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Creating a new person produces more CO2 emissions than many other lifestyle 
choices, such as driving a gas-powered car, eating meat, and flying. According to 
Climate Anti-Natalism, for this reason, in many instances, it is wrong to create a 
new person, even if that person would have a good life. Arguments for Climate 
Anti-Natalism point to the harm that CO2 emissions cause, but they do not 
recognize any moral reason to create people with good lives. We identify a harm-
avoidance principle underlying arguments for Climate Anti-Natalism. We then 
show that any moral theory that accommodates this harm-avoidance principle has 
implausible implications. Such a theory either permits agents to create people with 
bad lives rather than with good lives, requires agents to harm people just to avoid 
imposing less harm on those same people, or permits agents to impose any amount 
of uncompensated harm. A reasonable response to this problem is to reject the 
harm-avoidance principle, thus undermining the case for Climate Anti-Natalism.  
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1. Introduction 
Empirical evidence suggests having a child generates more CO2 emissions than driv-
ing a gas-powered car, flying, and eating meat (Wynes and Nicholas 2017). At the 
same time, several ethicists have argued that producing large quantities of CO2 by 
having children is, morally speaking, no different from producing comparable quan-
tities of CO2 by such other means (Young 2001; MacIver 2015; Conly 2015; Hedberg 
2019, Rieder 2018; Burkett 2021). Some have gone as far as to claim that for many 
people in rich countries, having children is morally wrong, since the CO2 emissions 
from having children contribute to the harm of climate change and are inessential for 
a decent life (Burkett 2021). Let us call the claim that it is wrong to have children be-
cause it would contribute to the harm of climate change climate anti-natalism.  

The arguments for climate anti-natalism neglect some important questions. This 
paper focuses on the most central neglected question: can the fact that a person would 
exist with a good life, by itself, provide a moral reason to create this person? Once this 
question is brought into focus, it quickly becomes apparent that climate anti-natalists 
have no easy answer to it. For grappling with the question requires us to dive into the 
thorny field of normative population ethics, in which every theory is deeply proble-
matic. The theories most naturally suited to climate anti-natalism are those built 
around the idea that while we have moral obligations to avoid harming people, we 
have either no moral reason whatsoever, or at least no requiring moral reason, to cre-
ate people with good lives.  

The debate around climate anti-natalism is therefore related to debates in popula-
tion ethics about what has become known as the Asymmetry. In its moral reasons vari-
ation, the Asymmetry states that, when other things are equal, we have moral reason 
to avoid creating people with bad lives, but no moral reason to create people with 
good lives when the alternative is to create no one. The Asymmetry also has a deontic 
formulation, according to which, when other things are equal, we are morally re-
quired not to create people with bad lives, but not to create people with good lives 
when the alternative is to create no one. Underlying the deontic version of the Asym-
metry is a claim that we call harm-avoidance: it can be morally impermissible to harm 
individuals, but refraining from creating individuals with good lives is morally per-
missible, other things being equal. More generally, some have claimed that in a 
certain restricted class of choice situations, which we identify in §2.1, an option is 
impermissible only if it does harm. Call this the harm-avoidance account of the Asym-
metry. 

Several moral theories are based on the harm-avoidance account. Call any such 
theory a harm-avoidance theory. As many have acknowledged, the simplest harm-avoid-
ance theories, those which morally require agents to minimize total harm, face an 
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especially troubling problem, the Problem of Improvable Life Avoidance, which we pre-
sent in §3. 

The search for a harm-avoidance theory that deals adequately with the Problem of 
Improvable Life Avoidance is underway. In this paper, we argue that this search is ill-
starred. Any harm-avoidance theory either faces some no less troubling variant of the 
Problem of Improvable Life Avoidance, permits agents to create people with miserable 
lives rather than with good lives, or permits inflicting any amount of harm, thus giv-
ing inadequate consideration to harm-avoidance. 

We begin, in §2, by making ‘harm-avoidance’ more precise, explaining in greater 
detail what we take to count as a harm-avoidance theory, and identifying a defining 
feature of any such theory, a commitment that we call Harmless Permission (cf. §2.4). 
In §3, we present the Problem of Improvable Life Avoidance. In §§4–5, we scrutinize four 
state-of-the-art harm-avoidance theories as case studies, specifically those recently put 
forward by Michael McDermott, Joe Horton, Teruji Thomas, and Abelard Podgorski. 
These theories seem to offer an adequate response to the Problem of Improvable Life 
Avoidance, but they encounter other, no less severe, problems. By exposing the 
problems these theories face, we identify three plausible principles: Weaker Dominance 
Addition (cf. §4), Weak Improvable Life Acceptance (cf. §5.1), and Limit Permissible Harm 
(cf. §5.2). In §6, we prove that no harm-avoidance theory can satisfy all three prin-
ciples. Finally, in §7, we conclude with some reflections on what this means for 
climate anti-natalism. Our result casts doubt on the harm-avoidance account, and 
points toward the existence of moral requirements to create people with good lives. 
In other words, our result undermines the case for climate anti-natalism. While it is 
still possible to defend climate anti-natalism on grounds other than harm-avoidance, 
a convincing alternative case is yet to be made. 

2. The Harm-Avoidance Account and General 
Theories 
According to the harm-avoidance account, in certain choice situations, an option is 
impermissible only if it does harm. In this section, we spell out what the relevant 
choice situations are, and what counts as a harm-avoidance theory. 

There are four points of clarification regarding harm-avoidance theories: their 
domain of application (§2.1); their characterization of ‘harm’ (§2.2); the various con-
ceptual framings they can adopt (§2.3); and what they take to be the moral signifi-
cance of creating well-off people (§2.4). Regarding the final point, according to our 
classification, a harm-avoidance theory can recognize a special exception to the rule 
that harmless options are permissible, namely an exception for non-identity cases, or  
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cases in which the agent can create a new person (or people) but can determine which 
new person (or people) will exist. 

2.1 Domain restriction 
A theory based on the Asymmetry could be a fully general theory of the permissibility 
of options.4 However, most theories we will discuss are not clearly intended to be 
fully general. Their proponents either explicitly assume, or are most charitably 
interpreted as assuming, that the application of the theories they defend is restricted 
to normative population ethics—the part of moral philosophy concerned with the 
permissibility of options that may affect the (i) number, (ii) identities, and (iii) well-
being levels of people, and where permissibility facts supervene on facts about (i)–
(iii). Considerations other than (i)–(iii), such as personal virtue, agent-relative prero-
gatives, special obligations, and whether agents lie, cheat, and steal (without affecting 
the number, identities, and well-being levels of people) are typically sidelined.5 
Among the theories we discuss in §4–5, there is one minor exception. Joe Horton 
(2021) defends a theory, which we shall include in our classification of harm-avoid-
ance theories, according to which a necessary condition for an option to be imper-
missible is that it affects a non-consenting individual. But this minor exception aside, 
harm-avoidance theories are concerned only with how considerations (i)–(iii) affect 
permissibility. 

2.2 Harm 
The second point of clarification concerns ‘harm’. Harm-avoidance theories recognize 
only two types of harm as morally significant: comparative harm and existential 
harm.6 

Suppose your only options are A and B. If a certain person exists given the choice 
of either A or B, and is worse off given the choice of A, then A comparatively harms 
her. If she has a bad life given A but does not exist given B, then A existentially harms 

 
4 See, e.g., Bader 2022b; Cusbert & Kath 2018; McDermott 1982. 
5 Thomas (2022) explicitly assumes a domain restriction along these lines; ? do not mention the topic of domain 
restriction, but we will charitably interpret them as including it. ? seems to be assuming a restriction of this kind in 
his defense of the claim that an option is impermissible only if it harms someone. 
6 There are at least two other types of harm discussed in the literature on harm, but they are not relevant to our 
discussion. First, an option might impose non-comparative harm on an individual by creating her in an intrinsically 
bad state, or by creating her in a state which has an intrinsically bad aspect (Harman 2009; Shiffrin 1999). Second, 
an option might impose harm on an individual by making her worse off than she could have been in some 
specified possible outcome, where this outcome need not be one of the agent’s options . See  for a discussion of 
different types of harm. 
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her.7 The harm done by a chosen option is defined as comparative or existential rela-
tive to some alternative that the agent could choose. It is therefore possible that an 
option A comparatively harms someone relative to some alternative B, but existential-
ly harms the same person relative to some third alternative, C. 

For instance, suppose I face the decision represented in Table 1. The lifetime well-
being levels of people affected by my choice are represented numerically in the tables, 
where positive and negative numbers represent, respectively, positive and negative 
well-being, 0 represents neutral well-being, and ‘𝛺’ represents non-existence.8 
 
Table 1. Improvable Life 

 Pebbles  
Option 1 𝛺  
Option 2 −10  
Option 3 10  

 
In Improvable Life, Pebbles is existentially harmed by Option 2 relative to Option 1, 
since, given Option 2, Pebbles has a bad life, and she does not exist given Option 1. 
But Pebbles is comparatively harmed by Option 2 relative to Option 3, since, given 
Option 2, she is worse off than she is given Option 3. Following Jacob Ross, we will 
say that Pebbles has an improvable life in the outcome of Option 2. A person has an 
improvable life given the choice of some option, if the chosen option comparatively 
harms her. 

How much harm should we say Option 2 does in Improvable Life? One possibility 
is that the harm of an option has a certain magnitude relative to some alternative, but 
there is no such thing as the magnitude of the option’s harm full stop. For instance, 
one might claim that Option 2 does existential harm of magnitude 10 relative to Op-
tion 1, and comparative harm of magnitude 20 relative to Option 3, but there are no 
further facts regarding how much harm Option 2 does. The theories considered in §5 
are of this sort; they assume the magnitude of any morally significant harm is deter-
mined only relative to some alternative.9 

Another possibility is that there is such a thing as the magnitude of an option’s 
harm full stop. For instance, we could say that the magnitude of any comparative 
harm full stop is the difference between the harmed individual’s well-being in the 

 
7 On this distinction, see Bykvist (2006); McMahan (1981, 2013), Parfit (2017), Podgorski (2023), and Thomas 
(2022). 
8 Since at least Boonin (2014), characters from Hanna-Barbera cartoons have sometimes featured in debates in 
population ethics. We continue the tradition here. 
9 The qualification ‘morally significant’ is important. Technically, the theories considered in §5 leave open whether 
there is harm full stop; but if there is, then it is not morally significant on these theories. 
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outcome in which she is comparatively harmed and her well-being in the outcome in 
which, among the outcomes the agent can bring about, she is best off. On the other 
hand, if the only outcome in which the harmed person does not have negative well-
being is an outcome in which she does not exist, then the magnitude of the existential 
harm imposed on her is simply her negative well-being level. Those theories consider-
ed in §§3–4 are of this sort. 

On any harm-avoidance theory, the total harm of an option is the sum of all indi-
vidual comparative and existential harms done by the choice of that option; this is 
either total harm full stop or total harm relative to some alternative, depending on 
one’s theory. 

Finally, we acknowledge that the conception of ‘harming’ employed in this paper 
is somewhat non-standard, and may strike some readers as odd. There is an under-
standing of ‘harm’, as a verb, according to which whether the choice of some option 
harms someone depends on whether the option involves “doing” as opposed to a 
merely “allowing”. According to this understanding, if I choose an option that merely 
allows a certain person to drown, then I have allowed a morally significant harm, but 
I have not harmed the person, since I did not directly cause her drowning.10 Given our 
terminology, however, I do harm this person by allowing her to drown. Specifically, 
assuming she would have been better off had I done something other than allow her 
to drown, I comparatively harm her. This non-standard use of the active verb ‘harm’ 
serves mainly to abbreviate discussions of the cases we are interested in. Readers who 
find it odd that a mere allowing harms someone should feel free to interpret sentences 
such as ‘I harmed the person by letting her drown’ in some other way, such as ‘By 
letting the person drown, I brought about an outcome in which she was harmed’. 
What matters for our purposes is that some options for an agent result in harm that 
certain alternatives for that same agent avoid. It doesn’t matter substantively whether 
we describe these options as harming. Indeed, the moral relevance of the doing-allow-
ing distinction is yet another deontic consideration that is typically bracketed in 
discussions of normative population ethics. 

2.3 Conceptual framing 
Harm-avoidance theories are often couched in terms of ‘complaints’, or ‘objections’ 
on behalf of a person who suffers harm as a result of the agent’s choice.11 One reason 
for this is related to our last point in the previous sub-section, i.e., the apparent 
oddness of describing mere allowings as harming. Rather than say that the choice of 

 
10 Or so many assume, such as F. M. Kamm (1996); cf. Kagan 1991; Otsuka 1997. 
11 While harms may not be the only source of complaints, harms are a necessary source of complaints on the 
theories we discuss. 
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some option harms a person, when the option is a mere allowing, some prefer to say 
that the choice of that option gives the person who thereby suffers harm a complaint 
against the agent, or an objection to how the agent has behaved, where the basis of 
this complaint or objection is the harm that this person thereby suffers. 

Another reason for adopting the language of ’complaints’ or ’objections’ is that, 
as remarks, this language pairs well with certain general moral theories, such as T. M. 
Scanlon’s contractualism, as a matter of what people owe to each other.12 

Couching a harm-avoidance theory in terms of complaints or objections also 
allows for an explanation of the Asymmetry that maps neatly onto the harm-avoid-
ance account. Someone who is made to exist with a miserable life when the agent 
could have refrained from creating them has been existentially harmed, and therefore 
has a complaint. However, if the agent chooses not to create a person with a good life, 
then assuming no one else is harmed by the agent’s choice, there is no one who can 
reasonably complain. 

2.4 The moral significance of existential benefits 
The final point of clarification concerns what a harm-avoidance theory takes to be the 
moral significance of creating people with good lives, i.e., the significance of con-
ferring existential benefits. In a choice between options A and B, A existentially benefits 
someone if A causes her to exist with a good life but she would not exist given B. Like 
existential harm, the existential benefit of an option is defined relative to an alterna-
tive. The magnitude of an existential benefit to a person is simply her positive well-
being level. 

All harm-avoidance theories agree that agents have no moral obligation to create 
existential benefits rather than not create them, all else being equal. However, some 
harm-avoidance theories entail that creating existential benefits can justify harm, 
making certain otherwise impermissible harmful options permissible.13 For instance, 
it seems permissible to prolong the human race even though at least some future 
people will have bad lives, and hence, will suffer existential harm. Similarly, it seems 
permissible for parents to sacrifice some of their well-being for the sake of creating a 
happy child. One way to capture these intuitions is to claim that conferring large 
enough existential benefits can justify imposing harm.14 

 
12 The focus on complaints also helps bring out one implausibility of the Problem of Improvable Life Avoidance: 
what Horton (2021) refers to as ‘backfiring complaints’ (cf. §3, below). 
13 Cf. McMahan, 2013; Thomas 2022; Podgorski 2023. 
14 See Thomas (2022, §§4.2-4.3 , as well as [removed for blind review], for discussion of these cases. See also  
Horton (2021, §1.2 for a discussion of how the claim that creating existential benefits can justify harm avoids what 
he calls ‘the Problem of Tyrannical Complaints’. 
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Finally, although all harm-avoidance theories say there is no requirement to create 
existential benefits rather than not create them, as we mention above, a harm-avoid-
ance theory can recognize a requirement to create some people with good lives rather 
than other people with good lives. See Table 2. 
 
Table 2. Non-identity Case 

 Elroy Judy  
Option 1 1 𝛺  
Option 2 𝛺 10  

 
We classify non-identity cases as those in which an agent has at least two options, A 
and B, where A would create someone who would not exist given B, and B would 
create someone who would not exist given A. These cases involve a choice between 
creating different contingent people, i.e., people whose existence depends on the 
agent’s choice. In contrast, addition cases are those in which an agent can choose 
whether to create some contingent person (or people), but cannot choose between 
creating different contingent people. 

In Non-identity Case, you can either existentially benefit one contingent person 
(Elroy) or existentially benefit a different contingent person (Judy) even more. It 
seems that creating Elroy (Option 1) does not harm Judy, and creating Judy (Option 
2) does not harm Elroy.15 Since neither option does harm, many who defend what we 
classify as a harm-avoidance theory would accept the claim that either option is per-
missible. They would therefore reject the following intuitively plausible principle: 

Normative Egalitarian Dominance (NED): For any options A and B, if the 
population that exists given the choice of A has perfect equality of welfare, is the 
same size as the population that exists given B, and every person who exists given 
A has higher welfare than every person who exists given B, then B is impermissible, 
other things being equal.16 

However, our classification of harm-avoidance theories is broad enough to include 
theories that accommodate NED. In a choice between A and B, where A creates some 
contingent person S who would not exist given B, and B creates some contingent 
person S* who would not exist given A, let us say that A creates a non-identity shortfall 

 
15 But see Meacham (2012) for an opposing view. 
16 The title of this principle is originally due to Arrhenius (2022, p. 191). Our statement of the principle is similar to 
Arrhenius’s, except that in ours, ‘A’ and ‘B’ denote possible options for an agent rather than populations, and we 
use the term ‘impermissible’ rather than ’wrong’. 
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if A existentially benefits S less than B existentially benefits S*. On our broad classifica-
tion, a harm-avoidance theory can recognize both non-identity shortfall and harm 
imposition as sources of impermissibility. For instance, Thomas (2022) presents such 
a theory, which is compatible with NED (cf. §5.1). In a similar vein, Johann Frick and 
Michael Otsuka each propose a set of principles that reconciles the Asymmetry and 
NED.17 

A harm-avoidance theory, then, is any theory that includes the following commit-
ment: 

Harmless Permission: If option A does no comparative or existential harm, and 
does not create any non-identity shortfall, then A is permissible. 

Where the only considerations assumed to be relevant to permissibility are the num-
ber, identities, and well-being levels of people. 

3. The Problem of Improvable Life Avoidance 
Harmless Permission is compatible with a wide range of different general theories. 
The simplest harm-avoidance theory, which often serves as a starting point in discus-
sions of how best to develop a harm-avoidance theory, is 

Harm Minimization: An option A is permissible iff there is no alternative B 
which does less total harm than A. 

The magnitude of a comparative harm is here assumed to be the difference between 
the harmed person’s well-being in the outcome in which she is harmed and her well-
being in the outcome in which, among the outcomes the agent could have brought 
about, she is best off. And the magnitude of an existential harm is assumed to be the 
harmed person’s negative well-being level, where the only alternatives to existentially 
harming the person involve not creating her at all. 

Harm Minimization implies that it is impermissible to create a miserable person 
rather than not create them, other things being equal. Creating the person would 
impose some existential harm, but refraining from creating the person would impose 
no harm, so not creating the person would do less harm than creating them. Harm 
Minimization also implies that it is permissible not to create a happy person rather  
 

 
17 Frick (2020) defends the moral reasons formulation of the Asymmetry, not the deontic formulation. However, 
the moral reasons formulation supports the deontic formulation, and Frick presumably accepts the latter in 
addition to the former. 
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than create them, other things being equal. In this case, not creating the happy person 
would do no harm, so there can be no alternative that does even less harm. 

However, as several philosophers have pointed out, Harm Minimization faces 
serious problems, one of which is the Problem of Improvable Life Avoidance.18 Table 3 
illustrates a case, due to Jacob, which is commonly used to introduce the problem.19 
 
Table 3. Ross’s Case 

 Roxy Chip 

Option 1 1 𝛺 

Option 2 10 10 
Option 3 −2000 1000 

 
In Ross’s Case, Option 1 imposes a comparative harm of 9 on Roxy, Option 2 imposes 
a comparative harm of 990 on Chip, and Option 3 imposes a comparative harm of 
2010 on Roxy. Option 1 minimizes total harm. Harm Minimization therefore implies 
that Options 2 and 3 are impermissible, and that Option 1 is morally required, as it is 
the only permissible option. 

But this assignment of deontic statuses to options 1–3 seems implausible. Al-
though Option 3 is clearly impermissible, the claim that Option 2 is also impermiss-
ible, and that Option 1 is therefore morally required, is problematic for at least two 
reasons. 

First, it implies that the agent is morally required to avoid creating a certain person 
with a good life just because this life would be improvable. This is where the Problem 
of Improvable Life Avoidance gets its name. If Option 2 is impermissible, this can only 
be because it gives Chip an improvable life. Yet, Option 2 also gives Chip a good life. 
If Option 2 is impermissible only because it gives Chip a good but improvable life, it 
may seem odd that one is morally required not to create Chip. Presumably, Chip 
should prefer existence with a good life to non-existence. For instance, if we choose 
Option 2, and Chip objects that we have harmed him, we can respond “the only 
alternative for us that would not inflict even greater harm on someone else would 
leave you out of existence altogether. Is that really what you want?” One imagines that 
his answer would be “No”.20 

Notice also that according to Harm Minimization, in a binary choice between Op-
tions 1 and 2, Option 2 minimizes harm. So in this binary choice, Option 2 is morally 
required, and hence permissible, whereas Option 1 is impermissible, and hence, not 

 
18 See Thomas (2022, §2) for a full discussion of the difficulties with Harm Minimization. 
19 Our presentation of the case was sourced, with minor cosmetic changes, from Podgorski (2023, p. 353). 
20 This is an instance of what Horton dubs a ‘backfiring objection’ (cf. footnote 11). See also McDermott (2019). 
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morally required. But on Harm Minimization, Option 2 becomes impermissible, and 
Option 1 becomes morally required, when the horrible Option 3 is added to the option 
set. Let us say that a moral consideration against some option is a possible source of 
that option being impermissible. Then Harm Minimization violates 

Improvable Life Acceptance (ILA): If (i) person S has a good life given A, (ii) 
does not exist given B, and (iii) the only moral consideration against A in a choice 
from some option set 𝒪 that includes A and B is that A comparatively harms S, 
then if B is not morally required in a binary choice between A and B, then B is not 
morally required in a choice from 𝒪. 

Basically, ILA says that just to avoid giving someone a good but improvable life, one 
is not morally required to leave that person out of existence.21 

While ILA strikes us as fairly plausible, some would reject it on the grounds that 
in certain cases, refraining from creating a person with a good but improvable life is 
the only way to avoid unjust harm.22 Perhaps one reason why Harm Minimization’s 
violation of ILA seems implausible when considering Ross’s Case is that in this case 
the only option that gives Chip a better life than Option 2 is Option 3, which is un-
speakably horrible for Roxy, and is, as Otsuka (2017) would say, “manifestly unreason-
able”. One might think that it is this detail, and not a principle such as ILA, that 
explains why the comparative harm that Option 2 imposes on Chip is insufficient to 
make Option 2 impermissible in a choice between Options 1–3. 

Whatever one thinks about ILA, Ross’s Case illustrates a second problem with 
Harm Minimization, namely that it morally requires dominated options. One option 
dominates another iff it is better for someone and worse for no one. In Ross’s Case, 
Option 2 dominates Option 1, since it is better for Roxy and worse for no one. In fact, 
Option 2 weakly addition-dominates Option 1. Option A addition-dominates option B 
iff (i) everyone who exists given B would be better off if A were chosen, (ii) A creates 

 
21 The following statement by Podgorski comes close to capturing the core idea of ILA: “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). There are only two differences between Podgorski’s statement and our formulation of ILA; first, 
Podgorski refers to a “complaint” on behalf of the person mentioned, and second, he speaks of the option of 
creating the person being ‘permitted’ or ‘impermissible’, whereas we speak of the option of not creating the 
person as being ‘not morally required’. Our formulation is weaker than Podgorski’s, since it doesn’t assume 
anything about complaints, and it leaves open the (admittedly implausible) possibility of the agent facing a moral 
dilemma when C is added to the option set alongside A and B. 
22 See, e.g., Boonin (1996) and Frick (2022), as well as Temkin (2012, ch. 13). Boonin and Frick discuss Parfit’s 
Mere Addition Paradox as a case where adding people with good but improvable lives results in a morally worse 
outcome relative to the option set. Ingmar Persson (2017, ch. 8) argues that it can be worse to add people with 
good but improvable lives if this increases inequality; and Temkin (2012, ch. 12) suggests that this may be the 
case. 
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some people who would not exist given B, and (iii) everyone who exists given A has a 
good life. On the other hand, A weakly addition-dominates B iff A addition-dominates 
B and everyone who exists given A has equal well-being. Since Harm Minimization 
implies that Option 1 is morally required in Ross’s Case, it violates 

Weak Dominance Addition Exemption (WDAE): If option A weakly addition-
dominates option B, then B is not morally required.23 

Most harm-avoidance theorists seem to agree we should accept WDAE.24 
We have two problems here for those who wish to develop a general harm-avoid-

ance theory. First, the simplest harm-avoidance theory violates ILA (the Problem of 
Improvable Life Avoidance); second, it violates WDAE. For harm-avoidance theorists, 
there are different ways of responding to these problems. They could find a compel-
ling justification for rejecting ILA and WDAE, and perhaps supply an alternative 
explanation of where Harm Minimization goes wrong in Ross’s Case, such as that 
comparative harm doesn’t count against an option when the alternative that is better 
for the harmed person is “manifestly unreasonable”. They could formulate a harm-
avoidance theory that satisfies both ILA and WDAE without violating some equally 
compelling principle. Or they could adopt a mixed approach that involves formu-
lating a theory that accommodates only one of the two principles, while supplying a 
justification for rejecting the other. McDermott (2019), Horton (2021), and Podgorski 
(2023) have taken the second approach, while Thomas (2022) adopts a combination 
of the second and third approaches, offering one theory that satisfies WDAE and ILA, 
and a second theory that satisfies WDAE but not ILA. 

However, as we will now argue, these harm-avoidance theories have other prob-
lematic implications, some even more implausible than violating WDAE, and others 
even more implausible than violating ILA. 

 
 

 
23 Our formulation of this principle is inspired by Elliot Thornley, who appeals to a weaker principle in arguing 
against a theory defended by Joe Horton, which we consider in §3.  Thornley (2023, p. 522) calls his principle 
‘Weak Normative Dominance Addition’, which is like WDAE, except it says that if everyone has non-negative well-
being in the weakly addition-dominated option, then if that option is permissible, the weakly addition-dominating 
option is also permissible. 
24 Some seem to believe that dominated options can be required. For example, Frick (2022, 238ff) suggests that in 
one “supercharged” version of the Mere Addition Paradox, where one of the options is dominated, the dominated 
option might be morally required. Frick explicitly argues only for the claim that the dominated option is better than 
the dominating option relative to a certain set of options; but his discussion suggests that the dominated option is 
also the best option in this set, and that given the absence of any non-axiological considerations, it is required. 
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4. Avoid Reasonable Objections 
McDermott (2019) and Horton (2021) each defend a harm-avoidance theory that 
accommodates both ILA and WDAE. Although McDermott’s and Horton’s theories 
differ in important ways, both say that an option is permissible iff no one can reason-
ably object to it, where a necessary condition for someone reasonably objecting to an 
option is that they would be harmed by it. 

On McDermott’s theory, which he calls ‘Objection Minimization’, an individual S 
has a reasonable objection to an option A iff S exists given A, and there is some alter-
native B such that (i) B is better for S than A (and hence, A harms S), and (ii) B does 
less total harm than A. Objection Minimization implies that in Ross’s Case Chip does 
not have a reasonable objection to Option 2, since the only option that is better for 
Chip, Option 3, does more total harm than Option 2. It also implies that Roxy does 
not have a reasonable objection to Option 2, since there is no alternative that is better 
for her. So according to Objection Minimization, Option 2 is permissible. 

One drawback of Objection Minimization is that it implies that Option 1 is per-
missible.25 Since Option 2 does more total harm than Option 1, Objection Minimiza-
tion implies that Roxy cannot reasonably object to Option 1. Since Roxy is the only 
potential objector to Option 1, no one can reasonably object to Option 1. So Objec-
tion Minimization violates 

Weak Dominance Addition (WDA): If A weakly addition-dominates option B, 
then B is impermissible. 

However, permitting weakly addition-dominated options is not as implausible as re-
quiring them. So Objection Minimization seems at least to improve upon Harm Mini-
mization.26 

Horton’s harm-avoidance theory implies that in Ross’s Case Option 2 is morally 
required and Options 1 and 3 are impermissible, which seems correct. Horton’s form-
ulation of his criteria for reasonable objectionableness are somewhat complicated. For 
ease of exposition, our statement of the criteria differs slightly from Horton’s, but this 
doesn’t affect our arguments.27 

According to Horton’s Avoid Reasonable Objections: 
 
 
 

 
25Thomas (2022, fn 8) makes this point. 
26 Cf. Thomas 2022, fn 23. 
27 His original statement can be found at (Horton 2021, p. 499). 



The Institute for Futures Studies. Working Paper 2024:5 

104 

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—4.28 

1. B is better for her than A. 

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

3. The sum of well-being that B gives to the set of people who exist given B is 
greater than the sum of well-being that A gives to the set of people who exist 
given A.29 

4. No one can reasonably object to B. 

An option is permissible iff no one can reasonably object to it. 

Two clarifications are needed. First, Horton thinks that B can be better or worse for 
someone than A, even if she does not exist given B. If she has a bad life given A, but 
does not exist given B, then on Horton’s view, assuming she exists (i.e., A has been 
chosen), B is better for her than A. Second, for the purpose of determining whether 
condition 2 is satisfied, the sum of well-being that B gives to the set of people who 
exist given A is the sum of the individual well-being values of B for those who exist 
given A, where some people who exist given A may not exist given B. If someone who 
exists given A does not exist given B, then, Horton assumes, B gives zero well-being to 
this person. 

According to Avoid Reasonable Objections, in Ross’s Case, Option 2 is morally 
required because it is the only option no one can reasonably object to. To see this, 
notice that neither Roxy nor Chip can reasonably object to Option 2. Chip cannot 
reasonably object to Option 2 because his objection cannot satisfy conditions 2 and 
3. The only option that is better for Chip than Option 2 is Option 3, which produces 
less well-being than Option 2 for the set {Roxy, Chip}. Roxy cannot reasonably object 
to Option 2 because her objection cannot satisfy condition 1, i.e., there is no alterna-
tive to Option 2 that is better for Roxy. 

 
28 Although it may be unclear from the four conditions stated here, Avoid Reasonable Objections is indeed a harm-
avoidance theory. According to this theory, the permissibility of an option requires that no one could reasonably 
object to it, and a necessary condition for reasonably objecting to an option is that there is some alternative that is 
better for the objector. Where A is the option to which the objector objects, if the relevant alternative B is better 
for the objector than A because the objector has a bad life given A and does not exist given B, then the objector is 
existentially harmed by A; on the other hand, if B is better than A for the objector because she would exist at a 
higher level of well-being given B, then the objector is comparatively harmed by A. So on Avoid Reasonable 
Objections, an individual has a reasonable objection to A only if A harms her. 
29 We’ve included Thornley’s (2023, p. 519) amendment to Horton’s condition 3 in our statement. 
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On the other hand, Roxy can reasonably object to Option 3. Option 2 is better for 
Roxy than Option 3, so condition 1 is satisfied. Option 2 also produces a greater sum 
of well-being than Option 3 for the set {Roxy, Chip}. This is sufficient for Roxy’s 
objection to satisfy conditions 2 and 3 because Roxy and Chip are the only people 
who exist given either Option 2 or Option 3. Finally, because no one can reasonably 
object to Option 2, Roxy’s objection to Option 3 satisfies condition 4. 

Roxy can also reasonably object to Option 1, since Option 2 is better for her, gives 
a greater sum of well-being than Option 1 to the set {Roxy}, the sum of well-being 
that Option 2 gives to the set {Roxy, Chip} is greater than the sum of well-being that 
Option 1 gives to the set {Roxy}, and no one can reasonably object to Option 2. 

Since someone can reasonably object to Options 1 and 3, and no one can reason-
ably object to Option 2, Option 2 is the only permissible option, according to Avoid 
Reasonable Objections. 

Although Avoid Reasonable Objections provides a plausible treatment of Ross’s 
Case, and does not require weakly addition-dominated options, Horton acknowledges 
that it sometimes permits weakly addition-dominated options, thereby violating 
WDA. He also acknowledges that Avoid Reasonable Objections sometimes implies 
that when one option weakly-addition dominates another, the latter is permissible 
and the former impermissible, an objection emphasized by Thornley (2023). 

Horton illustrates this with the following case, which he thinks demonstrates a 
strength of Avoid Reasonable Objections:30 
 
Table 4. Horton’s Case 6 

 Barney Betty 
Option 1 1 𝛺 

Option 2 2 2 
Option 3 𝛺 100 

 
In Horton’s Case 6, Option 2 weakly addition-dominates Option 1. But Avoid Reason-
able Objections implies that Option 2 is impermissible and that Option 1 is permiss-
ible. Option 2 is impermissible because Betty has a reasonable objection to it. She 
exists given Option 2, she does not (Horton assumes) consent to this act, and there is 
an alternative to Option 2, namely Option 3, which is better for Betty, produces more 
well-being for the set {Betty, Barney}, and produces more well-being for {Betty} than 
Option 2 produces for {Betty, Barney}. Moreover, no one has a reasonable objection 
to Option 3 according to Avoid Reasonable Objections, since Betty is the only person 
who exists given Option 3, and there is no alternative to Option 3 that is better for 

 
30 Our presentation of his case was sourced, with minor cosmetic changes, from Horton (2021, p. 496). 
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her. So Betty’s objection to Option 2 satisfies all four of Horton’s conditions for 
reasonableness. Because Betty has a reasonable objection to Option 2, Barney does not 
have a reasonable objection to Option 1. The only option that would be better than 
Option 1 for Barney, namely Option 2, is one that Betty can reasonably object to; so 
Barney’s objection to Option 1 does not satisfy condition 4. Since no one has a 
reasonable objection to Option 1, according to Avoid Reasonable Objections, Option 
1 is permissible in Horton’s Case 6. 

The fact that Avoid Reasonable Objections implies Option 1 is permissible but 
Option 2 impermissible seems like a problem, though again, this problem is not as 
grave as that of requiring weakly addition-dominated options.31 Intuitively, Option 3 
is morally required in Horton’s Case 6. Not only does Option 3 produce the most well-
being of any option, but more importantly, it is the only option that avoids harm. 
However, Horton thinks we should reject the claim that Option 3 is morally required 
because, on Avoid Reasonable Objections, this claim violates ILA. Recall that 
according to ILA, if, in a choice between creating someone with a good life (A) and 
leaving them out of existence (B), we are not required to choose B, then adding an-
other option (C) that is better for this person than A cannot generate a moral require-
ment to choose B. To see why requiring Option 3 would violate this principle on 
Avoid Reasonable Objections, consider the following. According to Avoid Reason-
able Objections, in Horton’s Case 6, Option 3 would not be morally required in a 
binary choice between only Options 1 and 3, since, in such a binary choice, neither 
option would harm anyone. If Option 3 is not required in a binary choice between 
Options 1 and 3, but Option 3 becomes required when Option 2 is added to the option 
set, then we have a straightforward violation of ILA. Barney exists with a good life 
given Option 1, he does not exist given Option 3, and the only moral consideration 
against Option 1 is that it comparatively harms Barney, since Option 2 is better for 
him than Option 1. 

Two points are worth emphasizing here. First, intuitively, Option 3 is morally re-
quired in a binary choice between Options 1 and 3. In this binary choice, Option 1 
creates one person (Barney) rather than a different person (Betty) with a much better 

 
31 Note that Avoid Reasonable Objections violates Thornley’s Weak Normative Dominance Addition principle. It is 
worth emphasizing that in Horton’s Case 6, the possible well-being levels for those who might exist given the 
different options seem to be chosen to minimize the intuitive implausibility of Avoid Reasonable Objections’s 
violation of WDA. These levels are chosen so that the difference in well-being for Betty between Options 2 and 3 is 
relatively large, while the difference for Barney between Options 1 and 2 is relatively small. But as Thornley (2023, 
p. 522) points out, Avoid Reasonable Objections would assign the same deontic statuses to the three Options in 
any case with a similar structure but where the well-being difference for Barney between Options 1 and 2 is much 
greater, and just barely smaller than the well-being difference for Betty between Options 2 and 3. (For instance, 
imagine, following Thornley’s example, that both Barney and Betty would have well-being 49 in the outcome of 
Option 2.) 
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life. Since Avoid Reasonable Objections denies this, it violates NED.32 More generally, 
it fails to account for the apparent moral significance of non-identity shortfall. Horton 
would not be moved by this objection, since he bites the bullet in response to the Non-
identity Problem. However, a harm-avoidance theorist could try to modify Avoid Rea-
sonable Objections to account for the moral significance of non-identity shortfall. For 
instance, one could keep Horton’s criteria for an objection being reasonable, but 
modify his criterion of permissibility to allow for the possibility of an option being 
impermissible when it causes non-identity shortfall. Of course, one would then need 
to figure out how to fit these different criteria together into a coherent moral theory. 
The theoretical benefit would be that one could say that Option 3 is morally required 
in Horton’s Case 6 without rejecting ILA. 

Second, even if a harm-avoidance theorist insists on rejecting NED, she could 
reasonably view Horton’s Case 6 as a counterexample to ILA. Even if one claims that 
Options 1 and 3 are both permissible in a binary choice, one could justify the claim 
that Option 1 becomes impermissible when Option 2 is added to the option set on 
the grounds that Option 1 then harms someone. Specifically, one could claim that if 
an agent must create someone with a good life, and the agent’s choice is between 
creating a person with a good but improvable life and creating a different person with 
a life that is at least as good but unimprovable, then the agent ought to create the latter. 
Violating ILA in this type of case may not seem too high a cost for securing the plaus-
ible judgment that Option 3 is morally required in Horton’s Case 6. 

Unfortunately, regardless of how one addresses the foregoing points, Avoid Rea-
sonable Objections faces a further serious objection. This objection applies to Mc-
Dermott’s Objection Minimization as well. Both theories violate 

Weaker Dominance Addition (Weaker DA): If A weakly addition-dominates B, 
and everyone who exists given B has a bad life, then B is impermissible. 

Permitting weakly addition-dominated options that give everyone a bad life seems 
even more implausible than requiring weakly addition-dominated options which, 
like Option 1 in Ross’s Case, at least give everyone a good life. 

To see that Avoid Reasonable Objections and Objection Minimization violate 
Weaker DA, consider the following case: 

 
 

 
32 McDermott’s Objection Minimization also violates NED, since his theory implies that someone can reasonably 
object to an option only if it harms her, whereas NED implies that an option is impermissible if it creates a person 
with less well-being than some other person whom one could instead have created, even if this option does not 
harm anyone. 
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Table 5. Weaker Dominance Addition Violation 

 Wilma Fred 
Option 1 −100 𝛺 

Option 2 100 100 
Option 3 −100 1000 

 
In this case, everyone who exists given Option 1 has a bad life, everyone who exists 
given Option 2 has a good life, and Option 2 weakly addition-dominates Option 1. 
Yet both Avoid Reasonable Objections and Objection Minimization imply that Op-
tion 1 is permissible. 

According to Objection Minimization, Option 2 does more total harm than Op-
tion 1; Option 2 imposes a comparative harm of 900 on Fred, while Option 1 imposes 
a comparative harm of only 200 on Wilma. Moreover, there is no alternative to 
Option 1 that is both better for Wilma and does less total harm than Option 1. Option 
3 imposes a comparative harm of 200 on Wilma, and hence does the same amount of 
harm as Option 1; moreover Option 3 is not better than Option 1 for Wilma. So 
according to Objection Minimization, Wilma’s objection to Option 1 is not reason-
able. Hence, according to Objection Minimization, Option 1 is permissible. 

To see how the same problem arises for Horton’s theory, notice that according to 
Avoid Reasonable Objections, no one has a reasonable objection to Option 3. If any-
one had a reasonable objection to Option 3, it would be Wilma. But the only alterna-
tive that is better than Option 3 for Wilma is Option 2, which produces less well-
being than Option 3 for {Wilma, Fred}. So Wilma’s objection to Option 3 cannot 
satisfy conditions 2 and 3. Given that no one has a reasonable objection to Option 3, 
Fred has a reasonable objection to Option 2; he exists given Option 2, does not (we 
assume) consent to Option 2, and there is an alternative, Option 3, which is better 
than Option 2 for Fred, produces more well-being than Option 2 for the set {Wilma, 
Fred} and produces more well-being for {Wilma, Fred} than Option 2 produces for 
{Wilma, Fred}. Finally, since Fred has a reasonable objection to Option 2, it follows 
that Wilma’s objection to Option 1 cannot satisfy condition 4. She has no reasonable 
objection to Option 1, making Option 1 permissible according to Avoid Reasonable 
Objections. 

This problem cannot be avoided by modifying Avoid Reasonable Objections and 
Objection Minimization to accommodate the apparent moral significance of non-
identity shortfall. This is because Weaker Dominance Addition Violation is not a non-
identity case, but an addition case. There is no pair of options where one involves 
creating a certain contingent person and the other involves creating a different contin-
gent person. 
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Horton and McDermott might try to avoid the implausible implication that Op-
tion 1 is permissible by adopting a prioritarian weighting that assigns greater moral 
weight to harm-based objections the worse off the objector is.33 This would allow one 
to say that Wilma’s objection to Option 1 carries more weight than Fred’s objection 
to Option 2. However, this move won’t help, since we can imagine the well-being 
difference for Fred between Options 1 and 2 to be as great as we want. Unless some 
harm-based objections are infinitely more morally weighty than others, where both 
objections are based on finite amounts of harm, there will be some magnitude of 
harm that we can imagine Option 2 imposing on Fred such that his objection to 
Option 2 will outweigh Wilma’s objection to Option 1. We can also imagine a case 
with the same structure as Weak Dominance Addition Violation in which any number 
of people in Fred’s position would be harmed by Option 2 to the same extent as Fred. 
It is hard to see how Wilma’s harm-based objection to Option 1 can outweigh any 
number of Fred-like objections to Option 2. 

A different response on behalf of Horton’s and McDermott’s theories would be to 
modify these theories to allow for the possibility that someone can have a reasonable 
objection to an option even when the only alternative that is better for them does 
more total harm, or is such that someone else can reasonably object to it. This would 
allow that Wilma’s objection to Option 1 is reasonable even though Fred has a rea-
sonable objection to Wilma’s preferred alternative, Option 2. However, modifying 
either theory in this way would give up on its treatment of Ross’s Case. Specifically, it 
would open the door to the possibility that in Ross’s Case, each option is one that 
someone can reasonably object to. This would make Ross’s Case a moral dilemma, 
which seems absurd. 

Finally, we note that Harm Minimization also implies that Option 1 is permissible 
in Weaker Dominance Addition Violation, since no alternative to Option 1 does less 
harm than Option 1. Thus, all three theories we’ve considered so far violate Weaker 
DA, which is, we think, worse than violating WDAE. 

5. Tournament Theories 
Unlike Harm Minimization, Objection Minimization, and Avoid Reasonable Objec-
tions, the two harm-avoidance theories considered in this section satisfy WDAE, 
WDA, and Weaker DA. They forbit weakly addition-dominated options. 

Both Thomas’s and Podgorski’s theories adopt what Podgorski calls a tournament 
approach, and we shall refer to them as ‘tournament theories’. A tournament theory is 

 
33 Horton (2021, n. 6, 17) considers this kind of view. 
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structured in two parts. First, it includes a set of conditions for when one option de-
feats another option, or when one ought to choose the former over the latter, in a 
binary choice, or pairwise comparison, of only those two options. Second, it includes 
a further condition that determines when the choice of some option from any finite 
set of options is (im)permissible, where this determination is based on how each 
option fares in pairwise comparisons with the other options. 

In contrast to the theories considered in §§3–4, on the tournament approach, what 
matters is how much harm an option does in a pairwise comparison with each 
alternative (cf. §2.2). For instance, if our options are A, B, and C, we must ask how 
much harm A does in a pairwise comparison with B (ignoring the presence of C), 
then how much harm A does in a pairwise comparison with C (ignoring the presence 
of B), and then apply the same procedure to Options B and C. Depending on how 
each option fares in a pairwise comparison with the others, our general criterion of 
permissibility will then give us the deontic status of each option. 

To illustrate, recall Ross’s Case, in which, according to Harm Minimization, Op-
tion 2 does more harm than Option 1, despite the fact that Option 2 weakly addition-
dominates Option 1. In contrast with Harm Minimization, a tournament approach 
says that the harm done by Option 2 is relevant only in a pairwise comparison of 
Options 2 and 3. Since Option 3 is clearly horrible, any sensible tournament theory 
will imply that Option 2 defeats Option 3, or that Option 2 ought to be chosen over 
Option 3, in a binary choice between Options 2 and 3. But notice also that in a binary 
choice between Options 1 and 2, Option 1 does more harm than Option 2, since, in 
that binary choice, Option 1 harms Roxy but Option 2 harms no one. Option 2 
therefore “wins” in a pairwise comparison with either Option 1 or Option 3. Thus, 
any sensible tournament theory will imply that Option 2 is at least permissible. In 
fact, on Thomas’s and Podgorski’s theories, Option 2 is morally required in Ross’s 
Case. 

However, as we will now argue, each of these theories encounters problems which 
stem, at least in part, from the tournament approach. 

5.1 The Maximization Theory 
The first tournament theory we consider is due to Thomas (2022). 

Thomas actually presents two theories that differ regarding their treatment of the 
Non-identity Problem. The first, which Thomas calls ‘a narrow theory’ rejects NED, 
biting the bullet in response to the Non-identity Problem. The second, which he calls ‘a  
 
 
 



The Institute for Futures Studies. Working Paper 2024:5 

111 

wide theory’, accommodates NED. He considers the Non-identity Problem so vexed that 
he leaves it an open question which of these theories is more plausible.34 

Each theory includes its own criteria for when one ought to choose some option A 
over another B in a binary choice between A and B. Because the objection that we 
will raise applies to both the narrow and wide theories, we will here consider only the 
narrow theory, which is the simpler of the two theories. 

The conditions governing pairwise comparisons on the narrow theory are present-
ed as follows. In a binary choice between any options A and B, let Harm(A) be the 
total harm (both comparative and existential) that arises from choosing A over B. Let 
ExBen(A) be the total existential benefit in A, and ExBen(B) the total existential 
benefit in B. Then one ought to choose A over B iff: 

 
1. Harm(B) > Harm(A) 
2. Harm(B) + ExBen(A) > Harm(A) + ExBen(B) 

 
The motivation for conditions 1 and 2 is as follows. First, we have moral reasons to 
avoid comparative and existential harm. These reasons have requiring strength 
proportionate to the magnitude of the harm that would be inflicted. We also have 
moral reasons to create existential benefits. However, these reasons have no requiring 
strength; they have only justifying strength.35 They can defuse competing requiring 
reasons to avoid harm, but they cannot by themselves generate moral requirements. 
The justifying strength of one’s reason to existentially benefit someone is propor-
tionate to the magnitude of the existential benefit.36 The narrow theory’s condition 1 
reflects the idea that there is requiring moral reason to avoid harm, and that in a 
binary choice between two options it is never the case that the agent ought to choose 
the option that she has more requiring reason not to choose, i.e., the option that does 
greater harm. Condition 2 reflects the idea that the purely justifying moral reason to 
existentially benefit people can neutralize the requiring strength of the moral reason 
to avoid harm, but also that this purely justifying moral reason cannot by itself make 
it the case that an agent ought to choose one option over another in a binary choice. 
Notice, for example, that on the narrow theory, it is not the case that one ought to 
create a person with a very good life rather than some other person with a life that is 
good, but not very good. In this binary choice, neither option does less harm than the 

 
34 But see [removed for blind review] for arguments in favour of the narrow theory over the wide theory. 
35 Rebelling against the old fashion that reasons exclusively issue pro tanto requirements, philosophers are 
increasingly adopting the position that reasons can vary on at least two dimensions with respect to their 
normative strength (Gert 2004; Kaczmarek & Lloyd forthcoming; Kamm 1985; Lazar 2013; Munoz 2021; Pummer 
2023). See esp. Little and Macnamara (2021) for an overview of this literature. 
36 Notice Thomas (2022, p. 490) crafted condition 2 to express the plausible idea that non-requiring reasons justify 
harm only when the net existential benefits favour that outcome. 
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other (since neither does any harm) and so neither satisfies the narrow theory’s con-
dition 1. 

Thomas’s criterion of permissibility for the narrow (as well as the wide) theory is: 

Maximization: In a choice between finitely many options, all and only the maxi-
mal options are permissible. 

That an option is ‘maximal’ means that it is not the case that one ought to choose some 
other option over it in a binary choice. Hence, whether A is permissible in a choice 
between finitely many options, depends on whether there is some B in the option set 
such that one ought to choose B over A in a binary choice. If so, then A is imper-
missible. Otherwise, A is permissible. 

The narrow theory is the conjunction of Maximization and conditions 1 and 2. To 
see that the narrow theory satisfies WDA, consider any choice context in which A and 
B are options. If A weakly addition-dominates B, then the only difference between A 
and B, when compared pairwise, is that everyone who exists given B also exists given 
A with higher (positive) welfare, and A creates some additional people, also with 
positive welfare, who do not exist given B, such that everyone who exists given A is 
equally well-off. It follows that in a binary choice between A and B, the choice of B 
would impose some (comparative) harm, but would not create any existential bene-
fits, while the choice of A would impose no harm and would create some existential 
benefits. Hence, when A weakly addition-dominates B, Harm(B) > Harm(A), and 
Harm(B) + ExBen(A) > Harm(A) + ExBen(B). So according to the narrow theory’s 
conditions 1 and 2, one ought to choose A over B. Since one ought to choose A over 
B, it follows from Maximization that in any choice context that includes A and B, the 
choice of B is impermissible. WDA is satisfied, and since WDA entails WDAE and 
Weaker DA, the latter are also satisfied. 

However, as we illustrate below, the narrow theory leads to a troubling form of 
improvable life avoidance that we call strong improvable life avoidance. Although we 
have not here considered the wide theory, the contexts in which the narrow theory 
leads to strong improvable life avoidance are those in which the narrow and wide 
theories agree on which options are (im)permissible. So strong improvable life avoid-
ance is a problem for both theories. Using the label ‘the Maximization Theory’ for the 
disjunction of the wide and narrow theories, our objection to the Maximization 
Theory is that it entails strong improvable life avoidance.37 

To illustrate, consider the following case: 
 

 
37 ‘The Maximization Theory’ is our label, not Thomas’s. 
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Table 6. Strong Improvable Life Avoidance 

 George Jane 
Option 1 100 𝛺 

Option 2 101 0 
Option 3 −100 202 

 
On the Maximization Theory, the deontic statuses of the options are those given by 
the narrow theory. They are determined as follows. First, consider a binary choice 
between Options 1 and 2. In this binary choice, Option 1 does more harm than 
Option 2. Moreover, since Jane is the only contingent person, and she has welfare 0 
(a neutral life) given Option 2, neither option creates any existential benefits. Hence, 
one ought to choose Option 2 over Option 1. 

Next, consider a binary choice between Options 2 and 3. In this binary choice, 
Option 2 does more harm than Option 3. Specifically, Option 2 imposes harm of 202 
on Jane, while Option 3 imposes harm of only 201 on George. Moreover, neither 
option produces existential benefits, since the same people exist given either option. 
Hence, one ought to choose Option 3 over Option 2. 

Finally, consider a binary choice between Options 1 and 3. Here, according to the 
Maximization Theory, neither option is such that it ought to be chosen over the other. 
Although Option 1 does less total harm than Option 3, it does not produce any 
existential benefits, while Option 3 produces an existential benefit for Jane that is 
larger than the comparative harm that Option 3 imposes on George. Thus, Option 3 
is the only maximal option in this case, i.e., the only option such that no other option 
ought to be chosen over it in a binary choice. So by Maximization, Option 3 is the 
only permissible option, and is therefore morally required. 

Notice that because neither Option 1 nor Option 3 ought to be chosen over the 
other in a binary choice, by Maximization, in such a binary choice, Option 1 is 
permissible and therefore Option 3 is not morally required. It is only when we add 
Option 2, which is (slightly) better for George than Option 1, to the option set, that 
the Maximization Theory requires Option 3, which is (much) worse for George than 
either Option 1 or Option 2. The Maximization Theory therefore violates 

Weak Improvable Life Acceptance (WILA): If (i) A imposes greater harm on 
person S than B, and (ii) the only moral consideration against B, in a choice from 
an option set 𝒪 that includes A and B, is that B harms S, then if A is not morally 
required in a binary choice between A and B, then A is not morally required in a 
choice from 𝒪. 
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As in our statement of ILA, here, by ‘the only moral consideration against B’ we mean 
the only potential source of B’s being impermissible. 

The intuitive idea behind WILA can be grasped by first recalling the intuitive idea 
behind ILA: to avoid giving someone a good but improvable life, one is not morally 
required to leave her out of existence. In contrast, the idea behind WILA is that to 
avoid giving someone an improvable life, one is not morally required to instead give 
her a life that is even more improvable. 

In the Strong Improvable Life Avoidance case, the only morally relevant considera-
tion against Option 1, on the Maximization Theory, is that it comparatively harms 
George. But how can that generate a moral requirement to impose even greater harm 
on George by choosing Option 3? A requirement to choose Option 3 would be under-
standable if we had a requiring reason to existentially benefit Jane rather than leave 
her out of existence. But on the Maximization Theory, as on all harm-avoidance the-
ories, there is no such requiring reason. 

To see that WILA is more plausible than ILA, recall that, as we suggested in §2 and 
§3, someone could reject ILA on the grounds that in certain cases, in order to avoid 
comparatively harming someone, we can be required not to create them even with a 
good life. For instance, this might be the only way to avoid unjust harm. But this 
rationale for rejecting ILA does not support rejecting WILA. It is patently absurd to 
claim that just to avoid comparatively harming someone, we can be required to 
comparatively harm that same person even more. 

The Maximization Theory violates WILA because it rules out options as imper-
missible on the basis of pairwise comparisons. For instance, Option 1 is deemed 
impermissible solely on the basis of a pairwise comparison with Option 2, and Option 
2 is deemed impermissible solely on the basis of a pairwise comparison with Option 
3. The Maximization Theory therefore cannot account for any potentially morally 
significant relations between Options 1—3 when all three options are considered 
together, for instance, the fact that the person who would be harmed by Option 1 in 
relation to Option 2 (George) is the same person who would be harmed even more 
by Option 3 in relation to either Option 1 or Option 2. 

5.2 Minimize Unanswered Complaints 
Thus far, we have seen that Harm Minimization, Objection Minimization, and Avoid 
Reasonable Objections satisfy WDAE and ILA but violate Weaker DA, and that the 
Maximization Theory satisfies all the dominance principles but violates WILA. This 
motivates the search for a harm-avoidance theory that accommodates both WILA and 
the dominance principles. 

The second tournament theory that we shall consider, due to Podgorski (2023), 
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accomplishes this. According to his Minimize Unanswered Complaints, when an option 
causes existential or comparative harm to an individual, this provides grounds for a 
complaint on behalf of the individual against the choice of the option, where this 
complaint is had relative to some alternative that would have either made the individ-
ual better off or not harmed them.38 

Moreover, on this theory, existential benefits to individuals provide what Pod-
gorski calls ‘answers’ to complaints. When comparing only two options, A and B, the 
strength of an individual’s complaint against A relative to B is the magnitude of the 
existential or comparative harm she incurs in the outcome of A. And if an individual 
exists conditional on A but not on B, then she generates an answer to harm-based 
complaints resulting from the choice of A iff her well-being conditional on A is 
positive, and the strength of this answer is the magnitude of her positive well-being. 

When comparing only two options, A and B, if A harms some individual, then her 
complaint against A relative to B is unanswered, either entirely or partially, if the total 
of existential benefits brought about by A relative to B is less than the harm to this 
individual. And if there are unanswered complaints against A, then the total strength 
of the unanswered complaints against A relative to B is equal to the total harm of A 
relative to B minus the existential benefits of A relative to B. 

Podgorksi’s theory includes both a criterion for when one option ‘defeats’ another 
in a pairwise comparison, and a general condition of permissibility, based on the 
criterion of defeat. He states his criterion of defeat as follows: 

Minimize Aggregate Unanswered Complaints*: An option X defeats option Y 
iff the strength of unanswered complaints against X relative to Y is less than the 
strength of unanswered complaints against Y relative to X.39 

The general criterion of permissibility based on the above criterion of defeat is what 
Podgorski calls 

Uncovered: An option is permissible iff there is no option that covers it, 
where A covers B iff A defeats B and any option(s) that B defeats. 

 
38 ‘Minimize Unanswered Complaints’ is our label, not Podgorski’s. 
39 Notice that because a harm-based complaint is just as strong as the magnitude of the harm imposed on the 
complainant, and because the strength of an existential benefit answer is just as strong as the magnitude of that 
benefit, Podgorski’s criterion of defeat can also be stated more simply in terms of harm and existential benefit, 
using Thomas’s formalism: 

Minimize Aggregate Unanswered Harm (MAUH): In a binary choice, A defeats B iff both (i) Harm(B) − ExBen(B) > 0 and (ii) Harm(B) − ExBen(B) > Harm(A) − ExBen(A). 

A defeats B just in case B has at least some unanswered harm and the total unanswered harm of B is 
greater than that of A. 
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Minimize Unanswered Complaints is the conjunction of Minimize Aggregate Un-
answered Complaints* and Uncovered. 

Like The Maximization Theory, Podgorski’s theory satisfies both WDA and 
Weaker DA. According to Uncovered, in any choice situation, B is permissible iff 
there is no option that covers B. But given Podgorksi’s criterion of defeat, one can 
prove that in any choice context where A and B are both options, if A weakly addition-
dominates B, then A covers B, i.e., for any C, if B defeats C, A defeats C. We prove 
this in the appendix.40 

Minimize Unanswered Complaints also satisfies ILA, as well as WILA. This is 
because, as Podgorski points out, an important property of Uncovered is that “losers 
cannot dislodge winners”; if some option A is permissible, then the addition of option 
B can make A impermissible only if B is permissible. A theory violates ILA and WILA 
only when it implies that the introduction of an impermissible option can flip the 
deontic status of one of the other options from permissible to impermissible. But if 
this cannot happen, then ILA and WILA are guaranteed. 

Since Minimize Unanswered Complaints satisfies WDA, Weaker DA, and WILA, 
it may seem like a promising harm-avoidance theory. 

However, Thornley (2023) has recently raised a serious objection to Minimize 
Unanswered Complaints. See Table 7.41 
 
Table 7. Thornley’s Case 

 Huckleberry Yogi 
Option 1     100 𝛺 

Option 2       0 2 
Option 3 𝛺 1 

 
In a binary choice between Options 1 and 2, it is clear that Huckleberry has the 
strongest unanswered complaint against Option 2, and that therefore Option 1 defeats 
Option 2 according to Minimize Unanswered Complaints. However, simply intro-
ducing the possibility of making Yogi’s life worse (Option 3) makes Option 2 per-
missible, as now there is no option that covers Option 2. In other words, there is no 
option that defeats Option 2 and any option that Option 2 defeats. For according to 
Minimize Unanswered Complaints, although Option 1 defeats Option 2, it does not 
defeat Option 3, since no one is harmed by Option 3 relative to Option 1, or by Option 
1 relative to Option 3. Even worse, as Thornley (2023) notes, Option 2 will be 
permissible no matter how strong Huckleberry’s harm-based complaint is against 

 
40 In the proof, the harm-based formulation MAUH is used (cf. footnote 41). 
41 Our presentation of his case was sourced, with minor cosmetic changes, from Thornley (2023, p. 524). 
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Option 2 relative to Option 1, and no matter how little harm Option 2 prevents from 
befalling Yogi relative to Option 3. Thornley calls this ‘the Problem of Impairable Life 
Acceptance’. 

Thornley’s Case demonstrates that Minimize Unanswered Complaints violates 
NED, a result which Podgorski, like Horton, is happy to accept. Option 3 creates a 
non-identity shortfall relative to Option 1, since Option 1 gives Huckleberry a life that 
is much better than the life that Option 3 gives Yogi; yet Minimize Unanswered 
Complaints entails that neither option defeats the other. One might therefore wonder 
whether the Problem of Impairable Life Acceptance could be avoided by modifying 
Podgorksi’s criterion of defeat to reflect the apparent moral significance of non-
identity shortfall as well as that of harm. Such a modified criterion would of course 
need to be worked out, and one would need to decide how non-identity shortfall is 
to be weighed against unanswered harm for the purpose of determining defeat. But 
the criterion would at least generate plausible results in Thornley’s Case. It would 
imply that Option 1 defeats Option 3 because of Option 3’s non-identity shortfall 
relative to Option 1, that Option 1 defeats Option 2 because of Huckleberry’s harm-
based complaint against Option 2 relative to Option 1, and that Option 2 defeats 
Option 3 because of Yogi’s harm-based complaint Against Option 3 relative to Option 
1. Option 1 would then cover both Option 2 and Option 3, and so Options 2 and 3 
would be impermissible and Option 1 morally required, which is intuitively the 
correct result. 

However, even such a revamped version of Minimize Unanswered Complaints 
would have the troubling feature that an option against which some person has an 
unanswered complaint, no matter how strong, can be permitted. Let us say that an 
amount of harm is unanswered iff, corresponding to that harm, there are unanswered 
complaints of a certain strength. Then Minimize Unanswered Complaints will some-
times permit any amount of unanswered harm, even if it is modified to account for 
the significance of non-identity shortfall. 

For instance, consider Table 8, which represents a range of different possible 
addition (as opposed to non-identity) cases where 𝑥 and 𝑦 represent different well-
being values that could obtain for Barney and Betty in these addition cases. 
 
Table 8. Unlimited Harm 

 Barney Betty 
Option 1 0 𝛺 

Option 2 𝑥 +1 −𝑥 

Option 3 0 𝑦 
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For any 𝑥, 𝑦 > 0, Option 2 is permissible according to Minimize Unanswered Com-
plaints, regardless of whether its criteria of defeat imply that one option can defeat 
another when the latter causes non-identity shortfall relative to the former. In 
Unlimited Harm, none of the options causes non-identity shortfall. And since Barney 
exists given any option (i.e., he is not a contingent person), the harm to Betty done by 
Option 2 is wholly unanswered. Yet, no matter how awful Betty’s life given Option 2 
(i.e., no matter what negative value we assign to −𝑥), and no matter how fabulous her 
life given Option 3 (i.e., no matter what positive value we assign to 𝑦), Option 2 
remains uncovered, and therefore permissible. Neither Option 1 nor Option 3 can 
cover Option 2 on Minimize Unanswered Complaints. For any 𝑥 ≥ 0, Option 2 
defeats Option 1, since the comparative harm that Option 1 does to Barney is greater 
than the existential harm that Option 2 does to Betty. For sufficiently large values of 𝑦 in relation to 𝑥, Option 3 defeats Option 2. However, there are no values of 𝑥 and 𝑦 ≥ 0, for which Option 3 defeats Option 1, since neither Option 1 nor Option 3 
causes any harm or non-identity shortfall relative to the other. 

Since 𝑥 and 𝑦 can take any values greater than 0, Option 2 can inflict any greater 
amount of permissible unanswered harm than either Option 1 or Option 3. Pod-
gorski’s Minimize Unanswered Complaints therefore violates the following principle, 
regardless of whether it is modified to accommodate NED: 

Limit Permissible Harm (LPH): If option A does more unanswered harm than 
any alternative, and no alternative causes non-identity shortfall, then if A is 
permissible, the difference between the amount of unanswered harm done by A 
and that done by any alternative cannot be arbitrarily great. 

In other words, there must be a limit to how much more unanswered harm a permis-
sible option does relative to the alternatives. 

Not only is LPH intuitively plausible, it is difficult to see how any harm-avoidance 
theory can reject it. According to the harm-avoidance account, the only possible 
wrong-makers for any of Options 1–3 in Unlimited Harm is the harm it does, since 
none of the options causes non-identity shortfall. How, then, can there be no limit to 
the amount of unanswered harm that is permitted? Podgorski’s proposed criterion of 
permissibility, Uncovered, does not track what is morally relevant on the harm-
avoidance account, namely harm-avoidance. 

6. The End of the Road 
So far, we have seen that three harm-avoidance theories violate Weaker DA, a fourth 
satisfies Weaker DA but violates WILA, while a fifth satisfies both Weaker DA and 
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WILA but violates LPH. This motivates the search for a harm-avoidance theory that 
accommodates all the aforementioned principles. 

But we’ve come to the end of the road. No harm-avoidance theory can accom-
modate all three principles. Given two very weak assumptions, which we state below, 
the conjunction of these principles is incompatible with the defining feature of a 
harm-avoidance theory. Recall that according to Harmless Permission, an option that 
causes no existential harm, comparative harm, or non-identity shortfall is permissible. 
As we now demonstrate, Harmless Permission is incompatible with the conjunction 
of Weaker Dominance Addition, Weak Improvable Life Acceptance, and Limit 
Permissible Harm. 

Consider Table 9. 
 
Table 9. The End of the Road 

 Person 1 Person 2 
Option 1 −𝑥 𝛺 

Option 2 𝑦 𝑦 

Option 3 −𝑥 − 𝜀 𝑧 

 
The End of the Road is an abstract schema for a range of possible cases where 𝑥,𝑦, 𝑧, 
and 𝜀 are well-being values for Persons 1 and 2, and these values can differ across 
different possible cases in the range. 

The schema has five important features: 

Feature 1: For any 𝑥,𝑦, 𝑧, 𝜀 > 0, in a choice between Option 1 and Option 3, 
Option 1 causes no existential or comparative harm. 

Feature 2: None of Options 1—3 causes non-identity shortfall, either in a binary 
choice or in a choice between all three Options. 

Feature 3: For any 𝑥,𝑦, 𝑧, 𝜀 > 0, 

3a. In a choice between Option 1, Option 2, and Option 3, Person 1 is the 
only person harmed by Option 1. 

3b. Option 3 harms Person 1 more than Option 1 does. 

Feature 4: For any 𝑥,𝑦, 𝑧, 𝜀 > 0, and 𝑧 − 𝑦 > 𝑦 − ሺ𝑥 − 𝜀ሻ, Option 3 does more 
unanswered harm than Option 1 or Option 2. 
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Feature 5: For any 𝑥,𝑦 > 0, 

5a. Option 2 weakly addition-dominates Option 1. 

5b. Everyone who exists given Option 1 has a bad life. 

We adopt the following definitions: 

Definition 1: Option A is morally required = 𝑑𝑓. A is permissible and any 
alternative to A is impermissible. 

Definition 2: Option A is impermissible = 𝑑𝑓. A is not permissible. 

Finally, we make the following two substantive but very weak assumptions: 

Weak No Dilemma Assumption: For any 𝑥,𝑦, 𝑧, 𝜀, > 0, at least one of Options 
1—3 is permissible. 

Weak Completeness Assumption: For any 𝑥,𝑦, 𝑧, 𝜀, > 0, and for each one of 
Options 1—3, that option is either permissible or impermissible. 

According to Weak No Dilemma Assumption, the cases that fit the schema The End 
of the Road where 𝑥,𝑦, 𝑧, 𝜀 > 0 are not moral dilemmas. At least one of the options in 
those cases is permissible. This does not imply that there are no moral dilemmas. Hence, 
those who believe in the existence of moral dilemmas can accept Weak No Dilemma 
Assumption. But we think that if there are any moral dilemmas, there must be a 
special explanation as to why, in those choice contexts, every one of an agent’s options 
is impermissible. We do not think that there is any such explanation to be given 
regarding the relevant cases that fit The End of the Road. The onus is on those who 
disagree to show why Weak No Dilemmas Assumption should be rejected. 

According to Weak Completeness Assumption, in the cases that fit the schema The 
End of the Road where 𝑥,𝑦, 𝑧, 𝜀 > 0, for each one of Options 1—3, its deontic status is 
either permissible or impermissible, not some third status, such as indeterminate. Again, 
we are not assuming that the deontic status of any option is either permissible or 
impermissible, only that this is true in the relevant range of cases. Like moral dilem-
mas, deontic indeterminacy is a phenomenon that requires special explanation, and 
we just don’t see what the explanation could be in the cases that fit The End of the 
Road. 

Given Weak No Dilemma Assumption, Weak Completeness Assumption, and 
Definitions 1 and 2, we can demonstrate that Harmless Permission, Weaker Domi- 
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nance Addition, Weak Improvable Life Acceptance, and Limit Permissible Harm are 
jointly incompatible. 

Proof. Assume for reductio 

P1. Harmless Permission: If option A does no comparative or existential 
harm, and does not create any non-identity shortfall, then A is permissible. 

P2. Weak Improvable Life Acceptance: If (i) option A imposes greater 
harm on person S than option B, and (ii) the only moral consideration 
against B, in a choice from an option set 𝒪 that includes A and B, is that B 
harms S, then if A is not morally required in a binary choice between A and 
B, then A is not morally required in a choice from 𝒪. 

P3. Weaker Dominance Addition: If option A weakly addition-dominates 
option B, and everyone who exists given B has a bad life, then B is 
impermissible. 

P4. Limit Permissible Harm: If option A does more unanswered harm 
than any alternative, and no alternative causes non-identity shortfall, then 
if A is permissible, the difference between the amount of unanswered harm 
done by A and that done by any alternative cannot be arbitrarily great. 

From P1, Feature 1, and Definitions 1 and 2, 

P5. For any 𝑥,𝑦, 𝑧, 𝜀 > 0, in a binary choice between Option 1 and Option 
3, Option 3 is not morally required. 

From P1, P2, P5, and Features 2 and 3, 

P6. For any 𝑥,𝑦, 𝑧, 𝜀 > 0, in a choice between Option 1, Option 2, and 
Option 3, Option 3 is not morally required.42 

From P6, Weak No Dilemma Assumption, Weak Completeness Assumption, and 
Definitions 1 and 2, 

 

 

 
42 Notice that P1 and Features 2 and 3 jointly imply that if Option 1 is impermissible in a choice between Options 
1—3, then this can only be because Option 1 harms Person 1. In other words, the fact that Option 1 harms Person 
1 is the only moral consideration against Option 1. 
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P7. For any 𝑥,𝑦, 𝑧, 𝜀 > 0, and 𝑧 − 𝑦 > 𝑦 − ሺ−𝑥 − 𝜀ሻ, in a choice between 
Option 1, Option 2, and Option 3, either Option 1 is permissible or Option 
2 is permissible. 

From P4, and Features 2 and 4, 

P8. For some 𝑥,𝑦, 𝑧, 𝜀, > 0, and 𝑧 − 𝑦 > 𝑦 − ሺ−𝑥 − 𝜀ሻ, in a choice between 
Option 1, Option 2, and Option 3, Option 2 is impermissible. 

From P7, P8, and Definition 2, 

P9. For some 𝑥,𝑦, 𝑧, 𝜀, > 0, and 𝑧 − 𝑦 > 𝑦 − ሺ−𝑥 − 𝜀ሻ, in a choice between 
Option 1, Option 2, and Option 3, Option 1 is permissible. 

But from P3 and Feature 5, 

P10. For any 𝑥,𝑦, 𝑧, 𝜀, > 0, in a choice between Option 1, Option 2, and 
Option 3, Option 1 is impermissible. 

So, from P10, Definition 2, and existential instantiation, 

C. It is not the case that for some 𝑥,𝑦, 𝑧, 𝜀, > 0, and 𝑧 − 𝑦 > 𝑦 − ሺ−𝑥 − 𝜀ሻ, 
in a choice between Option 1, Option 2, and Option 3, Option 1 is 
permissible.  

Since C contradicts P9, we must reject either Harmless Permission, Weaker Domi-
nance Addition, Weak Improvable Life Acceptance, or Limit Permissible Harm. 

But Harmless Permission is part and parcel of any harm-avoidance theory. So it 
seems, proponents of a harm-avoidance theory must reject either Weaker Dominance 
Addition, Weak Improvable Life Acceptance, or Limit Permissible Harm. The worry 
is that each of these claims is extremely plausible, more plausible, we think, than 
Harmless Permission. 

7. Conclusion 
One of the central challenges facing any harm-avoidance theory, i.e., any theory 
committed to Harmless Permission, is offering an adequate response to the Problem of 
Improvable Life Avoidance. The problem is that the simplest harm-avoidance theory, 
Harm Minimization, leads to both improvable life avoidance and a requirement to 
choose weakly addition-dominated options. Most harm-avoidance theorists seem to 
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agree that improvable life avoidance and requiring weakly addition-dominated op-
tions are problematic. But in scrutinizing the existing harm-avoidance theories, and 
their responses to the Problem of Improvable Life Avoidance, we have argued that some 
of these theories permit weakly addition-dominated options in which everyone has a 
bad life, that some lead to strong improvable life avoidance, and that some permit 
any amount of harm in relation to less harmful alternatives. Moreover, we have arg-
ued that no harm-avoidance theory can avoid all three of these problems. 

Our discussion bears on the prospects of finding a general theory that accom-
modates the Asymmetry. Harm-avoidance theories have seemed like the most promi-
sing candidates in this regard. In light of our discussion, one might be motivated to 
find an alternative theoretical framework in which to situate the Asymmetry. But the 
alternatives come with their own problems. 

One possibility would be to defend the Asymmetry by appealing to a different 
type of harm-avoidance. For instance, one could claim that the only harm that we are 
morally required to avoid is non-comparative harm. We might be required to avoid 
causing people to be in an intrinsically bad state, but not to avoid giving people less 
of what is intrinsically good rather than more of what is intrinsically good. 

However, this may seem quite extreme. It implies, for example, that we have no 
moral requirement to save people from death, insofar as death would not be intrinsic-
ally bad for those who die but would merely deprive them of further good. 

An alternative response, which we find more plausible, is to reject the Asymmetry. 
We should accept that we can be morally required to create people with good lives 
rather than not create them at all, where the explanation for this is simply that these 
people would exist with good lives. 

What about Climate Anti-Natalism, the claim that in many situations it is wrong 
to create a person because of the added CO2 emissions? Insofar as Climate Anti-
Natalism is motivated by the harm-avoidance account, our result undermines the case 
for Climate Anti-Natalism. In the domain of normative population ethics, there are 
several sources of an act being impermissible. It could be impermissible because it 
causes harm, because it causes non-identity shortfall, or because it fails to create 
people with good lives. We have argued against the claim that an act that causes no 
harm or non-identity shortfall in this domain is permissible. This makes it seem likely 
that there will be cases where an act is impermissible because it fails to create a person 
with a good life. Those who wish to defend Climate Anti-Natalism must therefore 
address the possible existence of such reasons, and show that they aren’t strong 
enough to outweigh the expected climate-change-related harm of adding another 
person to the world. 
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Appendix. Minimize Unanswered Complaints 
Satisfies Weak Dominance Addition 
We will show that on Podgorski’s Minimize Unanswered Complaints: 

Claim: For any choice context in which A and B are both options, if A weakly 
addition dominates B, then A defeats B and for any C, if B defeats C, then A defeats 
C. 

It follows from Claim that if A weakly addition dominates B, then A covers B, and 
thus B is impermissible on the Uncovered criterion. So, the conditional ‘if B is 
permissible, then A is permissible’ is vacuously true. 

Proof. Suppose that in some choice context, 
P1. A weakly addition dominates B. 

First we will prove that given P1, A defeats B. From P1 and the definition of ‘weak 
addition dominance’, 

P2. Every person who exists in B exists in A, and every person who exists in B has 
well-being at least 0 and at most x, and every person who exists in A has positive 
well-being y > x. 

Let Harm(AB) represent the total harm in A relative to B. Because total harm is the 
sum of existential harm and comparative harm, from P2 and the definitions of 
‘existential harm’, ‘comparative harm’, and ‘existential benefit answers’ we derive 
P3—P5: 

P3. Harm(AB) = 0. 

P4. Harm(BA) > 0. 

P5. ExBen(BA) = 0. 

From P4 and P5, we derive 

P6. Harm(BA) − ExBen(BA) > 0 

From P3 and P6, we derive 

P7. Harm(BA) − ExBen(BA) > Harm(AB) − ExBen(AB). 
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From P6, P7, and Minimize Aggregate Unanswered Harm’s definition of ‘defeat’, i.e., 
MAUH, we derive 

P8. A defeats B. 

Next, we will prove that for any alternative C in the choice context, if B defeats C, 
then A defeats C. Suppose: 

P9. There is some C in the choice context, such that B defeats C. 

Since B defeats C, by the definition of ‘defeat’, 

P10. Harm(CB) − ExBen(CB) > 0  

and 

P11.  Harm(CB) − ExBen(CB) > Harm(BC) − ExBen(BC). 

From P10, we derive 

P12. Harm(CB) > 0. 

We will show that for any individual harm in C relative to B, there is at least that 
much individual harm in C relative to A. 

First, any harm in C relative to B is either existential harm in C relative to B or 
comparative harm in C relative to B. 

Any existential harm in C relative to B is suffered either by someone who exists in 
C but neither A nor B, or by someone who exists in C and A but not in B. Any person 
who suffers existential harm in C relative to B, has negative well-being −z in C. If the 
person exists in C but neither A nor B, then the magnitude of her existential harm in 
C relative to B and that of her existential harm in C relative to A is |−z|. If she exists in 
C and A but not B, then the harm she suffers in C relative to A is comparative, and 
the magnitude of this harm in C relative to A is |−z|+y, i.e. the difference between her 
positive welfare in A and her welfare in C, where (|−z| + y) > |−z|. Hence, for any 
existential harm in C relative to B, there is either that much existential harm in C 
relative to A, or even greater comparative harm in C relative to A. 

Next, any comparative harm in C relative to B is suffered by someone who exists 
in both B and C. Suppose she has lifetime well-being wC in C, where wC could be any 
positive or negative number, wC < x. Since everyone who exists in B exists in A with 
welfare y, and y > x, it straightforwardly follows that wC < x < y. Hence, any  
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comparative harm in C relative to B is an even greater comparative harm in C relative 
to A. 

It follows that for any individual harm in C relative to B, there is at least that much 
individual harm in C relative to A. Since the total harm in one option relative to 
another is just the sum of the individual harms in the former relative to the latter, we 
derive 

P13. Harm(CA) ≥ Harm(CB). 

From P10 and P13, we derive 

P14. ExBen(CB) < Harm(CA). 

By the definition of ‘existential benefits’, any existential benefit in C relative to B is 
had by a person who exists in C but not B. Hence, any existential benefit in C relative 
to B is had either by a person who exists in C but not in A or B, or by a person who 
exists in C and A, but not B. Hence, 

P15. ExBen(CB) = the sum of positive well-being of (i) all people who exist in C 
but not in A or B and (ii) all people who exist in C and A but not B. 

Let WC = the sum of positive well-being of all people who exist in C but not A or B. 
And let WCA = the sum of positive well-being of all people who exist in C and A but 
not B. 

Then, from P14 and P15, we derive 

P16. WC + WCA < Harm(CA). 

From P16, we derive 

P17. WCA < Harm arm(CA) and 

P18. WC < Harm(CA). 

The existential benefits of C relative to A consists of the positive well-being of those 
who exist in C but not A. Since everyone who exists in B exists in A, this means that 
the existential benefits of C relative to A consists of the positive well-being of those 
who exist in C but neither A nor B, i.e., 

P19. ExBen(CA) =WC. 
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From P18 and P19, we derive 

P20. ExBen(CA) < Harm(CA). 

Subtracting ExBen(CA) from both sides of the inequality in P20, we derive 

 P21. Harm(CA) − ExBen(CA) > 0 

Next, we need to see how Harm(AC) compares to Harm(CA). 
There are no existential harms in A relative to any outcome. Hence, if there is any 

individual harm in A relative to C, it is a comparative harm, i.e., a harm to someone 
who exists in A and C. Everyone who exists in A has positive well-being y. By the 
definition of ‘comparative harm’, for anyone harmed in A relative to C, her well-being 
in C is greater than her well-being in A, (i.e., > y). Call those harmed in A relative to 
C ‘the A-harmed people’. Let WA-harmedA be the sum total of positive well-being of the A-
harmed people in A. Let WA-harmedC be the sum total of positive well-being of the A-
harmed people in C. The total harm of A relative to C is therefore equal to WA-harmedC 

− WA-harmedA. In other words, 

P22. Harm(AC) = WA-harmedC − WA-harmedA. 

Since WCA is the total positive well-being of everyone who exists in both A and C, 

P23. WA-harmedC ≤ WCA. 

Since WA-harmedA is a positive number, from P23, we derive 

P24. WA-harmedC − WA-harmedA< WCA. 

From P22 and P24, we derive 

P25. Harm(AC) < WCA. 

From P16, P19, and P25, we derive 

P26.  ExBen(CA) + Harm(AC) < Harm(CA). 

Subtracting ExBen(CA) from both sides of the inequality in P26, we get: 

P27. Harm(AC) < Harm(CA) − ExBen(CA). 
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The unanswered harm of C relative to A is greater than the harm of A relative to C, 
and hence, greater than the unanswered harm of A relative to C. Finally, from P21, 
P27, and the definition of ‘defeat’, C. A defeats C 

We have proven that if A weakly addition dominates B, then A defeats B and for 
any C, if B defeats C, A defeats C. From which it follows that if A weakly addition 
dominates B, A covers B. Therefore, Podgorski’s Minimize Unanswered Complaints 
satisfies Weak Dominance Addition. 
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