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Abstract 
 
This paper introduces the Monstrous Conclusion, according to which, for any 

population, there is a better population consisting of just one individual (the Monster). 

The Monstrous Conclusion is deeply counterintuitive. I defend a version of 

Prioritarianism as a particularly promising population axiology that does not imply the 

Monstrous Conclusion. According to this version of Prioritarianism, which I call 

Asymptotic Prioritarianism, there is diminishing marginal moral importance of 

individual welfare that can get close to, but never quite reach, some upper limit. I argue 

that Asymptotic Prioritarianism faces a theoretical cost, that I call the Absolute Priority 

Principle. However, the Absolute Priority Principle is an extreme version of what I call 

the Trade-off Condition, an already noteworthy problem facing other (more widely 

endorsed) versions of Prioritarianism. I conclude that it is better for a theory to imply 

the Absolute Priority Principle and avoid the Monstrous Conclusion than to imply the 

Monstrous Conclusion and the Trade-off Condition. The potential for Asymptotic 

Prioritarianism is substantial.  

 

Keywords: Repugnant Conclusion, Utility Monster, Impossibility Theorems, 
Prioritarianism, Population Axiology 
 
 
1. Introduction  

How much should we spend now to prevent the long term harms of climate change? 

Should we prioritize spending on current healthcare versus preparing for future 

pandemics? What should we pay to mitigate the future risks of nuclear waste? These 

decisions affect both who is born, how many people are ever born, and how well off 

they will be. For these decisions, we need variable-population ethics, or ‘population 

ethics’ for short.  
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A key part of population ethics is population axiology, which is concerned with 

evaluating what makes one population better than another. According to pure 

consequentialists, whether one population is better than another is all that matters in 

choosing between them. Non-consequentialists disagree, maintaining that non-

axiological considerations such as rights and agent-relative prerogatives matter. 

However, most non-consequentialists believe that axiology can also guide us in 

deciding which population to choose, for example, when no rights are violated and there 

are no agent-relative considerations at stake. 

 The betterness ranking of populations depends at least in part on how well off 

the individuals are in these populations, whatever well-being consists in.1 For example, 

it is very intuitive that, if two populations share the same individuals, but every 

individual is better off in one population than in the other, then the population in which 

each person is better off is better overall.  

  It is notoriously challenging to find a plausible population axiology. Indeed, 

several impossibility theorems show that any theory of population axiology will have 

some disturbing implication or another ((Arrhenius, 2000; Carlson, 1998; Kitcher, 

2000); See (Greaves, 2017) for an overview). 

  This paper introduces the Monstrous Conclusion, a new serious challenge for 

population axiologies.  Consider the following: 

 

The Monstrous Conclusion: for any population, there is a better population 

consisting of one individual.  

 

The Monstrous Conclusion is deeply counterintuitive. I argue that we should 

concentrate our attention on theories that can avoid it. 

  The Monstrous Conclusion bears a striking resemblance to Nozick’s Utility 

Monster objection (1974, p. 41), one of the most widely cited objections to 

utilitarianism (Briggs & Nolan, 2015; Kamm, 2015; Miller, 2021; Rosenqvist, 2020; 

 
1 There are three families of theories about what it may mean for someone to be 
‘better off’. On ‘mental state theories’, how good a life is depends on the duration and 
intensity of pleasurable mental states over painful mental states. On ‘preference 
satisfaction theories’, how good a life is depends on the preferences and desires of the 
person who lives that life. On ‘Objective list theories’, how good a life is depends on 
whether it includes certain objective goods. For an influential summary of these three 
families of theories, see (Parfit, 1984, pp. 493–502). 
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Vallentyne, 1991). According to Nozick, ‘Utilitarian theory is embarrassed by the 

possibility of utility monsters who get enormously greater gains in utility from any 

sacrifice of others than these others lose’ (Nozick, 1974, p. 41). Nozick’s case concerns 

a fixed population. The two possible populations are the status quo population and one 

in which everyone has their resources transferred to a ‘Monster’ and suffers the result. 

By contrast, the Monstrous Conclusion I am proposing does not require the same people 

to exist in both populations: in one possible population there are, say, billions of very 

happy people, while in the other, there’s just the Monster. While Nozick’s Utility 

Monster is extremely influential, its variable-population analogue is underexplored: 

before we delve into the Monstrous Conclusion, it would make sense to examine why.  

  The Utility Monster has been overshadowed by the Repugnant Conclusion in 

population ethics, in part because of how Parfit defended that the Repugnant 

Conclusion had independent interest despite Nozick’s pre-existing Utility Monster. 

Parfit argues that Nozick’s Utility Monster is possible only with major changes to the 

laws of nature, that it “is a deep impossibility” (1986, p. 389), and that we cannot 

successfully imagine it. Specifically, he asserts that the welfare of the Monster needs 

to be higher than what the laws of nature allow, and therefore “[i]t seems a fair reply 

that we cannot imagine, even in the dimmest way, the life of this Utility Monster. And 

this casts doubt on the force of the example” (1986, p. 389). However, it is not at all 

clear why the laws of nature should prevent someone from having an arbitrarily great 

amount of welfare. 

  Instead, according to Parfit, the Repugnant Conclusion is not a deep 

impossibility. According to the Repugnant Conclusion, for any population, there is 

some better population consisting only of lives that are barely worth living.2 Parfit 

argues that “the difference [between the Repugnant Conclusion and the Utility 

Monster] is that the greater sum of happiness comes from a vast increase, not in the 

quality of one person’s life, but in the number of lives lived. And [the Repugnant 

Conclusion] is neither deeply impossible, nor something that we cannot imagine. […] 

So the example cannot be questioned as one that we can hardly understand”. (1986, p. 

389) 

 
2 This is a modification of the formulation in (Parfit 1986, p. 388). I assume here and 
throughout the paper that things other than welfare and number of people are equal 
across the populations I compare. For example, I assume that the two populations do 
not differ in desert, autonomy, genesis, aesthetic value, and so on.  
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  By contrast, I contend that both the Repugnant Conclusion and the Monstrous 

Conclusion are similarly important for a satisfactory population axiology to avoid. This 

is because I find Parfit’s case for the Repugnant Conclusion being more important than 

Nozick’s Utility Monster as a test for moral theories unconvincing. What I find 

unconvincing is not that the welfare of Nozick’s Utility Monster may be hard to 

imagine. Rather, I find unconvincing that, as there are arguments for the 

unimaginability of Nozick’s Utility Monsters, there are also arguments for the 

unimaginability of the Repugnant Conclusion of comparable strength. Indeed, one of 

the other rare uses of Nozick’s Utility Monster in variable population context3 has been 

to argue that we cannot imagine the enormous quantity of people necessary for the 

Repugnant Conclusion ((Ng, 1989, p. 242); for further discussion of the 

unimaginability of large numbers, see (Broome, 2004, p. 57; Gustafsson, 2022; 

Huemer, 2008, p. 904; Tännsjö, 2002)). 

  In response, while arguably we may not be able to grasp how many people are 

involved, we can grasp that no number of people would suffice (Mogensen, 2022; 

Parfit, 2016, p. 111; Pummer, 2013; Temkin, 2012, pp. 35, 121–122, 155). Similarly, 

while we may not be able to grasp how good the Monster's life is, we can still grasp 

that there is no amount of goodness for the Monster that would suffice. Moreover, even 

Parfit says that Nozick’s Utility Monster ‘may provide a partial test for our moral 

principles. We cannot simply ignore imagined cases’ (1986, 389). 

Meanwhile, others have argued for views where the life of the Utility Monster 

could also be rather mundane, for example on views where there is non-diminishing 

value to experiencing a given momentary quality of life for a longer time (Arrhenius, 

2000, p. 44; McTaggart & Broad, 1968; Parfit, 2004, 2012). Moreover, even if the 

Repugnant Conclusion were compatible with the laws of nature but the Monstrous 

Conclusion was not, avoiding one but not the other would make our population 

axiology contingent on these facts in implausible ways (Arrhenius, 2000, pp. 50–51). 

 While enormous efforts have gone to exploring ways of avoiding the Repugnant 

Conclusion, there has been little discussion on how to avoid the Monstrous Conclusion 

(see (Blackorby et al., 2005; Ng, 1989; Parfit, 2016; Temkin, 2012; Thomas, 2018) and 

many others). Given how many ways there are that the Repugnant Conclusion and 

Monstrous Conclusion would be of comparable importance, there is clearly an 

 
3 Others are (Pivato, 2014, 2018). They will be discussed in section 2.2. 
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imbalance between attempts to address the two. In this paper, I begin to tackle this 

imbalance. 

I argue that a promising way to avoid the Monstrous Conclusion is a version of 

Prioritarianism. Specifically, after presenting the Monstrous Conclusion in greater 

detail, I argue that a promising way to avoid it is via a hitherto undefended version of 

Prioritarianism which I call Asymptotic Prioritarianism. On Asymptotic 

Prioritarianism, while there is always moral importance to increasing an individual’s 

welfare, but there is some limit, or asymptote, to the moral importance of one 

individual’s welfare. On the other hand, there is no asymptote to the moral importance 

of multiple other people’s welfare.   

Nevertheless, every population axiology has its counterintuitive consequences, 

Asymptotic Prioritarianism included. Therefore, to establish what counterintuitive 

consequences the ‘least-bad’ population axiology must compromise on, more must be 

done to develop axiologies that can avoid the Monstrous Conclusion.  

 

2. The Monstrous Conclusion 
2.1 The Monster 

According to the Monstrous Conclusion, for any population, there is a better population 

consisting of just one individual who is sufficiently better off (the Monster). The 

Monstrous Conclusion is deeply counterintuitive. 

To appreciate the implausibility of this claim, consider that the Monstrous 

Conclusion applies to any population. Suppose we have a vast population, say a 

hundred billion people, each leading an excellent life. The lives could be as good as 

you like, much better than anyone has today. They enjoy great pleasures, have deep 

understanding, fulfill challenging projects, and develop meaningful relationships. They 

also do not experience pain or agony, there is no evil in the world and no-one is subject 

to malice or other’s domination. Nevertheless, the Monstrous Conclusion implies that 

there is a better population consisting of a single individual, the Monster. I expect most 

people will find the Monstrous Conclusion deeply implausible, even impossible to 

believe. 

While the Monstrous Conclusion has similarities with Nozick’s Utility Monster 

objection, the Monstrous Conclusion enables us to more clearly identify the problems 

with giving the Monster too much moral importance (1974, p. 41). The key difference 
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between the Monstrous Conclusion and Nozick’s Utility Monster objection is that 

Nozick considers a fixed population case, whereas the Monstrous Conclusion is about 

variable populations. This difference has a number of important upshots. 

Firstly, a number of negative features that one can appeal to in order to explain 

why all the resources should not be given to the Utility Monster in Nozick’s objection 

are not available to resist the Monstrous Conclusion. For example, the rest of the 

population is harmed in Nozick’s objection but not in the Monstrous Conclusion 

(Broome, 2004; Bykvist, 2007; Heyd, 1988; Parfit, 1984, pp. 487–489) – the Monster 

just exists by themselves, and no one needs to be harmed. Similarly, Nozick’s case 

involves vast inequality between the Utility Monster and the rest of the population, 

whereas the Utility Monster exists alone in the Monstrous Conclusions case, so cannot 

involve any inequality (Nebel, 2017, p. 898; Otsuka, 2012, p. 370; Voorhoeve & 

Fleurbaey, 2016). As the Monstrous Conclusion is highly implausible despite lacking 

these bad features, there must be sufficient explanation for the Monstrous Conclusion’s 

implausibility that does not rely on these features.  

  Secondly, none of the standard positive features that philosophers appeal to in 

order to rank populations straightforwardly count against the Monstrous Conclusion.4  

The population only containing the Monster has: higher total welfare (Arrhenius, 2000, 

pp. 37–51; Huemer, 2008; Parfit, 1984, pp. 397–389; Tännsjö, 2002); average welfare 

(Grill, 2023; Parfit, 1984, p. 387; Pressman, 2015); no inequality (Nebel, 2017, p. 898; 

Otsuka, 2012, p. 370; Voorhoeve & Fleurbaey, 2016); there are more perfectionist 

goods (Beard, 2020; Parfit, 2016) and so on... 

  As the Monstrous Conclusion is deeply counter-intuitive, there must be more to 

the value of populations than the literature has assumed so far. Given that the Monstrous 

Conclusion is deeply counter-intuitive despite these differences, the Monstrous 

Conclusion is an excellent tool for understanding what is intrinsically unsatisfactory 

about the Utility Monster population. 

 

2.2 Most theories imply the Monstrous Conclusion 

 

Having motivated the independent interest in the Monstrous Conclusion, in this sub-

section I explore how extant population axiologies fare with respect to avoiding the 

 
4 This will be explained in greater detail in section 2.2. 
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Monstrous Conclusion. After showing the limits of a seemingly simple solution for 

avoiding the Monstrous Conclusion, in this sub-section I show that the Monstrous 

Conclusion is implied by a range of major population axiologies. For reasons of space, 

I cannot go through all population axiologies defended in the literature. I therefore 

restrict my analysis to the Total View, the Average View, views combining Total and 

Average aspects, Critical Level and Critical Range Views, and Person Affecting Views. 

These are the views covered in a recent influential survey (Greaves 2017). I conclude 

this section by pointing out two views defended in the literature that do avoid the 

Monster, but do so in undesirable ways. 

   A seemingly simple, but ultimately unsatisfactory, way to escape the Monster 

is with an assumption of bounded utility. On the assumption of bounded utility, there 

is an upper limit to how much welfare any being can have. If there is a limit to how 

much welfare any being can have, then this also limits how much the Monster can 

contribute to the value of a population – I call this the “contributory value” of the 

Monster to a population. According to the Monstrous Conclusion, for any population, 

there is a better population consisting of only one individual with greater contributory 

value than the given population. If welfare is bounded above, and if, for some given 

population, the Monster needs to have a contributory value greater than the limit to be 

better than the given population, then the assumption of bounded utility prevents the 

Monstrous Conclusion in all theories, including the Total and the Average View. 

 Bounded utility is often used as a convenient assumption in economics. The 

primary justification given for bounded utility is that it is the easiest way to avoid 

certain ‘paradoxes’ that have unbounded payoffs, most famously the St Petersburg and 

Pasadena paradoxes, but adopting bounded utility is not the only solution to such 

paradoxes (Arrow, 1971, p. 92; Cowen & High, 1988; Nover & Hájek, 2004). See 

(Blackorby et al., 2005, p. 91; Kreps, 2013, pp. 11–13; Savage, 1954; Von Neumann & 

Morgenstern, 1944) for those who adopt bounded utility and see (Buchak, 2017; 

Dillenberger & Vijay Krishna, 2014; Fishburn, 1976; Hájek & Smithson, 2012; 

Kosonen, 2022) for those who do not, among many others. As both bounded and 

unbounded utility are widely used in economics depending on the application of a given 

theory or model, and given that population ethics is meant to be applied to any logically 

possible population (Arrhenius, 2000, pp. 31–35, Forthcoming, p. 41; Beckstead & 

Thomas, 2023; Gustafsson, 2020; Huemer, 2008; Thomas, 2018), population ethics 

should not merely assume bounded utility. Indeed, from the outset of the field of 
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population ethics, unbounded utilities were accepted as at least a partial test of our 

theories (see Parfit, 1984, p. 389). 

 Potentially more importantly, some philosophical debates in prudential 

axiology have implications for whether welfare must have some upper limit. As an 

example of these debates, consider the debate between those who argued that increasing 

the duration of a happy life cannot improve this life beyond a certain limit (Beglin, 

2017; Kagan, 2012; Smuts, 2011; Temkin, 2008; Williams, 1973, pp. 224–232) and 

those who have argued the opposite (Beckstead & Thomas, 2023, pp. 13–14; Bruckner, 

2012; Fischer & Mitchell-Yellin, 2014; Gorman, 2017; Greene, 2017). I am personally 

unconvinced that any such arguments have established that individual welfare must 

have an upper limit. Nevertheless, I do not argue for that here, nor do I need to in order 

to assume unbounded utility. 

  Indeed, assuming unbounded utility has methodological advantages regardless 

of whether utility is actually bounded or unbounded. If utility is unbounded, then we 

have an account of population ethics that captures the full range of cases. If utility is 

bounded, then we still have a theory covering the full range of cases by considering the 

part of our theory up to that bound, but we can also determine which important features 

in population ethics depend on these controversial debates in prudential axiology. 

Therefore, whether or not it is the case that utility is in fact bounded, significant results 

can be obtained by using an assumption of unbounded utility. Thus, I assume 

unbounded utility for the rest of this paper. Let us now analyse how some views imply 

the Monstrous Conclusion. 

  The Total View. According to the Total View, one population is better than 

another if the total amount of welfare is higher (Parfit 1984, 387-389; Arrhenius 2000, 

37-51; Huemer 2008; Tännsjö 2004). The Total View implies the Monstrous 

Conclusion. For any population, that population will have a given amount of total 

welfare. So long as the Monster has more welfare than that, the population containing 

the Monster only is better according to the Total View. Therefore, for any population, 

there is a better population consisting of a single individual (the Monster): this is the 

Monstrous Conclusion. 

  The Average View. According to the Average View, one population is better 

than another if the average amount of welfare of each individual is higher (Parfit 1984, 

387; Pressman 2015; Grill 2023). The Average View implies the Monstrous 

Conclusion. For any population, that population has some average welfare level. As the 
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Monster is the only member of the single individual population, its welfare is the same 

as the average welfare of the population. So long as the Monster has more welfare than 

the average welfare of the given population, the population containing only the Monster 

is better according to the Average View. Therefore, for any population, there is a 

population consisting of a single individual that is better. This is the Monstrous 

Conclusion.  

  Combined Views are a family of theories that aims to combine the Total View 

and the Average View, in such a way that the strengths of each view cover the other 

view’s weaknesses. Typically, these theories tend towards the Total View when 

evaluating small populations, and towards the Average View when evaluating larger 

populations (Hurka, 1983; Ng, 1989; Sider, 1991).5 Since the Monstrous Conclusion is 

a weakness of both the Total View and the Average View, Combined Views inherit this 

problem: for any population, there is a Monstrous Population with greater total and 

average welfare. 

  Critical Level and Critical Range Views are modifications of the Total View 

aimed at preventing populations containing only barely worth living lives having 

unbounded value. These views either adopt a sufficiently good level, where lives that 

are not sufficiently good count against a population (these are Critical Level Views: see 

(Blackorby et al., 1997, 1998, 2005)) or an extended range around the neutral level that 

does not count in favour of a population (these are Critical Range Views: see 

(Gustafsson, 2020; Rabinowicz, 2009, 2022; Thornley, 2022)). 

  However, as these views only adjust the contributory value of welfare around 

the neutral level, they do nothing to prevent the welfare of one individual having 

unbounded contributory value. Therefore, for any population, that population will have 

a given total contributory value adjusted by the critical level or range. So long as the 

Monster has more contributory value than that (adjusted by the critical level or range), 

the population with only the Monster in it is better according to Critical Level and 

Critical Range Views. Thus, for any population, there is a better population consisting 

of a single individual (the Monster): this is the Monstrous Conclusion.  

 
5 There are important differences between Sider’s theory and the theories by Hurka and 
Ng. On Hurka and Ng, the contributive value of additional people of a population 
depends on the average welfare of the population. Sider’s theory resembles a theory of 
marginal values, where the contributive value of additional lives is less the more people 
there are with a welfare higher than the one of the additional people. 
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  Person Affecting Views are a family of views according to which welfare that 

involves making people better and worse off has a distinctively central moral 

importance compared to adding to a population of people who have positive 

welfare (Heyd, 1988; Roberts, 2009; Ross, 2015; Temkin, 2012, sec. 12).6  Person 

Affecting Views imply the Monstrous Conclusion. As the Monstrous Conclusion just 

requires that there is some one-person population which is better, this individual may 

be present in the original population. 

  To see why Person Affecting Views imply the Monstrous Conclusion, let us 

suppose that the individual is one of those who exists in the given population. Now 

suppose that that person gets much more welfare than the whole of the given population 

put together. As that person is much better off, there is enormous comparative benefit 

to producing the one individual population, as well as much greater welfare overall. 

Thus, as there is both greater comparative benefit and welfare overall, according to 

Person Affecting Views the one individual population is better: this is the Monstrous 

Conclusion.  

  To diagnose the implausibility of the Monstrous Conclusions we must look 

beyond these major population axiologies. Specifically, I will look into two kinds of 

explanations as to why populations can be better than the Monster. I will reject one of 

the explanations, while I will incorporate the other in my proposed theory in the next 

section. I begin by considering and rejecting Sufficientarianism before the axiology 

which explicitly aims to avoid the Monster, Pivato’s Rank-additive Population 

Axiology (2018).7 I will also highlight the connections between Pivato’s work and the 

version of Prioritarianism I will defend in the next section. 

  Sufficientarianism is the family of views which claim that absolute priority 

should be given to the welfare of people below a certain welfare threshold (Bossert et 

al., 2022; Brown, 2005; Casal, 2007; Crisp, 2003; Frankfurt, 1987; Hirose, 2016). 

Sufficientarianism captures the attractive idea that it is more important to make people 

sufficiently well off than to make the already well off even better off, albeit in an 

extreme form. This idea can be used to resist the Monstrous Conclusion by arguing that 

 
6 See (Arrhenius 2000, 114-138; Greaves 2017, 11-16) for more information and 
some important distinctions on Person Affecting views. 
7 Pivato mentions the Utility Monster in variable population context also in (2014), 
where he points out that population axiologies based on adding individual wellbeing 
imply that “it is better to starve N moderately happy people, just so that one person 
can achieve the ‘Nirvana’ state y.” (Pivato, 2014, p. 38). 
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there is absolute priority to creating people who are sufficiently well off, rather than 

making the Monster better and better off.  

 For example, on the sufficientarian “head-count approach”, the aim is to ensure 

that “as many people as possible have enough” (Frankfurt 1987 p. 31). That is, 

populations are ranked according to the number of people who have enough, therefore, 

as the Monstrous population only has one person who has enough, any population with 

at least two people who have enough is better than the Monstrous population. 

 There is a sense in which avoiding the Monstrous Conclusion necessarily 

involves an ‘absolute’ priority claim – the welfare of sufficiently many sufficiently well 

off people has priority over the welfare of one individual, no matter how much welfare 

is at stake. Nevertheless, I shall argue that Sufficientarianism faces fatal defects that 

can be avoided by capturing this ‘absolute’ priority claim in the form of Prioritarianism 

instead.  

  In particular, Sufficientarian theories face a serious, well-known problem. 

These theories rely on a sufficiency threshold below which any welfare increase gets 

absolute priority over welfare increases above the threshold: this creates a particularly 

extreme kind of discontinuity in the welfare spectrum. More precisely, 

Sufficientarianism implies the following. Consider two very close welfare levels, call 

them w1 and w2. w1 is just below the threshold, and w2 just above it. Since, on 

Sufficientarianism, absolute priority should be given to the welfare of people below the 

threshold, a small improvement to an individual at w1 is more important than any 

improvement to w2, no matter how great the improvement to w2 is. Since w1 and w2 

can be arbitrarily similar, it is hard to believe that we should treat them so dissimilarly.  

As there is no plausible candidate for a point in the welfare spectrum that 

demarcates such a stark difference, Sufficientarianism’s requirement of this 

discontinuity in the welfare spectrum is widely considered implausible (Arneson, 2000, 

p. 56, 2002, p. 194; Casal, 2007, p. 317; Dorsey, 2014, pp. 50–53; Holtug, 2010, pp. 

207, 227–31; Timmer, 2022, pp. 308–309). 

Finally, a more sophisticated approach is developed by Pivato in his paper 

examining Rank-additive theories of population axiology (2020), where one of his 

explicit aims is to respect a “no utility monsters” adequacy condition for any theory of 

population ethics. Rank-additive theories “admit an additively separable 

representation”, meaning that the overall value of a population can be represented by 

the contributory value of each individual in the population added together, like the 



 12 

“classical utilitarian” or “prioritarian” value functions (Pivato 2020 p.863). What 

makes Rank-additive theories distinctive compared to these other additively separable 

theories is that “people are ranked in order from lowest to highest lifetime utility, and 

different transformations can be applied to different entries in this ranking” (Pivato 

2020 p.863). In other words, the moral significance of a given welfare increase at a 

given welfare level (the transformation of welfare increase into contributory value 

increase) could be different depending on whether that person is the 3rd best off or the 

10,000th best off in their population.  

 On the one hand, Pivato is correct to be concerned with avoiding Nozick’s 

Utility Monster and to adopt a population ethics analogue of Nozick’s classic fixed 

population case. However, Pivato’s “No utility monsters” axiom is too strong to be 

considered an adequacy condition for any population axiology. Pivato says that: 

 

“The [No utility monsters] axiom rules out Nozick’s (1974) Utility Monster 

paradox. It says that for any finite population size N, there exists a [population] 

(presumably involving a larger number of people) which is better than any 

[population] which involves only N people, no matter how high their lifetime 

utilities becomes.” (2018, p. 10, my emphasis) 

 

Pivato is saying that, to avoid Nozick’s Utility Monster, any axiology should respect 

the following adequacy condition: for any finite population size (no matter how big), 

there is a population that is better than any population with that size.8  

The prioritarian theory I will defend in the next section respects the No utility 

monster axiom and, in some sense, it is a Rank-additive theory. Pivato claims that views 

such as The Total View and Prioritarianism are Rank-additive theories, because 

although different transformations can be applied to different entries in this ranking, 

different transformations do not have to be applied to different entries. The Total View 

 
8 While I am sympathetic to views that have this feature, I find it a bit too strong: 
violating such an axiom would not be a fatal flaw for a theory, indeed this feature might 
be a cost of a theory. It is crucial for the power of the Monstrous Conclusion as a 
fundamental constraint on population axiologies that it is limited to cases involving one 
individual (or perhaps a small sized population). It would not be Monstrous to say that 
there is some size where, for any population, there is some better population of that 
size, say involving billions of flourishing lives. In this sense, avoiding the Monstrous 
Conclusion is a more plausible adequacy condition for theories of population ethics 
than Pivato’s No utility monsters axiom. 
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and Prioritarianism are therefore limit cases of rank-additive theories where the rank of 

a life in the population never makes a difference to the transformations applied to 

individual’s welfare (Pivato 2020 p. 865-866). However, in order to avoid Nozick’s 

Utility Monster, Pivato prefers Rank-additive theories where the rank of a life in the 

population does makes a difference to the transformations function of its wellbeing. In 

what remains of this section, I show why this should not be considered satisfying. 

Pivato claims that, by comparison to the ‘trite’ observation that Prioritarian 

views which involve an upper bound can avoid Utility Monsters (2018 p. 10), his Rank-

additive theories can have different bounds for different sizes of population and not just 

a multiplier of the Prioritarian’s upper bound. However, this added sophistication can 

only be achieved by falling subject to a devastating set of further costs. In particular, 

whenever Rank-additive theories involve a substantive role for an individual’s rank, 

they violate, in especially implausible ways, what is known as Existence Independence. 

According to Existence Independence: 

 

the ethical evaluation of outcomes concerning some collection K of individuals 

(say, those currently alive on planet Earth) should not depend upon information 

about the lifetime utilities —or even the existence —of people outside of K (say, 

people who died long ago, who will be born in the far future, or who live on 

other planets) (Pivato 2020, p. 880). 

 

A classic example of an objection targeting violations of Existence Independence was 

given by Parfit (1986, p. 420). He points out that the value of a life “depends on facts 

about all previous lives. If the Ancient Egyptians had a very high quality of life, it is 

more likely to be bad to have a child now. […] But research in Egyptology cannot be 

relevant to our decision whether to have children.” It is very hard to believe that the 

value of a life depends on how the quality of life of people on distant planets, in distant 

past, or distant future. 

  In some ways the problem for Rank-additive axiologies is even worse, as Pivato 

says “Rank-additive axiologies violate Existence Independence in a […] fundamental 

way” (2020, p. 880). A feature like the average welfare is not enough to determine an 

individual’s contributory value, on Rank-additive axiologies “we don’t even know how 

to assign ranks to the members of K until we know the lifetime utilities of all the other 

people not in K” (Pivato 2020, p. 880). In other words, knowing the average welfare of 
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the ancient Egyptians would be nowhere near sufficient, we would need to know how 

many people have and ever will live as well as the complete distribution of all of those 

people’s welfare to even determine an individual’s rank, otherwise an individual’s 

contributory value is undefined (Blackorby et al., 2005, sec. 5.1.1; Pivato, 2018, p. 11).9  

  While Pivato expresses willingness to pay this intellectual cost, I agree with 

many others that the violation of Existence Independence is a sufficient reason to reject 

a theory, let alone such an extreme violation (Broome, 2004, pp. 117–131; Mulgan, 

2001; Nebel, 2022, p. 11; Parfit, 1984, p. 420; Thomas, 2022).  

Consequently, I argue instead for a Rank-additive axiology which avoids the 

Monstrous Conclusion, does not impose an arbitrary threshold, and does not violate 

Existence Independence. On this theory, an individual’s contributory value is bounded 

above to avoid the Monstrous Conclusions and an individual’s rank plays no role in 

determining the transformation that is applied to their welfare, to avoid violating 

Existence Independence. I call this theory Asymptotic Prioritarianism.  

 

3. Asymptotic Prioritarianism and the theoretical costs of Prioritarianism 

3.1 Prioritarianism 

 

Prioritarianism’s central claim is that there is greater moral importance, or priority, to 

giving welfare increases to the less well off. In other words, there is less moral 

importance to giving welfare increases to the better off (Parfit 1991; 2012; Holtug 2017; 

Adler 2021).  

While Parfit intended Prioritarianism to be limited to fixed populations (Parfit, 

2012, p. 440; Segall, 2022), Prioritarianism, including the kind of Prioritarianism I am 

about to defend in this section, is compatible with many population axiologies. For 

now, let us assume its most popular version (Adler, 2019; Holtug, 2017, 2022; Segall, 

2022), Total Prioritarianism, according to which population value is the total sum of 

individual priority-adjusted welfare (we will see other prioritarian population 

axiologies in section 3.3). 

 
9 Pivato (2018) distinguishes between “actualist” and “possibilist” rank-addittive 
theories, each with their own challenges. This distinction does not matter for the 
present paper, because as he admits in Section 4, Existence Independence fails on 
both kinds of theories. 
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To better understand the arguments of this section, some formalization can be 

useful. Total Prioritarianism can be expressed as ranking outcomes according to the 

formula ∑ 𝑔(𝑤!)! , where 𝑤! is the amount of welfare of each individual i, and g(·) is a 

concave transformation function. A concave transformation function is a function 

where the gradient of the slope is always decreasing. A transformation function 

represents the relation between an individual's welfare and that individual's 

contributory value to a population. The gradient of the slope of a transformation 

function represents how much priority we give to an increase of people’s welfare when 

they are better off rather than worse off, that is, the contributory (or marginal) value of 

each increase in welfare. If the gradient of the slope increases, then the contributory 

value of additional welfare increases as an individual welfare is higher. If the gradient 

of the slope decreases, as in prioritarian functions, then the contributory value of 

additional welfare decreases as an individual welfare is higher. In other words: with a 

constantly decreasing value of the slope, the lower an individual’s welfare, the more an 

increase to that individual’s welfare contributes to population value. 

Prioritarianism is closely related to the Pigou-Dalton principle, the foundation 

of economic work on inequality (Adler 2013). The Pigou-Dalton principle states that 

any non-rank-switching fixed transfer from the better off to the less well-off makes a 

population better. By “non-rank-switching” I mean that “the one who starts out with 

less does not end up with more than the other” (Adler 2013, p. 1). Any concave 

prioritarian transformation function will satisfy the Pigou-Dalton principle, as the 

average gradient for the loss of welfare for the better off individual will be less than the 

average gradient for the gain of welfare for the less well-off individual.  

In addition to fixed transfers, the foundational motivations for Prioritarianism 

also motivate to transfer welfare from the better off to the worse off even if a fraction 

of the transferred welfare is lost. This is not a necessary feature of theories respecting 

Pigou-Dalton, as a theory can use Pigou-Dalton only as a tie-breaker. However, without 

allowing that a transfer in welfare to the worse off is worth some welfare cost, these 

theories are to be considered less committed to the core prioritarian intuitions. This 

intuition prescribes that we should consider it sufficiently more important that the less 

well-off individual gets the welfare increase that some loss of total welfare can still 

result in a better population overall. Typically, prioritarians believe that the priority of 

the worse off is not trivial with respect to wellbeing, it is not just a tie breaker.  
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For example, if we were to say that it is better to transfer 101 units of welfare 

from someone with 1,000 units to someone with 10 units, but that it would not be better 

to take 101 units from someone with 1,000 units to give someone starting at 10 an 

additional 100, then it seems that we would be Prioritarians in name only – there could 

only be at most trivial amounts of priority between the individuals. We must be willing 

to pay some specific sufficiently small amount of welfare to make the transfer from the 

better off person to the worse off person. 

 This core prioritarian intuition applies so long as one of the individuals is 

sufficiently better off than the other. Not only it is better to take 101 from someone with 

1000 units to give 100 units to someone with 10 units, but also better to take 101 from 

someone with 100,000 units to give 100 units to someone with 1000 units and so on. 

To properly respect the core prioritarian intuition, one must satisfy what I call “Non-

trivial Priority throughout the Welfare Range”. 

Non-trivial Priority throughout the Welfare Range says that there is at least 

some multiplier of welfare increases such that, for any welfare increase to a less well 

off individual, there is some better off individual such that it is better to give the initial 

welfare increase to the less well off individual than the multiplied welfare increase to 

the better off individual. For example, in the illustrative cases, there was a multiplier of 

1.01 such that for a welfare increase (e.g. 100 units) for the less well off individual, it 

is better that the less well off individual receives the given welfare increase than 

someone who is 100 times as well off receives the multiplied welfare increase 

(1.01*100=101 units). I take it to be the case that there is such a multiplier. No matter 

how well off the better off individual is, in order to fundamentally respect the core 

Prioritarian intuition, we should prioritise an increase in welfare to the worse off 

individual over an increase in welfare to the better off individual multiplied by the 

multiplier.  

Now I state Non-trivial Priority throughout the Welfare Range more formally. 

Let 𝑤" and 𝑤! be two welfare levels, m a multiplier greater than 1, ∆𝑤 a positive change 

in welfare, and g(·) the prioritarian concave transformation function.  

 

Non-trivial Priority throughout the Welfare Range: ∃𝑚 >

1	𝑠𝑢𝑐ℎ	𝑡ℎ𝑎𝑡	∀∆𝑤	𝑎𝑛𝑑	∀𝑤! , ∃𝑤" > 𝑤! 	𝑠𝑢𝑐ℎ	𝑡ℎ𝑎𝑡	𝑔(𝑤! + ∆𝑤) − 	𝑔(𝑤!) > 𝑔(𝑤" +

𝑚∆𝑤) − 𝑔(𝑤") 
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There is some multiplier of m welfare increase such that for any size of welfare 

increase	∆𝑤 and any welfare level 𝑤!, there is some greater welfare level 𝑤" (we can 

imagine it much greater), where it is better if a less well off individual at welfare 𝑤! 

receives the welfare increase ∆𝑤  than if a better off individual at welfare level 𝑤" 

receives the multiplied welfare increase 𝑚∆𝑤. 

  While intuitive, Non-trivial Priority throughout the Welfare Range does come 

with an unavoidable cost, as multiple iterations of it imply what I call the Trade-off 

Condition.  

 Roughly speaking, where Non-trivial Priority requires that we should be willing 

to lose some welfare in order to transfer welfare between two sufficiently differently 

off individuals, the Trade-off Condition states that any amount of welfare will be lost 

in order to transfer welfare between two sufficiently differently off individuals.  

More precisely, let ∆𝑤 be a welfare difference, let wi and wj be two wellbeing 

levels, and let k be a multiplier.  

 

Trade-off Condition: ∀𝑘 > 1	∀∆𝑤, ∀𝑤! , ∃𝑤" > 𝑤! 	𝑠𝑢𝑐ℎ	𝑡ℎ𝑎𝑡	𝑔(𝑤! + ∆𝑤) −

	𝑔(𝑤!) > 𝑔(𝑤" + 𝑘∆𝑤) − 𝑔(𝑤") 

 

The Trade-off Condition means that, for any multiplier k, any welfare increase ∆𝑤 and 

any welfare level 𝑤!, there is some sufficiently better off welfare level 𝑤" such that 

giving the welfare increase ∆𝑤 to the person at the given welfare level 𝑤! 	is better than 

giving the multiplied welfare increase to the better off individual (even though the 

multiplier may be arbitrarily large). 

  To see that Non-trivial Priority throughout the Welfare Range implies the 

Trade-off Condition, consider the following argument.  

By Non-trivial Priority throughout the Welfare Range, there is some multiplier 

m>1 such that, for any welfare increase ∆𝑤 and any initial welfare level 𝑤#, there is 

some better off individual at some welfare level 𝑤$ such that it is better to give the 

given welfare increase ∆𝑤  to the person at the given welfare level 𝑤#  than the 

multiplied welfare increase 𝑚∆𝑤 to the better off individual at 𝑤$.  

As Non-trivial Priority throughout the Welfare Range applies to any initial 

welfare level and size of welfare increase, we can apply the principle to welfare level 
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𝑤$	and welfare increase 𝑚∆𝑤. By Non-trivial Priority throughout the Welfare Range, 

there is some better off individual 𝑤& such that it is better to give the given welfare 

increase 𝑚∆𝑤 to 𝑤$ than the multiplied welfare increase 𝑚&∆𝑤 to 𝑤&.  

More generally Non-trivial Priority throughout the Welfare Range implies that 

there is a sequence of welfare levels such that for n iterations, it is better to give 𝑚'∆𝑤 

welfare increase to 𝑤' than welfare increase of size 𝑚'($∆𝑤 to someone at welfare 

level to someone 𝑤'($. By transitivity, it is better to give a welfare increase of size ∆𝑤 

to someone at 𝑤# than to give someone a welfare increase of size 𝑚'∆𝑤 at welfare 

level 𝑤'. However, as this is true for all n, and because 𝑚 > 1, as 𝑛 tends to infinity, 

𝑚' also tends to infinity. In other words, 𝑚' is unbounded. Therefore, for every 𝑘 >

1, there exists some 𝑛 such that 𝑚' > 𝑘. As more welfare is always better, for such an 

𝑛, giving a welfare increase of size 𝑚'∆𝑤 is better than giving a welfare increase of 

size 𝑘∆𝑤.  

Finally, we can see that, for any size of 𝑘 > 1, there is some step in the sequence 

such that, it is better to give a welfare increase of size 𝑚'∆𝑤 than of size 𝑘∆𝑤 to 𝑤' 

but better still to give welfare increase of size ∆𝑤 to welfare level 𝑤# - an instance of 

the Trade-off Condition. As ∆𝑤  and 𝑤#  were chosen arbitrarily, the Trade-off 

Condition applies to all welfare increases and initial welfare level. 

 I find the Trade-off Condition troubling – that there is no bound to the amount 

of welfare that might be sacrificed for the sake of priority is not a feature that would 

attract me to a theory. Nevertheless, when required to choose between satisfying Non-

trivial Priority throughout the Welfare Range and avoiding the Trade-off Condition, I 

accept the Trade-off Condition as a necessary cost of satisfying our core Prioritarian 

intuition.10  

 

3.2 Asymptotic Prioritarianism 

 

Having argued that, as Prioritarians, we ought to already be committed to the Trade-off 

Condition for reasons independent of the Monstrous Conclusion, I now argue that 

Asymptotic Prioritarianism’s strength above and beyond the Trade-off Condition is a 

small price to pay to avoid the Monstrous Conclusion.  

 
10 See (Nebel & Stefánsson, 2023) for a discussion of other ‘calibration’ problems 
that affect Prioritarian theories. 
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Asymptotic Prioritarianism is a form of Prioritarianism where the concave 

transformation function g(·) has an upper bound, or asymptote, corresponding to some 

population which is better than any one individual population. The contributive value 

of one individual can always increase the more their welfare increases, but not beyond 

some limit. This limit corresponds to the value of some population which is better than 

any one individual population.  

Consequently, as the Monster gets better and better off, their contributory value 

gets closer and closer to the asymptote. Therefore, as the contributory value that the 

Monster would have with any further welfare increase is bounded above by the 

asymptote, the moral importance of giving the monster any further welfare increase 

tends to 0. In other words, Asymptotic Prioritarianism implies the following Absolute 

Priority Condition. Let ∆𝑤 be a welfare difference, let wi and wj be two wellbeing 

levels, and let 𝑚 be a multiplier.  

 

Absolute Priority Condition:∀𝑤! , ∀∆𝑤, ∃𝑤" > 𝑤! 	𝑠𝑢𝑐ℎ	𝑡ℎ𝑎𝑡	∀𝑚 > 1	, 𝑔(𝑤! +

∆𝑤) − 	𝑔(𝑤!) > 𝑔(𝑤" +𝑚∆𝑤) − 𝑔(𝑤") 

 

The Absolute Priority Condition says that, for any amount of moral importance 

generated by giving some welfare increase ∆𝑤 to some individual at welfare level 𝑤!, 

there is some vastly better off individual at welfare level 𝑤" such that, no matter how 

big the multiplier 𝑚 of the welfare increase ∆𝑤 is, it is more important to give ∆𝑤 to 

𝑤!, than 𝑚∆𝑤 to 𝑤". In other words, there is a form of absolute priority where it is 

better to give some welfare increase ∆𝑤 to a given individual than to give any size of 

welfare increase 𝑚∆𝑤 to someone who is sufficiently better off (since the better off 

person is so close to the asymptote, no increase for them could be of more moral 

importance than the given welfare increase to the given individual).  

As with the Trade-off Condition, I take the Absolute Priority Condition to be a 

counterintuitive implication of an axiology – because of the same central feature that 

there is no bound to the amount of welfare that might be sacrificed for the sake of 

priority. The key difference between the Trade-off Condition and the Absolute Priority 

Condition is just one of quantification order. The Trade-off Condition chooses the 

arbitrarily large amounts of welfare to be outweighed by priority first, and then ‘finds’ 

two different welfare levels such that it is more important to give the smaller benefit to 
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who lives at the worse welfare level than the greater benefit to who lives at the better 

welfare level. By contrast, the Absolute Priority Condition chooses a benefit to a 

specific individual, and then ‘finds’ a sufficiently well-off person where there is no 

amount that could be given to the better-off person which is more morally important 

than the benefit to the worse-off person.11  

While both conditions imply that an arbitrarily large amount of welfare can be 

outweighed by priority, only the Absolute Priority Condition, which puts a bound to 

the importance of increasing welfare level, is sufficient to ensure that there is a 

population which is better than any population only containing the monster – that is, is 

sufficient to avoid the Monstrous Conclusion. In some ways, without committing to 

any arbitrary threshold, it captures the sufficientarian intuition that, if we have a 

significant welfare increase that we can give to some less well-off individual, we do 

not need to know how much welfare is at stake for some sufficiently better off 

individual, there is a form of ‘absolute’ priority for this welfare increase to this less 

well-off individual. When working out whether to give a meal to a hungry child, do we 

really need to know how much better off Scrooge McDuck could be made with the 

same amount of resources?  

  Additionally, something similar to the Absolute Priority Condition is necessary 

to avoid the Monstrous Conclusion. To see why, consider the following argument. 

If the Monstrous Conclusion is false, then there is some given population that 

is not worse than the Monster, no matter how high the Monster’s welfare is. Whatever 

the features of this given population, there is a possible population that consists in the 

same individuals of this given population, but is worse than the Monster (perhaps they 

all have lives of suffering). 

By increasing one person’s welfare by a small amount ∆𝑤, then another, and 

another, we can gradually transition from the possible population worse than the 

Monster to the given population which is not worse than the Monster. This means that 

there is some finite number of small improvements ∆𝑤 to each individual’s welfare 

that is the difference between the population worse than some Monster and the 

population which is not worse than any Monster. 

 
11 I am deeply grateful to an anonymous reviewer for the valuable suggestion to 
highlight the difference between the Trade-off Condition and the Absolute Priority 
Condition. 
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Now, suppose that we have a sequence of comparisons. On the one hand, we 

have each member of the sequence of small improvements ∆𝑤  from the larger 

population that is worse than some Monster to the larger population that is not worse 

than any Monster. On the other hand, for every step in the sequence, we dramatically 

increase the Monster’s welfare by some amount 𝑚∆𝑤. At the start of the sequence, the 

larger population is worse than the Monster but by the end of the sequence, the larger 

population is not worse than the much better off Monster. This is only possible if, for 

at least some step in the sequence, the small improvement ∆𝑤 to the larger population 

has at least as great contributory value than the large welfare increase 𝑚∆𝑤 for the 

Monster. That is, for some amount of moral importance generated by giving some 

welfare increase ∆𝑤 to some individual at welfare level 𝑤!, there is some vastly better 

off individual at welfare level 𝑤" such that, no matter how big the multiplier 𝑚 of the 

welfare increase ∆𝑤 is, it is at least as important to give ∆𝑤 to 𝑤!, than 𝑚∆𝑤 to 𝑤".  

The most controversial feature of the Absolute Priority Condition is that fixed 

welfare increases, no matter how small, for fixed welfare level individuals are more 

important than any size of welfare increase for some sufficiently well off individual. 

As the argument above shows, a condition with this order of quantification is required 

to avoid the Monstrous Conclusion: there must be some step in the argument where 

arbitrarily small welfare increase, ∆𝑤, is more important to give to some 𝑤! than any 

size of welfare increase 𝑚∆𝑤 to 𝑤". The Absolute Priority Condition is stronger than 

the minimum required to avoid the Monstrous Conclusion as the Absolute Priority 

Condition applies to all given welfare levels. However, this is the only way to avoid 

some hard to justify threshold between those welfare levels to which it applies and those 

to which it does not - precisely the kind of issue which made Sufficientarianism 

implausible.  

We have seen that the Absolute Priority Condition is a stronger version of the 

Trade-off Condition. However, if we are prioritarians, we already embrace the Trade-

off Condition, and thus, are already committed to the idea that there is no bound to the 

amount of welfare that might be sacrificed for the sake of priority. As prioritarians, we 

have two options: either accepting only the Trade-off Condition together with the 

Monstrous Conclusion, or avoiding the Monstrous Conclusion and accepting the 

stronger Absolute Priority Condition. I contend that accepting the Absolute Priority 

Condition rather than the Trade-off Condition is well worth being able to avoid the 



 22 

Monstrous Conclusion. To the extent to which we find it plausible that there is no bound 

to the amount of welfare that might be sacrificed for the sake of priority, we should 

consider Asymptotic Prioritarianism a promising theory for avoiding the Monstrous 

Conclusion. 12  

However, Prioritarianism is considered vulnerable to a particularly implausible 

version of the Repugnant Conclusion, according to which, for any population A, there 

is a better Z population consisting of people whose lives are barely good, even if the 

total welfare of Z is smaller than the total welfare than A (Adler, 2019; Holtug, 2017, 

2022; Segall, 2022). Thus, at this point, some may object that, by accepting Asymptotic 

Prioritarianism, we are avoiding the Monstrous Conclusion by implying a worse 

version of the Repugnant Conclusion. In the next section, I will show that this is not 

the case: Asymptotic Prioritarianism can be implemented on different aggregative 

theories, and some implementations of Asymptotic Prioritariansim can avoid both the 

Monstrous and the Repugnant Conclusion.  

 

3.3 Different Asymptotic Prioritarianism axiologies 

 

Prioritarianism is a view about the importance of individual wellbeing, and by itself it 

is not a full population axiology. Parfit considers Prioritarianism a theory for fixed 

populations, and suggests to ‘quarantine’ it for variable populations precisely because 

of its implications when combined with other theories in population axiology – notably 

the Total View (Parfit, 2012, p. 440; Segall, 2022). However, Prioritarianism, and 

Asymptotic Prioritarianism in particular, can be combined with a wide range of 

population axiologies. While some combinations are less promising, as Asymptotic 

Prioritarianism exacerbates existing objections to those population axiologies, other 

combinations allow for the benefits of both components of the resulting population 

axiology and, finally, in some cases, Asymptotic Prioritarianism can also help mitigate 

the existing objections to those views.  

 
12 There are also Non-trivial Priority theories that avoid the Monstrous Conclusion by 
having a prioritarian function whose slope suddenly becomes flat, becoming a sharp 
threshold for contributory value. These theories avoid the Monstrous Conclusion 
without implying the Absolute Priority Condition. The advantage that Asymptotic 
Prioritarianism has over these theories, and over any theory that avoids the Monster 
with a threshold, is identical to the advantage that it has over Sufficientarian theories. 
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  The most discussed Prioritarian axiology is Total Prioritarianism, where first 

each individual’s welfare is priority-adjusted to give each the moral importance, or 

more precisely contributory value, of each individual’s welfare, and then populations 

are ranked according to the total of these amounts of contributory value (Adler, 2019; 

Holtug, 2017, 2022; Segall, 2022). However, while Total Asymptotic Prioritarianism 

can fare better than other forms of Total Prioritarianism, as it can avoid the Monstrous 

Conclusion, Total Asymptotic Prioritarianism shares the problems of other forms of 

Total Prioritariansims in that it exacerbates an existing objection to the Total View.  

To see how Total Asymptotic Prioritarianism can avoid the Monstrous 

Conclusion is relatively straightforward. First, Asymptotic Prioritarianism implies that 

there is some limit of contributory value that the Monster cannot exceed. Given that 

lives worth living have some positive individual contributory value, Total Asymptotic 

Prioritarianism implies that a sufficient number of those lives will have greater total 

contributory value than the limit the Monster cannot exceed and, therefore, have greater 

total contributory value than any Monster. Such a population would be better than any 

one-individual population, thus avoiding the Monstrous Conclusion. 

However, Total Asymptotic Prioritarianism has an even worse form of the 

classic objection to the Total View, namely the Repugnant Conclusion. The Repugnant 

Conclusion states that, for any population, there is some better population consisting 

only of lives that are barely worth living. Total Asymptotic Prioritarianism implies an 

especially bad form of the Repugnant Conclusion. For any population, that population 

has some amount of total contributory value. Barely worth living lives will have some 

low amount of contributory value but sufficiently many of them will have greater total 

contributory value than any given level. The difference from the classical Total View 

is that, because of the greater contributory value of the welfare for the less well off than 

the better off, even fewer barely worth living lives are required to have greater total 

contributory value than is the case with the classical Total View.  

 Given its serious problems in dealing with the Repugnant Conclusion, 

Asymptotic Total Prioritarianism cannot be considered a promising theory for 

population ethics, even though it avoids the Monstrous Conclusion. Fortunately, 

Asymptotic Prioritarianism can be combined with population axiological theories that 

avoid the Repugnant Conclusion. 

 The most discussed population axiology that avoids the Repugnant Conclusion 

is the Average View. However, a combination of the Average View and Asymptotic 
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Prioritarianism is not a promising candidate. While there might be some benefits to 

combining Asymptotic Prioritarianism with the Average View, such an Average 

Asymptotic Prioritarianism would be unable to avoid the Monstrous Conclusion, as the 

welfare of any given population is lower than the average welfare of the Monster alone.  

 A far more promising candidate is the combination of Asymptotic 

Prioritarianism with Critical Level and Critical Range Views, a set of views with 

considerable existing support level (Blackorby et al., 1997, 1998, 2005; Gustafsson, 

2020; Rabinowicz, 2009, 2022; Thornley, 2022). Critical Level and Critical Range 

Asymptotic Prioritarianisim take into account both prioritarian considerations for the 

welfare of the less well off compared to the better off, as well as requiring that welfare 

levels must be above a critical level or range in order to have a positive contribution to 

population value. Critical Level and Critical Range Asymptotic Prioritarianisim rank 

populations according to their total welfare, adjusted both by critical level (or range) 

and asymptotic prioritarian factors. 

Critical Level and Critical Range Asymptotic Prioritarianism can avoid the 

Monstrous Conclusion because there is some limit to the contributory value of one 

individual’s welfare. Given that the welfare of individuals above the critical level or 

range has positive contributory value, sufficiently many of them will have greater total 

contributory value than the limit of the contributory value of one single individual’s 

welfare. Hence, that population will be better than any Monster, according to Critical 

Level and Critical Range Asymptotic Prioritarianisim. 

Moreover, Critical Level and Critical Range Asymptotic Prioritarianism can 

avoid the Repugnant Conclusion. For any population with all individuals above the 

critical level or range, that population will have positive total contributory value. By 

contrast, any population consisting only of individuals with lives that are barely worth 

living will be below the critical level or range (or within the range) and therefore not 

have positive total contributory value. Hence, these populations are not worse than any 

population consisting only of individuals with lives that are barely worth living – thus 

avoiding the Repugnant Conclusion.  

Critical Level and Critical Range Asymptotic Prioritarianism are therefore able 

to combine the most important benefits of both Asymptotic Prioritarianism and Critical 

Level or Critical Range Views. This does not mean that we should necessarily endorse 

Critical Level or Critical Range Asymptotic Prioritarianism in population ethics, as they 

combine their problems, too. Critical Level or Critical Range Views have problems 
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with low welfare level lives, which remain in Critical Level Asymptotic Prioritarianism 

(for the problems of Critical Level theories, see (Arrhenius, 2000, p. 73; Williamson, 

2021). For the problems of Critical Range Theories, see (Broome, 2004, p. 148-170, 

2009)). In addition to these problems, Critical Level and Critical Range Asymptotic 

Prioritarianism need to deal with the Trade-off Condition raised in the previous section. 

Another promising candidate is the combination of Asymptotic Prioritarianism 

with Combined Views. Combined Asymptotic Prioritarianism combines asymptotic 

diminishing contributive (or marginal) value for both additional welfare and additional 

individuals at a given welfare. Combined Asymptotic Prioritarianism is thus able to 

avoid both the Monstrous Conclusion and Repugnant Conclusion. To see this, consider 

the following. 

No matter how many individuals are added with barely worth living lives, the 

contributory value of the population cannot exceed the limit for barely worth living 

lives. As the limit is greater for higher amounts of welfare, there is a population 

containing individuals with the higher amount of welfare which is better than all 

populations consisting of barely worth living lives. Similarly, no matter how much one 

individual’s welfare is increased, the contributory value of the population cannot 

exceed the limit for one individual. As the limit for more individuals is higher, there is 

a population with more people which is better than any population consisting of only 

one individual. Therefore, Combined Asymptotic Prioritarianism avoids both the 

Monstrous Conclusion and Repugnant Conclusion.  

Moreover, unifying Combined Views with Asymptotic Prioritarianism may 

mitigate the existing objections against Combined Views. For example, Sider himself 

is skeptical of his own Combined View since “it generates rather extreme results with 

respect to distributive justice” (Sider 1991, note 18).13 However, when combined with 

Asymptotic Prioritarianism, there would be a significant corrective to these 

distributional concerns.  

  To conclude, I do not endorse any one population axiology, each has its 

advantages and well-known problems. However, the potential of Asymptotic 

Prioritarianism in population ethics is enormous: further research is required in 

population ethics on Trade-off Conditions in Prioritarianism and how Asymptotic 

 
13 Note that Sider’s view differs from other Combined Views: see footnote 5.  
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Prioritarianism can combine with other theories in population axiology to mitigate 

existing problems.  

 

4. Conclusion  

In this paper, I introduced the Monstrous Conclusion, a disturbing implication of most 

theories of population ethics – that for any population there is a better population 

consisting of one individual. The Monstrous Conclusion is roughly as disturbing as the 

Repugnant Conclusion, but has received far less attention, and examining it may clarify 

our intuitions concerning Nozick’s more famous Utility Monster. The Monstrous 

Conclusion is implied by most prominent theories of population ethics (total and 

average theories, theories combining total and average aspects, person affecting 

theories).  

  I argued that there is one hitherto undefended form of Prioritarianism that is 

particularly well equipped to avoid the Monstrous Conclusion. This form of 

Prioritarianism is a member of what I call the family of Non-Trivial Priority theories, 

according to which it is better to transfer welfare from the better off to the worse off 

even if some portion of that welfare is lost. Particularly, I show that, on Non-Trivial 

Priority theories, this lost portion of welfare has to get bigger as the two welfare levels 

are distant: this implies what I call the Trade-off Condition, according to which, for any 

two welfare improvements, one greater than the other, there are two welfare levels such 

that it is better to give the smallest benefit to the person at the lower welfare level than 

the greater benefit to the person at the greater welfare level. However, those who take 

seriously the priority view have to agree that the Trade-off Condition is a cost we should 

be willing to pay. 

  The form of Non-Trivial Priority that best avoids the Monstrous Conclusion is 

what I call Asymptotic Prioritarianism, according to which the priority of the welfare 

of well off people over less well off people cannot exceed some limit. This limits how 

much priority a single life can get in a population, but does not limit how much priority 

multiple people can get in a population: this enables Asymptotic Prioritarianism to 

avoid the Monstrous Conclusion.  

  Avoiding the Monstrous Conclusion, too, comes at an intellectual cost: I call it 

the Absolute Priority Principle, according to which, for any welfare level and any 

welfare increase, there is a greater welfare level such that it is better to give the given 

welfare level to the smaller welfare level than any welfare increase greater than the 
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given welfare increase. However, Asymptotic Prioritarianism pays this cost most 

acceptably, as the Absolute Priority Principle is just a more pronounced version of the 

Trade-off Condition already implied by Non-Trivial Priority theories, and is not much 

stronger than a necessary condition to avoid the Monstrous Conclusion. However, by 

itself Asymptotic Prioritarianism is not a complete population axiology: it must be 

combined with some further form of aggregation. 

  I show that combining Asymptotic Prioritarianism with other population 

axiologies can enable us to combine the positive features of each, although it may not 

mitigate or even exacerbate their other flaws. For example, although Total Asymptotic 

Prioritarianism can avoid the Monstrous Conclusion, it faces an even worse form of the 

Repugnant Conclusion. By contrast, Critical Level and Critical Range Asymptotic 

Prioritarianism are able to avoid both the Monstrous Conclusion and the Repugnant 

Conclusion.  

Crucially, I do not argue that we should endorse one population axiology as a 

result of the arguments in this paper. I have deep reservations about whether the Trade-

off Conditions facing Non-Trivial Priority theories can be adequately addressed or 

explained away and existing population axiologies all have well-known 

counterintuitive consequences. However, avoiding the Monstrous Conclusion is a 

problem that population axiologies must take seriously and the potential of Asymptotic 

Prioritarianism and other ways of avoiding the Monstrous Conclusion in population 

ethics is enormous.  
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