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Abstract

According to Finite Fine-grainedness (roughly), there is a
finite sequence of intuitively small differences between
any two welfare levels. The assumption of Finite Fine-
grainedness is essential to Gustaf Arrhenius’s favored sixth
impossibility theorem in population axiology and plays an
important role in the spectrum argument for the (Nega-
tive) Repugnant Conclusion. I argue that Theravada Bud-
dhists will deny Finite Fine-grainedness and consider the
space that doing so opens up—and fails to open up—in pop-
ulation axiology. I conclude with a lesson for population
axiology that generalizes beyond the Buddhist context: to

plausibly deny Finite Fine-grainedness, we must locate a
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welfare good—such as the good of awakening (bodhi)—with

some rather esoteric axiological properties.

Introduction

Compare an outcome in which one billion people are flourishing in a uto-
pia to an outcome in which those same billion people are suffering in a
dystopia. The former outcome is better than the latter. Better in what
sense? Better impartially—"“from the point of view of the universe.” Pop-
ulation axiology asks how we should evaluate outcomes that differ with re-
spect to their size (how many sentient beings they contain) and/or wel-
fare distribution (how well-off each being is).> Should we evaluate out-
comes by their total welfare (the sum total of well-being they contain)?

Average welfare? Something else?

Why should (Theravada) Buddhists care about population axiol-
ogy? Loving-friendliness (metta) and compassion (karuna) are core (Ther-
avada) Buddhist virtues. They are aimed at promoting the welfare and re-
ducing the suffering of sentient moral patients, respectively. (Bud-
dhaghosa writes that “loving-kindness is characterized here as promoting
the aspect of welfare. Its function is to prefer welfare” (Visuddhimagga 9.93
in Nanamoli 311).) But what does it mean to “promote” or to “prefer” wel-
fare? Should the virtuous (Buddhist) agent who intends to promote wel-
fare attempt to maximize total welfare, maximize average welfare, or do
something else entirely? Can one promote welfare by adding well-off be-

ings to the world? We must take a stand on these and related questions to

2 This famous phrase is due to Sidgwick (1907).

3 Population axiology is also concerned with questions about identity (e.g., does it make
sense to compare population A to population B if there’s someone who exists in A but
not in B?), but these questions will not feature in our discussion. See Greaves (2017) for
an introduction to population axiology.
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have any precise understanding of welfare promotion—i.e., of the part of
morality that is concerned with beneficence, which is clearly something
Buddhists care about.

Central to population axiology is the concept of a lifetime welfare
level, or welfare level for short. A being’s welfare level represents how well
her life has gone for her.* To use a Buddhist example, a life spent as a god
(deva) in a heavenly realm would correspond to a higher welfare level than

a life spent suffering in a hell realm.5 According to:

Finite Fine-grainedness (roughly), there is a finite sequence
of intuitively small differences between any two welfare
levels.®

It matters whether Finite Fine-grainedness is true for at least two reasons.
First, Gustaf Arrhenius (“Impossibility”) assumes Finite Fine-grainedness
in the proof of his most influential impossibility theorem in population

axiology. The theorem shows that, under certain assumptions (including

4 Our welfare is what we seek to promote when we act in our own self-interest. Formally, a
welfare level is an equivalence class on the set of metaphysically possible lives with re-
spect to the relation “has equal welfare to” (cf. Thomas 811 and Arrhenius, “Conflict-of-
Value” 466n18).

5 Throughout I use the Romanized Pali for Buddhist terms. I also assume that (Theravada)
Buddhists can recognize the existence of positive welfare levels—which correspond to
lives that are worth living for the beings leading them—despite what may be suggested
by the simplistic rendering of the First Noble Truth as “life is suffering.” I offer a tenta-
tive defense of the existence of positive welfare levels from a Buddhist perspective in
Baker “Buddhism and Utilitarianism” and a full defense in Baker “Buddhism Without Re-
birth.”

¢ Arrhenius (“Different-Number-Based” 171 and “Conflict-of-Value” 467) and Thomas
(815) understand Finite Fine-grainedness as referring to small evaluative differences,
whereas Thornley (“Dilemma” 403) understands it as referring to small descriptive dif-
ferences. This distinction will not matter for our purposes, for the Buddhist view we shall
presently consider denies both formulations. Note also that ‘Finite Fine-grainedness’ is
used interchangeably with ‘Small Steps’ in the literature.
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Finite Fine-grainedness), no population axiology can satisfy each of five
intuitively compelling adequacy conditions. If we deny Finite Fine-grain-
edness, however, we can give a population axiology that satisfies each ad-
equacy condition (Thornley, “Impossibility,” Carlson, “Impossibility The-
orems”)—at least in cases of choice under certainty.” Second, the implicit
assumption of Finite Fine-grainedness supports the infamous spectrum
argument (introduced below) for the:

Repugnant Conclusion, which says that for any number of
lives at a very high positive welfare level, there is a number
of lives at a very low positive welfare level that would be
better.?

Many find Finite Fine-grainedness compelling. Teruji Thomas remarks
that he is “not. .. optimistic” about denying Finite Fine-grainedness (830);
Gustaf Arrhenius suggests that “it is quite hard to deny the intuitive force”
of Finite Fine-grainedness (“Conflict-of-Value” 467); and Elliott Thornley
considers Finite Fine-grainedness “difficult to deny” (“Dilemma” 404). I
will argue that from within their system, Theravada Buddhists can plau-

sibly deny that the positive welfare levels are fine grained.? However, I will

7 See Thornley “Impossibility” for an extension of Arrhenius’s impossibility results to
choice under risk, which does not depend on Finite Fine-grainedness.

8 Positive welfare levels correspond to lives that are good, on the whole, for the beings
leading them. See Parfit’s Reasons and Persons for the classic introduction of the Repug-
nant Conclusion, which is surprisingly difficult to avoid. In addition to the spectrum ar-
gument given below in the main text, see Ng, Carlson “Mere Addition,” Huemer, and Bu-
dolfson and Spears for other arguments for the Repugnant Conclusion.

* Theravada Buddhism is the oldest surviving Buddhist practice tradition and the pre-
dominant form of Buddhism in Southeast Asia. I focus on the Theravada for analytical
tractability and presentational simplicity. Buddhism is a big tent; different Buddhist tra-
ditions understand the awakening process differently. Focusing on the Theravadin
model of awakening (bodhi, on which more below) will allow for greater clarity and pre-
cision than attempting to treat Buddhism in general terms. I do not suggest, however,
that Theravada Buddhism is the only school that might deny Finite Fine-grainedness.
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also argue that they cannot plausibly deny that the negative welfare levels
are fine grained. I will then consider the implications of the resulting pic-

ture for population axiology.

Here’s the plan, in a bit more detail. I'll begin by offering a Thera-
vadin rationale for denying the fine-grainedness of the positive welfare
levels. The key move will be to appeal to the axiological properties of
awakening (bodhi). I'll then argue that denying the fine-grainedness of the
positive welfare levels gives Theravadins a plausible defense against the
spectrum argument for the Repugnant Conclusion. Switching gears, I will
next consider the negative welfare levels and, correspondingly, the Neg-
ative Repugnant Conclusion, which I introduce below. I'll argue that Ther-
avadins cannot plausibly deny the fine-grainedness of the negative wel-
fare levels and, consequently, that they lack a defense against the spec-
trum argument for the Negative Repugnant Conclusion. Finally, I con-
clude by drawing a lesson for population axiology that generalizes beyond
the Buddhist context.

Against Finite Fine-grainedness

Finite Fine-grainedness says that there is a finite sequence of intuitively
small differences between any two welfare levels. More precisely, accord-

ing to:

Finite Fine-grainedness, for any two welfare levels w, > wy,
there is a finite decreasing sequence wo> w; > w; > ... > w,
such that the difference between terms that are adjacent in
the sequence is small, in a sense that is primitive but in-

tended to be intuitive (paraphrasing Thomas 815n13).

What does this mean? Imagine two lives, one excellent (=4 at a very

high welfare level) and one terrible (=4 at a very low welfare level). Finite
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Fine-grainedness says that there is a sequence of metaphysically possible
lives that stretches from the excellent life to the terrible life. There is a
finite—though possibly very large—number of lives in the sequence; and
each successor life differs from its predecessor only in a small way. An
example of a difference that is small in the intended sense is the addition
or subtraction of a second of pleasure or pain. Thus, Finite Fine-grained-
ness “just rules out that there are . . . big “jumps” or “holes” in the order
of welfare levels” (Arrhenius, “Conflict-of-Value” 467n20).1°

From within their system, Theravada Buddhists can plausibly deny
the fine-grainedness of the positive welfare levels (which correspond to
lives that are good, on the whole, for the beings leading them)."* For on
their model of the path to awakening (bodhi, alt. trans. “enlightenment”),
there is at least one significant discontinuity as we ascend the welfare lev-
els. Here’s a brief explanation of Theravada Buddhism that will help us to
see this. According to the Theravada, attaining awakening is a matter of
aligning our experience of reality with the true metaphysics. On the Ther-
avadin picture, each of us takes herself to be a substantial, unitary, endur-
ing subject-agent—a self (attan)—in a world of enduring substances. In
fact, however, each of us is a causally-interrelated series of impersonal
mental and physical events (cf. Hume and Parfit Reasons and Persons), situ-
ated in a world that is similarly characterized by impermanence (anicca)

and the absence of any personal selves (anatta).”? The mismatch between

101 take it that Arrhenius is not using “jump” or “hole” here in any technical sense, but
rather as an intuitive illustration of Finite Fine-grainedness, For further characterization
of and intuitive motivation for Finite Fine-grainedness, see Thomas (826-827) and Arrhe-
nius (“Conflict-of-Value” 467), both of whom I draw on in my exposition.

1 Again, I offer a tentative defense of the existence of positive welfare levels from a Bud-
dhist perspective in Baker “Buddhism and Utilitarianism” and a full defense in Baker
“Buddhism Without Rebirth.”

12 Is the non-self (anatta) thesis incompatible with the assumption that populations are
sets of lives that are individuated by the beings leading them—an assumption that is
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the manifest image and the metaphysical truth results—by way of egocen-
tric craving (tanha)—in dissatisfaction (dukkha, alt. trans. “suffering,” “un-
ease”) that is said to permeate our lives in various ways. The goal of Ther-
avada Buddhist practice is to remove this dissatisfaction by aligning our
experience of the world with what is the case. In advanced stages of Ther-
avadin practice, this is ostensibly accomplished through insight medita-
tion (vippasand), wherein, inter alia, one uproots the delusion (avijja) that
one is a self (attan), thereby attaining an awakening (bodhi) to the way

things are and, concomitantly, nibbana (lit. “blowing out”).

Buddhaghosa, a fifth century CE Theravadin philosopher-monk,
offers a canonical account of the path to awakening in his magnum opus,
The Path of Purification (Visuddhimagga). On this account, the Buddhist
adept advances through seven successive purifications (visuddhi). Of in-
terest in the context of Finite Fine-grainedness is that the fourth and sev-
enth purifications represent paradigm shifts in the adept’s phenomenol-

ogy, which plausibly correspond to significant increases in welfare.

In the fourth purification, the adept gains direct insight into the
fact that the law of mutually dependent origination (paticcsamuppada) ap-
plies just as much to herself as it does to other phenomena. Dependent
origination says that no phenomenon exists independently of all others;
instead, every phenomenon exists only through a multitude of depend-
ence relations (some causal, some mereological, others conceptual) to
other phenomena (Garfield, Buddhist Ethics 3). Direct, nonconceptual ac-

quaintance with the fact that she is dependently originated is supposed to

standard in population axiology (see e.g. Thornley, “Dilemma” 397)? No, because (Ther-
avada) Buddhists accept the conventional reality of persons and other beings (see e.g.
Westerhoff and Garfield Losing Ourselves), which is all we need to do ethics—or at any rate,
all Buddhists think we need.
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detract significantly from—but not erase entirely—the adept’s sense of be-
ing a self (attan) in the manner described above.”* This insight is under-
stood as an inflection point on the Buddhist path, for it marks the transi-
tion from a merely intellectual understanding of dependent origination
and selflessness (anatta) to an understanding of these metaphysical truths

that is gained via direct experience (Gethin 189).

The seventh purification is the final awakening event. On this it is

worth quoting Rupert Gethin for a description:

... in a moment [the mind] directly sees and understands
suffering, its arising, its cessation, and the way leading to
its cessation [i.e., the Fourth Noble Truths, which consti-
tute the doctrinal heart of Buddhism]; it directly sees and
experiences nirvana. According to the Theravadin sources
this understanding quite literally occurs in one moment:
the conditioned world that is samsara (suffering and its
cause) and nirvana and the transcendent path (cessation
and the path leading to cessation) are finally fully known

in a single flash of transcendent insight and peace (192).

13 Buddhaghosa writes, “He sees no doer over and above the doing, no experiencer of the
result over and above the occurrence of the result” (Visuddhimagga 19.19). Rather, he sees
that ““Phenomena alone flow on / . . . while [action] and result / Thus causally maintain

”

their round”” (Visuddhimagga 19.20). Inter alia, this insight is supposed to dissolve ques-
tions about one’s future, such as whether one will be alive, and if so, in what state (Visud-
dhimagga 19.6). 1t is fascinating to compare this consequence of insight meditation with
Parfit’s famous reflections on his own death in Reasons and Persons: “After my death, there
will be no one living who will be me. I can now redescribe this fact. Though there will
later be many experiences, none of these experiences will be connected to my present
experiences by chains of such direct connections as those involved in experience-
memory, or in the carrying out of an earlier intention. . . My death will break the more
direct relations between my present experiences and future experiences, but it will not
break various other relations. This is all there is to the fact that there will be no one living

who will be me. Now that I have seen this, my death seems to me less bad” (281).
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With these accounts of the fourth and seventh purifications in
hand, it is tempting to reason as follows: Finite Fine-grainedness says that
we can get from any welfare level to any other in a finite number of intu-
itively small steps. But compare the welfare level of an unawakened per-
son leading a decent secular life to the welfare level of a fully-awakened
person leading a tranquil monastic life. Can we get from the welfare level
corresponding to the secular life to the welfare level corresponding to the
awakened life in a finite number of small steps? No, because one step along
that path will necessarily involve the attainment of the seventh purifica-
tion, which is not a small step. Similarly, compare the welfare level of a
person who is faring well, relative to having attained all and only the first
three purifications, to the welfare level of a person who is faring well, rel-
ative to having attained all and only the first four purifications. Can we
get from the former welfare level to the latter in a finite number of small
steps? Again, no, for getting from the former to the latter will necessarily
involve the attainment of the fourth purification, which, although not as
monumental as the seventh, is not a small step in the sense intended

throughout. Therefore, Theravadins will deny Finite Fine-grainedness.

This line of reasoning is too quick." However, the way in which it
goes wrong is instructive; and it contains an insight to which we will re-
turn at the end of the section. To see the mistake, consider an awakened
life and a worldly life. Finite Fine-grainedness says that there is a sequence
of metaphysically possible lives stretching from the awakened life to the
worldly life such that the welfare levels that map one-to-one onto these
lives slightly diminish at every step. The preceding paragraph claims that
there is a sequence of lives stretching from the awakened life to the
worldly life that does not have this structure, for in this sequence, some
successive lives reach successive purifications, with the fourth and sev-

enth purifications representing welfare discontinuities. But even if this

1] thank Gustaf Arrhenius for pointing this out to me.



10 Baker, Theravada Buddhism, Finite Fine-grainedness, and the Repugnant Conclusion

sequence is not fine-grained, it does not follow that there is no other se-
quence stretching from the awakened life to the worldly life that is fine-
grained. And all we need for Finite Fine-grainedness is that there is one

such sequence.

One of the most common and intuitively powerful ways to argue
for Finite Fine-grainedness is to start with an arbitrarily excellent life and
construct a sequence of lives via the successive addition of one-second
pain increments.”” Thus, the second life in the sequence is the excellent
life plus one second of pain added at the end; the third life in the sequence
is the excellent life plus two seconds of pain added at the end; and so on.
It seems that with each additional second of pain, the life becomes slightly
worse. Moreover, it seems that if we add enough seconds of pain, we can
make the life arbitrarily bad (the number of seconds can be as high as we
like). If that’s true, we can get from an arbitrarily excellent life to an arbi-
trarily terrible life in a finite number of small steps, each of which solely
involves the addition of one second of pain. In particular, returning to our
example from the previous paragraph, it seems that we can proceed
smoothly from the welfare level corresponding to the awakened life to the
welfare level corresponding to the worldly life by appending seconds of

pain to the awakened life.

I will offer a response to this argument from pain on behalf of the
Theravadin. The response appeals to my preferred reading of the (Thera-
vada) Buddhist understanding of well-being. Buddhists distinguish be-
tween pain and suffering on account of pain (dukkha-dukkhata) (see SN
36.6, in Bodhi 31-32). By “pain” I understand Buddhists to mean unpleas-

ant hedonic tone (vedand). Suffering on account of pain, by contrast—as

15See e.g., Carlson “Impossibility Theorems” and Thornley (“Dilemma” 403-04).
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opposed to merely experiencing unpleasant sensations—involves re-
sponding to pain with aversion (dosa).’* We can illustrate the distinction
between pain and suffering on account of pain through two examples:
strenuous exercise and medical blood work (Baker “Buddhism and Utili-
tarianism”). Each experience involves unpleasant hedonic sensations (the
burn of muscles; the sting of the needle). However, whereas some relish
strenuous exercise, others can’t stand it; and whereas some find blood
work fascinating, others find it perturbing. Buddhists can explain these
divergent experiences in terms of the degree of aversion that is present:
people who enjoy exercising and find blood tests fascinating aren’t (very)
averse to what’s happening, so they don’t suffer (very much); whereas
others are (more) averse to what’s happening, so they suffer (more

acutely).

On my reading of Buddhism, the negative welfare we accrue in suf-
fering from painful experiences is solely a function of our aversion—and
so not at all a function of raw hedonic tone (see Baker, “Revisionary Im-
plications” §3.1 for defense). This is important because awakened beings
have fully uprooted aversion from their mindstreams (alongside craving,
by way of uprooting delusion). As AN 8:6 describes the awakened person:

Desirable things don’t charm the mind, / undesirable ones
bring no resistance. / His welcoming & rebelling are scat-
tered, / gone to their end, / do not exist. / Knowing the
dustless, sorrowless state, / he discerns rightly, / has gone

beyond becoming, / to the Further Shore. (Thanissaro, em-

phasis added)

16 For defense of this reading of Buddhism, see Baker “Revisionary Implications.” Com-
pare contemporary accounts of the badness of pain in Korsgaard (147), Sumner (105-106),
Parfit (On What Matters 54), Kahane, and Brady.
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One positive way to characterize the resultant state is that awakened be-
ings have unshakeable equanimity: no matter what they experience—even
if it’s extremely painful in hedonic tone—they remain psychologically un-
disturbed (see Baker, “Buddhism and Utilitarianism” §2 for further expo-
sition). The upshot for Finite Fine-grainedness is that we can’t make an
awakened being’s life worse by appending pain to it. The awakened being
will remain equanimous in the face of pain and will thereby avoid any wel-

fare loss. So, the argument from pain fails given Buddhist assumptions.”

The other main way to argue for Finite Fine-grainedness is to im-
agine shortenings of excellent lives.'® In the Buddhist context, we can im-
agine a life that is awakened from the outset and lasts for one hundred
years (recall that Finite Fine-grainedness scopes over metaphysically pos-
sible lives). We can then imagine a sequence of lives that is composed of
incremental shortenings of this century of awakening. Assuming that
time spent in the awakened state is good (i.e., has positive welfare value),
each incremental shortening makes the life slightly worse.!* Now consider
the life at the end of this sequence, which contains nothing but an ex-
tremely short moment of awakened experience.”” To probe Finite Fine-

grainedness, we ask whether there is a possible life that is just slightly

17 The only way to append episodes of suffering due to pain to the life of an awakened
being would be to imagine that the being somehow gets “un-enlightened” and then
meets at least one episode of pain with aversion. But Buddhists traditionally regard
awakening to be irreversible—as MN 29 says, “he attains perpetual emancipation. And it
is impossible for that monk to fall away from that perpetual liberation” (Bodhi 237).
Could we try adding the suffering at the beginning of the life, prior to the awakening
event? We could, but this wouldn’t block the Buddhist response to the argument from
pain. For we can imagine a life that is awakened from the outset (recall that Finite Fine-
grainedness scopes over metaphysically possible lives).

18 For a more general version of this argument, see Thomas (826-827).

9 In support of this assumption, see the next paragraph of the main text for positive
descriptions of nirvana and Collins (66) for further supporting evidence.

20 Cf. Portmore on ‘Short-lived Z’, which is one way to cash out the Repugnant Conclusion.
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worse than this very short awakened life. For Finite Fine-grainedness is
true only if there is. The most obvious place to look is to lives that have
attained the sixth, but not the final seventh, purification. Is there an
amount of time spent living well at the sixth purification that would be
just slightly worse in welfarist terms than the very short moment of full

awakening? If there isn’t, then the answer to our question is No.

It’s plausible that there is no such amount of time. Why? Full awak-
ening is for the Theravadin the unsurpassably highest good—the ultimate
soteriological goal (cf. the beatific vision in certain Christian traditions).
MN 26 describes nirvana as “the supreme state of sublime peace” (Bodhi 56,
italics added) and MN 75 describes it as the paramam sukham, which we

7«

might translate as “highest happiness,” “greatest bliss,” or “highest well-
being.” 1t is therefore plausible that any step down from full awakening
would not qualify as small in the sense intended in Finite Fine-grained-
ness. Said differently, the welfare difference between a very short mo-
ment of full awakening and any amount of time spent living well at the
sixth purification is not small.”* A fortiori, from the Theravadin perspec-
tive, the welfare difference between a very short moment of full awaken-
ing and any amount of any other good is not small. We therefore have a

counterexample to Finite Fine-grainedness.?? This is the insight that our

21 An instantaneous welfare level represents how well a being’s life is going for it at a
particular moment in time.

2For the technically-minded, I take it that the Theravadin will need to claim here that a
strong noninferiority relation holds between the good of full awakening and all other
goods. x is strongly noninferior to y just in case no quantity of x would be worse than any
quantity of y. Thus, no amount of awakening would be worse than any amount of any
other good (even if the other good exhibits linear returns to scale, meaning it does not
exhibit diminishing marginal value or other asymptotic behavior). For discussion of
strong noninferiority, see Nebel and Baker “Non-Archimedean”; see also Arrhenius and
Rabinowicz on the related concept of value superiority. For the methodologically-minded,
I should be clear that here I am going beyond what is contained in traditional Theravadin



14 Baker, Theravada Buddhism, Finite Fine-grainedness, and the Repugnant Conclusion

initial line of reasoning implicitly contained: awakening is in an evaluative
class of its own; and its unique axiological status grounds a nontrivial gap

in the positive welfare levels.

Finite Fine-grainedness and the Repugnant Conclusion

The implicit assumption of Finite Fine-grainedness plays an important
role in one of the main arguments for the Repugnant Conclusion. The ar-
gument—a spectrum argument—goes like this (see e.g. Arrhenius Future
Generations and Temkin): start with an arbitrary number of excellent lives.
Then decrease their welfare by a tiny amount, but massively increase their
number. Intuition: the resulting population is better. We're willing to sac-
rifice a tiny bit of quality for a massive gain in quantity. Now repeat this
step: decrease welfare by a tiny amount and scale the population by how-
ever large a factor you like. Same intuition: the resulting population is
better. If we iterate this step—trading a tiny decrease in quality for an ar-
bitrarily large increase in quantity—we end up with an astronomical num-
ber of lives with barely positive welfare. Here’s the kicker: if—as we've
agreed—each step along the spectrum is a step for the better and ‘is all-
things-considered better than’ is a transitive relation, then the Repugnant

Conclusion is true.

Here’s a more precise rendition of the spectrum argument: con-
sider an arbitrary very high positive welfare level and an arbitrary very
low positive welfare level. We can construct a finite, decreasing sequence
of positive welfare levels that begins with the former and ends with the

latter. Say that two welfare levels in the sequence are adjacent just in case

sources. To my knowledge, Theravada philosophy does not contain any quantitative dis-
cussion of how to trade competing goods off against one another. The hypothesis I'm
advancing about the value of awakening vis-a-vis other goods is therefore an interpretive
extension of Theravada Buddhist ethics; it is not intended as historical exegesis.
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there is no welfare level between them in the sequence. The Repugnant

Conclusion follows if, alongside the transitivity of betterness, we accept

the

Spectrum Claim: for any two welfare levels that are adja-
cent in the sequence, and any number of lives at the higher
level, there is a number of lives at the lower level that

would be better (all things considered).”

This argument is much more plausible if the positive welfare levels
are fine-grained than it is if they aren’t. For if the positive welfare levels
are fine-grained, we can construct a sequence such that the difference be-
tween every two welfare levels that are adjacent is small. In that case, the
Spectrum Claim is very plausible. However, if the positive welfare levels
are not fine-grained, it’s easier to reject the Spectrum Claim. For we can
claim instead that the pair of adjacent welfare levels across which Finite
Fine-grainedness is violated is precisely the location at which the Spec-
trum Claim also fails to hold. In the Buddhist case, the Theravadin can
deny that for any number of fully-awakened lives, there is a number of
great-but-not-fully-awakened lives that would be better. When asked to
account for this claim, the Theravadin can reply that despite the fact that
the lives in question occupy welfare levels that are adjacent in the se-
quence, there is a nontrivial evaluative difference between them. Attain-

ing awakening is no small step.

28 Cf. the Quantity condition in Arrhenius (“Conflict-of-Value” 466). We also need to as-
sume that a population can contain an arbitrarily large finite number of beings. This as-
sumption is innocuous since population axiology is concerned with metaphysically pos-
sible populations.

% For work on population axiologies with this structure—called lexical or non-Archimedean
axiologies—see Nebel and Baker “Non-Archimedean.”
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The Repugnant Conclusion Strikes Back?

Although this maneuver may suffice to avoid the Repugnant Conclusion,
it does not suffice to avoid the Weakened Repugnant Conclusion, which says
that for any number of great-but-not-fully-awakened lives, there is a
number of lives with very low positive welfare that would be better. The
reason is that the positive welfare levels that correspond to lives that are
good, but not fully unawakened, appear to be fine-grained. To see why,
recall the argument from pain above. The core idea there was that we can
make lives worse in small increments by adding seconds of pain to them.
In response to the argument from pain, I argued that if we understand the
awakened state as one of unshakeable equanimity, we can block the argu-
ment from pain for any sequence of lives that begins with a life that is
awakened from the outset. However, unawakened beings tend to be
averse to pain, and so do tend to suffer when they experience it. So, we
can run an argument from pain on any sequence that begins with a great-
but-not-fully-awakened life. That is, it seems that we can descend from
any high positive welfare level that is shy of full awakening to any lower
positive welfare level in a finite number of small steps, which we can ac-
complish by appending seconds of suffering due to pain (duhkha-duhkhata)
to the lives in the sequence. And whenever we have a fine-grained se-
quence of welfare levels, we can run a spectrum argument. So, we must
either locate a plausible response to the spectrum argument that does not
depend on a violation of fine-grainedness or accept the Weakened Repug-

nant Conclusion.

One interesting response on behalf of the Buddhist is to accept the

Weakened Repugnant Conclusion but attempt to soften its blow by claim-
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ing that lives with very low positive welfare are much better than we ini-
tially suppose.”” Here’s how. (Theravada) Buddhists tend to take a dim
view of unawakened existence (see Baker, “Buddhism Without Rebirth”
§2). It is therefore plausible to interpret Buddhists as regarding lives that
may strike us as decent enough from a secular perspective as in fact bad
(i.e., welfare negative). Buddhaghosa, for example, urges us to have com-

“e

passion even for the apparently well-off person, for ““In reality he is un-
happy,” because he is not exempt from the suffering” of existence in
samsara (Visuddhimagga 9.81, in Nanamoli 309). A different way to put the
point is that Buddhists may place a high bar on what it takes to enjoy a
positive welfare level. If so, then what Buddhists might think of as a life
with very low positive welfare may be significantly better than what we
might initially think of when we imagine such a life (cf. Parfit “Overpopu-
lation,” who imagines such lives as consisting of nothing but eating pota-
toes and listening to muzak). The Weakened Repugnant Conclusion would

then lose most or all of its sting.

Of course, non-Buddhists might find this attempt to defuse the re-
pugnance of the Weakened Repugnant Conclusion unsatisfying, for it
comes at the intuitive cost of a somewhat widespread pessimism about
worldly existence. Buddhists will reply that this intuition is spurious, for
we underestimate the extent and badness of the dukkha in our lives (see
e.g., MN 75, in Bodhi 202-05, and SN 46:55, in Bodhi 270-72). They may also
invite the skeptic to see these facts about dukkha for herself, by undertak-

2 Cf, T4nnsj6, who defends the Repugnant Conclusion on the ground that the lives of
well-off individuals in developed countries are barely positive in welfare. Fascinatingly,
his reasoning bears a close resemblance to the Buddhist critique of the worldly pursuit
of happiness—see in particular Tdnnsjé (§4) and compare Téannsjo’s assessment of human
existence with descriptions of the proverbial “uninstructed ordinary person” in the Pali
discourses, e.g., in AN 8:6, SN 22:99, and MN 75.
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ing the systematic examination of experience that is the backbone of Bud-
dhist insight practice. On this topic I am in some disagreement with Jay
Garfield, who writes that the Buddha took

the ubiquity of suffering . .. as a datum, one that is obvious
to anyone on serious reflection, though one that escapes
most of us most of the time precisely because of our evasion
of serious reflection in order not to face this fact. (Buddhist
Ethics 6)

Contra Garfield, the Buddha describes his dhamma (teaching, truth) as
“profound, hard to see and hard to understand. . . unattainable by mere rea-
soning, subtle, to be experienced by the wise” and elsewhere marks out the
First Noble Truth—that of the ubiquity of dukkha—as something that “is
to be fully understood” (respectively, MN 26, in Bodhi 69, emphasis added,
and SN 56:11, in Bodhi 76). These discourses suggest that Buddhists tend
to view the First Noble Truth not as something that is obvious upon re-
flection, but as something that we need to work hard to fully understand
a posteriori. To my mind, understanding the First Noble Truth as some-
thing intended as a non-obvious a posteriori truth makes the Buddhist de-
fense of the Weakened Repugnant Conclusion more dialectically satisfy-
ing. For the upshot is that the Buddhist’s somewhat pessimistic evaluation
of ordinary existence does not simply hang on a bedrock evaluative intu-
ition that her interlocutor is unlikely to share—and has no reason to take
up, given her evaluative starting point. Instead, the Buddhist’s pessimism
is based on a systematic examination of experience (vippasana) that is (in
principle) accessible to everyone. This raises the possibility that the disa-
greement between the Buddhist and her interlocutor would resolve if her

interlocutor engaged in such examination herself.
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Aversion and the Negative Repugnant Conclusion
According to the

Negative Repugnant Conclusion, for any number of lives at a
very low negative welfare level (terrible lives), there is a
number of lives at a barely negative welfare level (barely

bad lives) that would be worse.?

We can run a spectrum argument for the Negative Repugnant Conclusion
that mirrors the one given above for the Repugnant Conclusion.?”” Can
Theravada Buddhists avoid this spectrum argument and thence the Neg-
ative Repugnant Conclusion by denying that the negative welfare levels

are fine grained? I argue that they cannot.

As I said above, on my reading of Buddhism, pain, i.e., negative he-
donic tone, has no negative welfare value in itself. What has negative wel-
fare value in episodes of suffering due to pain (dukkha-dukkhatd) is aver-
sion (dosa). This might appear to be crucial when it comes to assessing
whether the negative welfare levels are fine-grained. For although raw
hedonic tone plausibly admits of incremental strengthening—we can im-
agine a smooth sequence of increasingly unpleasant hedonic sensations—
it is conceptually and empirically possible that aversion does not. That is,
it’s possible that as we turn the dial up on aversion, there is an inflection

point the crossing of which involves a jump rather than a small step. By

26 The Negative Repugnant Conclusion is sometimes called the Reverse Repugnant Con-
clusion;” see e.g. Mulgan.

7 This argument strikes many, including myself, as more powerful than the spectrum
argument for the Repugnant Conclusion, for whereas one might deny the Spectrum
Claim on the ground that adding lives with positive welfare to the world doesn’t in itself
make the world better (this is the so-called intuition of neutrality, on which see Broome),
it is deeply implausible to deny that adding lives with negative welfare to the world
makes the world worse.
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way of illustration, we might offer a Buddhist reading of the following pas-
sage from George Orwell’s 1984:

‘By itself,’ [O’Brien] said, ‘pain is not always enough. There
are occasions when a human being will stand out against
pain, even to the point of death. But for everyone there is
something unendurable—something that cannot be con-
templated. Courage and cowardice are not involved. . . It is
merely an instinct which cannot be destroyed . . . a form of
pressure that you cannot withstand, even if you wished to.’
(289)

On our Buddhist reading of this passage, O’Brien observes that it is possi-
ble to maintain a sufficiently low level of aversion to a painful stimulus—
even an extremely strong one—that one can “stand out against” it, i.e.,
successfully resist the urge to flee from it. (Witness: the Buddhist monk
Thich Quang burc’s self-immolation in 1963 in protest of state persecution
of Buddhists.) However, O’Brien goes on to claim that for everyone, there
is something that would provoke such a strong aversive reaction that they
could not help attempting to escape. (For O’Brien’s interlocutor, Winston,
this is having one’s face eaten by rats.) Per Orwell, the Buddhist might
claim that the point at which aversion becomes so strong that it cannot
be withstood marks a discontinuity on the scale of aversion. Does it follow

that the negative welfare levels are not fine grained?

It does not. To see why, suppose that there is a discontinuity on
the scale of aversion. Suppose further that the discontinuity lies at the
point at which aversion becomes so intense that it constitutes “a form of
pressure that you cannot withstand.” Call this level of aversion “intolera-
ble.” Consider an arbitrarily long life filled solely with intolerable aver-
sion. We can make this life slightly less bad incrementally by shortening

it in small time increments. (100 years minus 0.1 seconds at the intolerable
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level is slightly less bad than 100 years at the intolerable level.) Now con-
sider a strong level of aversion on the other side of the discontinuity: this
will be a level of aversion that one could voluntarily withstand, despite its
constituting an extremely strong form of suffering. Call this level of aver-
sion “awful.” We can now support the fine-grainedness of the negative

welfare levels by considering two logically exhaustive cases.

In the first case, there is some amount of time at the awful level
that would be slightly less bad than a very short amount of time (e.g., 0.1
seconds) at the intolerable level. If that’s true, then although the discon-
tinuity in the aversion levels may establish that the instantaneous negative
welfare levels are not fine-grained, it does not supply us with a counter-
example to Finite Fine-grainedness, which is concerned with lifetime wel-
fare levels.

In the second case, no amount of time at the awful level would be
only slightly worse than even a very short amount of time at the intoler-
able level. That is, the welfare difference between any (large) amount of
time at the awful level and any (small) amount of time at the intolerable
level would not be small in the sense intended in Finite Fine-grainedness
(cf. Klocksiem). still, it doesn’t follow that we have a counterexample to
Finite Fine-grainedness. For in addition to aggregating an arbitrarily long
amount of time spent experiencing awful aversion, we can also aggregate
an arbitrarily long amount of time spent experiencing intense craving
(tanha) (a laBuddhist hungry ghosts or Tantalus)—the other primary com-
ponent of ill-being in the Buddhist system. And it is incredible that a life
containing nothing but a very short duration of intolerable aversion
would be so much worse than a life containing an arbitrarily long period
of awful aversion and an arbitrarily long period of arbitrarily intense crav-
ing that it would mark a point at which there is (borrowing Arrhenius’s
phrase) a big “jump” or “hole” in the order of negative welfare levels. Gen-

eralizing—and here is the key claim of this section—it seems that we can
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construct a fine-grained sequence of lives stretching from a life at an ar-
bitrarily low negative welfare level to a life at an arbitrarily high negative
welfare level by taking periods of aversion (dosa) and craving (tanha), var-
ying them with respect to duration and intensity, and concatenating
them. If so, then the negative welfare levels are fine-grained; and we are
left in search of a defense against the spectrum argument for the Negative

Repugnant Conclusion.

Conclusion

I have argued that Theravada Buddhists can plausibly deny that the posi-
tive welfare levels are fine-grained but cannot plausibly deny that the
negative welfare levels are fine-grained. Denying that the positive welfare
levels are fine-grained gives Theravadins a plausible response to the spec-
trum argument for the Repugnant Conclusion, but they are left open to

the spectrum argument for the Negative Repugnant Conclusion.

The unique properties of the awakened state ground the Thera-
vadin counterexample to the fine-grainedness of the positive welfare lev-
els. Erik Carlson (“Impossibility” 214) suggests that Finite Fine-grained-
ness could fail for a more mundane reason: supposing that an objective
list theory of welfare is true, the presence or absence of an objective good,
such as friendship, could make a significant difference to one’s welfare
level. However, it seems to me that for the most plausible candidate ob-
jective goods, such as friendship, autonomy, aesthetic appreciation, and
(meaningful) knowledge, we can construct a relatively smooth spectrum of
goods that approximate the relevant normative ideal to varying degrees.
Consider friendship. Conceptually, we can construct a spectrum of dyadic
interpersonal relationships, beginning with total indifference and ending
with perfect friendship. As we progress along the spectrum, we

strengthen various parameters, such as the levels of affection, intimacy,
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trust, and commitment. Even if there is a (vague) cutoff that separates
mere friendly acquaintance from bona fide friendship, all the relationships
in the vicinity of the cutoff will be pleasurable, meaningful, and valuable
in their own rights. And I suspect that the same goes for the other candi-
date objective goods, mutatis mutandis. It is therefore unclear to me that
such goods support clear counterexamples to Finite Fine-grainedness, and
even less clear that the (vague) points at which such goods “drop out”
would also be points at which the Spectrum Claim fails.”® In contrast, if it
is actualizable, full awakening (bodhi) supports a clearer counterexample
to Finite Fine-grainedness and marks out a more plausible location for a
Spectrum Claim failure. For unlike friendship (etc.), it cannot be ap-
proached incrementally (see again Gethin 192); and it is significantly bet-
ter than everything else—there aren’t any comparable goods in its vicin-
ity. The general lesson I wish to draw is this: to avoid Finite Fine-grained-
ness—and thus, potentially, Arrhenius’s impossibility theorem and the
Repugnant Conclusion—we must locate a welfare good with some rather
esoteric properties. Specifically, the good must offer us a plausible way to
resist the arguments from pain and shortening covered above. Awaken-
ing, as it is characterized in the Theravada, is one such good.?” I am uncer-

tain whether awakening, thus characterized, is realizable by flesh-and-

2 Recall also that it does not suffice for the goods in question to be qualitatively special
in some way. As stated presently in the main text, we additionally require plausible
grounds for resisting the arguments from pain and incremental shortening presented
above in the main text. Awakening furnishes us with such grounds: awakened beings are
immune to suffering on account of pain; and the state of awakening is plausibly con-
strued as a strongly noninferior good (see footnote 22). Pace Carlson (“Impossibility Theo-
rems” §6), it is not clear to me how we can resist the arguments from pain and shortening
by appealing to familiar worldly goods such as friendship and knowledge.

» And, unlike the highest goods (summa bona) found in many other religious traditions,
such as the beatific vision in some forms of Christianity, it is possible to understand
awakening in naturalist-friendly terms. (A process of systematic introspection whereby
one sees through the illusion of being a metaphysically-enduring substance need not in-
volve any non-natural causation or other non-natural phenomena; cf. Velleman.)
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blood human beings in the actual world; but I hold it out as an epistemic

possibility.*
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