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Abstract: What happens to liberal political philosophy, if we consider not only the freedom of 
present but also future people? In this article, I explore the case for long-term liberalism: freedom 
should be a central goal, and we should often be particularly concerned with effects on long-term 
future distributions of freedom. I provide three arguments. First, liberals should be long-term 
liberals: liberal arguments to value freedom give us reason to be (particularly) concerned with future 
freedom, including freedom in the far future. Second, longtermists should be liberals, particularly 
under conditions of empirical and moral uncertainty. Third, long-term liberalism plausibly justifies 
some restrictions on the freedom of existing people to secure the freedom of future people, for 
example when mitigating climate change. At the same time, it likely avoids excessive trade-offs: for 
both empirical and philosophical reasons, long-term and near-term freedom show significant 
convergence. Throughout I also highlight important practical implications, for example on 
longtermist institutional action, climate change, human extinction, and global catastrophic risks.   
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1 Introduction  

What does liberal political philosophy imply about our duties towards future people? The existing 

discussion on liberal freedom and future people often diagnoses a tension: to protect future 

people’s interests requires interfering with people’s options now, for example by restricting access 

to gas-guzzling cars and cheap meat. Liberal views of freedom, however, seem to speak against 

interference. Several authors thus conclude that liberal views clash too much with our duties 

towards future people and defend a republican or perfectionist view instead (Coeckelbergh, 2021; 

Fragnière, 2016; Pinto, 2021).1 

This tension picture, however, misses something important: what about the freedom of future 

people? For example, the German Constitutional Court recently overturned the government’s 

proposed climate bill. It argued that too much emissions reduction was shifted towards the future, 

which would violate a constitutionally mandated ‘intertemporal protection of freedom’.2 Or 

consider this preamble:   

‘We the People of the United States, in Order to form a more perfect Union, establish Justice, insure 

domestic Tranquillity, provide for the common defense, promote the general Welfare, and secure the 

                                                 

1 I would like to thank Maria Paola Ferretti, Nicholas Vrousalis, Erik Zhang, Hayden Wilkinson, Andreas 

Mogensen, Jacob Barrett, Lucas Swaine, Axel Gosseries, Richard Pettigrew, and Christoph Winter for 

helpful written comments. For helpful comments and discussions, I would also like to thank audiences at 

the Global Priorities Institute online conference, the Lisbon Conference on Substantive Future Rights, the 

Global Priorities Work-in-Progress group, and the 4th Annual Moral and Political Philosophy Workshop at 

the Ethics Institute at Dartmouth.  

2 (Bundesverfassungsgericht, 2021). The German constitution protects ‘freedom of development’ and 

‘freedom of the person’ (Article 1 and 2, GG) as constitutional rights with an ‘eternity clause’ (Article 79 

(3)).  
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Blessings of Liberty to ourselves and our Posterity, do ordain and establish this Constitution for the United 

States of America.’ [my emphasis] 

In this article, I argue that liberals should heed the call to ‘secure the Blessings of Liberty to 

ourselves and our Posterity’. Specifically, I explore the case for:  

Long-term liberalism: freedom should be a central goal in institutional design, public policy 

and social norm-setting; hereby we should often be particularly concerned with ex ante 

effects on long-term future distributions of freedom. 

I defend long-term liberalism in three steps. 

In section 3, I argue that liberals should be long-term liberals. Liberal arguments to value present 

freedom give us reason to value future freedom too (3.1). And sometimes, long-term distributions 

of freedom should weigh particularly heavily (3.2 and 3.3).  

In section 4, I argue that longtermists should be long-term liberals. Roughly, longtermists hold that 

improving the ex ante value of the long-term future should be a key moral priority, where the long 

term can include people thousands or even millions of years from now. Giving longtermism a 

‘liberal slant’ makes it more plausible under conditions of empirical and moral uncertainty and helps 

capture some intuitions in intergenerational ethics.  

In section 5, I return to the ‘tension worry’. I argue that long-term liberalism can justify restricting 

freedom now to safeguard the freedom of future people, as seems plausible in cases like climate 

mitigation. At the same time, it likely avoids excessive trade-offs: for both empirical and 

philosophical reasons, good long-term distributions typically preserve short-term freedom too.  

In section 6, I briefly discuss population axiology. As a generic view, long-term liberalism appears 

surprisingly robust despite widespread disagreement and befuddlement in population ethics.  
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The article’s original contributions are both theoretical and practical.3 I explore the philosophical 

case for long-term liberalism but also highlight practical implications along the way, for example 

on longtermist institutional action, climate change, human extinction, and global catastrophic risks.  

I should admit upfront that I only give the ‘initial case’ for long-term liberalism. Not all questions 

and potential objections will be answered. Still, I think the case will be strong enough – and its 

implications important enough – for political philosophers to want to probe it in more detail.  

2 What is long-term liberalism?  

The position I explore in this article – and whose implications I consider – is:  

Long-term liberalism: freedom should be a central goal in institutional design, public policy, 

and social norm-setting, and we should often be particularly concerned with ex ante effects 

on long-term future distributions of freedom. 

I leave some terms vague for now, because I defend long-term liberalism as a generic view that 

allows for different takes on longtermism (section 2.2) and population ethics (section 6). But note 

already that ‘ex ante’ here means what effects one should expect relative to one’s evidence. 

                                                 

3 In philosophy, existing work on future generations typically focuses on a particular liberal principle like 

Mill’s Harm Principle rather than liberal freedom itself (Skagen Ekeli, 2006; Wallack, 2004), on republican 

theories of freedom (Beckman, 2016; Katz, 2017; Smith, 2013), or on some other view of freedom like 

perfectionism (Coeckelbergh, 2021; Hannis, 2015). (Vercelli, 1998) is the first academic source I could find 

that invokes future option-freedom, arguing that sustainable development should preserve the diversity of 

future option sets. (Ferretti, 2023) appeared while writing this article. Its topic overlaps with mine, but I 

reach different conclusions, focus on a more comprehensive set of values to support liberal freedom (rather 

than only on respect), discuss all our obligations towards future people rather than just environmental duties, 

discuss how to distribute freedom, and explicitly consider the long-term future.  
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Moreover, ‘ex ante’ is not committed to one particular decision-theory and allows for expected value 

theory but also other decision-theories.   

Let me first say what I mean by ‘liberalism’ and ‘freedom’.  

2.1 What is liberalism?  

‘Liberalism’ here refers to freedom-based liberalism, that is any view in political philosophy that (i) 

adopts a liberal view of freedom and (ii) accords great (albeit pro tanto) value to socio-political 

freedom in the justification of institutions, public policy, and social practices (and the norms that 

underlie them).4 Of course, ‘liberalism’ can refer to many other ideas and positions, but I don’t 

discuss them here.5  

Starting with (i), what makes a theory of freedom liberal? I here understand liberal freedom as 

option-freedom: freedom, essentially, is about which options are open to a person and which ones 

foreclosed (Pettit, 2003). Theories of liberal freedom typically start with an account of ‘options’ (or 

‘specific freedoms and unfreedoms’). Some theorists hold that I am free to do a specific act, if and 

only if I am not subject to any interpersonal constraints with respect to that act. Other theorists, 

including myself, defend the Ability View which I assume here: I am free to do an act if and only 

                                                 

4 I here discuss liberalism with a broader scope that also applies to informal social practices (and the norms 

that govern them). My arguments could also be run with a narrower scope that applies to formal institutions 

and public policy but not to informal social practices or only a small subset of these.  

5 For example, I set aside ‘public reason liberalism’ (Vallier, 2018) but also ‘practical liberalism’, that is, a 

tradition committed to particular institutions, such as specific individual rights and the rule of law, without 

invoking any justificatory theory for them (although ‘freedom-based liberalism’ justifies some form of 

practical liberalism).  
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if I am able to do that act.6 The absence of interpersonal constraints is necessary but insufficient, 

freedom also requires actual abilities. While I assume the Ability View here, most arguments in this 

article could also be run, mutatis mutandis, with the ‘absence of interpersonal interference view’.  

Liberalism concerns not just specific freedoms and unfreedoms but overall freedom (Carter, 1999; 

Steiner, 1983). Overall freedom comes in degrees and is typically thought to be a function of the 

specific freedoms (and sometimes unfreedoms) available to a person. A rich literature in economics 

and philosophy seeks to measure a person’s overall freedom. I here go along with this literature 

and assume that freedom can be measured. Accordingly, I ignore worries one might have that 

freedom is not the kind of thing that could ever be measured or compared.  

The simplest measure counts the number of specific freedoms available to a person (Pattanaik & 

Xu, 1990). But economists and philosophers offer more sophisticated measures too. The details 

are beyond my scope, but notice two choice points.   

First, when comparing option sets, it matters how we individuate their members. Having two 

different wine cellars gives you more freedom than having two bottles of wine. How to individuate 

options is beyond my scope, so I just assume that, other things equal, the more options one has, 

the more liberal freedom one has and that there is some way to individuate options consistently 

across option sets.7  

Second, most, but not all, authors argue that overall freedom depends not only on the quantity but 

also the quality of the options. Some also hold that their variety matters as such, others deny this. 

Again, I do not develop a criterion to assess the quality of options but simply assume that a plausible 

                                                 

6 See (Kristjánsson, 1996; Miller, 1983; Shnayderman, 2013; Steiner, 1994) for the absence of interpersonal 

interference view and (Kramer, 2003; Parijs, 1997; Schmidt, 2016; Sen, 1988, 1999) for the Ability View.  

7 Carter, for example, individuates specific freedoms and unfreedoms in terms of the spatio-temporal 

regions one can occupy with one’s body (Carter, 1999).  
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measure captures that, other things equal, the better an option is according to some plausible 

criterion of value, the more it contributes to overall freedom.8  

Note that the above, generically liberal understanding is not meant to cover all theories of freedom. 

I exclude other philosophical views on freedom, such as moralised theories – including libertarian 

rights-based theories – and neo-republican views.9 

Freedom-based liberalism (i) adopts a liberal theory of freedom and (ii) accords great (albeit pro 

tanto) value to liberal freedom in the justification of institutions, public policy, and social norms. 

Recent theorists cash out (ii) by assessing institutions and policies in terms of their impact on the 

interpersonal distribution of overall freedom (Carter, 1999, Chapter 3; Schmidt, 2014).10 For example, 

according to van Parijs, a universal basic income will facilitate a better distribution of freedom for 

all (Parijs, 1997). But what criterion should liberals use to assess outcomes in terms of interpersonal 

distributions of freedom?  

Answering the distributive question is complicated. First, there might be different ways to accord 

value to freedom. Some theorists recently suggested that freedom has both telic and deontic value 

(Garnett, 2018, pp. 551–552; Intropi, 2022). For example, freedom has telic value in virtue of being 

good for individual wellbeing and societal progress. The right response to telic value is to reduce 

                                                 

8 See (Schmidt, 2022) and (Pattanaik, 2018) for an overview of these and other questions around freedom 

measurement.  

9 See (Schmidt, 2022) for these distinctions. Still, my implications matter for republicans too, as they often 

hold that option-freedom is a necessary but insufficient condition for freedom (one also requires the absence 

of domination) (Pettit, 2003; Schmidt, 2018a).   

10 This broad approach is dominant in much recent theorizing and endorsed – or at least gestured towards 

– by theorists such as (Carter, 1999; Cohen, 2011; Ferretti, 2023; Hees, 2012; Kramer, 2003; Parijs, 1997; 

Rawls, 1971; Schmidt, 2014, 2016; Sen, 1988; Spencer, 1873; Steiner, 1994).  
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unfreedom and promote freedom. Freedom’s deontic value, in contrast, it not about promoting the good 

but about respecting other persons as purposive beings who set their own ends. Accordingly, we 

should not interfere with other agents, even if doing so might be good for them in terms of 

wellbeing or even option-freedom. The appropriate response to deontic value is not to promote 

but to respect freedom (Intropi, 2022).  

While little has been written on deontic value, I gather there are two approaches to account for it.11 

Some authors argue that option-freedom captures our telic reasons to promote freedom but that 

we also need a second, moralized theory of freedom to capture its deontic value (Bader, 2018). 

Others think that we can do with one theory of freedom but capture its deontic value in our ranking 

of interpersonal distributions, for example, by placing greater weight on equal or sufficient freedom 

for all. I do not have space to discuss moralized views, so I assume the second route.12  

The distributive question is further complicated, because we are considering distributions across 

generations, including distributions with variable populations. One contentious question should be 

whether we have reason to bring people into existence because they would have high levels of 

freedom. Do we not only have a duty to ‘make people free’ but also to ‘make free people’?  

To make my task feasible, I will assume two separate criteria for ranking outcomes in terms of 

distributions of freedom.  

First, for our telic reasons to promote freedom, I assume that a plausible ranking (a) considers how 

much aggregate freedom there is but also (b) weighs freedom gains to those who have less as 

                                                 

11 I assume that freedom has telic value that we ought to promote, which is a widely shared view, and allow 

that freedom might also have deontic value and then consider the implications of both. (For the record, I 

am inclined to think that freedom’s telic value – once spelled out properly – captures what is intuitively 

plausible about deontic value.) 

12 Thanks to Ian Carter for helpful discussions.  
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contributing more to the ‘betterness’ of a distribution than equally-sized freedom gains to those 

who have more overall freedom (similar to a Pigou-Dalton transfer). To capture (a) and (b), I 

assume prioritarianism which ranks outcomes by a weighted sum of individual overall freedom 

with weights that decrease for marginal gains depending on how much freedom an individual 

already has (I assume any freedom gain, no matter the level, still has positive marginal value).13 I 

assume, for now, that we have telic reason to bring people with high levels of freedom into 

existence.   

For the deontic value of freedom, I assume the following. First, I go along with Maria Paola Ferretti 

who argues that to respect persons, we must guarantee every person with ‘a certain measure of 

freedom’, including future people (Ferretti, 2023). I interpret this as a sufficiency level. Second, I 

also assume that we have deontic reason to abstain from courses of action that foreseeably involve 

severe freedom violations and abstain from actions that would severely and unjustifiably reduce 

people’s freedom, including the freedom of future people (including reductions above the 

                                                 

13 I prefer prioritarianism over unweighted Totalism, because additional freedom likely has greater telic value 

for those with less freedom. I also prefer it over ‘greatest equal freedom’ (as suggested for example by 

(Norman, 1987; Rawls, 1971, pp. 60; 302; Spencer, 1873, p. 35)): some inequality seems acceptable, if 

necessary for far more aggregate freedom; moreover, prioritarianism avoids ‘levelling down’ (see Parfit, 

1997). Steiner would argue that such problems do not arise, because everyone should have equal freedom and 

the aggregate is fixed anyway (Steiner, 1987, 1994). Carter convincingly argues that the aggregate can vary 

(Carter, 1999, Chapter 9.4), which becomes even more apparent for variable populations. I also prefer 

prioritarianism over pluralist distributive egalitarianism, because it captures freedom’s decreasing marginal 

value, does not require non-separable intergenerational comparisons nor gives any reasons for 

intergenerational levelling down. For my argument, however, the differences do not matter very much. 

Moreover, one could additionally assume a negative egalitarian weighing for freedom inequalities within 

groups, societies, or generations. 
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sufficiency threshold). For example, we have respect-based reason not to emit greenhouse gases 

for minor benefits now when this would result in large reductions of future people’s freedom. 

Third, I assume our respect-based duties are directed towards other persons rather than being 

‘impersonal duties’. For future people, those could be actual persons or ‘types’ of future persons 

(or persons de dicto) (see, for example, (Kumar, 2018)). Finally, I assume what is called the 

Asymmetry in population ethics: we have respect-based reason not to bring people into existence 

with very low levels of freedom but no respect-based reason to bring people with high levels of 

freedom into existence.  

These stipulations strike me as somewhat plausible. But, primarily, I make them to make my task 

in sections 3 to 5 possible. In section 6, I discuss other options and permutations in distributive 

ethics and population axiology.  

2.2 What is longtermism?  

A recent paper provides the following definition of longtermism for political philosophy:  

‘Institutional longtermism: when evaluating the moral choiceworthiness of institutions, we 

should often give significant weight to their expected long-term effects.’ (Schmidt & 

Barrett, 2023, p. 6)  

Institutional longtermism comes in different strengths, depending on how ‘significant weight’ is 

filled in. Under strong longtermism, positively affecting the long-term future is the key priority and 

typically outweighs concern for the near term. Under weak longtermism, positively affecting the 

long-term future is a key priority but not necessarily the most important one.  

Schmidt and Barret also distinguish longtermism by how far into the future it reaches (Schmidt & 

Barrett, 2023, p. 2). On one interpretation, we include the entire future of humanity (including all 

‘humanity-originating intelligent life’ of moral value). For example, effects on people’s wellbeing a 
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million or billion years from now matter. Call this ‘long longtermism’.14 Longtermists typically 

assume our moral reasons are ‘scale-sensitive’ and become weightier the greater the number of 

individuals affected by our actions (some even assume that reasons scale linearly). Effects on the 

long-term future thus weigh so heavily, because there are so many expected future people. Greaves 

and MacAskill provide estimates that range from 1014 future people to scenarios – involving 

artificial persons or space settlement – with estimates between 1018 to 1045 (Greaves & MacAskill, 

2023). Given its enormous expected size, the far future will weigh heavily indeed.  

Of course, ‘long longtermism’ is contested and hotly debated.15 But, following Schmidt and Barrett, 

I here also include medium longtermism which only considers value within the next several hundreds 

to thousands of years. For example, maybe there is a high baseline extinction risk that humanity 

can’t push down low enough for longer timelines to make sense.16 Or maybe, given epistemic 

constraints, our long-term effects all ‘wash out’ in expectation (Tarsney, 2023). Note that even 

                                                 

14 Longtermism is incompatible with a positive rate of pure time preference in an exponential discounting 

framework but compatible with uncertainty about such a discount rate (Weitzman, 1998) and with a positive 

discount rate in a non-exponential, hyperbolic framework (Mogensen, 2019).  

15 For example, is longtermism problematic, because we might be essentially clueless about our long-term 

impact (Greaves, 2020; Greaves & MacAskill, 2023, sec. 7; Mogensen, 2020), because longtermism might 

violate anti-aggregative or other deontological duties (Curran, 2023; Heikkinen, 2022; Unruh, 2023), because 

it might make problematic assumptions in population ethics (Greaves & MacAskill, 2023, sec. 6; Tarsney & 

Thomas, 2020; Thomas, 2022), because the expected value of humanity’s long-term future of humanity 

might be net-negative (MacAskill, 2022, Chapter 9) or because it might rely on a fanatical decision-theory 

(Kosonen, 2023)?  

16 Cowen defends such a view in a talk (Cowen, 2023), and climate models sometimes discount future 

people’s interests for the same reason (Stern 2006). Also see (Thorstad, 2023).  
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medium-term effects will be weighty, as expected future people over the next thousands of years 

still outnumber people alive today by some orders of magnitude. 

So, longtermism comes in different flavours:  

 Strong (‘the key 
priority’) 

Weak (‘a key priority’) 

Long (all future 
value) 

a) b) 

Medium (value over 
the next hundreds to 
thousands of years)   

c) d) 

My arguments in this article are compatible with all four options, including all the ‘shades in 

between’, as weak vs strong and medium vs long come in degrees. Still, in what follows, I implicitly 

assume b) or d).17  

Of course, after reading this article, some readers might still reject all forms of longtermism. But 

even for them some arguments will be relevant: they might agree with my arguments that the 

freedom of future people matters morally (section 3.1) but disagree with sections where that is 

cashed out in a (broadly) longtermist framework.   

3 Why liberals should be longtermists 

In this section, I argue that liberals should be long-term liberals: liberals should care about future 

freedom too (section 3.1); and, sometimes, they should be particularly concerned with long-term 

distributions of future freedom (sections 3.2 and 3.3).   

                                                 

17 I elsewhere argue that animal liberal freedom matters too (Schmidt, 2015, 2018b). But I here exclude non-

human animals to keep things manageable (see (Browning & Veit, 2023; MacAskill, 2022, pp. 208–213)). 
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3.1 Liberals should care about future freedom  

Liberals should care about future freedom, because the reasons to value freedom now apply to 

future freedom too.  

Consider how and why freedom matters for liberals. Freedom might have intrinsic value or 

instrumental value. Liberals can but need not believe that freedom has intrinsic value. Freedom can 

still be robustly important as a social value, even if it only matters instrumentally. The first structural 

reason is that, even if only instrumentally valuable, freedom still has non-specific value: ‘A 

phenomenon, x, has non-specific instrumental value iff x, without regard to the nature of its 

specific instances, is a means to some other valuable phenomenon y.’ (Carter, 1999, p. 44) Consider 

an analogy: even if money only has instrumental value, ‘we do not value money only as a means to 

buying the latest Mozart recordings or as a means to eating a bar of chocolate, but also as a means 

to satisfying whatever our future desires turn out to be.’ (Carter, 1999, p. 34). Here are several 

arguments why freedom has non-specific value. 

First, across time, people change in what they like, enjoy and value (Carter, 1999, pp. 50–54). At 

the same time, we underestimate how much we change over time (Quoidbach et al., 2013). Option-

freedom affords our future selves the necessary options to pursue what they want, like and care 

about. Following this argument, liberals should focus on freedom across longer timeframes rather 

than just freedom at one point in time (Carter, 2013; Schmidt, 2017).18 

Second, before you commit to a long-term option – a career, life partner, house and so on – it 

makes sense to first do some exploring to gather information about yourself and your options. 

Using the language of computer science, one should first ‘explore’ options before ‘exploiting’ them 

(Christian & Griffiths, 2016).  

                                                 

18 The latter point suggests that when ranking interpersonal distributions, distributions of lifetime freedom 

are more plausible than ‘time-slice’ distributions. I ignore these niceties here.  
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Third, John Stuart Mill famously advocated ‘experiments in living’ (Mill, 1859). Such experiments 

teach us about the world and ourselves. And when we take up new hobbies, see new places, learn 

new skills, or have novel experiences, we also experience time to pass more slowly and enjoy our 

lives more (Howell et al., 2011).    

Fourth, autonomy and agency require option-freedom. For example, Tom Hurka argues that 

agency requires that we reject options, and without freedom we cannot reject options (Hurka, 

1987). More empirically, psychologists argue that without choices we develop feelings of learned 

helplessness and fail to develop feelings of agency and personal control (Peterson & Seligman, 

1984).  

Finally, Tim Scanlon argues that having some level of choice is typically required for self-expression 

and individuality (Scanlon, 1988).  

So, freedom has non-specific instrumental value for individuals. The second structural reason that 

freedom is robustly important lies in it being a social value. Ethicists engaged in axiology often 

enquire whether some good has intrinsic value at some fundamental level. For example, stripping 

away all empirical confounding conditions, is a world with more freedom intrinsically better? 

Political philosophers, in contrast, see freedom as a social value and ask: to what extent would 

societies be better if its members have freedom? To answer the latter question, we must consider 

all the different ways in which freedom might be valuable for individuals across longer timescales 

and for whole societies – and we must do so without stripping away empirical reality. There is a 

good case freedom is an important social value in this sense.   

First, people differ in their likes, personalities, and conceptions of the good. Given this diversity – 

both natural and cultural – free societies provide better conditions for people to do what they want, 

value, and like.   

Second, in free societies, I can benefit from other people’s freedom. For example, in free and 

diverse societies, individuals encounter better conditions to learn from other people’s experiments 
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and conceptions of the good. Moreover, given widespread and reasonable disagreement, it seems 

rational to be somewhat uncertain about morality, axiology and political philosophy. And moral 

uncertainty provides a pro tanto reason not to force people into particular conceptions of the good 

which we cannot confidently judge to be good. At the same time, free societies allow for 

experimentation and diversity and thus generate better epistemic conditions to somewhat reduce 

empirical and maybe even moral uncertainty.  

Finally, for social relations to be respectful, individuals must at least sometimes respect other people’s 

choices. Accordingly, some option-freedom and non-interference is necessary for social conditions 

in which people can respect each other as agents.19  

Overall, there is a strong case that liberal freedom has non-specific value, particularly as a social 

value.20 This case, I now argue, applies to the freedom of future people too.  

Absent any countervailing arguments, the above case for present freedom should apply to future 

freedom too. It is likely that future individuals will change over time, benefit from exploration and 

experiments in living, and require freedom for agency, personal control, self-expression, and 

                                                 

19 Some might claim that ‘deontic’ reasons to ‘respect freedom’ entail only negative duties of omission, like 

non-interference (Intropi, 2022). Even if that were so, negative claims and duties for individuals can generate 

positive duties at the collective and institutional level. For example, positive actions are required to establish 

and enforce the laws and norms that protect individuals against disrespectful interference. (See Shue’s 

seminal argument that even ‘purely negative rights’ entail positive institutional duties (Shue, 1980)). 

Moreover, beyond deontic, we might also have telic reason to prefer societies with respectful relations.   

20 Some empirical evidence also strongly suggest societies with more freedom also have higher wellbeing 

and life satisfaction (controlling for other factors) (Bavetta et al., 2014; Haller & Hadler, 2004; Veenhoven, 

2000). Moreover, nearly all countries with very high levels of income, quality of life, and development are 

in some sense liberal (unless they are tax havens, very resource-rich per capita or Singapore), which is more 

indirect evidence. A conclusive empirical case, however, is beyond my scope.  
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respectful social relations. These reasons have applied to past societies and apply to us now. 

Therefore, and absent any opposing considerations, they should apply to future people too.   

We can even go further. Some reasons appear to amplify across generations and longer timeframes.  

First, free societies generate better conditions for experimentation and learning. Now, with longer 

time frames, such positive externalities compound, because more people can profit from such 

experiments and insights. Moreover, imagine such experiments come with short-term ‘costs’. 

Longer timeframes provide more time for such experiments to pay off. Compare an analogy: 

should we invest in exploratory and costly research that only rarely generates results? Such 

investments can be efficient, if we have a long time to utilize fundamental insights afterwards, but 

not if they must pay off short-term.  

Second, epistemic arguments and the diversity argument amplify across generations. Over the last two 

hundred years, societies have been changing at a speed much faster than before. If this trend 

continues even a little bit, future people are likely to want to lead very different lives from us, giving 

us all the more reason to preserve their freedom to do so.  

So, liberal arguments imply we should value the freedom of future people. You can accept this part 

of my overall argument even if you entirely reject longtermist ideas. But the next two sections 

explore arguments for the longtermist claim that we should sometimes be particularly concerned 

with our effects on long-term distributions of freedom.  

3.2 The Scale Argument  

When one has significant ex ante effects on long-term future distributions of freedom, those effects 

should typically be vast, because the expected size of the long-term future is so vast. For our telic 

reasons to promote freedom, I assumed a prioritarian criterion. Now, if there are actions in 

institutional design, public policy or social change that have significant ex ante effects, those are 

likely to have significant effects on the ex ante long-term priority-weighted sum of freedom. So, 
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long-term liberalism should ‘sometimes be particularly concerned with … ex ante effects on long-

term future distributions of freedom’. This, in a nutshell, is the Scale Argument for long-term 

liberalism.  

While this argument works most straightforwardly for freedom’s telic value, it applies to its deontic 

value too. For that, I assumed that we aim for outcomes where individuals have sufficient freedom 

and abstain from courses of action that foreseeably lead to severe freedom violations or that would 

severely and unjustifiably reduce future people’s freedom. Now, some actions in institutional 

design, public policy or social change might have significant ex ante effects on people falling above 

or below the sufficiency line in the long-term future or they might cause long-term freedom 

violations and freedom reductions. Such ex ante long-term effects might weigh more heavily than 

near-term effects, because they might affect so many more people.  Accordingly, even the deontic 

value of freedom can give us reason to be particularly concerned with our ex ante long-term impact. 

The Scale Argument encounters a practical challenge: are there ever any actions through which we 

can predictably and significantly affect the long-term future? I now survey examples where it seems 

we can and show how those apply to long-term distributions of freedom too. To this end, 

distinguish two ways of positively affecting the long-term future (MacAskill, 2022): (i) you can 

increase the probability that humanity, conditional on its future existence, sets out on a more 

valuable long-term trajectory, or (ii) you can increase the expected size of the long-term future, primarily 

by extending how long humanity will exist.  

(i) Trajectory-change 

Trajectory-change interventions seek to make it more likely that humanity, conditional on its future 

existence, follows a valuable long-term trajectory. I now briefly survey how public policy, social 

norms, and institutional design might affect probabilities of trajectory-change and how they would 

affect distributions of freedom too. 
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First, persistent climate change could have long-term effects. CO2 can stay in the atmosphere for 

thousands of years. And with more weather irregularities, droughts, floods, and more, climate 

change might require continuous adjustments whose costs could add up to be huge over the long 

term. Climate change mitigation could free up those resources for other projects and thereby 

expand future freedom.  

Second, catastrophic events might be so bad that humanity is substantially worse off for long 

periods or even never reaches its civilizational potential. For example, a nuclear winter or 

bioengineered pandemic might not kill everyone, but humanity might persist for a long time in 

numbers too low or in conditions too bad for valuable long-term trajectories to get off the ground. 

Its overall freedom would be lower too.  

Third, the potential development of human-level artificial general intelligence (AGI) comes with grave 

risks. The ends pursued by a powerful AGI might not align with those humans have or should 

have (‘the alignment problem’) and such an AGI might exercise far-reaching control over humanity 

(‘the control problem’). Or an authoritarian country might use AI to entrench its power and values 

(‘the entrenchment problem’). AI-entrenchment and takeover would likely involve bad long-term 

distributions of freedom. And in misalignment scenarios, human freedom might not feature as an 

important goal for AGI. At the same time, if developed and used well, AI might increase our 

individual and collective capabilities and vastly increase our freedom. So, plausibly, there is a wide 

spread of trajectories some of which have very high and some very low levels of freedom.  

Fourth, some longtermists worry about negative institutional lock-ins in which undesirable 

institutions get locked in for many years. The most dramatic is a ‘totalitarian lock-in’ in which 

authoritarian power gets locked in long-term. Bryan Caplan, for example, worries that centralising 

political power globally will increase the risk of a global totalitarian lock-in (Caplan, 2011). Some 

consider AI-entrenchment the biggest risk for totalitarian lock-in: if an authoritarian leader can use 

artificial superintelligence, they might be able to lock in their power far beyond their own borders 
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and even beyond their lifetime (Greaves & MacAskill, 2023, sec. 4.3). Totalitarian lock-ins would 

be bad news for future freedom.21 

Long-term liberalism implies actions that promote positive trajectory-change. Promoting the telic 

value of freedom, high-freedom trajectories will, ex ante, have a higher priority-weighted aggregate 

of freedom than low-freedom trajectories. Respecting the deontic value of freedom, we have reason 

to prevent that people fall below any freedom sufficiency line, which gives us reason to prevent 

low-freedom trajectories involving totalitarian lock-in, persistent climate change, and catastrophic 

risks that humanity does not recover from, and more. Moreover, we arguably have respect-based 

reason to abstain from actions that, ex ante and unjustifiably so, lead to unnecessary freedom 

violations or significantly lower rather than higher freedom. Accordingly, we have reason to abstain 

from actions, like bio-engineering dangerous viruses, that make high-freedom trajectories less likely 

(even beyond sufficiency levels).  

(ii) Prolonging humanity’s future  

The central type (ii) action reduces humanity’s extinction risk. Some sources of this risk are ‘natural’, 

such as supervolcanoes, asteroids and comets. But most total extinction risk comes from man-

made risks, such as misaligned artificial intelligence, (bioengineered) pandemics, nuclear war, 

climate change and ‘unknown risks’ from future technological developments (Ord, 2020). Plausibly, 

there are things we can do to lower humanity’s total extinction risk.  

First, many suggested interventions target particular extinction risks, such as climate change 

mitigation, nuclear arms control or disarmament, preventing future pandemics, technical AI safety 

                                                 

21 My list of trajectory change interventions is incomplete. For example, perhaps a ‘great stagnation’ – with 

stagnating growth and innovation and a declining population – is another long-term low-value trajectory 

and an extinction risk factor (MacAskill, 2022, Chapter 7).  
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and AI governance solutions, and much more.22 Note that even ‘targeted’ interventions typically 

require institutions, social norms, or collective action, making them important priorities for long-

term liberals.   

Second, we might also focus on risk factors (Ord, 2020). Risk factors contribute to total extinction 

risk without causing extinction itself. For example, a great power conflict might not itself end 

humanity but still increase the risk of destructive artificial intelligence, catastrophic bioweapons or 

accidental nuclear war. Or disruptive climate change might raise the risk that other extinction causes 

are triggered. Public policy, and social and institutional change plausibly have non-negligible ex ante 

impact on risk factors. For example, developments that undermine good governance, lead to the 

capture of democratic institutions, or even to the rise of fascist movements arguably make society 

less well-prepared to lower catastrophic risk or handle catastrophes when they arise. Conversely, 

productive international cooperation might reduce the risk of nuclear war, engineered pandemics, 

climate change, a great power war, and more.23  

So, plausibly, lowering total extinction risk has significant ex ante effects on the value of the long-

term future. Such action would become a priority for long-term liberals too, because humanity’s 

premature extinction would massively curtail human freedom. This connection is mostly 

overlooked in the literature, but Bruce E. Tonn provides a rare exception: “The worst case for 

maintaining options for future generations is pre-mature human extinction. In this case, there are 

                                                 

22 The precise proposals are beyond my scope. See, for example, (Ord, 2020) for practical proposals on all 

of those risks, and see (Hilton & McIntyre, 2022) on reducing the risk of a nuclear war, (Esvelt, 2022) on 

preventing bioengineered pandemics, and (Hilton, 2022) on reducing AI risk.  

23 Of course, often it will seem plausible that we should do something about extinction risks and risk factors 

but, at first glance, not know exactly what. In such cases, there often is great ex ante value in doing more 

research to find out what, if anything, we can do.  
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no options at all for future generations, no societies to evolve, no lives to live.” (B. E. Tonn, 2009, 

p. 432)  

If we can lower total extinction risk – which seems plausible – doing so is an important priority for 

long-term liberals, as doing so would vastly increase the ex ante priority-weighted total sum of 

freedom. The liberal case for extinction risk reduction is strongest and most straightforward for 

the telic value of freedom. I assumed earlier that the deontic value, in contrast, does not give us 

reason to bring people with very high freedom into existence. We then only have much weaker 

‘respect-based’ reason to reduce extinction risk, namely if extinction risk scenarios involve some 

periods of insufficient freedom before full extinction.  

Overall then, because of the scale of potential impact, long-term liberals should often be 

particularly concerned with effects on long-term distributions of freedom. While empirical details 

are beyond my scope, it seems plausible that there are things we can do to affect total extinction 

risk and the probabilities of long-term trajectory change. At the very least, liberals should advocate 

that we try harder to find out whether we can.  

3.3 The Level Argument  

The expected size of the future is the primary reason why long-term effects weigh so heavily. But 

there might be a secondary one: if we play our cards right, future people might have much higher 

levels of freedom than we do today. If so, we have pro tanto reason to nudge humanity towards high-

freedom trajectories and to make it more likely that humanity persists long enough to achieve those 

levels. I elsewhere argue that great increases in freedom are still possible and, ex ante, valuable 

(Schmidt, 2023). Here is a superficial summary of three arguments.  

First, industrialisation set off an unusual time for humanity, as the graph shows below.  
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Figure 1 

GDP per capita and our capabilities more generally have greatly expanded in the medium-term 

past, and with it individual freedom. And society and technology might continue to change in ways 

that will expand future freedom. A simple inductive argument is that when people proclaim that 

‘this is as good as it gets’, we should be sceptical simply because of how much societies have 

changed, and typically improved, since industrialisation.  

Second, some candidates of technological progress have the potential to expand freedom. For 

example, automation and AI might ‘liberate us from work’ or at least from a lot of work people 

have to do but rather wouldn’t. This would greatly increase the time people are free to use in ways 

they find enjoyable and valuable. And medical and scientific progress is likely to increase our 

capabilities by reducing mortality and morbidity.  

Third, we are unlikely to have reached the pinnacle of social liberalisation. For example, zooming 

out a little, societies have only recently made significant strides towards reducing the unfreedom 

imposed on people based on their gender. Moreover, more liberal sexual norms and norms around 
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family, dating and more have also only recently emerged. Further expansions in freedom seem 

possible.24 

Future average freedom might flatline or collapse. But, if humanity plays its cards right, it might 

also be substantially higher than it is today. Our reasons to promote freedom would then give us 

reason to nudge humanity away from low-freedom and towards high-freedom trajectories.25 Our 

reason here will be primarily telic, although arguably we also have respect-based reason not to 

actively pursue actions that unjustifiably lower the probability of future high-freedom scenarios.  

4 Why longtermists should be liberals 

I have explored the case for long-term liberalism arguing that liberals should be long-term liberals. 

I now explore the case from the reverse angle: why should longtermists be liberals? In other words, 

if you have sympathies for longtermism, why should you care about long-term future distributions 

of freedom?  

                                                 

24 One objection here is the supposed ‘paradox of choice’: too much choice makes us worse off overall 

(Schwartz, 2009). I elsewhere argue that this objection fails (Schmidt, 2023): freedom being non-specifically 

and socially valuable means the evidentiary burden for the paradox is high. Theorists like Schwartz do not 

meet this burden: the invoked experimental psychology evidence is too weak (and often does not replicate) 

and cannot be extrapolated to other choice contexts let alone aggregate effects across whole lives and 

societies. And, if anything, aggregate trends support the opposite conclusion.  

25 Of course, the Level Argument does not hold in all conditions, particularly given my axiological 

assumptions. For example, when we can either increase the near-term freedom of those with little freedom 

(like the global poor) or increase the (potentially) very high freedom of future people, our prioritarian 

weightings might prioritise the former, depending on empirics and on which prioritarian weights we choose.    
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In section 3.1, I already made part of that case: longtermists should be liberals, because of the case 

I presented for valuing both current and future freedom. But I now also make a case more specific 

to longtermism: I argue that giving longtermism a ‘liberal slant’ (i) makes it more plausible under 

conditions of empirical and moral uncertainty and (ii) helps capture some intuitions in 

intergenerational ethics.   

(i) Uncertainty and broad action  

Efforts to positively affect the long-term future come up against two sources of uncertainty: 

predicting long-term effects is extremely difficult, and sometimes impossible (empirical uncertainty); 

second, we do not agree on and are uncertain about morality and axiology, so how can we be 

confident such efforts will actually be good long-term (moral uncertainty)?  

In response to empirical uncertainty, we have seen some examples of longtermist actions that seem 

ex ante positive despite our uncertainty. Additionally, a thriving research programme seeks to build 

formal decision-models (like decision-making under risk, ambiguity and uncertainty) and long-run 

forecasting techniques to reduce our uncertainty regarding long-term impact.26 In response to moral 

uncertainty, an active research programme develops formal models for decision-making under 

moral uncertainty (MacAskill et al., 2020). Such efforts will likely reduce hurdles to long-term 

impact. But beyond such technical answers, another response to uncertainty adopts broad 

heuristics and desiderata (Brighton & Gigerenzer, 2012). I now discuss three such desiderata to 

guide longtermist actions and argue that being liberal helps longtermists meet those desiderata.27  

First, robustness: other things equal, longtermist actions are preferable when they are robustly 

valuable. Given empirical uncertainty, such actions are preferable, when they are valuable across 

                                                 

26 See, for example, (Heal & Millner, 2014; Karger et al., 2023; Mogensen & Thorstad, 2022; Ord et al., 2010; 

Spangenberg, 2018; Tetlock & Gardner, 2015; B. Tonn & Stiefel, 2013). 

27 MacAskill arrives at similar but not identical desiderata (MacAskill, 2022, pp. 226–227).  
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plausible long-term scenarios. For example, effective public institutions and global cooperation 

seem valuable across many scenarios, including when unforeseen catastrophic risks arise. 

Robustness also has a moral dimension: given moral uncertainty, actions are preferable when they 

are valuable – or at least not very disvaluable – across different credible moral views. For example, 

fundamentalist Christian theocracy might have some small but non-zero chance of being the best 

political system. But theocracies run graver moral risks than liberal democracies, because on many 

credible normative views theocracy is far more wrong than liberal democracy.  

When longtermist actions positively affect freedom, they typically (but not necessarily) perform 

better on robustness. Freedom itself seems ‘morally robust’: rather than requiring one conception 

of the good or one moral theory, freedom is valuable for many different reasons and from many 

ethical viewpoints. Moreover, given its pluralistic justification, and its value being non-specific, 

freedom is valuable across different empirical conditions. For example, if humans start desiring 

different things, freedom will still have non-specific value.  

Second, option-value and reversibility: for several reasons, it is often wise to keep some options open 

and avoid actions that are hard or impossible to reverse. First, future generations will differ from 

us, and it’s hard to know exactly how. Second, some chosen paths into the future are only valuable 

if particular empirical predictions come true. But given empirical uncertainty, we need flexibility to 

switch to a different path when our predictions don’t pan out. Third, with long enough timeframes, 

future people are likely to know more and have better capabilities. For example, with more 

knowledge, computing power, and data, they might face less empirical uncertainty. Moreover, they 

will have ‘temporally local’ knowledge and thus better understand what solutions work for the 

problems they face. Applying a ‘temporal subsidiarity principle’, we should leave future people 

enough flexibility for action. Finally, free discourse and empirical and philosophical research might 

also reduce moral uncertainty for future generations. Accordingly, we should not lock in contested 

values that later turn out mistaken.  
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When longtermist actions positively affect long-term freedom, they typically help preserve option-

value and reversibility and thus account for future generations being different, preserve adaptability 

across different and unforeseen developments, preserve some intergenerational subsidiarity, and 

place limits on how far societies and institutions can lock in contested values that pose moral risks 

under moral uncertainty.  

Finally, empowering the future: by taking sensible actions now, we might even increase what future 

people know and what capabilities they will have. For example, societies can invest in building 

knowledge through education and research, pass on effective public institutions, build up 

capabilities through capital accumulation and capabilities for collective action, or improve the 

conditions for societies ‘to get better at getting better’ (see (Barrett, 2020)).  

Longtermist actions that promote long-term freedom also increase future capabilities. If future 

people indeed are in a better position to make wise choices, such increased capabilities will typically 

yield better outcomes. Moreover, free societies likely provide better conditions for societies to 

progressively improve than societies with little freedom: they allow for more experimentation, both 

for individuals and groups, are more adaptable, and allow for freer discourse and the exploration 

of new ideas. This should provide better conditions for more empirical knowledge and improve 

moral insight across time, thereby helping future people make wiser choices. 

Overall, and other things equal, longtermists should prefer actions that bring about good long-term 

distributions of freedom.28 This obviously applies to broad longtermist actions which are actions that 

improve the general conditions for long-term value, for example constitutional design, investment 

                                                 

28 Under moral uncertainty, we have a strong heuristics-based default reason to prefer freedom. Moral 

uncertainty might of course still make ‘non-liberal’ calls on specific policy issues. For example, perhaps the 

downside moral risks of allowing factory farming far outweighs its potential moral upsides (also see (Barrett 

& Schmidt, 2023) for similar issues arising for moral uncertainty and public reason liberalism).  
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in education and research, and securing liberal rights. Yet even targeted actions that focus directly on 

a long-term benefit or risk can be pursued in more and less ‘liberal’ ways. For example, other things 

equal, we should prefer energy policies that do not empower anti-liberal authoritarian governments 

and prefer pandemic protocols that are less likely to hollow out liberal rights.   

(ii) Non-instrumental concerns  

Above I gave ‘instrumental’ arguments for longtermists to be liberals. But ‘going liberal’ also helps 

capture some non-instrumental intuitions in intergenerational ethics. For example, Andreas Bengtson 

defends a pro tanto duty not to treat future generations paternalistically (Bengtson, 2019). And Axel 

Gosseries and Jonathan Hoffmann argue that we have a duty to respect the ‘sovereignty’ of future 

generations (Gosseries, 2017; Hoffmann, 2022, pp. 190–193). I do not claim that long-term 

liberalism perfectly captures their normative concerns, after all Bengtson, Gosseries, and 

Hoffmann each adopt normative frames different from mine and from each other. But my 

suggestion is that long-term liberalism partly captures the intuitions behind their claims: preserving 

and promoting the freedom of future people will limit how far we treat future generations 

paternalistically and interfere with their sovereignty.29  

Overall, longtermists should be long-term liberals: there is both a good general case to value future 

freedom and specific arguments as to why a ‘liberal slant’ makes longtermism more plausible. 

I now return to the ‘tension worry’ with which I started this article.   

                                                 

29 (Ferretti, 2023; Vercelli, 1998) also note the connection between anti-paternalism and the freedom of 

future people.   
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5 Intergenerational trade-offs   

We started with an intuitive tension: protecting the future might require restricting individual 

freedoms today which creates tension between liberalism and our duties towards future people. 

Long-term liberalism now eases this tension: a concern with freedom itself can justify actions that 

benefit the future. For example, while climate change mitigation might constrain some of our 

options now, those might be necessary to protect the freedom of future people.30 This, I take it, is 

an important and plausible takeaway. 

However, might long-term liberalism not justify too much? With billions to trillions of future lives 

and their freedom at stake, wouldn’t long-term liberalism swamp any concern with near-term 

freedom? This would be odd indeed: rather than protecting our freedom, liberalism would endorse 

interferences for the sake of a long and glorious future. Call this the Swamping Objection.  

Whether swamping happens depends, inter alia, on the theoretical shape of longtermism. I here 

remain neutral between ‘weak’ or ‘strong’ and ‘medium’ or ‘long longtermism’. Moreover, 

longtermism can build in constraints and prerogatives of various strengths to prevent swamping. 

And under medium longtermism the expected number of future people is less astronomical than 

under long longtermism. Still, even under weak medium longtermism, one might find it odd that 

liberalism should give so much weight to the far future. However, I think there are good reasons to 

think we need not be too worried about swamping.  

First, while ‘swamping’ current freedom seems intuitively problematic, constrains on current 

freedom like in the climate example seem intuitively plausible.  

                                                 

30 While decarbonisation will require freedom interferences, it might also increase near-term freedom, 

because better air quality would reduce mortality and morbidity. Which effect is stronger is an interesting 

question beyond my current scope.  
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Second, in many other cases, the following is plausible:  

General Convergence: being concerned with bringing about good long-term distributions of 

freedom typically gives one strong (but defeasible) reasons to preserve and promote near-

term freedom.31  

The main argument for General Convergence is that (un-)freedom now makes future (un-)freedom 

more likely – for at least three reasons.  

First, social practices and institutions often display persistence (or path dependence).32 Some institutions 

deliberately build in persistence, like supermajority requirements for constitutional change or even 

constitutional ‘eternity clauses’ (Araújo & Koessler, 2021). But practices and institutions often 

persist simply because they are functional or because participants have an interest to keep them 

going. Through persistence, freedom and unfreedom can be ‘sticky’. Therefore, the best route to 

long-term freedom is likely via near-term freedom rather than an autocratic detour. Promises like 

‘we’ll have a few years of a repressive dictatorship of the proletariat and then we’ll transition to free 

communist heaven!’ have not turned out well so far.  

Second, (un-)freedom now might reinforce itself and thereby increase how much freedom future 

people will have. I earlier argued that, ideally, longtermist actions should empower future 

generations and that liberal institutions now – for example through good epistemic conditions for 

free discourse and experimentation – might increase long-term capabilities. Unfortunately, unfree 

institutions can reinforce themselves too. For example, extractive economic systems might enable 

                                                 

31 General Convergence holds that the best long-term options will typically be pretty good short-term 

options that do not ‘sacrifice’ current people for the long term. It does not imply that the best long-term 

option will also be the best short-term option.  

32 See (Mahoney, 2000; Pierson, 2000) on path dependence. See (Abad & Maurer, 2021; Giuliano & Nunn, 

2020) on persistence and (Sevilla, 2022) for a critical review. 
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an economic elite to influence political and legal institutions, creating a cycle through which 

economic systems become even more extractive (Acemoglu & Robinson, 2008, 2012).  

Finally, the most drastic reinforcement scenario would be lock-ins. For example, current or future 

authoritarian dictatorships might use increasing AI capabilities – and other technological advances 

– to lock in anti-liberal values. Building and defending liberal values and institutions now will help 

reduce this risk.  

However, perhaps General Convergence is only plausible for typical issues in politics, economics 

and policy but not for catastrophic risks. As argued earlier, reducing extinction risk and trajectory-

changing catastrophic risk should be important priorities for long-term liberalism. Yet given the 

high stakes involved, one might worry that such risk reduction would routinely override near-term 

concerns. Whether this is the case in principle depends on theoretical commitments around 

population ethics, decision-theory and more. Practically speaking, however, I think long-term 

liberals need not worry too much about swamping here either. In addition to General Convergence, 

the following is also plausible:  

Risk Convergence: most measures to reduce catastrophic risk not only preserve or promote 

ex ante long-term future freedom but are likely to preserve or even promote ex ante near-

term freedom too.  

The first, more empirical argument for Risk Convergence runs like this: (a) when catastrophic risks 

materialise, they tend to not only affect wellbeing and cause harm, they also massively reduce 

freedom; (b) such risks are high enough to materialise in the near term; and (c) there are cost-

effective measures to significantly reduce such risks. With some bridge premises, including 

liberalism, we can conclude that reducing catastrophic risk is a good investment to protect near-

term freedom.  

As mentioned before, premise (a) seems plausible: catastrophic events affect not only wellbeing or 

safety but freedom too. For example, the COVID-19 pandemic curtailed freedom through 
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lockdowns, increased global poverty, slower economic progress, and by cutting short many 

people’s lives. Premise (b) seems intuitively plausible too: such risks are high enough to materialise 

in the near term. I write this in 2022/2023 just coming out of a pandemic and with the Russian 

president threatening nuclear war. Moreover, while AI risk scenarios have often been dismissed as 

science fiction in the past, the topic of AI risk has recently become more mainstream. Nearly every 

week brings new AI applications or achievements that would have seemed impossible just a few 

years ago. Aggregating different risks, some researchers put total existential risk as being significant 

for this century, roughly 1 in 6 in Toby Ord’s case (Ord, 2020). Finally, premise (c) is plausible too: 

there are cost-effective measures, particularly at the institutional and policy level, to reduce near-

term catastrophic risk. For example, Thornley and Shulman argue that catastrophic risk reduction 

meets the cost-benefit standards in US policy even if we only focus on near-term benefits (Shulman 

& Thornley, 2023). Overall, while more could be said to defend individual premises, reducing 

catastrophic risk seems a good investment to increase short-term freedom too. 

The second argument is slightly more ‘philosophical’: (a) reducing humanity’s near-term extinction 

risk makes our current options more valuable; (b) the more valuable our options, the more overall 

freedom we have (other things being equal); therefore, (c) reducing humanity’s near-term extinction 

risk increases our overall freedom now.33  

To defend (a), we could plug in a recent argument by Sam Scheffler. Imagine humanity had lost 

the power to procreate. Scheffler argues that many of our central activities and projects – building 

good institutions, doing fundamental research, writing novels, and more – would greatly lose value 

and meaning. Accordingly, humanity continuing after our deaths (an ‘afterlife’) seems necessary for 

us to find value and meaning in many of the central things we do and value (Scheffler, 2013, 2018). 

                                                 

33 Thanks to Andreas Mogensen for helpful discussion of this point.  
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Together with premise (b), this implies that reducing humanity’s existence risk makes us more free 

in virtue of the better options we have.34 

The third argument for Risk Convergence draws on the ethics of risk. Philosophers here ask ‘what 

makes risk impositions wrong, including in cases where the bad outcome never materialises?’. For 

example, if you force me to play Russian roulette and I get the empty chamber, you still did 

something wrong. Ferretti answers that risk impositions reduce overall freedom (Ferretti, 2016). 

Overall freedom is a function not only of my specific freedoms but also of the probability with 

which I can exercise them. The more likely it is I can exercise my options, the more freedom I have 

(other things being equal). For example, imagine my partner’s New Year’s resolution is to play 

Russian roulette with me in my sleep at some point this year. I now have less overall freedom, as it 

has become less likely that I can successfully exercise my future options. This argument has an 

interesting implication when applied to global catastrophic risk: the more global catastrophic risk 

we are exposed to, the lower our overall freedom in virtue of the lower probability with which we 

can exercise our options. Conversely, by reducing global catastrophic risk, we make people more 

free (necessarily and other things being equal).  

6 Population axiology  

For telic reasons to promote freedom, I so far assumed prioritarianism. For potential deontic 

reasons, I assumed sufficientarianism along with a reason to abstain from actions that unjustifiably 

reduce future people’s freedom. As mentioned before, other assumptions and permutations in 

                                                 

34 This argument of course depends on the plausibility of Scheffler’s story and the generality with which it 

holds, discussion of which is beyond my scope. Moreover, it will not hold when annual extinction risk is 

already so low and an ‘afterlife’ so likely that further risk reductions would not improve our options.  
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distributive ethics and population axiology are possible for both telic and deontic reasons. So, how 

does long-term liberalism fare once we descend the population axiology rabbit hole?  

Distinguish two different questions for political philosophy:  

Population axiology proper: Which order gives us the correct betterness ranking of outcomes 

with variable populations in terms of properties that are intrinsically valuable (like 

wellbeing)?   

Population heuristics: Which order of outcomes with variable populations gives us a plausible 

heuristic or governing principle for institutions, public policy and social norm-setting? 

In this article, I only considered freedom’s instrumental value. So, if freedom is not among the 

properties that make outcomes intrinsically better, I don’t need a separate population axiology for 

it.35 However, finding the correct population heuristic for freedom might be just as difficult, as that 

will depend on what the correct population axiology proper is. Unfortunately, ‘solving population 

axiology’ is beyond my current scope (and, frankly, abilities). Worse still, it is literally impossible 

for a population axiology to avoid all implications commonly thought to be counterintuitive 

(Arrhenius, 1999, 2000). Moreover, generic freedom-based liberalism itself does not uniquely imply 

one population axiology. Liberals have not written about population ethics in any detail and diverse 

views, intuitions, and authors abound within the liberal tradition (just compare John Stuart Mill, 

                                                 

35 If freedom is intrinsically valuable, an interesting discussion could be had about what population axiology 

freedom should have. However, its results might ultimately not impact long-term liberalism’s shape that 

much.  First, even if freedom has intrinsic value, the ‘bulk’ of its value is likely instrumental. Second, many 

arguments for freedom having intrinsic value see it as a constituent component of something else of intrinsic 

value, for example autonomy. Accordingly, comparing distributions of freedom in isolation would not 

always track its intrinsic value. For example, outcome O1 might contain a lot of freedom but very little 

autonomy, because autonomy’s other ingredients are missing, whereas O2 contains less freedom but more 

autonomy.  
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Herbert Spencer, John Rawls, Amartya Sen, Hillel Steiner, Nancy Hirschmann, and G.A. Cohen). 

Accordingly, I don’t defend one population heuristic here. Instead, I now first argue that long-term 

liberalism is surprisingly robust across different population heuristics.   

(i) Long-term liberalism is surprisingly robust across different population heuristics  

I earlier distinguished actions that (i) set humanity on a better long-term trajectory conditional on 

there being future humans and those that (ii) extend humanity’s future, primarily by preventing 

humanity’s extinction. 

Type (i) actions are an important priority across different population heuristics for freedom.  

First, Totalism, Averagism, Perfectionism; I earlier argued that there is potentially a broad spread in how 

free or unfree people would be in different long-term trajectories. Totalism ranks outcomes by the 

aggregate freedom contained therein and Averagism ranks outcomes by their average freedom. 

Perfectionism places great value on reaching very high levels of freedom. If we can affect the 

probability of different trajectories, both Totalism and Averagism would view that as an important 

priority given the numbers involved. Similarly, if we can make long-term trajectories with high 

peaks of freedom more likely, Perfectionism would judge that as important.  

Second, wide person-affecting views; wide person-affecting views in population ethics rank outcomes 

by comparing persons – or types or ranks of possible persons – across outcomes instead of ranking 

outcomes impersonally. Some versions of wide-person affecting views also endorse longtermist 

trajectory-change actions, as their value does not primarily consist in changing the number of future 

people but in improving the lives of types of future people (or of people de dicto).36   

Finally, how would axiologies that attach negative weights to inequalities in freedom affect long-term 

liberalism? A concern with intergenerational inequalities might make us less longtermist, if average 

                                                 

36 See (Thomas, 2022) on person-affecting views and longtermism more generally.  
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future freedom is much higher than current freedom. But if average future freedom is lower than 

near-term freedom – say because of totalitarian lock-in, climate catastrophes or AI takeover – such 

a concern would make us more longtermist. A concern with intragenerational inequalities, I think, is 

more likely to make us more longtermist. Bad long-term trajectories, such as AI takeover or 

totalitarian lock-in, would likely contain great and long-lasting inequalities in freedom within future 

generations. Much more could be said on this, of course.37 But, overall, a concern with inequalities 

in freedom more likely supports rather than weakens the case for long-term trajectory change.  

Take type (ii) actions next. A (partly) Totalist population heuristic gives us the most straightforward 

case for reducing extinction risk, as doing so would increase the number of expected people.38 

Other views can support extinction risk reduction via the Level Argument. If average future 

freedom would be much higher than short-term freedom or if it reached ‘high peaks’, Averagism 

and Perfectionism can support reducing extinction risk to increase the chance that humanity gets 

there (even if they would disagree on how comparatively important this will be).  

(ii) Population axiology under moral uncertainty  

Given that there is widespread disagreement in population ethics – and no obvious way out – the 

above response was to perform a rudimentary ‘sensitivity analysis’. Alternatively, one could proceed 

with moral uncertainty about population axiology. This makes sense for liberalism: sections 3.1 and 

4 argued that long-term freedom is particularly important as a non-specific social value under 

                                                 

37 Also see (Schmidt & Juijn, 2023) on inequality and longtermism.  

38 This case amplifies with a ‘fanatical’ decision-theory, where even tiny marginal reductions in extinction 

risk can swamp other higher-probability changes with smaller payoffs. But most longtermist priorities can 

do without fanaticism (Kosonen, 2023), particularly so in institutional contexts where probabilities of 

difference-making are much higher than for individuals (Schmidt & Barrett, 2023).  
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conditions of moral disagreement and uncertainty. So, what would population axiology proper 

under moral uncertainty imply for a population heuristic for freedom?  

Population axiology under uncertainty would give some weight to Totalism (Greaves & Ord, 2017). 

While the Repugnant Conclusion is counterintuitive, alternatives to Totalism do not fare (much) 

better (Greaves, 2017; Zuber et al., 2021). At the same time, under uncertainty, we should give 

positive credences to other intuitions and views in population axiology. For example, some 

philosophers adopt ‘the Asymmetry’ and believe it is neither better nor worse to bring happy people 

into existence but bad (or wrong) to bring unhappy people into existence. Philosophers have 

struggled to make the Asymmetry work (McMahan, 2009) and intuitions behind the Asymmetry 

are mostly rejected by people outside of philosophy (Caviola et al., 2022; Spears, 2020). Still, under 

moral uncertainty, we should still assign a non-zero credence to the Asymmetry and, of course, to 

the intuition that we should avoid the Repugnant Conclusion. One proposal to account for those 

credences is to adopt Totalism but then add a ‘critical range’ CR (Greaves & Ord, 2017; MacAskill, 

2022, pp. 186–187). The lower bound of CR is strictly greater than a ‘zero level of wellbeing’ for 

our population axiology proper. Any additional life with a wellbeing level below CR makes an 

outcome worse, even if such a level is above zero. If its wellbeing level is within the critical range 

CR, the additional life leaves an outcome equally as good. If its level is above CR, it makes an 

outcome better. CR’s levels can be adjusted depending on one’s credences surrounding Totalism, 

the Asymmetry, and the Repugnant Conclusion.  
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Whether this approach to moral uncertainty is plausible is beyond my scope. But if it is, such an 

axiology would likely support a population heuristic for freedom that contains a Totalist element 

plus a neutral range. Such a heuristic would support long-term liberalism.39  

The ‘population axiology of freedom’ is an unexplored field. And population ethics itself is riddled 

with disagreement and befuddlement. But long-term liberalism as a generic view appears somewhat 

robust across different views in population axiology and might come out well if we remain morally 

uncertain about population axiology.  

7 Conclusions 

In this article, I have explored the case for:  

Long-term liberalism: freedom should be a central goal in institutional design, public policy 

and social norm-setting; hereby we should often be particularly concerned with ex ante 

effects on long-term future distributions of freedom. 

I explored the case in three steps.  

First, I argued that liberals should be long-term liberals (section 3). Both current and future liberal 

freedom are non-specifically valuable, particularly when conceptualised as a social value. 

Sometimes, liberals should be particularly concerned with effects on long-term distributions of 

freedom because of their scale and because future levels of freedom might be very high.  

Second, I argued that longtermists should be long-term liberals (section 4). Giving longtermism a 

‘liberal slant’ makes it more plausible under conditions of empirical and moral uncertainty and helps 

capture some intuitions in intergenerational ethics.  

                                                 

39 A plausible ‘zero level’ of freedom might already be positive, because, unlike measures of wellbeing, most 

suggested individual freedom measures do not allow negative values. Under moral uncertainty, we should 

then probably adopt an even higher level for the critical range.  
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Third, I argued that long-term liberalism can justify restricting freedom now to safeguard the 

freedom of future people, as seems plausible in cases like climate change mitigation (section 5). At 

the same time, it likely avoids excessive trade-offs: for both empirical and philosophical reasons, 

long-term and near-term freedom show significant convergence. 

Finally, I suggested that long-term liberalism remains plausible as a generic view despite much 

disagreement and befuddlement in population ethics. 

Throughout I also highlighted important practical implications, for example on longtermist 

institutional action, climate change, human extinction, and global catastrophic risks. If liberals want 

to get serious about securing ‘the Blessings of Liberty to ourselves and our Posterity’, they have 

their work cut out for them.   
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