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A Non-Identity Dilemma for Person-Affecting Views 
Elliott Thornley* 

Abstract: Person-affecting views in population ethics state that 
(in cases where all else is equal) we’re permitted but not required 
to create people who would enjoy good lives. In this paper, I 
present an argument against every possible variety of person-
affecting view. The argument takes the form of a dilemma. 
Narrow person-affecting views must embrace at least one of 
three implausible verdicts in a case that I call ‘Expanded Non-
Identity.’ Wide person-affecting views run into trouble in a case 
that I call ‘Two-Shot Non-Identity.’ One plausible practical 
upshot of my argument is as follows: we individuals and our 
governments should be doing more to reduce the risk of human 
extinction this century. 

1. Introduction 
My subject is person-affecting views in population ethics. As is custom, I begin 
with: 

Narveson’s Slogan 

We are in favor of making people happy, but neutral about 
making happy people. (Narveson 1973, 80) 

I’ll take a sharpened version of the latter clause to define ‘person-affecting views.’ 
Person-affecting views are those views that imply the: 

Deontic Principle of Neutrality 

In cases where all else is equal, we’re permitted but not required 
to create people who would enjoy good lives.1 

Intuitions about person-affecting views run both ways. These views seem less 
appealing when we note that future good lives could contain all the things that 
make our own lives valuable: joy, knowledge, achievement, loving relationships, 

 
* Comments and questions welcome at elliott.thornley@philosophy.ox.ac.uk 
1 This principle is one half of the famous Procreation Asymmetry in population ethics (for which see 
McMahan 1981, 100; Holtug 2004; Roberts 2011a; 2011b; Chappell 2017; Frick 2017; 2020; Bader 
2022; Thomas 2023; Thornley 2023; Francis, n.d.). The other half of the Procreation Asymmetry 
states that, in cases where all else is equal, we’re required not to create people who would suffer bad 
lives. 
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and so on (Kavka 1978, 195–96). But person-affecting views seem more 
appealing when we instead note the following: if we decline to create a person 
who would enjoy a good life (in cases where all else is equal), then no existing 
person is worse off (Govier 1979, 111; Hare 2007, 498). From this perspective, 
declining to create a person looks like a victimless crime, which may lead us to 
believe that it is no crime at all. 

Many of us feel the force of both of these intuitions. Other philosophers 
find one intuition compelling and the other unconvincing. Unfortunately, these 
other philosophers disagree about which intuition is which. Since these initial 
intuitions are a wash, we have to look at the arguments. 

In this paper, I argue against person-affecting views. Arguments against 
these views have been given before, but most are tailored to the details of specific 
theories.2 New variants of person-affecting views emerge unscathed. Other 
arguments employ premises that advocates of person-affecting views have 
proven happy to reject. The most famous argument against person-affecting 
views is a case in point. It begins with two claims common to such views: 

Existence Anticomparativism 

Existing can’t be better for a person than not existing. 

The Person-Affecting Restriction 

An outcome can’t be better than another unless it’s better for 
some person. 

These claims together imply that creating a person with a wonderful life is no 
better than creating a different person with a barely good life. It is not better for 
the person with the wonderful life (by Existence Anticomparativism) nor is it 
better for anyone else, and so it is not better simpliciter (by the Person-Affecting 
Restriction). That suggests (counterintuitively to many) that we are permitted to 
create a person with a barely good life rather than a different person with a 
wonderful life. 

This non-identity problem (Parfit 1984, chap. 16) has long been considered 
the most serious objection to person-affecting views, but two developments cast 
doubt on its significance. The first is the growing number of philosophers who 
accept narrow person-affecting views’ supposedly-unacceptable verdict that 
creating the person with the barely good life is permissible (Heyd 2009; Roberts 
2011b; Boonin 2014; McDermott 2019; Mogensen 2019; Horton 2021; Podgorski 

 
2 See, for example, Beckstead 2013, chap. 4; Ross 2015; Greaves 2017; Thomas 2023; Horton 2021; 
Arrhenius forthcoming, chap. 10; Thornley 2023. 
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2021; Spencer 2021). The second is the construction of wide person-affecting 
views which avoid the verdict (Hare 2007; Meacham 2012; Parfit 2017; Frick 
2020). 

In response to these developments, I present a dilemma for person-
affecting views that builds on the non-identity problem. The first horn of this 
dilemma is a trilemma for narrow views. They must embrace at least one of three 
implausible verdicts in a case that I call ‘Expanded Non-Identity.’ The second 
horn of the dilemma is a sequential choice problem for wide views. A case that I 
call ‘Two-Shot Non-Identity’ reveals that these views make permissibility depend 
on factors that seem morally irrelevant: factors like whether we could have had a 
happier child many years earlier, or whether we carry out our choices by pulling 
two levers or one. 

The premises of my argument are (I think) harder to reject than the 
premises of the original argument based on the non-identity problem. And my 
conclusion is that the Deontic Principle of Neutrality is false: in cases where all 
else is equal, we are required to create people who would enjoy good lives. My 
argument thus presents a challenge to all possible person-affecting views.  

Now for one plausible practical upshot of my argument. There’s a risk that 
humanity goes extinct this century, and it’s widely agreed that the interests of 
existing people give us some reason to reduce this risk (Shulman and Thornley 
forthcoming). But if person-affecting views are false, then some non-person-
affecting view in population ethics must be true, and many of these latter views 
imply that the prospect of happy future generations gives us additional reason to 
reduce the risk of human extinction this century (see, for example, Greaves 2017; 
Greaves and Ord 2017, sec. 4.4; Mogensen 2021, sec. 2). And since there could 
well be a lot of future generations enjoying very good lives, many of these views 
imply that this additional reason is strong (Tarsney and Thomas 2020; Greaves 
and MacAskill 2021). That in turn suggests that we individuals and our 
governments should be doing more to reduce the risk of human extinction this 
century. 

2. Scene-setting 
Recall that I’m defining ‘person-affecting views’ as those views that imply the: 

Deontic Principle of Neutrality 

In cases where all else is equal, we’re permitted but not required 
to create people who would enjoy good lives. 
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The Deontic Principle of Neutrality implies that we’re permitted to choose either 
option in the following case: 

Just Bobby 

(1) Bobby 100 

(2) — 

Here option (1) is creating Bobby with a wonderful life, represented by a welfare 
level of 100. Option (2) is creating no one, represented by the ‘—’. The Deontic 
Principle of Neutrality implies that each of (1) and (2) is permissible. 

I’ll argue that the Deontic Principle of Neutrality is false, and hence that 
person-affecting views are false too. And my argument takes the form of a 
dilemma. To see the two horns, consider the following case: 

One-Shot Non-Identity 

(1) Amy 1 

(2) Bobby 100 

Here option (1) is creating Amy with a life that is just barely good at welfare level 
1. Option (2) is creating Bobby with a wonderful life at welfare level 100. We can 
split person-affecting views into two classes based on their verdicts in cases like 
One-Shot Non-Identity: cases in which we must either create a person with a 
good life or create a different person with a better life. The first class is: 

Narrow person-affecting views 

Those person-affecting views that imply that we are permitted 
to create the worse-off person in cases like One-Shot Non-
Identity. 

And the second class is: 

Wide person-affecting views 

Those person-affecting views that imply that we are required to 
create the better-off person in cases like One-Shot Non-
Identity.3 

I’ll argue that each class of person-affecting view faces a serious challenge. 
Narrow views imply a trilemma. Wide views have trouble with sequential choice. 

 
3 The ‘narrow’ and ‘wide’ terminology comes from Parfit (1984, chap. 18). My use matches that of 
Thomas (2023, 490). 
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3. The trilemma for narrow views 
The defining verdict of narrow views might seem implausible, but many 
philosophers have made peace with it.4 I now present a harder problem for 
narrow views. Consider: 

Expanded Non-Identity 

(1) Amy 1 

(2) Bobby 100 

(3) Amy 10, Bobby 10 

Here we’ve added a third option to One-Shot Non-Identity. The first two options 
are as before: create Amy with a barely good life at welfare level 1 or create Bobby 
with a wonderful life at welfare level 100. The new third option is to create both 
Amy and Bobby with mediocre lives at welfare level 10. 

Narrow views imply that each of (1) and (2) are permissible when these 
are the only available options. What should they say when (3) is also an option? 
I’ll argue that they must say at least one of three implausible things, so that narrow 
views face a trilemma. 

3.1. Option (1) remains permissible 
The first thing they could say is that option (1) – creating Amy with a barely good 
life at welfare level 1 – remains permissible when we move from One-Shot Non-
Identity to Expanded Non-Identity. But that claim implies: 

Permissible to Choose Dominated Options  

There are option sets in which we’re permitted to choose some 
option 𝑋 even though there’s some other available option 𝑌 such 
that (i) everyone in 𝑋 is better off in 𝑌, (ii) everyone who exists 
in 𝑌 but not 𝑋 has a good life, and (iii) 𝑌 is perfectly equal. 

That’s because (1) is dominated by (3): (3) creates only people with good lives, it 
leads to perfect equality, and it’s better than (1) for Amy: the only person who 
exists in (1). 

Permissible to Choose Dominated Options seems implausible. I think it’s 
so implausible that we have decisive reason to reject any view that implies it. But 
a possible response goes like this: although it would be implausible to claim that 

 
4 See, for example, Heyd 2009; Roberts 2011b; Boonin 2014; McDermott 2019; Mogensen 2019; 
Horton 2021; Podgorski 2021; Spencer 2021. 
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(1) is permissible in a straight choice between (1) and (3), it is not so implausible 
to claim that (1) is permissible in Expanded Non-Identity where (2) is also an 
option. In cases where (2) is also an option, (3) harms Bobby because he’s better 
off in (2).5 So although (3) dominates (1), it’s permissible to choose (1) in 
Expanded Non-Identity, because (3) harms Bobby in Expanded Non-Identity. 

I find this argument unconvincing. The fact that Bobby is better off in (2) 
gives us reason to choose (2) over (3). It doesn’t give us reason to choose (1). 
After all, Bobby enjoys a good life in (3) and in (1) he doesn’t exist at all.6 And 
even if it did give us some reason to choose (1), we’d have to weigh this reason 
against our reason not to choose (1): (1) is worse for Amy than (3) and it brings 
about much less welfare than each of (2) and (3). Imagine the conversation you 
might have with Amy after choosing (1): 

Amy: Why did you harm me? Why did you make me worse off 
than I could have been? 

You: Because to make you better off, I would have had to create 
another person with a good life. 

Amy: What’s wrong with that? 

You: I had a third option: making this person’s life even better. 

Of course, choosing (3) might lead to a similar conversation with Bobby: 

Bobby: Why did you harm me? Why did you make me worse 
off than I could have been? 

But here your response is ‘Because to make you better off, I would have had to 
not create Amy.’ Arguably, this justification is at least a little more convincing. 
But if you’re not convinced, then the right conclusion to draw is not that (1) and 
(3) are both permissible. It’s that only (2) is permissible.7 So, I contend, the verdict 
that (1) is permissible in Expanded Non-Identity remains seriously implausible. 

 
5 As the italics indicate, ‘harm’ is here used in a somewhat technical sense: your choice harms a 
person iff some other available choice would have left them better off. See Roberts (2011b, 337), 
Meacham (2012, 260), McDermott (2019, 437), and Thomas (2023, 473). 
6 Supposing that we have reason to choose (1) over (3) leads to what Ross calls ‘the Problem of 
Improvable-Life Avoidance’: ‘we have... reason to prefer outcomes in which a given person does 
not exist to outcomes in which this person exists and has an improvable life’ (2015, 443). 
7 This verdict is (I think) the correct one. But as we’ll see in section 3.3, it leads to trouble when 
coupled up with any narrow view. 
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3.2. Option (3) is permissible 
Here’s something else that narrow views could say about Expanded Non-
Identity: option (3) – creating Amy and Bobby with mediocre lives at welfare level 
10 – is permissible. But that claim implies: 

Permissible to Prioritise Creating Mediocre Lives: 

There are option sets in which we’re permitted to choose some 
option 𝑋 even though there’s some other available option 𝑌 such 
that 𝑋 is much worse for the only person in 𝑌 and mediocre for 
the only person in 𝑋 but not 𝑌. 

That’s because (3) is mediocre for Amy and much worse than (2) for Bobby: 
Bobby’s welfare level is 100 in (2) and 10 in (3). And we can imagine variations 
on Expanded Non-Identity in which Bobby’s welfare level in (2) is arbitrarily 
high. The higher Bobby’s welfare level in (2), the more implausible it is to claim 
that we’re permitted to choose (3). 

Here's another thing to consider. One objection often made to non-
person-affecting views in population ethics is that these views will sometimes 
countenance making particular people worse off in order to create more people. 
But if a narrow person-affecting view says that (3) is permissible in Expanded 
Non-Identity, this view is very permissive about making particular people worse 
off in order to create more people. It permits us to drop Bobby’s welfare level 
down from 100 to 10 in order to create Amy at welfare level 10. The narrow view 
in question is more permissive in this respect than even total utilitarianism. On 
total utilitarianism, choosing (3) is wrong because (2) leads to greater total welfare. 

Here's another argument that choosing (3) is wrong: choosing (3) would 
certainly be wrong in a straight choice between (2) and (3), and adding (1) as an 
option can’t make (3) permissible.8 Imagine the conversation you might have with 
Bobby after choosing (3): 

Bobby: Why did you seriously harm me? Why did you make me 
much worse off than I could have been? 

You: Because doing so allowed me to create Amy. 

Bobby: That doesn’t sound very person-affecting of you. Oh 
well, at least Amy’s life must be very good. 

 
8 In other work, I’ve called the negation of this last claim ‘the Problem of Impairable-Life 
Acceptance’ (Thornley 2023, sec. 6). 
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You: Oh, it’s mediocre actually. 

Bobby: What! How can it be permissible to seriously harm me 
in order to create Amy with a mediocre life? 

You: Well, you see, I had another option: creating Amy with an 
even more mediocre life. 

A possible response goes like this: the availability of (1) does make a difference, 
but not because Amy is worse off in (1) than in (3). The availability of (1) makes 
a difference because Bobby doesn’t exist in (1). When (1) is available, Bobby’s 
existence is contingent on your choice, so it’s permissible to make Bobby’s life 
much worse by choosing (3) rather than (2). 

A superficial similarity with narrow views’ verdict in One-Shot Non-
Identity might make this claim seem defensible. But the case at hand isn’t so much 
a non-identity problem as it is an identity non-problem. It’s morally important not to 
make particular people worse off, even if you also have the option not to create 
them at all. So, I conclude, it’s implausible for narrow views to say that (3) is 
permissible in Expanded Non-Identity. 

3.3. Only option (2) is permissible 
Now we can complete the trilemma for narrow views. If neither of (1) and (3) is 
permissible in Expanded Non-Identity, it must be that only (2) is permissible. But 
if only (2) is permissible, then narrow views imply: 

Losers Can Dislodge Winners: 

Adding some option 𝑋 to an option set can make it wrong to 
choose a previously-permissible option 𝑌, even though choosing 
𝑋 is itself wrong in the resulting option set.9 

That’s because narrow views imply that each of (1) and (2) is permissible in One-
Shot Non-Identity. So if only (2) is permissible in Expanded Non-Identity, then 
adding (3) to our option set has made it wrong to choose (1) even though 
choosing (3) is itself wrong in Expanded Non-Identity. 

That’s a peculiar implication. It’s a deontic version of an old anecdote 
about the philosopher Sidney Morgenbesser (Poundstone 2008, 50). Here’s how 
that story goes. Morgenbesser is offered a choice between apple pie and blueberry 
pie, and he orders the apple. Shortly after, the waiter returns to say that cherry 

 
9 This condition is the negation of Podgorski’s (2021, 362) Losers Can’t Dislodge Winners. 
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pie is also an option, to which Morgenbesser replies, ‘In that case, I’ll have the 
blueberry.’ 

That’s a strange pattern of preferences. The pattern is even stranger in our 
deontic case. Imagine instead that the waiter is offering Morgenbesser the options 
in Expanded Non-Identity.10 Initially the choice is between (1) and (2), and 
Morgenbesser permissibly opts for (1). Then the waiter returns to say that (3) is 
also an option, to which Morgenbesser replies, ‘In that case, I’m morally required 
to switch to (2).’ The upshot is that the waiter can force Morgenbesser’s hand by 
adding options that are wrong to choose in the resulting option set. And turning 
the case around, the waiter could expand Morgenbesser’s menu of permissible 
options by taking wrong options off the table. That seems implausible. 

A possible response is as follows: the implication only sounds implausible 
at its current level of abstraction. A more concrete explanation makes it sound 
more plausible: choosing (3) is wrong because it’s much worse than (2) for Bobby, 
and adding (3) makes choosing (1) wrong because the availability of (3) means 
that (1) harms Amy.11 

I find this explanation unconvincing. It claims that it’s for Amy’s sake that 
Morgenbesser must switch from (1) to (2) when (3) is introduced. But (2) isn’t 
better for Amy. She enjoys a good life in (1), and in (2) she lives no life at all. 
Claiming that it’s for Amy’s sake that Morgenbesser must switch from (1) to (2) 
leads to what Horton calls ‘the problem of backfiring complaints’ (2021, 490): the 
implication that people’s complaints can backfire, making it wrong to create them 
even though they would enjoy good lives. In this case, it’s the introduction of (3) 
– an option that is better for Amy – that makes it wrong to create Amy at all.12 

 
10 It’s a very unusual restaurant. 
11 Thanks to Jonas Hertel for this point. 
12 Here’s another issue. Those who claim that 

adding (3) makes choosing (1) wrong because the availability of (3) means that 
(1) harms Amy 

seem committed to the following claims: 
(i) The fact that a person would be harmed in an outcome gives us reason not to choose 

that outcome 
(ii) The fact that a person would enjoy a good life in an outcome gives us no reason to 

choose that outcome. 
But these two claims together give rise to a problem. Meacham (2012, 281) calls the case 
‘Asymmetric Creation.’ Horton (2021, 490) presents a similar case: 
 

(1*) — 
(2*) Amy 99, Bobby 100 
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So it’s implausible to claim that Morgenbesser is required to switch from 
(1) to (2) for Amy’s sake. For whose sake is he required to switch? Not Bobby’s. 
If Morgenbesser were required to choose (2) for Bobby’s sake in Expanded Non-
Identity, he’d presumably also be required to choose (2) for Bobby’s sake in One-
Shot Non-Identity, contrary to the defining verdict of narrow views.  

Thus the narrow person-affecting views in question seem forced to say 
that we’re required to choose (2) for no one’s sake, and then it’s debatable 
whether they’re still worthy of the name: person-affecting views were supposed 
to avoid this air of impersonality. What’s more, a question remains to be 
answered: if we’re required to choose (2) for no one’s sake in Expanded Non-
Identity, why aren’t we also required to choose (2) for no one’s sake in One-Shot 
Non-Identity? A natural explanation of the antecedent is that (2) is the best 
option in Expanded Non-Identity: it leads to the most of what makes life good 
and the least of what makes life bad (or at least: it leads to the best balance of 
these things). But this explanation also suggests that (2) is the best option in One-
Shot Non-Identity and thereby suggests that narrow views’ defining verdict is 
false. The overarching lesson is that Losers Can Dislodge Winners remains 
implausible. 

 
(3*) Amy 100, Bobby 99 

 
Given claim (ii) above, Amy’s and Bobby’s good lives in (2*) and (3*) give us no reason to choose 
(2*) or (3*) over (1*). But given claim (i), the fact that Amy is harmed in (2*) – because she’s better 
off in (3*) – gives us reason to choose (1*) over (2*). And the fact that Bobby is harmed in (3*) – 
because he’s better off in (2*) – gives us reason to choose (1*) over (3*). So given claims (i) and (ii), 
we have reason to choose (1*) over (2*) and (3*), and we have no reason to choose (2*) or (3*) over 
(1*). Given a plausible principle linking reasons and obligations, we’re then required to choose (1*). 
That verdict seems undesirable. 

What’s more, the verdict might seem even less desirable once we observe that cases of this 
kind are realistic and somewhat common. Arguably, anyone who finds themselves in the early stages 
of a pregnancy with twins is in the relevant situation. If you terminate the pregnancy early, Amy and 
Bobby will never exist. You’d thereby choose (1*). If you have the twins, you’ll have to make some 
choice about how to divide your time, money, and attention between them. This choice will almost 
certainly have some effect on their welfare, making your choice of division akin to a choice between 
(2*) and (3*). And even a perfect 50-50 split of time, money, and attention will harm each twin in 
the relevant sense, because you could have made each twin better off by skewing the split their way. 

So if we want to avoid the verdict that having twins is wrong, we should reject views that 
are committed to claims (i) and (ii). That in turn should make us wary of the claim at the start of 
this footnote: adding (3) makes choosing (1) wrong because the availability of (3) means that (1) 
harms Amy. 



11 
 

3.4. Summarising the trilemma 
Now the trilemma for narrow person-affecting views is complete and I can 
summarise. If these views say that (1) is permissible in Expanded Non-Identity, 
they imply that it’s Permissible to Choose Dominated Options. If they say that 
(3) is permissible, they imply that it’s Permissible to Prioritise Creating Mediocre 
Lives. And if they say that only (2) is permissible, they imply Losers Can Dislodge 
Winners. Each of these implications is seriously implausible.13 

This trilemma for narrow views is the first horn of the dilemma for 
person-affecting views as a whole. The other horn is a sequential choice problem 
for wide person-affecting views. 

4. The sequential choice problem for wide views 
Recall: 

Wide person-affecting views 

Those person-affecting views that imply that we are required to 
create the better-off person in cases like One-Shot Non-Identity. 

Wide views imply that only (2) is permissible in One-Shot Non-Identity and so 
avoid the trilemma above: they can say that only (2) is permissible in Expanded 
Non-Identity without implying Losers Can Dislodge Winners. However, wide 
views have trouble with sequential choice. To see how, note the following. 

 
13 The trilemma also has the virtue of being adjustable. We can make it harder to believe that (1) is 
permissible by increasing the welfare levels of Amy and Bobby in (3). For example, we could have 
option (3) be creating both Amy and Bobby with decent lives at welfare level 20 (rather than 
mediocre lives at welfare level 10). Or we can make it harder to believe that (3) is permissible by 
decreasing the welfare levels of Amy and Bobby in (3). For example, we could have option (3) be 
creating both Amy and Bobby with just-better-than-barely-good lives at welfare level 2. 

We can also make it harder to believe that certain options are permissible by adding colour 
to the case. Our intuitions sometimes vary depending on whether welfare-decreases come about as 
a result of removing good things or as a result of adding bad things, and we can use this fact. For 
example, it will seem especially implausible to claim that (1) is permissible if Amy’s life in (1) is 
exactly like her life in (3) except with enough suffering tacked on at the end to bring her welfare 
level down from 10 to 1. And it will seem especially implausible to claim that (3) is permissible if 
Bobby’s life in (3) is exactly like his life in (1) except with enough suffering tacked on at the end to 
bring is welfare level down from 100 to 10. 

So if you find yourself thinking that (1) is much more plausibly permissible than (3) or vice 
versa, you should adjust the trilemma in the aforementioned ways, so as to make (1) and (3) seem 
equally (im)plausibly permissible. You thereby make the trilemma maximally challenging for narrow 
person-affecting views. 
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Because wide views are a class of person-affecting view, they imply that each 
option is permissible in the following two cases: 

Just Amy 

(1) Amy 1 

(2) — 

And: 

Just Bobby 

(1) Bobby 100 

(2) — 

Now suppose that we face these choices one after the other in a case that we can 
call: 

Two-Shot Non-Identity 

We make a choice in Just Amy, lock that choice in, and then 
move on to Just Bobby. 

Suppose that we choose to create Amy in Just Amy and then later decline to 
create Bobby in Just Bobby. In that case, we’ve done something with effects on 
Amy and Bobby equivalent to the effects of choosing (1) in: 

One-Shot Non-Identity 

(1) Amy 1 

(2) Bobby 100 

In each case, we’ve created Amy at welfare level 1 and declined to create Bobby 
at welfare level 100. Wide views imply that choosing (1) in One-Shot Non-
Identity is wrong. So what should wide views say about creating Amy and then 
later declining to create Bobby in Two-Shot Non-Identity?14 

Here are two things that wide views could say: 

 
14 Spencer (2021, 3837–38) briefly considers a case of this kind. He argues from the Procreation 
Asymmetry, an agglomeration principle, and a variant on Sen’s (2017, 63) Alpha to the conclusion 
that we should reject wide views and bite the bullet on the non-identity problem. His is a narrow 
view that is subject to my trilemma above. 
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Permissive wide views 

We’re always permitted to create the worse-off person and to 
later decline to create the better-off person in cases like Two-
Shot Non-Identity. 

Restrictive wide views 

We’re never permitted to create the worse-off person and to later 
decline to create the better-off person in cases like Two-Shot 
Non-Identity. 

I’ll take these two classes of view in turn. I’ll then consider views that chart a 
course between them. 

4.1. Permissive wide views 
Here’s a first problem for permissive wide views. Wide views were supposed to 
avoid counterintuitive verdicts in non-identity cases, but permissive wide views 
imply the counterintuitive verdict in something like Parfit’s archetypal non-
identity case, in which a prospective parent can have a worse-off child now or a 
better-off child later (Parfit 1984, 358). That prospective parent’s predicament is 
more like Two-Shot Non-Identity than it is One-Shot Non-Identity and so 
permissive wide views seem to imply that having the worse-off child is 
permissible.15 

Here’s a more serious problem for permissive wide views: they make 
permissibility depend on factors that seem morally irrelevant. To see how, 
suppose that Amy’s and Bobby’s existence will be determined by the positions of 
two levers. By leaving the left lever up, we decline to create Amy. By pulling the 
left lever down, we create her at welfare level 1. By leaving the right lever up, we 
create Bobby at welfare level 100. By pulling the right lever down, we decline to 
create him. We first decide whether to create Amy, lock in that decision, and then 
decide whether to create Bobby. 
 

 
15 Parfit’s (1984, 358) presentation of the case is ambiguous. It doesn’t make clear whether the 
prospective parent has the option to create both children. But we can imagine a version of Parfit’s 
case in which this option is available. Suppose that, in this case, the parent first creates the worse-
off child and then later declines to create the better-off child. Then permissive wide views imply 
that the parent did no wrong, but I expect many people’s intuitions to demur. 
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Two-Shot Non-Identity with Levers 
 

 

       
As it stands, the case is Two-Shot Non-Identity, and our permissive wide view 
implies that we are permitted to pull the left lever (thereby creating Amy) and 
then pull the right lever (thereby declining to create Bobby). But now suppose 
that someone lashes the two levers together so that our only options are pulling 
both levers or neither. Then our predicament is transformed into One-Shot Non-
Identity and our permissive wide view implies that pulling both levers is wrong. 
That’s a strange combination of verdicts. Pulling both levers should either be 
permissible in both cases or wrong in both cases. It shouldn’t matter whether we 
can pull them one after the other.16 

4.2. Restrictive wide views 
So consider instead restrictive wide views, according to which we’re never 
permitted to create the worse-off person and to then later decline to create the 
better-off person in cases like Two-Shot Non-Identity. Perhaps the latter choice 
is made wrong by the former, or perhaps each choice is permissible but the 

 
16 Here’s a possible reply, courtesy of Olle Risberg. What we’re permitted to do depends on lever-
lashing, but not because lever-lashing precludes pulling the levers one after the other. Instead, it’s 
because lever-lashing removes the option to create both Amy and Bobby, and removes the option 
to create neither Amy nor Bobby. If we have the option to create both and the option to create 
neither, then creating just Amy is permissible. If we don’t have the option to create both or the 
option to create neither, then creating just Amy is wrong. 

This reply might have some promise, but it won’t appeal to proponents of wide views. To 
see why, considering the following four-button case. By pressing button 1, we create just Amy with 
a barely good life. By pressing button 2, we create just Bobby with a wonderful life. By pressing 
button 3, we create both Amy and Bobby. By pressing button 4, we create neither Amy nor Bobby. 
The reply implies that it’s permissible to create just Amy. That verdict doesn’t contradict the letter 
of wide views (at least given my definition in this paper), but it certainly contradicts their spirit. 

 

— 

Amy 1 

Bobby 100 

— 
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sequence is not.17 These views have implications that are unlikely to be welcomed 
by those inclined towards person-affecting views. They imply that a parent who 
previously chose to create Amy in Just Amy now must create Bobby in Just Bobby 
to avoid wrongdoing (even if Amy’s creation occurred many decades in the past). 
That verdict runs counter to a major motivation for person-affecting views: 
permitting each option in cases where we can create someone who would enjoy 
a good life. 

Another problem is one that restrictive wide views share with their 
permissive counterparts: making permissibility depend on factors that seem 
morally irrelevant. This time the factor is what one chose in the (possibly distant) 
past. To see the problem, suppose that a friend is considering having a child and 
comes to you for moral advice. Per restrictive wide views, you not only need to 
ask your friend the usual questions about the child’s likely quality of life and how 
the child might affect existing people. You also need to ask your friend about 
their past procreative choices. If in the past your friend had a child with a worse 
life than this new child would have, your friend must have the new child to avoid 
wrongdoing. And now reversing the order of the cases: if in the past your friend 
declined to have a child with a better life than this new child would have, your 
friend must not have the new child. This latter implication seems to me especially 
counterintuitive. The new child’s life could be wonderful, but if your friend 
previously declined to have a child with an even better life, your friend is not 
permitted to create them. Restrictive wide views imply that there are cases in 
which we are not even permitted to create a person who would enjoy a wonderful 
life. 

4.3. Intermediate wide views 
Given the defects of permissive and restrictive views, we might seek an 
intermediate wide view: a wide view that is sometimes permissive and sometimes 
restrictive. Perhaps (for example) wide views should say that there’s something 
wrong with creating Amy and then later declining to create Bobby in Two-Shot 
Non-Identity if and only if you foresee at the time of creating Amy that you will 
later have the opportunity to create Bobby. Or perhaps our wide view should say 
that there’s something wrong with creating Amy and then later declining to create 
Bobby if and only if you intend at the time of creating Amy to later decline to 
create Bobby. 

 
17 This kind of sequence view has been considered in the literature on imprecise credences. See, for 
example, Weatherson (1998) and Elga (2010).  
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Views of this kind give more plausible verdicts in the previous cases – both 
the lever case and the enquiring friend case – but any exoneration is partial at 
best. The verdict in the friend case remains counterintuitive when we stipulate 
that your friend foresaw the choices that they would face. And although 
intentions are often relevant to questions of blameworthiness, I’m doubtful 
whether they are ever relevant to questions of permissibility. Certainly, it would 
be a surprising downside of wide views if they were committed to that 
controversial claim.18 

But in any case, there’s a more serious objection waiting for all forms of 
intermediate wide view: like permissive and restrictive views, they make 
permissibility depend on factors that seem morally irrelevant. We can prove this 
by contradiction. Assume for reductio (i) any kind of wide person-affecting view, 
(ii) that permissibility doesn’t depend on lever-lashing, and (iii) that permissibility 
doesn’t depend on past choices. Consider again Two-Shot Non-Identity with 
Levers. 

Two-Shot Non-Identity with Levers 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
18 See Rachels (1994), Thomson (1991, 293; 1999, 514–15), and Scanlon (2008, chap. 2), for 
arguments that intentions are irrelevant to permissibility. 

Note also that, of those who think intentions relevant to permissibility, it is the moral 
character of those intentions that matters: whether (for example) the intentions are good or bad, 
virtuous or vicious, pure or impure. But the intermediate wide view in question has permissibility 
depending on whether you intend to later create Bobby: an intention that by itself seems morally 
neutral. It seems especially implausible to claim that permissibility can depend on such morally 
neutral intentions. Thanks to Jakob Lohmar for this point. 

 

— 

Amy 1 

Bobby 100 

— 
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When the levers are lashed together, the case is One-Shot Non-Identity and so 
wide person-affecting views imply that pulling both levers is wrong. If 
permissibility doesn’t depend on lever-lashing, then it’s also wrong to pull both 
levers when they aren’t lashed together. So we can infer: if in the past we’ve pulled 
the first lever, it’s wrong to pull the second lever. And if permissibility doesn’t 
depend on past choices, then it’s also wrong to pull the second lever in cases 
where we didn’t previously pull the first lever. So pulling the second lever is 
wrong simpliciter. But pulling the second lever is declining to create Bobby, and so 
we get the conclusion that we’re required to create Bobby, contrary to the 
Deontic Principle of Neutrality implied by wide person-affecting views. Since we 
began by assuming a wide person-affecting view, we’ve reached a contradiction 
and so we must reject at least one of our assumptions. Those who want to hold 
on to any kind of wide person-affecting view must admit that permissibility 
depends on lever-lashing or on past choices. Those who want to avoid this 
dependence must reject every kind of wide person-affecting view. 

I expect few will want to argue that permissibility can depend on lever-
lashing, but one might defend the verdict that permissibility can depend on past 
choices. Claiming that permissibility can never depend on past choices would rule 
out resolute choice: a popular approach to sequential decision-making. Per resolute 
choice, one should first decide on a permissible long-term plan and then choose 
options that accord with that plan, even if one needn’t have chosen those options 
if one hadn’t previously adopted the plan (McClennen 1990, sec. 9.6). 

There’s some appeal to the idea that choice should be forward-looking, 
and there are concomitant arguments against resolute choice (Hammond 1983, 
183; Machina 1989, 1651–53; Gustafsson 2015, 1599; 2018, 602; 2022, chap. 7; 
Kowalczyk 2022, 15–16). But I need not make those arguments here. I need only 
argue that it’s implausible for permissibility to depend on past choices in cases like 
Two-Shot Non-Identity. That claim is compatible with permissibility depending on 
past choices in other cases, like the cases that motivate resolute choice.19 

And there are good reasons to think that permissibility doesn’t depend on 
past choices in cases like Two-Shot Non-Identity. Here’s one. If a wide view 
claims that permissibility depends on past choices, then we’re required to create 
Bobby given that we’ve previously created Amy. But for whose sake? The two-
shot nature of the case means that the answer can’t be ‘for Amy’s sake’: she’s 
already created.20 The only viable answers seem to be ‘for Bobby’s sake’ and ‘for 

 
19 For example, in money pumps. See Gustafsson (2022). 
20 Ruling out this answer is a key innovation of Two-Shot Non-Identity. It’s an important feature 
of the case, because philosophers’ explanations of wide views’ verdict in One-Shot Non-Identity 
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no one’s sake,’ and both answers spell trouble for person-affecting views. ‘For 
Bobby’s sake’ sits uneasily with Existence Anticomparativism and ‘for no one’s 
sake’ smells of impersonality. But more importantly, each answer applies just as 
well in the case in which you didn’t previously create Amy, and so each answer 
suggests that you’re required to create Bobby no matter what. That verdict is 
contrary to person-affecting views, and it implies that permissibility doesn’t 
depend on past choices after all. 

Here's a related point. Your past choice need not matter to Bobby: we can 
set up the case so that his life is the same no matter what you previously chose. 
And your present choice need matter only to Bobby: we can set up the case so 
that neither Amy nor anyone else is affected by the decision to create Bobby. 
Given all that, why should the permissibility of your present choice depend on 
your past choice? Any answer will reveal a concern for something besides Amy 
and Bobby: the people affected by your choices and the people whose existence 
is at stake. So having permissibility depend on past choices in Two-Shot Non-
Identity implies an unseemly preoccupation with something that just doesn’t 
matter to anyone whose interests are at stake. 

This preoccupation is an undesirable feature of all forms of wide view. As 
is now clear, wide views sometimes remain undecided even when we know all the 
facts about who lives and how well. Their verdicts wait on the answers to 
questions that seem morally irrelevant: questions like ‘Did you miss the 
opportunity to have a happier child many years earlier?’ and ‘Will you carry out 
your choice by pulling two levers or one?’. 

 
often appeal to the fate of Amy in some way. For example, Woodward (1986) argues that you’re 
required to create Bobby in One-Shot Non-Identity because creating Amy instead would violate her 
rights. Shiffrin (1999) argues that you’re required to create Bobby because creating Amy instead 
would illegitimately impose some harm on her in order to benefit her.  Hare (2007) argues that 
you’re required to create Bobby because creating Amy instead would be worse for your child de dicto. 
And Frick (2020) argues that you’re required to create Bobby because creating Amy instead would 
violate the Selection Requirement: 

In a choice between creating two possible persons, I have contrastive moral 
reason to create that person for whom I can better satisfy the moral standard 
that will obtain if I create that person. (Frick 2020, 79) 

These points might explain wide views’ verdict in One-Shot Non-Identity, but they cannot explain 
the verdict that we’re required to create Bobby (given that we’ve already created Amy) in Two-Shot 
Non-Identity. The general reason is the same for each point: Amy is already created; her fate is 
already sealed; the only choice remaining is whether or not to create Bobby. So Woodward cannot 
appeal to Amy’s rights to explain why we’re required to create Bobby, nor can Shiffrin appeal to 
harms illegitimately imposed on Amy, nor can Hare appeal to what’s worse for your child de dicto. 
And Frick’s Selection Requirement doesn’t apply, because the choice to create Bobby isn’t ‘a choice 
between creating two possible persons’ (Frick 2020, 79). 
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5. Conclusion 
My argument against person-affecting views is a garden of forking paths. The 
first fork is One-Shot Non-Identity: narrow views are those person-affecting 
views that permit us to create the worse-off person, and wide views are those 
person-affecting views that require us to create the better-off person.  

The fork for narrow views is a trilemma in Expanded Non-Identity. These 
views imply Permissible to Choose Dominated Options, or Permissible to 
Prioritise Creating Mediocre Lives, or Losers Can Dislodge Winners. 

The fork for wide views is a sequential choice problem. Setting aside 
objections to specific instances of wide views, these views make permissibility 
depend on facts that simply don’t matter to anyone whose interests are at stake, 
like what you chose in the (perhaps distant) past and whether you make your 
choices by pulling two levers or one. 

The conclusion is that the Deontic Principle of Neutrality is false: in cases 
where all else is equal, we’re required to create people who would enjoy good 
lives. My argument thus presents a challenge to every possible variety of person-
affecting view. As I note in the introduction, one plausible practical upshot is that 
we individuals and our governments should be doing more to reduce the risk of 
human extinction this century.21 
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