm her. They would say [ merely
allow harm to befall her. What matters on the theories we consider is the harm incurred by
individuals under different options, regardless of whether these options may be said to harm
them.

The harm resulting from an option is defined as comparative or existential relative to an
alternative.” It is therefore possible that a person suffers comparative harm under some op-
tion A relative to some alternative B, but also existential harm relative to another alternative,
C. For instance, suppose I face the decision in Table 1. The well-being levels of people affected
by my choice are represented numerically, where positive and negative numbers represent,
respectively, positive and negative well-being, O represents neutral well-being, and ‘Q)’ rep-

resents non—existence.8



Anne

Option 1 Q
Option2 —10

Option 3 10

Table 1: Improvable Life Case

Anne has an improvable life under Option 2, meaning she suffers comparative harm under
that option.” This involves a comparison of Anne’s well-being under Options 2 and 3. But
Anne also suffers existential under Option 2, relative to Option 1.

This raises the question: how much harm does Anne suffer under Option 2? One possi-
bility is that the harm she suffers has different magnitudes relative to different alternatives,
but no magnitude full stop. Another is that the magnitude of Anne’s harm full stop is the dif-
ference between her well-being under Option 2 and her well-being under Option 3, which is
the option that is best for her. When multiple individuals suffer harm under an option, one
can either treat the total harm suffered (the sum of individual harms) as varying relative to
alternatives, or else provide a criterion for total harm full stop. We shall return to this issue

in §3.

2.3 Conceptual framings

We adopt the language of ‘harm’ to describe the class of theories that concerns us. But there
is no unique conceptual framing that all these theories have in common. For instance, while
Thomas (2022) states his theories in terms of harm, Horton (2021) states his in terms of objec-
tions to an agent’s behavior, and McDermott (2019) in terms of both harm and objections.®
Yet the basis of an individual’s objection, on these theories, is the existential or compara-
tive harm she incurs as a result of an agent’s behavior. More generally, different conceptual

framings are adopted by different philosophers who either explicitly endorse, or appear to



be committed to, the harm-avoidance explanation of the Asymmetry.'!

2.4 Non-identity Cases

The final point of clarification concerns the Non-identity Problem. In non-identity cases, an
agent has at least two options, A and B, where A would create someone who would not exist
under B, and B would create someone who would not exist under A.!? These cases involve
a choice between creating different choice-dependent people, i.e., people whose existence de-

pends on the agent’s choice.'® See Table 2.

Bob Carl

Option 1 1 Q

Option2 QO 10

Table 2: Non-identity Case

In contrast to non-identity cases, addition cases are those in which an agent can choose
whether to create some choice-dependent person or people, but cannot choose between mu-
tually exclusive candidates for existence.'*

In Non-identity Case, you can create either Bob with a good life or Carl with an even
better life. Neither option results in comparative or existential harm. Thus, harm-avoidance
theories seem to entail that either is permissible. Many now accept this conclusion.!® How-
ever, many others find it counterintuitive; they would claim that Option 1 is impermissible
in the Non-Identity Case.

Our classification of harm-avoidance theories accommodates both positions. Suppose an
agent has options A and B, where A creates some choice-dependent person S, with positive
well-being, who would not exist under B, and B creates some choice-dependent person S*,
with positive well-being, who would not exist under A. Then A creates non-identity shortfall

if §’s positive well-being level under A is lower than S*’s well-being level under B. A theory



can recognize both non-identity shortfall and harm as distinct sources of impermissibility.
Frick (2020), Otsuka (2017), and Thomas (2022) develop views of this kind, and we do not
wish to exclude such views from consideration.

We can classify theories that recognize non-identity shortfall as a source of impermis-
sibility as harm-avoidance theories in one of two ways. First, we can recognize non-identity
shortfall as a morally significant type of harm, along with comparative and existential harm.®

The second way, which we favor, involves further restricting the conditions under which
the theories that concern us imply that harmless acts are permissible. As stated in §2.1, we
are bracketing a list of moral considerations. We can simply add non-identity shortfall to
the list. Aside from the Non-Identity Case (Table 2), none of the cases that we consider in this
paper involve non-identity shortfall; they are addition cases, not non-identity cases. Thus,
the problems that we raise do not depend on whether non-identity shortfall is treated as a
morally relevant consideration.

We can now state the defining feature of harm-avoidance theories. In the domain of nor-
mative population ethics, where the considerations relevant to the permissibility of options
concern how they affect the number, identities, and well-being levels of people, and where
none of these options create non-identity shortfall, a harm-avoidance theory is any theory that

entails the following commitment:

Harmless Permission: For any option A, if A does not result in comparative

or existential harm, then A is permissible.

3 Improvable life avoidance and dominated options

Harmless Permission is compatible with many theories. One simple theory, which often
serves as a starting point in discussions of how best to develop a harm-avoidance theory,
directs agents to miminize total harm. Suppose the total harm resulting from an option is

the sum of all individual harms resulting from it. And suppose the magnitude of an individual



harm is determined as follows. If an option results in existential harm to a person, and there
is no alternative under which she has positive well-being, then the magnitude of this harm
is just her negative well-being level. Otherwise, it is the difference between her well-being
level in the outcome in which she suffers the harm and her well-being level in the outcome

in which, among the outcomes the agent can bring about, she is best off. Then, according to

Minimize Total Harm: An option A is permissible iff there is no alternative B

which results in less total harm than A.'”

Minimize Total Harm entails the Asymmetry. Creating a miserable person results in existen-
tial harm, and not creating the miserable person results in no harm, all else being equal. Since
not creating her results in less total harm than creating her, creating her is impermissible.
On the other hand, failing to create a happy person does no harm. But nothing could do less
harm than that. So failing to create a happy person minimizes total harm, and is permissible.

However, as several philosophers have pointed out, Minimize Total Harm faces serious
problems.'® One is The Problem of Improvable Life Avoidance. Another is the problem of
requiring dominated options. Table 3 represents a version of a case due to Jacob Ross, which

illustrates both problems. "

Anne Bob

Option 1 1 Q
Option 2 10 10

Option3 —2000 1000

Table 3: Ross’s Case

In Ross’s Case, Anne suffers 9 units of comparative harm under Option 1, Bob suffers 990
units of comparative harm under Option 2, and Anne suffers 2,010 units of comparative
harm under Option 3. Option 1 minimizes total harm. Minimize Total Harm therefore

implies that Option 1 is the only permissible option and is morally required.



But this seems implausible. Although Option 3 is clearly impermissible, the claim that
Option 2 is impermissible and Option 1 required, is problematic for two reasons.

First, it implies that the agent is required to avoid creating a person with a good life
just because this life would be improvable.?® This is The Problem of Improvable Life Avoid-
ance.”! If Option 2 is impermissible, this must be because it gives Bob an improvable life—
even though this life is good. Presumably, if Bob exists, he should prefer a good life to non-
existence.

If Bob objects to Option 2 on the grounds that it makes him worse off than he would
be under Option 3, we can respond: “the only alternative that avoids even greater harm to
someone else would leave you out of existence. Is that what you want?”. One imagines Bob’s
answer would be ‘no’. Bob’s objection to Option 2 is what Horton (2021) calls a ‘backfiring
objection’?? The only reasonable way to avoid it involves doing something that, if Bob were
to exist, he would, for his own sake, be glad we didn’t do.

Notice that according to Minimize Total Harm, in a choice between only Options 1 and
2, Option 2 minimizes total harm. So in this binary choice Option 2 is required, and hence,
permissible, whereas Option 1 is impermissible, and hence, not required. But on Minimize
Total Harm, Option 2 becomes impermissible, and Option 1 becomes required, when Option

3 is added to the option set. Minimize Total Harm therefore violates

Improvable Life Acceptance: For any options A and B, if in a binary choice
between A and B: (i) A gives person S a good life, (ii) B results in S’s non-existence,
and (iii) B is not morally required, then for any option set O that includes A and

B, where (i)-(ii) hold, but S’s life under A is improvable, B is not morally required.

Basically, one is not required to leave a person out of existence just to avoid giving her an
improvable good life.*?
The second problem with requiring Option 1 is that Option 2 dominates Option 1—it is

better for Anne and worse for no one. In fact, Option 2 dominates Option 1 in a very weak



sense. Let us say that Option A addition-dominates option B iff (i) everyone who exists under
B would also exist and be better off under A, (ii) A creates some people who would not exist
under B, and (iii) everyone who exists under A has a good life. Next, let us say that A weakly
addition-dominates B iff (iv) A addition-dominates B, and (v) everyone who exists under A
has equal well-being.?* Since Minimize Total Harm implies that Option 1 is required in Ross’s

Case, it violates the following plausible principle:

Weak Dominance Addition Exemption: For any options A and B, if A weakly

addition-dominates B, then B is not morally required.*’

The fact that Minimize Total Harm violates both Improvable-Life Acceptance and Weak
Dominance Addition Exemption motivates the search for a harm-avoidance theory that ac-
commodates both.?® In §4, we consider two such theories as case studies before turning to

our main thesis (§5) that any harm-avoidance theory is deeply problematic.

4 Accommodating improvable lives

Michael McDermott (2019) and Joe Horton (2021) have each proposed a harm-avoidance
theory that accommodates both Improvable Life Acceptance and Weak Dominance Addi-
tion Exemption. Although their theories differ in important ways, both say that an option is
permissible iff no one can reasonably object to it, where a necessary condition for someone
reasonably objecting to an option is that they would suffer comparative or existential harm
under it.

According to McDermott’s ‘Objection Minimization’ theory, a person can reasonably ob-
ject to an option A iff (i) she exists under A, (ii) some alternative B would be better for her (and
hence, she suffers harm under A), and (iii) B results in less total harm than A. In Ross’s Case,
Bob cannot reasonably object to Option 2 because Option 3, though better for him, results in

more total harm. Anne has no better alternative to Option 2, so she cannot reasonably object

10



to Option 2 either. Thus, Objection Minimization deems Option 2 permissible.”” This is

consistent with Improvable Life Acceptance and Weak Dominance Addition Exemption.
One drawback of Objection Minimization is that it permits Option 1.8 Since Option 2

causes more total harm than Option 1, Anne cannot reasonably object to Option 1. Thus,

Option 1 is deemed permissible, in violation of the following principle:

Weak Dominance Addition: For any options A and B, if A weakly addition-

dominates B, then B is impermissible.

However, permitting weakly addition-dominated options seems less troubling than requir-
ing them, so Objection Minimization is an improvement over Minimize Total Harm.*
Horton’s theory—‘Avoid Reasonable Objections'—implies that in Ross’s Case Option 2
is morally required, which seems plausible. Horton’s criteria for reasonable objection are
complex, and we restate them here with slight adjustments for clarity. These changes do not

affect the substance of our argument.*

A person can reasonably object to an option A iff she exists, has not consented

to A, and there is some alternative option B satisfying 1 through 4.

1. Bis better for her than A.

2. B gives a greater sum of well-being than A to the set of people who exist
under A.

3. The sum of well-being that B gives to the set of people who exist under B
is greater than the sum of well-being that A gives to the set of people who
exist under A.>!

4. No one can reasonably object to B.

Two clarifications are needed. First, Horton thinks that B can be better or worse for someone
than A, even if she does not exist under B. For instance, if she has negative well-being under

A, but does not exist under B, then on Horton’s view, assuming she exists (i.e., A has been

11



chosen), B is better for her than A. Second, for determining whether condition 2 is satisfied,
sums of well-being are assigned to sets of people as follows. The sum of well-being that A
gives to the set of people who exist under A is just the sum of well-being for those who exist
under A. However, the sum of well-being that B gives to the set of people who exist under A
is the sum of the individual well-being values of B for those who exist under A, where some
of these people may not exist under B. If someone who exists under A does not exist under
B, then, Horton assumes, B gives zero well-being to her.

In Ross’s Case, Avoid Reasonable Objections implies that Option 2 is the only option no
one can reasonably object to. Bob cannot reasonably object to Option 2 because the only
better option for him, Option 3, gives less well-being to the set {Anne, Bob}. This is sufficient
for Option 3 to fail conditions 2 and 3, since Anne and Bob are the only people who exist
under Options 2 and 3. Anne cannot reasonably object to Option 2 because no alternative is
better for her (condition 1).

Anne can, however, reasonably object to Option 3. Option 2 is better for her (satisfying
condition 1), and gives a greater sum of well-being to the set {Anne, Bobj, fulfilling conditions
2 and 3. Since no one can reasonably object to Option 2, condition 4 is also met. Anne can
also reasonably object to Option 1. Option 2 is better for her, gives more well-being to the
set {Anne}, and to the set {Anne, Bob}, than Option 1, and no one can reasonably object to
Option 2. Since Anne can reasonably object to Options 1 and 3, and no one can reasonably
object to Option 2, Option 2 is the only permissible option.

Although Avoid Reasonable Objections does not require weakly addition-dominated op-
tions, Horton accepts that it sometimes permits such options, thus violating Weak Dominance
Addition.*?

But Avoid Reasonable Objections and Objection Minimization face another problem,
which neither Horton nor McDermott seem to recognize. Both theories violate the following

principle:

Non-Sadistic Dominance Addition: For any options A and B, if A weakly

12



addition-dominates B, and everyone who exists under B has negative well-being,

then B is impermissible.

Consider Table 4:

Ella Fred

Option1 -9 Q
Option2 1 1

Option3 —10 1000

Table 4: The Sadistic Dominance Case

In The Sadistic Dominance Case, everyone who exists under Option 1 has negative well-being,
and Option 2 weakly addition-dominates Option 1. Yet Avoid Reasonable Objections and
Objection Minimization imply that Option 1 is permissible. It is okay to create only bad lives,
when one could instead create only good lives. That is absurdly sadistic.

According to Objection Minimization, in The Sadistic Dominance Case, Option 2 results
in more total harm than Option 1—999 units of harm for Fred versus 10 for Ella. Moreover,
Option 3 is worse for Ella than Option 1. No alternative is better for Ella and results in less
harm overall than Option 1. So Ella has no reasonable objection to Option 1, making Option
1 permissible.

Avoid Reasonable Objections has the same implication. First, on this theory, no one can
reasonably object to Option 3—not even Ella. Option 2 is better for her, but produces less
well-being for the set {Ella, Fred}. This violates conditions 2 and 3, since Ella and Fred are
the only people who exist under Options 2 and 3. Option 1 is also better for Ella than Option
3, but it produces less well-being for {Ella} than Option 3 does for {Ella, Fred}, thus violating
condition 3. Next, since no one can reasonably object to Option 3, Fred can reasonably object
to Option 2; he exists under it, does not consent, and Option 3 is better for him and produces

more well-being for the set {Ella, Fred}. Finally, since Fred can reasonably object to Option

13



2, Ella’s objection to Option 1 cannot satisfy condition 4. She cannot reasonably object to
Option 1, making Option 1 permissible.

This is a serious problem, and it is unclear how to avoid it. Consider how one might try
to modify Avoid Reasonable Objections to accommodate Non-Sadistic Dominance Addition.
We saw that on Avoid Reasonable Objections, in The Sadistic Dominance Case, Fred can rea-
sonably object to Option 2. Now suppose Horton were to modify his theory so that Ella can
reasonably object to Option 1, making Option 1 impermissible. Can Fred still reasonably
object to Option 2? Any answer is problematic.

Suppose Fred can reasonably object to Option 2.* Then Options 1 and 2 are both rea-
sonably objectionable. Assuming The Sadistic Dominance Case is not a moral dilemma, i.e.,
a case in which every option is impermissible, Option 3 is the only permissible option. But
Option 3 is worse for Ella than Option 1. To avoid Ella’s objection to Option 1, we are forced
to give her an even worse life under Option 3. This is an extreme version of what Horton
dubbed a “backfiring objection” (§3), which he wants to avoid. It is even more counterintu-
itive than The Problem of Improvable Life Avoidance. Rather than being required to leave
someone out of existence to avoid giving them an improvable good life, we are required to
give someone a more improvable life to avoid giving them a less improvable life.

To see this, notice that according to Avoid Reasonable Objections, Option 3 is not re-
quired when the choice is just between Options 1 and 3. According to Harmless Permission,
which is the core commitment of any harm-avoidance theory, in such a binary choice, Option
1 is permissible—it causes no comparative or existential harm. But if we then add Option
2 (which is itself impermissible but better for Ella), the theory ends up requiring Option 3,
even though Option 3 is worse for Ella than Option 1. This violates a condition that is even

more compelling than Improvable Life Acceptance:

Less-Improvable Life Acceptance: For any options A and B, if, in a binary
choice between A and B: (i) A results in harm to at most one person S, (ii) S is

worse off under A than she is under B, and (iii) B is not morally required, then

14



for any option set O that includes A and B, where (i)-(ii) hold, B is not morally

required.

To avoid doing what results in harm to a person, one is not thereby required to do what
results in even greater harm to that same person.

Condition (i) of the principle, ‘A results in harm to at most one person S, means A either
results in no harm, or results in harm to exactly one person, S. For instance, it is possible
that A results in no harm in a binary choice between A and B, but results in comparative
harm to S in a larger option set that includes A and B, since, in that larger option set, S’s life
under A might be improvable. But it is implausible that this comparative harm under A could
introduce a moral requirement to choose B, which results in even greater comparative harm
to S.

To avoid this, Horton might revise his theory to imply that although Ella can reasonably
object to Option 1, Fred cannot reasonably object to Option 2. The revised theory would
imply that Option 1 is impermissible and Option 2 permissible, which satisfies Non-Sadistic
Dominance Addition and Less-Improvable Life Acceptance.

But why can’t Fred reasonably object to Option 2? The harm Fred suffers under Option
2 is greater than the harm Ella suffers under Options 1 and 3. Moreover, Option 3 produces
a greater total of well-being than Option 2.

Horton might reply that the harm Ella suffers under Options 1 and 3 is weightier (more
important to avoid) than the harm Fred suffers under Option 2, since Ella has negative well-
being under Options 1 and 3, whereas Fred has positive well-being under Option 2.

However, we can imagine a variation of The Sadistic Dominance Case in which any number
of people occupy Fred’s position. For instance, suppose that in Table 4 the name ‘Fred’ stands
for an enormous group of people (many Freds), each with well-being 1 under Option 2 and
well-being 1000 under Option 3. Is Option 2 permissible no matter how many Freds incur
999 units of harm under that Option? If so, then there is no limit to the number of extra

people who incur comparative harm under a permissible option. Moreover, it seems there is
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no limit to how much extra comparative harm each of these people can incur. In The Sadistic
Dominance Case, Fred has well-being 1000 under Option 3; but we can imagine his well-being
to be arbitrarily high under that option, and hence, the difference between his well-being
under Options 1 and 3 to be arbitrarily large.

Horton’s revised theory would then violate the following condition: it is not the case that
a permissible option results in arbitrarily more harm for each of arbitrarily many more people
than the alternatives. We can state this condition more carefully as follows. Let Py be the
number of people harmed by option O, and Hp the harm that O imposes on each person.

According to

Limit Permissible Harm: For any option set ), and any option A in O, there
are i,j > 0, such that for any option B in O, if (i) P — Pg > ¢, and (ii) Hy — Hp

> 7, then A is impermissible.

This condition is quite weak. It implies that a permissible option cannot arbitrarily exceed the
alternatives in both the number who suffer harm and the magnitude of that harm. It there-
fore accommodates a wide range of moral theories, including both prioritarianism, which
allows an option to arbitrarily exceed alternatives with respect to the magnitude of com-
parative harm incurred by a single person, and limited aggregation theories, which allow
an option to arbitrarily exceed alternatives with respect to the number of people who incur
a sufficiently small harm. Rejecting Limit Permissible Harm would make a harm-avoidance
theory insufficiently sensitive to comparative harm.

We return to this issue in §5, where we discuss each condition in greater detail.

5 No easy way out

So far, we have considered two harm-avoidance theories. However, as it turns out, no harm-

avoidance theory can easily preserve all three conditions introduced in §$4—Non-Sadistic
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Dominance Addition, Less-Improvable Life Acceptance, and Limit Permissible Harm. Choice
contexts like The Sadistic Dominance Case reveal a tension between these conditions and the
core commitment of harm-avoidance theories, Harmless Permission. The only way to pre-
serve Harmless Permission without violating one of these conditions is to violate a further
condition we call No Dilemmas, which states that choice contexts like The Sadistic Dominance
Case are not moral dilemmas—contexts in which every option is impermissible.

We prove this result formally in §6; but the idea can be grasped by looking at Table 5,

which represents the modified version of The Sadistic Dominance Case considered in §4.

Ella n People

Option1l -9 Q
Option2 1 1

Option3 —10 1000

Table 5: Modified Sadistic Dominance Case

Suppose the number of people, n, who exist under Options 2 and 3 is sufficiently large, and
the difference between their well-being levels under Options 2 and 3 sufficiently great, that
Option 2 is impermissible according to Limit Permissible Harm.

Now in a choice between only Options 1 and 3, Option 1 does not result in comparative
or existential harm; so, according to Harmless Permission, in that binary choice, Option
1 is permissible, and Option 3 is not required. Hence, according to Less-Improvable Life
Acceptance, Option 3 is not required in a choice between all three options. (When Option 2
is added alongside Options 1 and 3, Ella is the only person harmed under Option 1, but she is
worse off under Option 3 than under Option 1.) Next, if Option 3 is not required in a choice
between all three options, i.e., Option 3 is not the only permissible option in that context, and
No Dilemmas is true, i.e., at least one option is permissible, then either Option 1 or Option 2is

permissible. But according to Non-Sadistic Dominance Addition, Option 1 is not permissible,
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as it gives everyone who exists negative well-being and is weakly addition-dominated by
Option 2; and, according to Limit Permissible Harm, Option 2 is not permissible. So it is not
the case that either Option 1 or Option 2 is permissible. Contradiction.

Those who accept Harmless Permission must either reject Non-Sadistic Dominance Ad-
dition, Less-Improvable Life Acceptance, Limit Permissible Harm, or No Dilemmas.

How should harm-avoidance theorists respond? We briefly consider the possibilities in

the remainder of this section.

5.1 Rejecting No Dilemmas

In our view, the least promising response is to treat The Modified Sadistic Dominance Case as
a moral dilemma, and hence, reject No Dilemmas.

First, note that we have defined a ‘moral dilemma’ as a context in which every option is
impermissible. This definition is somewhat general. Typically, a ‘moral dilemma’ is defined
as a context in which an agent will act impermissibly no matter she does because each option
is morally required but she cannot choose all options.**

The possibility of moral dilemmas highly contested. But beyond this, treating The Mod-
ified Sadistic Dominance Case as a moral dilemma seems ad hoc. We cannot see any inde-
pendent reason to view this case as a genuine moral dilemma, as opposed to a hard moral
conflict—a situation involving strong but competing moral reasons.

A genuine moral dilemma is supposed to feel irresolvable in the sense that none of the
alleged conflicting requirements overrides the others.* But The Modified Sadistic Dominance
Case does not seem irresolvable. For example, it seems to us that the agent’s strongest moral
reason is to avoid Option 1, which results in negative well-being for everyone who exists.
Some readers may instead think the strongest reason is to avoid Option 2 or 3. But that

judgment also cuts against the claim that the conflict is irresolvable.
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5.2 Rejecting Non-Sadistic Dominance Addition

The second-least promising response in our view is to reject Non-Sadistic Dominance Ad-
dition. Rejecting this condition is not unprecedented; critical-level utilitarianism violates it,
for instance.*® But critical-level utilitarianism implies what Gustaf Arrhenius (2000, p. 63)
calls the Sadistic Conclusion: for any number of lives at any negative well-being level (hor-
ribly tormented lives) there are choice situations in which it is better to create these lives
rather than some number of lives with positive well-being. Rejecting Non-Sadistic Domi-
nance Addition might open the door to some version of this conclusion, for instance, one
according to which it is permissible to create horribly tormented lives when one could cre-
ate only good lives. Even if we could somehow avoid that extreme conclusion, giving up

Non-Sadistic Dominance Addition is a significant cost.

5.3 Rejecting Less-Improvable Life Acceptance

Here, we consider one possible rationale for rejecting Less-Improvable Life Acceptance.

Harmless Permission implies there is no requirement to create people with positive well-
being. This explains why, in the Modified Sadistic Dominance Case, Option 3 is not required
when it is the only alternative to Option 1. Yet it seems bizarre that adding Option 2 could
make Option 3 required. When Option 2 is added, Option 1 results in comparative harm to
Ella, since she is worse off under Option 1 than under Option 2. But Ella is even worse off
under Option 3 than under Option 1. So Option 3 is morally worse than Option 1 in this
respect. The only other difference between the two options is that Option 3 creates n people
with well-being 1,000. If there is no requirement to create people with positive well-being,
where does the requirement to choose Option 3 come from?

Here is one possible explanation. Following Theron Pummer (2023, §1.1), suppose there
are two kinds of moral reasons. A requiring reason to do an act A serves to make A required.

By contrast, a permitting reason to do an act A prevents the balance of requiring reasons from
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making A wrong but cannot by itself generate a moral requirement to perform A. An act B
is in fact required (wrong not to do) iff there is most requiring reason overall to do B and no
sufficiently strong permitting reason not to do B.*’

But suppose, pace Pummer (2023), permitting reasons can create moral requirements
indirectly in the following way. If one has a requiring reason to avoid option A, and a (possibly
stronger) requiring reason to avoid option B, then one is required to choose B over A if there
is also a sufficiently strong permitting reason to choose B, but no such reason to choose A,
and all else is equal. The permitting reason to choose B diffuses, or neutralizes, the strength
of one’s requiring reason to choose A, thereby tipping the balance of one’s requiring reasons
reasons in favor of B. Call this view indirect requirements.*®

Now suppose we have requiring reasons to avoid harm, but permitting reasons to create
people with good lives.** In The Modified Sadistic Dominance Case, there is a requiring reason
against Option 1, since it results in harm to Ella, and an even stronger requiring reason
against Option 3, since it results in even greater harm to Ella. But if we choose Option 1, the
requiring reason we fail to comply with is not neutralized by any permitting reason, since
Option 1 does not create people with good lives. However, the requiring reason we fail to
comply with by choosing Option 3 is, perhaps, neutralized by the permitting reason to create
n people with good lives. Hence, according indirect requirements, Option 3 is required in a
choice between Options 1-3. This, however, does not imply that Option 3 is required in a
choice between only Options 1 and 3.

But indirect requirements is not only a controversial view of permitting (or justifying)

reasons; it is also incompatible with the Asymmetry. Consider Table 6:
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Georgia Hank Irving

Option 1 100 Q Q
Option 2 101 —1000 Q
Option 3 100 Q 1000

Table 6: The All Else Equal Case

What should we say about Options 1 and 3? There are equally strong requiring reasons to
avoid Options 1 and 3, since each results in comparative harm of 1 to Georgia. But there
is a permitting reason to choose Option 3 (and none to choose Option 1), since Option 3
creates Irving with a good life. So according to indirect requirements, if all else is equal, we
are morally required to choose Option 3.

And all else is equal. Options 1 and 3 give Georgia the same well-being level, and both
avoid the existential harm to Hank, which he would suffer under Option 2. The only dif-
ference is Option 3 creates Irving with positive well-being, and Option 1 creates no one.
Indirect requirements therefore implies that one can be required to create people with good
lives rather than not create them, all else being equal.

But according to the Asymmetry there is no moral requirement to create people with
good lives rather than not create them, all else being equal. Indirect requirements is incom-
patible with the Asymmetry.

Perhaps harm-avoidance theorists can respond by formulating the Asymmetry so that it
applies only to choice contexts with exactly two options—creating a person and not creating
them. That would make indirect requirements consistent with the letter, but not the spirit,
of the Asymmetry. For again, in the All Else Equal Case, the only consideration for Option
3, in comparison with Option 1, is that it creates someone with positive well-being. If we
are not required to create such a person when we have only two options, how could we be

required to do so in this case?*
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We think harm-avoidance theorists should reject indirect requirements. But then they

cannot appeal to it as a justification for rejecting Less-Improvable Life Acceptance.

5.4 Rejecting Limit Permissible Harm

The last response is to reject Limit Permissible Harm. To motivate this response, one could
claim that preventing harm to choice-independent people has absolute priority over pre-
venting comparative harm to choice-dependent people, provided that the latter would have
good lives.*! This entails that in The Modified Sadistic Dominance Case Option 2 is required, no
matter how much comparative harm n choice-dependent people incur under that option.*

To support this claim, one could argue that when a choice-dependent person suffers com-
parative harm, but has a good life, she does not suffer a genuine harm. There is even a sense
in which she benefits, by coming into existence with a good life.*

However, even if a comparative harm to a well-off choice-dependent person is not a
genuine harm, it is a morally significant welfare shortfall. Suppose I can either (i) create
someone with a fantastic life, (ii) create her with a life barely worth living, or (iii) create
no one. Option (ii) seems impermissible. I cannot reasonably defend the choice of (ii) by
pointing out that the person I created has a good life and would not exist under (iii). I have
moral reason not to make a choice-dependent person worse off than I could have made her.

Moreover, the claim that avoiding harm to a choice-independent person has absolute
priority over avoiding any comparative harm to any number of well-off choice-dependent
people is extreme. Consider Table 7, which represents a version of Derek Parfit’s Mere Addi-

tion Paradox:**
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Josie n People

Option1 100 Q
Option2 101 1
Option3 99 99

Table 7: The Mere Addition Case

Josie is the only choice-independent person, and n the number of choice-dependent peo-
ple under Options 2 and 3. On the view we are now considering, Option 2 is required, as any
alternative results in harm to Josie. But our strong intuition is that Option 2 is impermissible
even for n = 1. This intuition is stronger for larger values of n. We expect most readers,
even most harm-avoidance theorists, to share this intuition.*

Rejecting Limit Permissible Harm is a high cost, even if it is less costly than rejecting one

of the other conditions.

6 An impossibility theorem

In §5, we gave an informal argument for our main result. In this section, we prove this result.

Consider Table 8.
Person1l Person2 .. Personn
Option 1 - Q Q
Option 2 Y Yy Y
Option3 —z —¢ z z

Table 8: The General Schema

The General Schema represents a wide range of possible choice-contexts where x, vy, 2, and

e are possible well-being values for Persons 1 ... n, with n > 2.% As in previous cases, Q
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represents non-existence for a person.

The schema has four important features:

Feature 1: For any z,y, 2, > 0, in a binary choice between Option 1 and

Option 3, Option 1 results in no existential and no comparative harm.
Feature 2: For any x, y, 2, > 0,
(@) In a choice between all three options, Option 1 results in harm only to
Person 1.
(b) Inabinary choice between Option 1 and Option 3, and in a choice between

all three options, Person 1 is worse off under Option 3 than Option 1.

Feature 3: For any z,y,z,¢ > 0,if 2z — y > y — (z — ¢), then in a choice
between all three options, Option 2 harms n — 1 more people than Options 1
and 3, and each of these people incurs (z — y) — (y — (—2 — €)) more harm

than the greatest harm suffered by Person 1 under her worst option (Option 1).

Feature 4: For any x,y > 0,

(@) Option 2 weakly addition-dominates Option 1.

(b) Everyone who exists under Option 1 has negative well-being.

We make two assumptions:

Deontic Bivalence: An option is impermissible iff it is not permissible.

Moral Requirement: An option is morally required iff it is permissible and

any alternative is impermissible.

Given Deontic Bivalence and Moral Requirement, we demonstrate that Harmless Per-
mission, Non-Sadistic Dominance Addition, Less-Improvable Life Acceptance, Limit Per-

missible Harm, and No Dilemmas are jointly incompatible.
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Proof. Assume for reductio

(1) Harmless Permission: For any option A, if A does not result in comparative

or existential harm, then A is permissible.

(2) Less-Improvable Life Acceptance: For any options A and B, if, in a binary
choice between A and B: (i) A results in harm to at most one person S, (ii) S is
worse off under A than she is under B, and (iii) B is not morally required, then
for any option set O that includes A and B, where (i)-(ii) hold, B is not morally

required.

(3) Non-Sadistic Dominance Addition: For any options A and B, if A weakly
addition-dominates B, and everyone who exists under B has negative well-being,

then B is impermissible.

(4) Limit Permissible Harm: For any option set ), and any option A in O,
there are i, j > 0, such that for any option B in O, if (i) Py — Pg > ¢, and (ii) Hy

— Hp > 7, then A is impermissible.

(5) No Dilemmas: For any x, ¥y, z,€ > 0, at least one of Options 1 through 3 is

permissible.

From (1), Feature 1, Moral Requirement, and Deontic Bivalence,

(6) For any x,y, z,& > 0, in a binary choice between Option 1 and Option 3,

Option 3 is not morally required.

From (2), (6), and Feature 2,

(7) For any x, ¥, 2z, > 0, in a choice between all three options, Option 3 is not

morally required.

From (5), (7), Moral Requirement, and Deontic Bivalence,

25



(8) For any z, y, z,& > 0, in a choice between all three options, either Option 1

is permissible or Option 2 is permissible.*’
From (4), Deontic Bivalence, and Feature 3,

(9) For some z,y,2,e >0,n—1>d,and (2 —y) — (y — (—z —¢€)) > j,ina

choice between all three options, Option 2 is impermissible.
From (8), (9), and Deontic Bivalence,

(10) For some x,y,z,e >0,n—1>d¢,and (2 —y) — (y — (—x —¢)) > j,ina

choice between all three options, Option 1 is permissible.
But from (3) and Feature 4,

(11) For any x,y, z,&,> 0, in a choice between all three options, Option 1 is

impermissible.
So, from (11) and Deontic Bivalence,

C. It is not the case that for some z,y, 2,6 >0,n — 1 >d,and (2 —y) — (y —

(—x —€)) > j, in a choice between all three options, Option 1 is permissible.

C contradicts (10). We must therefore reject at least one of Harmless Permission, Non-

Sadistic Dominance Addition, Less-Improvable Life Acceptance, Limit Permissible Harm,

and No Dilemmas.

7 Conclusion

Harm-avoidance theories provide one way of grounding the Asymmetry. A challenge for any

harm-avoidance theory is providing an adequate response to The Problem of Improvable Life
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Avoidance and the problem of requiring weakly addition-dominated options. Some harm-
avoidance theories can meet this challenge. But we have shown that any harm-avoidance the-
ory, any theory committed to Harmless Permission, either permits weakly addition-dominated
options in which everyone has negative well-being, requires giving a person a more improv-
able life just to avoid giving that same person a less improvable life, permits allowing any
amount of extra comparative harm to befall any number of people, or accepts moral dilem-
mas. The prospects for harm-avoidance theories seem bleak.

What does this mean for the Asymmetry? Those drawn to it may want to reject Harmless
Permission in favor of an alternative, Asymmetry-friendly principle. Indeed, there may be
independent reason to reject Harmless Permission. One limitation of this principle is that
it treats only comparative and existential harm as morally significant. Yet, as Elizabeth Har-
man (2009) and Seana Shiftrin (1999) have argued, there is also what we can call intrinsic
harm—Dbeing in a state with intrinsically bad aspects such as pain or bodily damage. Unlike
comparative or existential harm, intrinsic harm does not presuppose that one could have
been better off under some alternative or that there exists an alternative in which one does
not exist.

Recognizing intrinsic harm captures the intuition that someone with a miserable life
suffers harm even if she would exist under every alternative. For instance, it lets us say that
in the Sadistic Dominance Case, Ella suffers harm under Option 1, even when the choice is
only between Options 1 and 3, either of which would give Ella negative well-being.

But if Harmless Permission is rejected on these grounds, what should replace it? We think
any alternative Asymmetry-friendly principle will still be incompatible with the four prin-
ciples we identified—Non-Sadistic Dominance Addition, Less-Improvable Life Acceptance,
Limit Permissible Harm, and No Dilemmas. The source of the tension between these prin-
ciples and Harmless Permission is that the latter implies that in a simple binary choice, an
agent is not required to make an existing person with negative well-being worse off in order

to create new people with positive well-being. Any principle with this implication will face
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the same challenge as harm-avoidance theories; it will be incompatible with the other four
principles.

Yet this implication seems unavoidable for any principle that respects the Asymmetry.
If, as the Asymmetry holds, we are not required to create someone with positive well-being,

then it is hard to see how we could be required to make someone worse off in order to do

s0."8

Thus our challenge to harm-avoidance theories extends to the Asymmetry itself: the task
is to find a general theory that both supports the Asymmetry and is compatible with the four

principles. That looks to be a tall order.

Notes

'Inspired by Thomas (2022, p. 471), we interpret ‘all else being equal’ to mean setting aside affects of the
agent’s choice on those who exist independently of that choice.

2(Chappell, 2017; Roberts, 2011; Thomas, 2022; Thornley, 2023). The Asymmetry has also been couched in
terms of reasons (Bader, 2022; Frick, 2020; McMahan, 1981).

3(McDermott, 2019, p. 437; Thomas, 2022, p. 473). See also Melinda Roberts (2011) and Larry Temkin
(2012).

4For an extensive defense of this view, see David Boonin (2014), especially chapters 4 and 5.

5(Arrhenius et al., 2022, p-1)

%On this distinction, see (Bykvist, 2006; McMahan, 1981, 2013; Parfit, 2017; Podgorski, 2023; Thomas,
2022). Some argue that a person can suffer harm in a different sense, that of being in a state with an intrinsically
bad aspect (Harman, 2009; Shiffrin, 1999). We say more about this in §7.

7(Thomas, 2022, §4.1)

8Representing well-being numerically in this way assumes interpersonal well-being comparability on a ratio
scale—a strong but standard assumption in the literature.

The term ‘improvable life’ is originally from Ross (2015, p. 443).

19(Horton, 2021, pp. 486-7; Podgorski, 2023, p. 345 states his theory in terms of complaints; see also Pum-
mer, 2024, footnote 5).

"For instance, Boonin (2014) adopts the terminology of harm, but Otsuka (2017) the terminology of com-
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plaints.

12Gee Part IV of Reasons and Persons (Parfit, 1984).

13(Arrhenius, 2003, footnote 4)

“For example, she might choose between adding Bob alone and adding Bob together with Carl, but she
cannot choose between adding Bob without Carl and adding Carl without Bob.

15(Boonin, 2014; Horton, 2021; McDermott, 2019; Podgorski, 2023; Roberts, 2007; Spencer, 2021)

16See, e.g., Meacham (2012).

7(McDermott, 2019, p. 440)

18See Thomas (2022, §2) for a full discussion of the difficulties with this theory.

1%(Ross, 2015, p- 440). Our presentation of the case was sourced, with minor changes, from Podgorski (2023,
p. 353).

20(Horton, 2021; McDermott, 2019; Podgorski, 2023)

2IRoss (2015, p. 443) characterizes “The fundamental problem,” as that we have “reason to prefer outcomes
in which a given person does not exist to outcomes in which this person exists and has an improvable life.”

22See also McDermott (2019).

2Podgorski expresses a similar intuition: “It should not be possible to start with a set of choices which permit
us to create someone with a happy life, add an option under which they are better off, and thereby generate a
complaint on their behalf which makes it impermissible to create them at all” (2023, p. 354).

24(cf. Thornley, 2023, pp. 522-3)

25This formulation is inspired by Elliot Thornley, who proposes a similar principle in his criticism of a theory
defended by Horton, which we consider in §4. Thornley (2023, p. 522) calls his principle ‘Weak Normative
Dominance Addition, which is like ours except it says that if everyone has non-negative well-being in the
dominated option, then if that option is permissible, the dominating option is permissible.

%For instance, Horton (2021), McDermott (2019), and Podgorski (2023).

?7(McDermott, 2019, p. 444)

28 Thomas (2022, footnote 8) points this out.

29(cf. Thomas, 2022, footnote 23)

30For his original statement, see (Horton, 2021, p. 499).

3'We here include Thornley’s (2023, p. 519) amendment to Horton’s condition 3.

32He also accepts (2021, 496-7, §4.2) that it sometimes implies that a weakly-addition dominated option
is permissible while the option that weakly addition-dominates it is impermissible. This objection to Avoid

Reasonable Objections is emphasized by Thornley (2023, pp. 521-2).
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*3Note that this violates condition 4—Ella can reasonably object to Option 1 even though the only better
option for her (Option 2) is also reasonably objectionable.

34(McConnell, 2024)

35(Sinnott-Armstrong, 1988, Ch. 1)

36Gee, e.g., Blackorby et al. (2005). Here we construe critical-level utilitarianism as both an axiological and
a deontic theory, one that provides both a value ordering of outcomes and a moral principle telling agents to
choose the best outcome.

37Other frameworks have been proposed along the same lines as Pummer’s, such as (Gert, 2004; Kaczmarek
& Lloyd, 2025; Kamm, 1996; Lazar, 2013; Mufioz, 2021; Pummer, 2023). See Little and Macnamara (2021) for
an overview of the literature on so-called ‘non-requiring reasons. We adopt Pummer’s framework because it
is the simplest for our purposes.

38This view departs from the standard position of proponents of permitting (or purely justifying) reasons.
Orthodoxy has it that such reasons directly alter deontic status, without upsetting the balance of the all-things-
considered requiring strength of one’s reasons (Kaczmarek & Lloyd, 2025, p. 5). For instance, Pummer him-
self claims that while permitting reasons can remove requirements, they cannot create them, even indirectly.
Thomas (2022) also seems committed to rejecting this possibility.

39To our knowledge, Thomas (2022, §5) is the only philosopher to formulate a fully general theory incorpo-
rating permitting (or purely justifying) reasons to create happy people. However, many have discussed similar
ideas in this domain, including Arrhenius (2009), McMahan (2013), Mogensen (2019), Podgorski (2023), and
Roberts (2011).

“0[redacted] develops this argument.

“I'Without the qualification that they have good lives, the claim is absurdly sadistic. It implies that we should
avoid any amount of harm to a choice-independent person by creating any number of choice-dependent people
with negative well-being.

“2Michael Otsuka (2017) suggests a view like this. He writes: “When the complaints of those whose existence
is choice-independent come into conflict with the complaints of those whose existence is choice-dependent,
the complaints of the former trump the complaints of the latter” (2017, 212, footnote 18).

43We thank [redacted] for this point.

44(1984, pp. 425-433)

4For instance, Horton’s, McDermott’s, and Thomas’s theories all imply that Option 2 is impermissible.

“SImposing this restriction on 7 is necessary to make Limit Permissible Harm relevant; otherwise the number
of people harmed under an option cannot exceed the number harmed under any alternative.

47Omitting the quantifier ‘For any z, y, 2, > 0’ for convenience, the derivation proceeds as follows. From
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Moral Requirement, Option 3 is morally required iff the following conjunction is true: Option 3 is permissible
and Option 1 is impermissible and Option 2 is impermissible. According to (7), Option 3 is not morally required,
so the conjunction is false. From the negation of the conjunction, Deontic Bivalence and De Morgan’s Law,
we derive the following disjunction: either Option 3 is not permissible or Option 1 is permissible or Option 2 is
permissible. If Option 3 is permissible, then the first disjunct is false, and hence, by Disjunctive Syllogism, we
derive (8): either Option 1 is permissible or Option 2 is permissible. If Option 3 is not permissible, then by No
Dilemmas, which says that at least one of the three options is permissible, we also derive (8): either Option 1 is
permissible or Option 2 is permissible.

48See [redacted] for a defense of this claim.
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