Future People, the Total View and the Person-Affecting Principle

Some questions that population ethicists are concerned with include…
· How many people should there be? 

· Is it better to create more lives of lower quality or should we focus on increasing the quality of life of people who exist? 
· Do we have obligations with regard to the quality of life of future people, or just towards existing people? 
The Total View

‘The normative consequentialist theory holding that agents should optimise the total… balance of whatever makes life worthwhile over whatever detracts from it, in terms of the full range of foreseeable consequences of action and inaction’ (Attfield, 2014a, p.234). 

This view has been charged with having serious, unwelcome implications in respect of population ethics. 

Derek Parfit and the Repugnant Conclusion (1984, Ch.17).
World ‘A’ contains 7 billion people, each being very happy, enjoying a high quality of life and having a good level of well-being. World ‘B’ contains 14 billion people, each enjoying slightly over half the level of happiness / well-being of the people in A. 

In B then there are twice as many people as A and they are worse off than people in A. However, it could be argued that B is the better world as there are more people, each of whom have a life worth living or a reasonable quality of life, albeit one which is of lower quality than A. B contains the greater TOTAL quantity of happiness / well-being or the greatest TOTAL number of lives worth living. On the total view, B is better than A. 
Now imagine world ‘C’. This world contains 30 billion people, each enjoying slightly more than half of the utility / well-being / happiness of people in B. On the Total View, we should prefer C rather than B. Although there are many more people in C, each with a lower quality of life than B, they still have a worthwhile life.
Now imagine another world, ‘Z’, containing 60 billion people. Each person has a quality of life that is barely worth living. Because Z contains a greater total quantity of worthwhile life / utility / happiness than any of the other worlds, Z is the best world of all (on the Total View). 

We now reach the repugnant conclusion - 

‘The Repugnant Conclusion—for any possible population of at least ten billion people, all with a very high quality of life, there must be some much larger population whose existence, if other things are equal, would be better, even though its members have lives that are barely worth living’ (Parfit, 1984, p.388).

The Total View is then accused of generating overpopulation at the expense of quality of life. 

Responses

1. Hare argues that a severe increase in population could easily take away from people that which makes life worth living. Privacy and the ability to get away from people would probably be comprised in an overcrowded world. Hare claims that if this were to happen, then existence would not be worth having. Hence supporters of the Total View need not be committed to advocating such a large population that overcrowding would result and that the freedom to move away from other humans would be lost (Hare, ‘Duties to Possible People’, cited by Attfield, 1995, pp.164 & 272).

2. The ecological stress would be so huge as to be unjustifiable.
· Overpopulation would undermine ecosystems. Our worthwhile life is dependent on intact ecosystems. We also need to take into account the value of nonhuman future beings whose habitats would be destroyed by human population (see Attfield, 2014b). 
3. What is deemed a worthwhile life? What is required for a minimally worthwhile life might be much more than the repugnant conclusion has allowed for. For example, for Attfield a worthwhile human life involves the development of certain capacities, including, for e.g., autonomy, perception, practical reason, forming friendships, etc. He argues that ‘since a quality of life no lower than this is required for basic needs to be met and for life to be worthwhile, the Repugnant Conclusion (which only applied where worthwhile human lives are lived) is not recognisably repugnant, and that Parfit’s depiction of it… misrepresents what the concept of minimal worthwhileness involves’ (Attfield, 2014b). 

4. The Total View is concerned with quantity and quality (see Attfield, 1995, p.152)

Relatedly, it could be said that an individual’s life only contributes to the total outcome if the quality of their life is above a certain level. Below this level the value of that life is neutral (Kavka 1982) or even negative (Blackorby et al,  1997 & 2004). 
*Advocating the Total View would require that we take an ‘impersonal’ view (something for which it has been criticised) – in other words, not all obligations are owed to anyone already identifiable or to someone or something. (If we think that they are owed to that which we can identify, then we should adopt the PAP.) 

The Person Affecting Principle (PAP)
This view restricts moral standing to people that actually exist or which are going to exist. 

Attfield argues, ‘This restriction would deny obligations grounded in (say) the happiness or the well-being of possible people who could be brought into being, and thus any related obligations to generate what might be considered too large a population. It seeks to achieve this by confining moral standing to people (and other creatures) who exist already or who are going to exist whatever current agents may do (and is accordingly sometimes called the Prior Existence View). It also implies that people of the twenty-second and subsequent centuries currently lack moral standing, since none of them are yet actual or can even be identified at present’ (2014a, p. 52). 

So the principle…

1. Denies that we have obligations with respect to the welfare or well-being of future people. 

2. Denies that we have an obligation to generate future people. 

3. Confines moral standing to people (and creatures) that exist or who actually will exist. 

4. Implies that future possible people lack moral standing, since they cannot be identified. 

PAP holds that no action is wrong unless it is somehow harmful for someone. As such, it casts doubt upon the extent of intergenerational obligations. 

Parfit  (1984, Ch.16)
He asks us to assume that we have a choice of two policies, Depletion and Conservation. 
1. If we choose Depletion, we will have slightly better lives for the next 200 years, as a result of consuming natural resources quickly. After that time, people will have much lower quality of life, due to the depletion of resources. 

2. If we choose Conservation, we will have slightly less benefit now, but future generations, after 200 years from now, will be much better off. 
Let’s assume that we choose Depletion. ‘Because we choose Depletion, millions of people have, for several centuries, a much lower quality of life. This quality of life is lower… than it would have been had we chosen Conservation. These people’s lives are worth living, and if we had chosen Conservation, these particular people would never had existed. Suppose that we do not assume that causing to exist can benefit. We should ask, ‘If particular people live lives that are worth living, is this worse for these people than if they had never existed?’ Our answer must be No. Suppose next that we do assume that causing to exist can benefit. Since these future people’s lives will be worth living, and they would not have existed if we had chosen Conservation, our choice of Depletion is not only not worse for these people – it benefits them (Parfit, 1984, pp. 362-63).

‘Some people believe that what is bad must be bad for someone. On this view, there is no objection to our choice. Since it will be bad for no one, our choice cannot have a bad effect. The great lowering of the quality of life provides no moral reason not to choose Depletion’ (ibid., p.363). 
Parfit rejects this view as implausible. 
Appraisal of the PAP

1. Parfit well explains what’s wrong with PAP (in human contexts). It provides no grounds for criticising a policy which lets current people have a very high quality of life at the expense of the misery of future people and which permits a drastic reduction of resources and even squandering of resources. The reason it permits this is that future people do not count at all.
As Attfield argues, it cannot even provide grounds criticising the adoption of a policy of depletion over, say, a sustainable policy which results in a mere slight reduction of quality of life for current people but which would go on to result in a good maintainable quality of life for those in the near and far future. ‘[I]f gains apply to possible people only, they count for nothing, unlike the losses for the actual people of the present. But faced with these alternatives, most people would agree that the policy of sustainability is far preferable to that of depletion. This being so, the suggested restriction turns out to have unacceptable implications, and must therefore be rejected’ (Attfield, 2014a, pp.52-53). 
2. Relatedly, the consequences (for humans, animals and the environment) of adopting PAP could, and probably would, be disastrous.

3. Parfit urges us to give up PAP (Parfit, 1984, p. 363). He believes that if in either of two possible outcomes the same number of people would ever live, it would be worse if those who live are worse off than those who would have lived. The greater lowering of the quality of life provides us with some moral reason for not choosing Depletion. 
4. Most people believe that the misery of possible people provides a ground for not generating them. If we grant this, then it appears inconsistent to deny that the happiness of possible people is a ground in favour of generating them (Attfield, 1995, pp. 150-1).

5. The Total View, unlike PAP, has been accused of making morality impersonal. If obligations are always owed to someone or something then the PAP should be preferred. 

But it would seem that the PAP is unsatisfactory with regards to obligations to future people, for we can make a difference to the quality of life of people who will exist and doing so seems morally significant. Doing so would require that we take an ‘impersonal’ view – in other words, not all obligations are owed to anyone already identifiable or to someone or something. 
Conclusion
In thinking about the Total View and the PAP, we need to ask, do the interests of people count who are not-existent at the time of current decisions and who only come into being because of them? 

The total view says, ‘yes’ – the interests of people who are non-existence, but who will exist in the future, do count. The prior existence view says, ‘no’ – the interests of these people do not count. Most of those likely to be alive in 2080 are among possible people – if their interests count, we should favour the Total View. 
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