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The policies that we adopt in order to deal with currently salient social, economic and environmental problems have consequences not only for the well-being of people currently alive but also for people who will come to exist in the future.  In his lecture “Weighing Lives,” John Broome addressed a number of problems relating to whether and in what way the well-being of persons not yet in existence should be considered morally relevant in our evaluations of such policies.

For Professor Broome, the basic problem arises in the broader context of developing a theory of value that can make determinations about how to weigh the value of one person’s life against the value of another’s.  If we think about the goodness or value of a life as expressed, at least in part, by the well-being of the person who lives it, we can characterize the problem in general terms as one about the best distribution of well-being over a given population and over a certain period of time.

Of course, questions about the distribution of well-being raise issues not only of the “goodness” of available alternative outcomes, but also issues of fairness and of justice.  Acknowledging that these latter issues may dominate our moral evaluations in many circumstances, Professor Broome proposed that we bracket these considerations for purposes of his discussion, suggesting that the relative goodness or value of a particular distribution of well-being presents a separate and distinct problem.

With this caveat in mind, Professor Broome introduced the problem of weighing current lives against future lives with the practical question of how health resources should be distributed as between the old and the young.  The complexity of the problem is not just that saving the lives of the young rather than the old will result in a greater overall duration of lives being lived out, but that saving the young will (presumably) result in a greater number of new people coming into existence who might not have existed otherwise, assuming that the young whose lives are saved will bear more children than would the old if they were saved.  Thus, in making this sort of decision, the question arises whether we must consider the value not only of existing lives, but any extra lives that may result.

What we can say, uncontroversially, is that a benefit of saving a life is the good of the period of live lived by the person who is saved.  But whether we ought to count as a benefit the value of any new lives that are created (that would not otherwise have existed) as a result of saving an existing person is much more controversial.  A common intuition seems to be that any such new lives are not considered beneficial or morally relevant; the value of lives not yet in existence seems to be “ethically neutral.”  As Professor Broome put it, our intuition – which he labeled the “Intuition of Neutrality” – seems to be that “we favor making people happy, but we are neutral about making happy people.”

But how exactly is the Intuition of Neutrality to be interpreted?  Can it even be defended at all?  Consider the problem of global warming.  If we do nothing about this problem, we might predict that a significant number of people who will exist in the future will live shorter lives (due to increased flooding, natural disasters, tropical diseases, etc.).  A response to global warming would probably require people who are currently alive to make some sacrifice to their level of well-being; but this will have the likely consequence that some significant number of (other) people in the future will live longer lives. What, if anything, does the Intuition of Neutrality allow us to say about whether it would be better to adopt the policy that brings the longer-lived people into existence, if the effect of this is to decrease the well-being of existing persons and to avoid bringing the shorter-lived future people into existence at all?

If we interpret the Intuition of Neutrality to mean that a given world A is equally as good as any other world B which differs from A only in being occupied by additional persons who do not yet exist in A, then our theory of value may fall into incoherence.  All we have to do is imagine a third world C in which those additional persons also exist but are better off than in B.  If we assume that C is better than B, then by transitivity, C should be better than A.  But this appears to contradict the Intuition, since C differs from A only in being occupied by additional persons who do not exist in A.

A possible solution is to interpret the Intuition of Neutrality to say that a world occupied by people who do not currently exist is simply incommensurable in value to our current world.  On this understanding, a world occupied by a currently non-existent person is neither better nor worse than the current world.

But then, a different problem arises.  Imagine three worlds, A, B and C.  The difference between A and B is that B is occupied by one person who does not exist in A.  According to the revised interpretation of the Intuition of Neutrality, B is neither better nor worse than A.  Now suppose that the difference between B and C is only that one of the people in C who also exists in A is worse off, but the extra person who does not exist in A (but who does exist in B) is sufficiently better off such that C is overall better than B.  If the Intuition of Neutrality is true, then C should be worse than A, because the only relevant difference between those worlds (as far as the Intuition is concerned) is that one of the people of A is worse off (the well-being of the extra person being ethically neutral).  But, by hypothesis, B is worse than C.  By transitivity, therefore, B should be worse than A.  But this contradicts the original premise that B is neither better nor worse than A.  So the Intuition of Neutrality seems to produce a contradiction.

To remedy this difficulty, it seems we must adjust the interpretation of the Intuition of Neutrality to allow for our neutrality toward B (from the standpoint of A) to be “greedy,” so to speak: other things equal, the well-being of persons in B who do not exist in A is not ethically relevant, but their well-being, if it is of sufficient degree, can “swallow up” a decrease in the well-being of existing persons.

Understood in this way, however, the Intuition of Neutrality cannot do the work that we might have wanted it to do.  Certainly, it does not permit us to ignore changes in population in making assessments of future states of affairs.  Indeed, under the interpretation of “greedy” neutrality, consideration of the well-being of future persons – under the guise of “greedy” neutral changes to the current state of affairs – threatens to swallow up all our moral assessments of the effects of environmental and other social policies that we can expect to effect population changes over time.

Professor Broome suggested that this conclusion probably gives us reason to reject the Intuition of Neutrality as a principle for evaluating the goodness of future states of affairs; or in any event, the interpretation of “greedy” neutrality seems implausible.  But if we drop the Intuition, it seems that our difficulties become even worse, because then, our theory of value must take all future population changes into account, and problems like global warming would become completely intractable from the point of view of practical ethics.  Professor Broome concluded that it is the task of a theory of the value of life to provide principles that resolve this evaluative dilemma.

