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Abstract

The article assesses recent attempts to deflect two persistent objections to Positive
Egalitarianism (PE), the view that equality adds to the goodness of a state of affairs.
The first says that PE entails bringing into existence individuals who are equal to each
other in leading horrible lives, such that they are worth not living. I assess three strategies
for deflecting this objection: offering a restricted version of PE; biting the bullet; and
pressing a levelling out counter-objection. The second objection points out that for any
world A containing many individuals all leading very satisfying lives, and in perfect equal-
ity, PE prefers a much larger, perfectly equal population Z with much lower (yet positive)
well-being. I review two main strategies for avoiding this Repellent Conclusion: a Capped
Model and making egalitarianism sensitive to welfare levels. Both solutions, I show, are
worse than the problems they are meant to solve.

Negative egalitarianism, a view about the value of equality, says that the less inequality,
the better the outcome." More specifically, how good an outcome is with respect to
equality is a function (and there can be more than one, to be sure) of the number of
pairwise relations of inequality. This has been the standard view about the badness
of inequality. But more recently an alternative view has been suggested. According to
positive egalitarianism it is not only inequality that detracts from the goodness of out-
comes but also equality that adds to it. Here is positive egalitarianism (henceforth PE)
as formulated by one of its main proponents, Gustaf Arrhenius:

PE: The egalitarian value of a population is a strictly decreasing function of pair-
wise relations of inequality and a strictly increasing function of pairwise relations
of equality.®

"Larry S. Temkin, Inequality (Oxford, 1993). Ingmar Persson has defended this view under the title of
‘anti-inegalitarianism’. See his ‘Equality, Priority, and Person-Affecting Value’, Ethical Theory & Moral
Practice 4 (2001), pp. 23-39. Another endorsement is found in Shlomi Segall, Why Inequality Matters
(Cambridge, 2016), pp. 73-8.

*Gustaf Arrhenius, ‘Egalitarian Concerns and Population Change’, Inequalities in Health: Concepts,
Measures, and Ethics, ed. Nir Eyal, Samia A. Hurst, Ole F. Norheim and Daniel Wikler (Oxford,
2013), pp. 74-92, at 85.
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This proposal constitutes a new and exciting take on the value of equality. Among
other things it seems to generate the correct judgement on a number of challenging
cases. Consider for example the following:

Case One: Proportional extension of the population

A is a society that has two classes of individuals, between which substantial inequal-
ity obtains. As we move to B and then C, this society expands, and expands proportion-
ally, retaining all the while the same original gap. Accounts of inequality that are based
on measuring the average of all pairwise gaps, such as the well-known Gini coefficient
for example, say that the inequality remains the same in all three societies. But that
seems wrong. As Larry Temkin has persuasively argued, there is a strong intuition
that things are actually getting worse with respect to equality in the move from A,
through B, to C. Retaining the exact same gap all the while the society keeps growing
in fact implies that things are worse in terms of inequality.” PE captures this intuition.
Although the number of equal relations increases in the move from A to C, the number
of unequal relations increases at a much greater rate. PE thus improves on average
measures of inequality such as Gini.

Here is another case that PE seems to get right. Consider the following:

Case Two: Mere addition of better off individuals

*Temkin, Inequality, pp. 181-3.
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In A we have two individuals, one better off and one worse off. In B, another better
off individual has been added. And the process is iterated all the way to Z. Here, many
share an intuition that Z is better than A (and better than B). (I myself don’t share that
intuition but set that aside for now.) The Gini measure captures this. But notice that in
contemplating the move just from A to B we might actually think that things are getting
worse. After all, there is only one added relation of equality, but the number of relations
of inequality has been doubled. PE registers this important nuance. It says that Z is bet-
ter than A (and B), on account of the much greater number of equal relations, but that
A, in turn, is better than B. The negative value of doubling the number of unequal rela-
tions trumps the addition of just one relation of equality.*

PE seems to get the right results in some tough cases, where average measures like
Gini, and other additive measures like negative egalitarianism, do not. At the same time,
PE has already attracted some criticism. In particular, it is recognized, including (to
their credit) by its own proponents, that it is vulnerable to two main objections. One
objection says that according to PE we have a reason to bring into existence equally situ-
ated individuals, even when they would lead lives that are worth not living. But it seems
implausible that we would have such a reason. Call this the Sadistic Conclusion. The
other objection says that according to PE, the egalitarian value of a perfectly equal
population increases still with the addition of more and more equally situated indivi-
duals, even when this is at the cost of the level of well-being dropping drastically
(although still remaining positive). That is, provided sufficiently great numbers of
new equally situated individuals are brought into existence, the huge drop in quality
of life does not detract from the goodness of the outcome. This has become known
as the Egalitarian Repellent Conclusion.

My aim in this article is to try to move the debate forward a little bit by assessing
attempts to deflect these two long-standing objections. My claim is that none of
these responses and amendments successfully rescues PE from its weaknesses. If so, I
want to show, PE does not offer a plausible view of the value of equality. Although
the bottom-line itself is rather discouraging, I do believe much of the subplots this
inquiry throws up along the way should be of considerable interest to both egalitarians
and students of population ethics.

I. The Sadistic Conclusion

Here then is the first long-standing objection to PE. PE entails that we have a (pro
tanto) reason to bring into existence pairs of equally situated individuals, even if
these individuals will be equal in leading lives that are so horrible that they are
worth not living. But it seems counter-intuitive to think that we have any reason,
let alone an egalitarian one, to bring into existence lives that are worth not living.”
How may positive egalitarians respond? I want to explore here three new potential
lines of defence. First, proponents of PE may concede the embarrassing implications
of the Sadistic Conclusion, but then overcome it by restricting their view such that it
would not apply to cases of negative welfare; second, they may bite the bullet and
deny that the Sadistic Conclusion is all that embarrassing or, alternatively, that there
is something attractive about it nevertheless; or third, they may concede the objection

*Arrhenius, ‘Egalitarian Concerns and Population Change’, p. 84.

*Ingmar Persson, ‘Why Levelling Down Could be Worse for Prioritarians than for Egalitarians’, Ethical
Theory & Moral Practice 11 (2008), pp. 295-303, at 298.
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but point out that the only other rival view (negative egalitarianism) is susceptible to an
even worse objection. I take these in turn.

i. The restrictive approach

The first line of defence that positive egalitarians may employ to repel the Sadistic
Conclusion consists of restricting the scope of their view. A couple of replies might
come under this heading.

One answer, and this is something Arrhenius has offered himself, is that proponents
of PE (such as himself) would do well to set aside negative welfare. The positive value of
equal relations, he says, applies only to equal pairwise relations that occur at positive
welfare.® If such a restriction were to be applied, PE would no longer yield a Sadistic
Conclusion. But I think we should quickly dismiss this response, and not only because
Arrhenius himself, later on, does not seem to put much faith in it. I think this response
is extremely ad hoc, and for two reasons. First, we ought to be suspicious, in general, of
any view that is restricted in this manner. Lives not worth living represent a challenge to
many a view, and it would not do simply to dismiss the challenge by restricting the view
(to lives worth living). Negative egalitarianism, for one, applies across the board, to lives
worth living and to those that are not. Think, to give another example, of an ex ante
utilitarian view, and consider the following case (from Arrhenius himself in a joint
paper with Orri Stefansson):”

-

-

A C B

Here, we have the choice between with certainty having a population of very high
welfare in A, or the prospect of having, with probability P, which is very high but smal-
ler than 1, a population (B) of the same size but with very negative welfare and, with
probability 1-P, a much larger population (C) with positive but very low welfare.
For a large enough population B, ex ante utilitarianism would recommend the lottery
over the for-sure population A. If B is large enough, then the aggregate value of its pro-
spective welfare, the slight chance of it coming about notwithstanding, outweighs the
negative aggregate value of C, the immense chance of it coming into being notwith-
standing. This is a serious challenge to a utilitarian view that incorporates prospects

®Arrhenius, ‘Egalitarian Concerns and Population Change’, p. 85 n. 25.
’Gustaf Arrhenius and Orri H. Steffanson, ‘Population Ethics under Risk’, unpublished.
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(rather than just outcomes) into its currency of distribution. Suppose now that a pro-
ponent of ex ante utilitarianism were to meet Arrhenius and Stefansson’s objection by
asserting that her view simply does not apply to negative welfare. I think we would
rightly see this as extremely ad hoc.

To avoid being ad hoc proponents of the restrictive strategy must explain why the
positive value of egalitarianism obtains only for lives that are worth living. The reply
that ‘doing so will prevent embarrassing consequences for the theory in question’ is
of course not a very good reason. As Parfit has said with regard to similar matters,
‘we cannot justifiably reject strong arguments merely by claiming that their conclusions
are implausible’.® Similarly, I think, one may not restrict the application of one’s view
only because doing so will deliver it from difficult implications. There must be some
independently good reason for such a restriction, lest it be ad hoc. Let me give an illus-
tration to this second point by alluding to another egalitarian view. The view known as
Conditional Egalitarianism seeks to escape the embarrassing implications of the level-
ling down objection by stipulating that equality is valuable only when there is at least
one individual that it (equality) benefits. Proponents of conditional egalitarianism pro-
vide a detailed account of the ‘intimate’ relation between equality and utility gains (or
‘beneficence’), and person-affecting reasons more generally. Whether you find that
story convincing (I myself don’t)” is a different matter. The point, rather, is that propo-
nents of Conditional Egalitarianism do realize that to restrict their view without provid-
ing a background story and justification would be ad hoc. To sum up the point, to
suggest that the positive value of equal relations should be restricted just to those indi-
viduals who lead a life that is worth living is hopelessly ad hoc. It is a bit like saying, to
paraphrase Nils Holtug, that equality is valuable, but only on Wednesdays.'® At the very
least, then, we need a good reason (apart, that is, from avoiding embarrassing implica-
tions for one’s own view) to believe that proponents of PE could avail themselves of this
restrictive version of their view.""

As mentioned, Arrhenius himself does not seem to put much stock in this first
answer, and indeed in a later paper (this time co-authored with Julia Mosquera) he han-
dles the problem slightly differently. Arrhenius and Mosquera say there that PE may
assign neutral value (that is, zero) to equal relations when they obtain at negative

8Derek Parfit, ‘Future People, the Non-Identity Problem, and Person-Affecting Principles’, Philosophy
and Public Affairs 45 (2017), pp. 118-57, at 154.

%See Segall, Why Inequality Matters, pp. 28-33.

10Nils Holtug, Persons, Interests, and Justice (Oxford, 2010), p. 196.

"'Speaking of Conditional Egalitarianism, proponents of PE might employ here a strategy made famous
by people like Thomas Christiano and Andrew Mason and say the following. (I am grateful to Patrick
Tomlin for pressing me on this.) Restricting the positive value of equality to people with lives that are
worth living is not ad hoc, because the value of egalitarianism (positive or negative), to begin with, only
applies to positive welfare. Now, there are grave reservations about conditional egalitarianism, especially,
as mentioned, about its ultimate ad hoc nature and also the intransitivity it leads to. But even setting
those aside, we may observe the following weakness. It is one thing to suggest that the value of equality
is conditional on improvements in welfare (Christiano’s suggestion). Improvement, after all, could occur
also from a negative level of welfare. It is quite another to suggest that the value of equality does not at
all obtain below the zero welfare line. That suggestion, for example, would be committed to saying that
the move from (—10, —2) to (-2, —2) has nothing to recommend it, from an egalitarian perspective.
This strikes me as deeply implausible. For more on conditional egalitarianism see Thomas Christiano,
The Constitution of Equality: Democratic Authority and its Limits (Oxford, 2008), ch. 1; Andrew Mason,
‘Egalitarianism and the Levelling Down Objection’, Analysis (2001), pp. 246-54.
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welfare. This slight amendment would be successful in not committing the PE to having
a reason in favour of bringing into existence an egalitarian society of miserable indivi-
duals.'” I think this is a better response in that it does not have recourse to an arbitrary
and ad hoc restriction of the view to only certain relations (those occurring above the
threshold for life worth living). However, this still strikes me as only slightly better
than the previous reply, and for a similar reason. Namely, we ought to be given a reason,
beyond avoiding difficult implications, for assigning a zero value to equal relations that
occur below the threshold for life worth living. To avoid being ad hoc, in other words,
positive egalitarians must at least tell us why their function behaves in such a way accord-
ing to which below zero welfare it generates zero value of equality. But unless and before
one is given such a reason one cannot escape the conclusion that this is again rather ad
hoc. We shall return to discuss the shape of the PE function in section IL

ii. Biting the bullet

The second line of defence available to proponents of PE is simply to bite the bullet on
the Sadistic Conclusion. I can think of two variants here. Friends of PE may, to begin
with, simply deny that there is anything remotely embarrassing about the Sadistic
Conclusion. Alternatively, they may concede that all things considered bringing into
existence pairs of individuals with lives that are equally worth not living is indeed
bad, but that doing so is better in at least one respect.”

The first response, I think, is not a very hopeful strategy. Taken on its own a view
that says that there is value to be had by bringing into the world individuals with
lives that are by definition worth not living cannot but be embarrassing. Denying
that there is anything wrong with the Sadistic Conclusion seems to me like a non-
starter. Instead, what proponents of PE might do is to concede that while all things con-
sidered it would be wrong to bring about an egalitarian society of miserable individuals,
there is still at least one respect in which doing so would nevertheless make things bet-
ter. After all, they might say, egalitarians in general and negative egalitarians in particu-
lar are themselves quite accustomed to this line of response in their deflection of the
levelling down objection (LDO). Famously, the standard egalitarian reply is that level-
ling down might be on the whole worse, but better in one respect."* Why cannot the PE
similarly say that while bringing about a world of equally suffering individuals is
undesirable all things considered, it is still valuable in one respect?

In contrast to the restrictive approach, there is certainly nothing ad hoc about this
line of response. As mentioned, this is one, perhaps the major, strategy employed by
negative egalitarians in repelling LDO. Indeed, proponents of standard (negative) egali-
tarianism are often at pains to point out that critics are not always careful to differen-
tiate between things being better all-things-considered and them being better in one
respect. As a consequence, large tracts of egalitarian defence have had to be devoted
to directing attention to this very distinction. There would be something good about
levelling down the rich to the level of the middle class, egalitarians assert, even if this

>Gustaf Arrhenius and Julia Mosquera, ‘The Value of Equality: A Reply to Segall’, unpublished.

3] am grateful to a referee for this journal for helping me lay out the different strategies in this manner.

"“Larry S. Temkin, ‘Equality, Priority, and the Levelling Down Objection’, The Ideal of Equality, ed.
Matthew Clayton and Andrew Williams (Basingstoke, 2000), pp. 126-61.
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may not be desirable all things considered. Consequently, in recent years quite a bit of
egalitarian thought has gone into spelling out and explaining precisely how levelling
down improves things in one respect.'” Can proponents of PE do the same? Do we
have reasons to accept that bringing about an egalitarian society of wretched individuals
is better even in one respect?

Proponents of PE are not very forthcoming with providing such reasons, and per-
haps that is because it is rather difficult to come to grips with our intuitions in such
extreme scenarios. Nevertheless, we can try to provide a thought experiment on their
behalf. Consider the following. Suppose a couple in the very early stages of a pregnancy
undertakes some scans and tests only to confirm every parent’s worst fears. The child
that would be born will, with certainty, be of very low, indeed negative well-being. It will
have a life worth not living. Most of us think that this gives us an overwhelming
(in most people’s view decisive) reason not to go through with the pregnancy.
Suppose then that the physician contacts the couple shortly after to say that there
has been a terrible mistake. The quality of life of the unborn will indeed be as negative,
but instead of one foetus the couple in fact is going to have twins. In short, it is twins,
and they are expected to have the exact same level of negative well-being. It is incredible,
in my view, that this new information should make egalitarians go: ‘now, hang on, that
changes everything!’ It is incredible, in other words, to think that the new information
should give us (us, impartial observers, let alone these poor parents) a pause, be it the
slightest, to reconsider our original judgement. If anything, it is quite the opposite.
(I have my own speculation as to what the underlying mistake that leads PE down
this stray road is, but I shall reserve it for the concluding section.)

My claim, then, is that contra PE the news about it being twins should not give ega-
litarians a pause, even the slightest one. There is no egalitarian reason, no matter how
defeasible, in favour of bringing into existence life that is worth not living. But is this a
fair criticism? Compare with negative egalitarianism and levelling down. Take for
example Temkin’s famous immortality berries.'® Crucially, there are enough such ber-
ries for only half the given population. Suppose you think that all things considered this
would be absolutely wonderful. A new frontier has been crossed for humankind, not to
mention the wonderful things that these Methuselahs could enjoy (say, all the new bird
species they could add to their Western Palearctic List). Suppose now the egalitarian
planner comes to testify before the decision-makers on legalizing these berries and
reminds them of the large, indeed immense, inequality that would ensue. And suppose
further that the decision-makers do decide to go ahead with legalizing the berries.
Surely then the fact about the immanent inequality ought to give them some pause.
In fact, for such a plan to go ahead without due consideration for the ensuing inequality
would be hugely immoral (for one thing, because dismissive of the non-enhanced indi-
viduals). Can the PE point to a comparable pause-giving moral fact in the twins’ preg-
nancy case? This is very doubtful.

Let me consider a final reply to my claim in this sub-section. Friends of PE may
respond that even though on the whole they would agree that refraining from LDO
requires a more substantial ‘pause for thought’, still the case of the miserable twins,
extreme as it is, gives some pause for thought. It is this. On the ideal known as ‘relational
egalitarianism’ we all benefit from living in a society of equals. ‘Positively, egalitarians
seek a social order in which persons stand in a relation of equality. They seek to live

1°E.g. Temkin, ‘Equality, Priority, and the Levelling Down Objection’; Segall, Why Inequality Matters, esp. ch. 2.
'®Larry S. Temkin, ‘Egalitarianism Defended’, Ethics 113 (2003), pp. 762-84, at 781.
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together in a democratic community, as opposed to a hierarchical one.”’” This ideal of
egalitarianism stresses individuals’ equal standing and relations, rather than their equal
bundles. You might say, then, that coupled with ‘relational egalitarianism’, PE does show
that things are made better in one respect by proliferating the number of equal relations
in society, even though all things considered we might refrain from doing so (on account
of the Sadistic implications)."® Let me say something about this. Think of negative egali-
tarianism first. One indication that levelling down makes things better in one respect is
that its absence leaves the worse off with a complaint. Other things being equal, this
complaint might be drowned by other considerations (including the suggestion that lev-
elling down might make the disadvantaged herself even more worse off, in absolute
terms, than she would otherwise be). In contrast, refraining from bringing into existence
pairs of individuals who have equal levels of lives worth not living leaves no trace of
complaint in the world. This is the case, I want to say, even when the ideal of relational
egalitarianism is brought into the fray. For according to leading proponents of relational
egalitarianism, ‘there can be no injustice, without an injury to someone’s interests’."”
Refraining from bringing the miserable twins into existence constitutes no such injury
(on the contrary). I therefore think that even coupled with the logic of relational egali-
tarianism there is no respect in which the Sadistic Conclusion makes things better.

iii. The levelling out (counter-) objection

The third and final line of defence open to proponents of PE in deflecting the Sadistic
Conclusion might be to say that the only other game in town, namely negative egalitar-
ianism, does no better with respect to that very objection. If so, the objection does not
help in telling one rival telic view from the other. It goes like this. Suppose, PE propo-
nents may concede, that it is true that positive egalitarians cannot but recommend
bringing into existence individuals with lives that are worth not living. That, they con-
tinue, is not nearly as bad as what, upon reflection, negative egalitarians recommend.
For negative egalitarians are in fact committed to eliminating inequalities by eliminating
the very ‘offending’ individuals (say, bumping off all but the better off individuals in a
society). This extreme case of levelling down (what we might henceforth call levelling
out) individuals with good lives is surely harder to stomach than the implication of
bringing into existence individuals with lives worth not living, or so goes the response.

This is an important counter-objection.”” Let me say, nevertheless, why I think that
ultimately it does not work. Let us start by observing that egalitarians must be at least
minimally pluralist about value. It has long been noticed that any plausible egalitarian
view would have to register not just equality but also welfare (or beneficence). If this
were not the case then egalitarians would have no more reason to prefer a distribution
of (200, 200) to (100, 100), say.21 Notice, this concern for beneficence is required not in
order to escape standard cases of levelling down; it is required to escape what I have

'7Elizabeth Anderson, ‘What is the Point of Equality’, Ethics 109 (1999), pp. 287-337, at 313. T am grate-
ful to Zofia Stemplowska for invoking Relational Egalitarianism in this context.

'8[ am grateful to a referee for this journal for pressing me on this.

Elizabeth Anderson, ‘The Fundamental Disagreement between Luck Egalitarians and Relational
Egalitarians’, Canadian Journal of Philosophy 40 (2010), pp. 1-23, at 5.

T am grateful to Tom Sinclair for pressing this on me at a talk I gave at Worcester College, Oxford, and
for Gideon Elford for elaborating this objection in an extensive written exchange.

*'This has been observed already in Derek Parfit, ‘Equality and Priority’, Ratio 10 (1997), pp. 202-21,
at 204-5.
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elsewhere called gratuitous levelling down. It is, no wonder, a pretty minimal require-
ment.”*> Consider now levelling out. Notice, to begin with, that when both options —
levelling down and levelling out - are available there is no apparent reason to prefer
the latter. There is no reason, that is, why for egalitarians (Q, €) would be better
than (200, 200), say. This, I think, is true for all egalitarians (especially bearing in
mind the minimal requirement of value pluralism with regard to beneficence). It follows
that egalitarians only have reason to recommend levelling out when levelling down is
for some reason unavailable. After all, there is no apparent (negative) egalitarian reason
to prefer having no individuals to having individuals living in complete equality. So far
so good.

The levelling out objection, then, only applies when levelling down is for some rea-
son unavailable. Now, negative egalitarians could say that it is pretty hard to think of
any practical impediments to levelling down. Whatever your currency of egalitarianism
is (income, resources, welfare) it is difficult to see why it would be impossible to reduce
a better off person’s bundle. Still, there is at least one type of cases I can think of where
levelling down is indeed blocked, namely inequalities between past and future genera-
tions. It is this:

Past Future

If the former were well off, and the latter expected to be worse off, the only avenue
open for negative egalitarians would have to be levelling out, or in other words (near)
extinction. These are extreme cases, to be sure, but that is beside the point. The levelling
out objection to negative egalitarianism, I concede, stands. But now observe that where
levelling down is indeed impossible - as in the case of better off past generations — posi-
tive egalitarians would be similarly disposed. That is, just like negative egalitarians, they
would be forced to recommend levelling out. That is so because, as you will recall, PE
comprises not just the positive value of equality but also the negative value of inequality.
In the choice between huge inequalities between well off past generations and worse off
future generations, and a perfect equality that existed in the past, PE likewise will, with
one exception, favour the former. The only way in which PE can avoid levelling out here
is to ensure that future generations are not only perfectly equal but also populous
enough. In this way, the positive value of the numerous low-level pairwise relations
of equality may outweigh the significant inequalities with past generations. Given
that, ex hypothesi, the original problem stemmed from future generations having far
fewer resources than past generations, the PE solution of further increasing the popu-
lation must therefore entail a further reduction in their level of well-being. It implies, in
short, a Repugnant Conclusion:

2See also Segall, Why Inequality Matters, p. 30.
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Future

Where does this leave us? We have seen that in the one case where negative egalitar-
ians would favour levelling out (inequalities between better off past generations and
worse off future ones), PE would be either likewise disposed or, alternatively, avert it
by means that are arguably equally embarrassing (a repugnant conclusion, on which
more in the next section). It is therefore plausible to say that whereas the Sadistic
Conclusion is a major reason against PE, the levelling out objection is no reason to pre-
fer one view over another.

Let us add one more thing before concluding this long section. I want to say that
there is an important difference between the Sadistic Conclusion and the levelling
out objection. It is a difference that may be best revealed when contemplating both
objections taken all things considered. All things considered, the Sadistic Conclusion
is, it is safe to say, undisputedly repugnant. On the whole, bringing into the world
lives that are so miserable that they are worth not living cannot be a move for the better.
It is not clear, however, that the same is true for levelling out. Consider this:

A is a perfectly equal society, with billions of people, all living very happy lives. B
contains a population of the exact same dimension as in A, plus a much smaller popu-
lation of worse off individuals. It does not seem absurd, to me at least, to propose that
moving from A to B would be a move for the worse, as far as the value of equality is
concerned. I think that is pretty obvious. Moreover, it does not even seem preposterous
to suggest that the move from A to B would be a move for the worse, all things consid-
ered. In other words, in contemplating those few worse off individuals with low (yet
positive) welfare, it does not seem absurd to say that all things considered it would
be better to refrain from bringing them into existence. The reader and myself may
not agree on this intuition, but I think the example at least establishes that, unlike
the Sadistic Conclusion, the repugnance of levelling out is not beyond dispute.
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Il. The Egalitarian Repellent Conclusion

It has been pointed out (to his credit, by Arrhenius himself, among others)** that PE
has the following curious implication. Consider Case Three, where in world A ten bil-
lion individuals, say, are leading very satisfying lives, and in perfect equality. For any
such population A we could then imagine a much larger, perfectly equal population
Z with much lower (although still positive) well-being. To simplify things suppose
also (although this is not crucial for our main worry) that Z contains the exact same
amount of aggregate utility as A.
Case Three: The Egalitarian Repellent Conclusion

Negative egalitarians, it is easy to see, judge both populations to be equally good, at
least as far as the value of equality is concerned. Both contain zero inequality. PE in
contrast, judges Z to be better than A, with respect to the value of equality. That is
because world Z contains so many more pairwise relations of equality (and the same
amount of inequality as well as total welfare as A). (In all likelihood, they would also
judge Z as better than A all things considered, because it contains the same aggregate
utility, but set that aside.) But to judge Z as better than A (not just all things considered,
but even just with respect to equality) seems counter-intuitive. This has become known
as the Egalitarian Repellent Conclusion. Notice that the repellent conclusion is more
repellent than its more famous cousin, the Repugnant Conclusion. According to the
repugnant conclusion, in Case Three, utilitarians would be indifferent between A and
Z. PE takes the further step of actually favouring Z. This is a tough bullet to bite and
proponents of PE would presumably want to show that their view does not, in fact,
entail this very repellent egalitarian conclusion.

I can think of two main strategies for avoiding the Egalitarian Repellent Conclusion
(henceforth ERC). One involves placing an upper limit on the value of equality, while
the other centres on making the egalitarian value sensitive to the absolute level of
welfare at which it obtains.

i. The capped model

The first strategy open for positive egalitarians in responding to ERC is to place some
cap on the value of equality. Placing an upper absolute limit on values was famously

*Arrhenius, ‘Egalitarian Concerns and Population Change’, p. 88; see also Temkin, Inequality,
pp. 218-30.
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proposed by people like Larry Temkin as a possible strategy for meeting the challenge
presented by Derek Parfit’s aforementioned Repugnant Conclusion.”* On this sugges-
tion an outcome gets a score on each of its various aspects (utility, equality, desert,
Maximin, perfection, etc.). Importantly, however, there is an upper limit on that
score (as in competitions of gymnastics or in decathlon, say). In other words, there
is a limit to how good a state of affairs is on each of these aspects. For example,
world A containing as it does ten billion individuals all living in near bliss is a world
saturated with utility. Adding a million individuals all living just above the zero level
(the level of welfare at which life ceases to be worth living) would not make that
world better. The ‘capped model’ (as it is known) captures this intuition. The original
world has already scored a perfect score on the utility index, so adding the million add-
itional lives cannot improve it. The same idea can be applied to how good things are
with respect to equality. On the current proposal, a state of affairs can score a very
high mark in terms of equality, so much so that an increase in the number of pairwise
equal relations would not earn it a higher score in terms of the value of equality. We can
see how this model could help proponents of PE deflect ERC. World A, one could say,
already scores the perfect score on the value of equality because it contains billions of
people living in perfect equality. If there is such a thing as an upper limit on the value of
equality then there is a question whether Z could actually improve on A with respect to
the value of equality. Consequently, it is not obvious that PE is committed to judging Z
better than A, and so not committed to ERC.

The Capped model has far-reaching implications for value theory in general, and I
cannot hope to do it justice within the narrow scope of this article. Nevertheless, I do
want to register two reservations about it and their application here. One thing to notice
is that whatever you might think of the capped model, negative egalitarianism need
never have recourse to this controversial mechanism. On negative egalitarianism
there is a very clear, and not at all arbitrary, cap on the disvalue of inequality, namely
zero. A state of affairs cannot get better, from the point of view of negative egalitarian-
ism, when there is no inequality.25 (2, 2) is as good as (2, 2, 2, 2), and as good as (-9,
-9, =9, -9, —-9) for that matter. Negative egalitarianism has no need for the soothing
effect of the Capped model.

Here is a second concern, one that proponents of the Capped model were honest
enough to raise themselves. The point is this. The Capped model seems to have attract-
ive results when it comes to positive values (say, of utility), but less so when it comes to
negative values. Many of us, that is, may be willing to go along with the suggestion that
the value of utility follows a concave function, with value diminishing the more utility
there already is, until the point where further gains in utility do not translate into an
increase in goodness. But crucially, we might have different intuitions regarding nega-
tive utility.”® Imagine a world with ten billion people suffering the most horrendous
lives ever lived. Adding a million, or even a thousand more tortured individuals com-
monly strikes us as worse. If the only thing we could do in this new situation were to
help those extra thousand individuals (or even one!) and ensure that they do not suffer
we intuitively think that we ought to grab that opportunity. There does not, in other
words, seem to be a cap on how bad things are. This is true for utility, and I think it

**Larry S. Temkin, Rethinking the Good: Moral Ideals and the Nature of Practical Reasoning (New York,
2012), pp. 328-35.

*See also Temkin, Inequality, p. 225.

*$Temkin, Inequality, p. 227; Temkin, Rethinking the Good, p. 339.
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is also true for inequality. When Barack Obama left the White House the US still had
socio-economic inequality that was pretty bad on any conceivable measurement of the
OECD. But crucially, in the days and months to come that inequality could and would
become worse. There is, in other words, no apparent limit to how bad things can be
with respect to inequality. This brings back the question whether it is really the case
that there is a cap on how good things can be. Perhaps all that there is, then, is a failure
of our imagination when it comes to goodness on a large scale, a failure which, inter-
estingly, we do not suffer from when thinking about how bad things can be.

ii. Welfare-level sensitive egalitarianism

Let us, then, look at the other strategy for avoiding ERC. It consists of supplementing
basic PE with the following addition. ‘How valuable equal relations are might arguably
depend on the level of welfare involved’.”” In a more recent paper, Arrhenius and
Mosquera further add that this could ‘be achieved by aggregating the value of equal rela-
tionships at high welfare levels linearly while the value of equal relationships at low
positive levels is aggregated by a strictly concave function with an upper limit.*®
This slight revision helps the PE avoid ERC. For if equal relations are more valuable
the higher individuals’ level of welfare then it may well be the case that A, although hav-
ing fewer relations of equality than Z, is still the better outcome (with respect to equal-
ity, that is, not just all things considered). Making the value of equality sensitive to
welfare levels may well deliver PE from ERC.

I want to offer some reasons to be doubtful about incorporating welfare-level-
sensitivity into PE. Let us start with a couple of technical wrinkles. I want to stress:
nothing I say in this paragraph constitutes a rebuttal of welfare-sensitive PE. Rather,
these are just a couple of implications worth bearing in mind. First then, notice that
by introducing this welfare-level-sensitivity proponents of PE would have to abandon
the neat formulation of their view that appears at the top of this article. That is, of
course, no hindrance to the view itself, but we do need to observe that the view
defended is no longer the clean formulation above. Second, observe the following asym-
metry within the new PE formulation. There is discontinuity between the application of
the linear function (applying to high levels of welfare) and the application of the con-
cave function (applying to low levels of welfare). What could that boundary be (such
that drawing it would not be ad hoc)? How do we know when to stop applying a linear
function and start applying the concave function? One option could be to draw the line
at the zero level of welfare. But as we already saw, there is at least one reason this cannot
be the case, namely that proponents of PE in fact hold that their view either does not
apply to negative welfare, or that a function of another kind entirely (one with zero
value) applies there. Again, like the first point this is not an insurmountable challenge
to PE, but at the very least it forces the PE into incorporating some threshold (perhaps a
sufficientarian one?), thereby muddying their otherwise neat egalitarian view.

These were just some technical difficulties, and no doubt they could be overcome.
My substantive rebuttal begins now, and it begins by observing the shape of the func-
tion proposed by the PE in response to ERC. The suggestion, as we saw, is that egali-
tarian relations are more valuable at higher levels of welfare. However, apart from the
attractive feature of avoiding an uneasy implication (ERC) for the original view, what

27 Arrhenius, ‘Egalitarian Concerns and Population Change’, p. 89.
8 Arrhenius and Mosquera, ‘The Value of Equality’, p. 13.
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exactly is the justification for adopting this particular shape of the function? Why, we
might ask, should egalitarian relations be more valuable the higher the welfare at
which they obtain? Indeed, this is quite puzzling. If anything, one would have expected
things to go precisely the other way around. That is, arguably equal relations matter
more at lower levels and have a diminishing marginal value the higher up we go.*’
We commonly think that the inequality between the lowest (first) centile and the fourth
centile of the population, say, is more alarming, morally speaking, than inequalities at
higher levels, say the inequality between Warren Buffet and Bill Gates. In fact, it is pre-
cisely those latter inequalities (those occurring at very high levels) that are often
employed by critics to try to embarrass egalitarianism and to support rival views
(e.g. sufficientarianism).’® The particular shape of the PE function, then, clashes with
a widely held egalitarian intuition that, if anything, there is more value to equality at
the bottom than at the top.

Indeed, in the original paper introducing PE Arrhenius himself takes this very pos-
ition (that equality matters more the lower the welfare of the parties to it), and one
arguably diametrically opposed to the one he seems to endorse in response to ERC.
There he writes that we might reasonably want an index for the badness of inequality
that would ‘take into account that, for example, differences at low levels matter more
than differences at high levels’.”" It is therefore all the more puzzling that he now adopts
what seems like the opposite view.

Now, in Arrhenius’s defence, there is a way to dissolve the apparent inconsistency.
Perhaps the thought is that while inequalities matter more at low levels, equalities mat-
ter more at higher levels.”> This would certainly get rid of the inconsistency. But can
this suggestion really work? Let us take a very simple example to test this. Think of
the following set:

(9’ 8’ 3’ 2)

Suppose that we then have one more unit of welfare to allocate. Who should receive
it? The latest formulation of PE tells us (roughly) that if we give it to the worse off per-
son (the fourth from the left) we would minimize the disvalue of inequality, while if we
gave it to the second person (from the left) we would maximize the value of equality.
This makes for a very puzzling recommendation. This does not show the view to be
incoherent, I concede, but this implication of it strikes me as exceedingly implausible.

I said ‘roughly’ earlier because in the particular example just reviewed the case is not
as clear cut, and for the following reason. By awarding the extra benefit to the fourth
person (the worst off one) we would be minimizing inequalities between her and all
other three members. While, if the benefit were given to the second person we would
achieve equality at the top but exacerbate inequalities further below. One way to control
for that and isolate the clash between inequalities at the top versus inequalities at the
bottom is to introduce uncertainty into the proceedings. Think of the following case:

P Temkin, Inequality, ch. 6.

**Roger Crisp, ‘Equality, Priority, and Compassion’, Ethics 113 (2003), pp. 745-63.

*! Arrhenius, ‘Egalitarian Concerns and Population Change’, pp. 79-80. This is of course also Temkin’s
canonical view. See Temkin, Inequality, pp. 158-60.

32 Arrhenius, Private communication, 13 October 2017.

https://doi.org/10.1017/50953820819000219 Published online by Cambridge University Press


https://doi.org/10.1017/S0953820819000219

428 Shlomi Segall

S; (0.5) S, (0.5)
Anne 3 8
Betty 2 9

Here we have two individuals, Anne and Betty, and two equiprobable states of the
world, S; and S,, one representing lower level inequality and one representing upper
level inequality. My intuition (which I will say more about in the next section) is
that as egalitarians, and given the uncertainty regarding which condition Anne and
Betty in fact occupy, we ought to give the extra benefit to Betty, on pain of the risk
of S; materializing. That is, the risk of exacerbating inequalities at the bottom outweighs
the equal risk of exacerbating inequalities at the top. Or at least, that is my intuition. If
you share that intuition (which you may well not), then you must observe that it clashes
with PE. For here the latest suggestion of PE would be indifferent between awarding the
extra benefit to Anne or to Betty. I find this position to be a strange one for an egali-
tarian to hold.

The suggestion that a positive egalitarian could combine the view that equalities mat-
ter more at the top while inequalities matter more at the bottom leads to counter-intuitive
implications. But to show this I have brought uncertainty into the picture. And you might
think that this introduces a complication that is not quite fair in evaluating PE. In reply, I
concede that uncertainty introduces all sorts of complications here. But I also think, first,
that these complications apply across the board, that is, across both rival views. And
second, I think that given the peculiar nature of the suggestion in question, introducing
uncertainty is the only way one could isolate the two effects (weighing inequalities at the
top versus inequalities at the bottom) and test our intuitions about them. For those read-
ers who are still uncomfortable about introducing uncertainty here, I would propose the
following alternative thought experiment. Suppose that you were persuaded (unlike the
present author) by Derek Parfit's famous Divided Worlds example,”” and thought that
inequalities existing on two sides of the yet-uncrossed Atlantic Ocean did not matter,
morally speaking. And suppose further that in the Americas the distribution was (2, 3)
and in Europe (8, 9). You now have an additional unit to spare. Should you, as an egali-
tarian, benefit the worse off in America or the worse off in Europe? On Arrhenius’s latest
formulation one would have to be indifferent, and I find this extremely counter-intuitive
(again, while bracketing the moral disvalue of the inequality across the Atlantic).

PE may not, we conclude, avert ERC by adding sensitivity to welfare levels.

lll. Can negative egalitarians be welfare-level-sensitive?

For positive egalitarians to incorporate welfare-level-sensitivity into their view would
have counter-intuitive results. But there is an important reply that proponents of PE
may raise here. They may point out that the rival view, negative egalitarianism, is itself
also welfare-level-sensitive, and so may not employ this feature to debunk another view.
After all, it has been a mainstay of Temkinite egalitarianism that the disvalue of inequal-
ity is inversely correlated with welfare levels. Negative egalitarians, one might plausibly
say, could hardly criticize positive egalitarians for something that they themselves are
complicit in. Indeed, Temkin himself devotes a whole chapter of Inequality to arguing

*Parfit, ‘Equality or Priority’, p. 206.
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that on his version of egalitarianism inequalities of the same size are worse, the worse
off (in absolute terms) individuals are.>* This understanding could give rise to what
some have called ‘egalitarianism-cum-priority’ (Rabinowicz)>> or ‘prioritarian egalitar-
fanism’ (Mosquera).”® That is to say that the disvalue of unequal relations follows a
priority-like concave function that decreases the higher the welfare. Let me concede
right away that I think Temkin is absolutely right on that score. Suppose we agree
then that negative egalitarianism is welfare-level-sensitive. If so, isn’t it inconsistent
to criticize PE for incorporating welfare-level-sensitivity while allowing negative egali-
tarianism to do just that?

I want to say that there is an important sense in which welfare-level-sensitive NE is
distinct from welfare-level-sensitive PE. Begin by observing that fixing level-sensitivity
to the badness of inequality makes a lot of sense. Consider the following:

A (100, 200) B (1100, 1200)
C (100, 100) D (1100, 1100)

Consider first the difference between A (100, 200) and B (1100, 1200). There is a
strong intuition that even though the size of the gap (or ‘complaint’) is identical, still
the inequality in A is worse than the inequality in B.”” Welfare-level-sensitive negative
egalitarianism captures this. It says that inequality is worse, the worse off individuals
are. And that is because the worse off people in A have only a third of society’s
resources, while the worse off people in B control almost half of the resources in
their society.”® This makes a lot of sense. Inequality is worse at lower levels because
it implies (for the worse off) a smaller share of the pie. But the same logic, it is easy
to see, does not apply for PE. If you are concerned with the size of one’s share, then
that is no reason to think that equality at C (100, 100) is more valuable than the equality
in D (1100, 1100). In short, negative egalitarianism is sensitive to welfare levels because
the size of one’s share matters. Negative egalitarians have a good reason to appeal to
level-sensitivity; a reason that PE manifestly lacks.

Now, someone might say that the size of individuals” shares matters also on PE, and
that is because any equally sized deviation from the said equalities [C (100, 100), D
(1100, 1100)] will matter, and matter differently. That is true, but this says nothing
yet about the value of the equality at hand. (And that is especially true for those like
Arrhenius who seem to divorce the value of equality, which on his account is directly
correlated with welfare levels, from the disvalue of inequality, which for him is inversely
correlated with welfare levels.) This is important. While eradicating the inequality in A
(100, 200) is more urgent than eradicating the inequality in B (1100, 1200), that does
not mean that the equality in D is more valuable than the equality in C. A proponent
of PE might insist, saying that it is the case that the equality in D is better than the
equality in C because it is a more stable one. That is, an equally sized deviation

**Temkin, Inequality, ch. 6.

3Wlodeck Rabinowicz, ‘“The Size of Inequality and its Badness: Some Reflections around Temkin’s
Inequality’, Theoria 69 (2003), pp. 60-84, at 71.

*Julia Mosquera, ‘Disability, Equality, and Future Generations’ (PhD thesis, University of Reading,
2017).

*"To be fair, this was acknowledged by egalitarians well before Temkin. For example, the same trait could
be found in Atkinson’s measure of inequality. See Anthony B. Atkinson, ‘On the Measurement of
Inequality’, Journal of Economic Theory 2 (1970), pp. 244-63.

*Temkin, Inequality, p. 158.
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(from equality) would undermine D less than it would C. The equality in D is therefore
more valuable because more stable. But this again is not persuasive. The only meaning
in which the equality in D is more stable (and hence valuable) is that it protects against
an inequality that is of less disvalue. The alleged PE value therefore piggybacks on the
disvalue of inequality. It (the purported value of equality) adds nothing distinctive.

Proponents of PE owe us some account about why the value of equality should vary
along the level of welfare, and in the particular shape they ascribe. I conclude that PE
encounters a repellent conclusion and that responses put forward by its proponents are
unhelpful.

Conclusion

There are at least two critical tests PE must surmount: the Sadistic Conclusion and the
Egalitarian Repellent Conclusion. I have tried to show that recent attempts by propo-
nents of PE to overcome these are unsuccessful.

But where, we might ask, does PE go wrong? Surely, the idea that there is something
good about equality is not that far-fetched. Moreover, perhaps Parfit was right after all
to quip that the distinction between the goodness of equality and the badness of
inequality is ‘pedantic’.”

I agree that PE is not far-fetched, but I also think that it is still ultimately wrong. And
I want to speculate where exactly it might have gone awry. Jan Narveson is famous for
his often quoted anti-utilitarian critique according to which we have a duty to make
individuals happy, but not to make happy individuals.*’ I actually think he is wrong
about that (at least if we substitute ‘valuable’ for ‘have a duty’). But I also think there
is a parallel here that has some truth to it. For egalitarians, it is clear that there is
value in making societies just (or equal). But it is much less clear to me that there is
value in creating just (or equal) societies de novo.*' Far from being pedantic, this
might make all the difference in the world. All egalitarians, negative and positive,
believe that there is value in eliminating inequalities. But is there value to bringing
about new relations of equality (when doing so does not entail eliminating existing
inequalities)? The persistence of the Sadistic Conclusion and the Egalitarian
Repellent Conclusion suggest that there is not.**

*Derek Parfit, ‘Equality or Priority?, The Ideal of Equality, The Ideal of Equality, ed. Matthew Clayton
and Andrew Williams (Basingstoke, 2000), pp. 81-125, at 86.

“*Jan Narveson, ‘Moral Problems of Population’, Monist 57 (1973), p. 80. See also his ‘Utilitarianism and
New Generations’, Mind 76 (1967), pp. 62-86, at 62—-72. Temkin has a good discussion of this in Inequality,
pp. 206-7.

“ulia Mosquera is the first to my knowledge to discuss this asymmetry between eliminating inequalities
and creating individuals who are equal. See Mosquera, ‘Disability, Equality, and Future Generations’,
pp. 187-8.
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