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1. Introduction
The number of people alive today is greater than the number of people
who have ever lived and died in the entire history of humanity, and every
day there are more and more of us on a finite planet with finite space and
resources.1 From a philosophical point of view, two kinds of normative
issues arise from this. First, there are questions of intergenerational justice.
How should welfare be distributed across generations? Are we morally
justified in placing less importance on benefits that will come in the distant
future than those in the present or near future? What kind of theoretical
framework can we construct to deal with future generations? Second, there
are ethical questions of population policy. Since the determination of the
number of people in the world is partly a matter of individual and social
choice, it is subject to moral evaluation.2 How many people should there be?
What kind of moral theory could provide a sensible solution to the problem
of optimum population size? How should the burden of achieving a demographic goal be distributed? Obviously, questions of intergenerational justice and the ethics of population policies are interrelated. To give a simple
example, if, according to intergenerational justice, every future individual is
entitled to a considerable amount of material goods, this suggests, in the
face of scarcity, that there should be fewer rather than more people (and that
they should not consume too much). This said, however, it is important to
note that intergenerational justice concerns current and future people, people
who will live in the future, whereas the ethics of population policies concern
potential people, entities that have the potential to become a person, and possible people, people who will live in the future if we so decide.3
In what follows, I would like to make a brief review of philosophical
debates about the ethics of population policies, henceforth, population theory.
I will consider both the arguments concerning the goals of population policies and the arguments that estimate the acceptable means. In particular, I
would like to ask exactly which of the various problems considered when
discussing population theory are genuine moral problems, that is, moral questions that (1) are open in the sense that there are various plausible answers
to them and (2) have practical relevance in the sense that they concern the
issue of what should actually be done. The claim I will try to defend may at
first sight seem quite eccentric, for I will try to show that current discussion
in population theory does not concern genuine moral problems at all, and in
this respect is different from the debates in, for instance, biomedical ethics,
professional ethics, and environmental ethics. This claim is not unique:
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a thesis proposed by radical greens covers similar ground, arguing that
discussion about population theory is merely academic speculation,4 and
recently Brian Barry has argued that in fact there is widespread agreement
on what should actually be done in population policy.5 According to Barry,
“it is not terribly difficult to know what needs to be done, though it is
of course immensely difficult to get the relevant actors (governmental and
others) to do it.” Barry does “not deny that there are large areas of scientific
uncertainty,” but he claims “that virtually everybody who has made a serious study of the situation and whose objectivity is not compromised by
either religious beliefs or being in the pay of some multinational corporation
has reached the conclusion that the most elementary concern for people in
the future demands big changes in the way we do things.” In short, Barry
argues that we “know the direction in which change is required” in issues of
population policy. The aim of my paper is to show the support for Barry’s
remarks in existing literature: although many contributors appear to be
motivated by the claim that they are discussing genuine moral problems, it
seems that in fact most agree on what should be done.

2. Social Problems
In the past, population policies have caused serious social problems,
and unfortunately the same is true today. Far too often policies have been
and are painful to individual persons, and many of them can be condemned outright as morally blameworthy. Of course, a laissez-faire population policy—a policy of nonaction—may cause serious problems, but so
do more active policies. Betsy Hartmann’s well-known book Reproductive
Rights and Wrongs (1995) introduces a whole range of misuses of population
policies, their roots and consequences. Eugenics and sterilization are familiar examples of doubtful means of birth control, and they were widely used
both in Europe and North America in the twentieth century. But eugenics
and sterilization constitute just one example; there are many others: the
unknown side effects of contraceptives used in population programs of
certain developing countries, for instance, and the relationship of some
pills to cancer. Typically, women have not been fully informed of health
risks; indeed, coercion of women has been a general feature in many programs. Control-oriented programs have been common, whereas democratic and service-oriented programs have been rare. “Compensation
payments” have linked sterilization to poverty, highlighting and increasing social inequality. Certain programs have led to sex selection and to the
killing of female newborns.6
To claim that issues of population policy do not raise genuine moral
questions is to deny neither the existence of serious social problems certain
population programs have caused nor their questionable moral status. The
point here is simply that it is completely futile to ask whether killing of
babies and so on is morally wrong, for we all know perfectly well that it is
wrong and that it should not happen. In this sense, social problems are not
moral problems, that is, they do not seem to raise particular ethical questions
—although it is evident that they raise all kinds of other dilemmas. How do
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we improve the programs? How was what happened possible? How do we
prevent mistakes in the future? How do we make the relevant actors do
what they should? How can the programs earn public support? These kinds
of questions are very difficult, and answering them would be of great practical relevance, but it is important to differentiate between moral problems
and social problems.

3. Questions of Moral Theory
Nor should genuine moral problems be equated with questions of moral
theory, the discussion of which is based—in the area of population theory—
on three approaches, themselves interrelated: first, the consideration of
whether the implications of moral theories are consistent with our intuitions
concerning the future and future people; second, the study of the paradoxes
that conflicting intuitions appear to create; third, questioning the underlying values and normative background of our intuitions. All of these
approaches assume that we know what should be done. The aim of the discussion has not been to determine the correct intuitions concerning population policies. Instead, philosophical problems have arisen, in part, exactly
because our intuitions are clear.7 Let us consider an example of each of the
three approaches.

The Repugnant Conclusion
The most widely noted argument in the philosophical discussion of
population theory has been Derek Parfit’s virtuoso reasoning that classical
utilitarianism (i.e., the “total theory”) implies the “repugnant conclusion.” It
is telling that in 1998–1999 the repugnant conclusion was discussed in
different contexts by Robin Attfield, Alan Carter, Partha Dasgupta, David
Heyd, and Torbjörn Tännsjö, among others,8 although Parfit originally formulated the argument in 1973.9 The repugnant conclusion is the claim that
for “any possible population of at least ten billion people, all with a very
high quality of life, there must be some much larger imaginable population
whose existence, if other things are equal, would be better, even though its
members have lives that are barely worth living.”10 According to (this hedonistic version of) classical utilitarianism, we should maximize happiness;
that is, we are obliged to produce as many children as possible, as long as
their happiness exceeds their misery and adds to the total sum of happiness
on Earth. So long as average happiness declines slowly enough, numbers
under classical utilitarianism are encouraged to increase indefinitely no
matter how low the average has fallen. But most of us think that we do not
have an obligation to create this kind of overcrowded world.11 Thus, there
are two ways to react to Parfit’s argument. One should either reject (or modify) classical utilitarianism—as Parfit suggests—or show that it does not,
strictly speaking, lead to the repugnant conclusion.12 The important point
here is that independent of which side we choose, we seem to share the intuition that there is no moral obligation to promote total happiness through
huge additions of people with gradually decreasing average happiness.
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The Paradox of Future Individuals
The paradox of future individuals (or the “identity problem”) is another
of Parfit’s contributions, but it is also discussed by Trudy Govier, Gregory S.
Kavka, and Jeff McMahan, among others.13 The paradox is that there seems
to be a logical route from intuitively plausible premises about personal
identity and morality to a strongly counterintuitive conclusion. It is clear
that the identity of a person is in fact partly dependent on the timing of his
or her conception.14 The implementation of any large-scale social policy
must affect the timings of numerous conceptions. Thus, the adoption of different social policies effectively determines who is born. Whichever policy
we choose, therefore, no one is worse off in 200 years’ time than he or she
would have been had we chosen a different one, for any other policy would
have meant that he or she would not have existed at all. So it follows that we
are free to do whatever we wish; no one is ever entitled to complain about
our decisions. This conclusion, however, is positively bizarre: surely we
should care about the future and should not choose a “let’s party” policy; we
are not justified in squandering resources, producing massive pollution,
and destroying other species.
One may try to solve the paradox of future individuals, for instance, by
rejecting the “person-affecting principle,” according to which policy decisions can be criticized only if someone is worse off because of them, or by
claiming that current people are worse off if a “let’s party” policy is chosen
(because they do not like it). What is of interest here, however, is not whether
and how the paradox could be solved. The important point is simply that,
again, all parties seem to share a common intuition, namely, that we are not
free to do whatever we wish with the future. There is no genuine moral
problem here.

The Asymmetry View
According to the so-called asymmetry view, there is a duty to refrain
from bringing into existence a person whose life would not be worth living
but no obligation to bring into existence a person whose life will be a happy
one. The unborn happy child cannot be said to have lost anything by not
being born, whereas the unhappy child brought into existence will actually
be suffering. Among others, Jan Narveson has defended the asymmetry
view from a utilitarian point of view.15 However, there are well-known
grounds for thinking that utilitarianism is unable to justify the asymmetry
view,16 and it has been argued, furthermore, that the theory of rights is no
better in this respect.17 Thus, although our common sense and intuitions
support the asymmetry view, its theoretical basis is unclear. (It is not necessary to go into details of the debate here.) Hence, as with the other questions
of moral theory, a question of the justification of the asymmetry view does
not concern genuine moral problems but assumes that, from a moral point
of view, we know what we should and should not do.
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4. Empirical Uncertainty
No doubt, there are many open empirical questions that are relevant to
decisions concerning the right course of action. Solving social problems
caused by past population policies requires empirical study, as does the
proper implementation of the values and norms we think should guide
entirely new population policies. Some empirical questions can be said to be
micro-level problems, such as how to avoid the short-term side effects of a
particular drug used in contraception.18 Other questions are macro-level
problems, such as the relation between local population growth and economic growth.19 Of course, empirical claims have always played a central
role in normative issues of population policy. Plato, for instance, in characteristically Pythagorean fashion,20 concluded that there should be exactly
5,040 inhabitants in a city-state, the reason being a (pseudo) empirical claim
that a population of this size would be the most effective “for purposes of
war and every peacetime activity.”21 Empirical questions, however, should
not be confused with moral questions, whatever the relevance of the former
to the latter, and whether or not moral values and norms can be justified
(and not only defended) by referring to empirical facts in the final analysis.
In circumstances of empirical uncertainty, conflicting parties often share
moral values and norms, even if they do not agree on what should be done
(i.e., the practical norms) or why something should be done. Let us consider
two debates.

Population Growth and Environmental Problems
Perhaps the most common argument in population theory today is the
reasoning that population growth causes environmental and ecological
problems at a local level, especially in the Third World (empirical statement), and since we have strong moral grounds for taking care of the environment (moral statement), we must control population growth (practical
norm). This is an argument recently presented by Norman Myers, who
writes that “population growth plays a prominent, and probably predominant part in engendering environmental problems,”22 and the same point
appears in a number of recent contributions.23 The argument is not universally accepted. It has not been uncommon to point out that the relation
between population growth on the one hand and environmental and ecological problems on the other hand is unclear. The well-known environmental philosopher Robin Attfield, for instance, argues that “population growth
is sometimes held to underlie or even cause ecological problems” but that
“there is reason to doubt this theory.”24 Similarly, Betsy Hartmann, in a
book already mentioned, writes that “population growth is not the root
cause of development problems” such as “environmental destruction.”25 Of
course, no one denies that there are strong moral reasons to take care of the
environment. The disagreement here is in the first place empirical—and to a
certain degree conceptual, since it is not always clear what should count as
an environmental or ecological “problem.”

406

Juha Räikkä

Population Growth and Poverty
Another familiar argument in favor of slowing population growth
(especially in the Third World) is based on the premises that population
growth causes poverty and that there is a moral obligation to avoid poverty
and its side effects, in particular, famine and disease. As Amartya Sen has
shown, questions of extreme poverty should not be confused with questions
of economic growth, since poverty may be a distributional or entitlement
failure rather than a failure of the economic system in general.26 It is widely
accepted (indeed a commonplace) that poverty causes population growth,27
but the more controversial claim that population growth causes poverty is
defended, for instance, by Valeria Menza and John R. Lupien. According to
them, slowing down population growth “improves child and maternal
health, and ultimately improves the overall health and welfare of the entire
family,” thus decreasing poverty.28 Among others, Dennis A. Ahlburg,
however, has argued the opposite view. In his words, “it is not clear
whether population growth causes poverty in the long run or not” (although
high fertility increases “the number of people living in poverty in the short
run”).29 Again, there is no disagreement whether something should be done
to make poverty disappear (moral question); the important questions are
whether slowing rapid population growth as such really helps (empirical
question), and, to a certain degree, what should be understood by “cause”
in this context (epistemological question).

5. Ideal Theories
Now, it is obvious that there are also moral disagreements on issues of
population theory, and it would be plainly wrong to claim that all the disputes in the field concern moral theory or empirical questions in the sense
explained above. The existence of moral disagreements does not, however,
mean that there are genuine moral problems in population theory in the
same sense as there are genuine moral problems for instance in practical
(applied) ethics—a point that is neglected in most contributions.
It is useful to distinguish between moral debates that concern ideal
states of affairs and debates that concern the question of what is a morally
right course of action in nonideal circumstances. A philosopher may ask, for
example, whether civil disobedience is morally justified in ideal circumstances, that is, in a perfectly just society, or whether civil disobedience is
morally justified in nonideal circumstances, say, in Finland today. Suppose
philosopher A argues that, even in a perfectly just society, civil disobedience is justified, whereas philosopher B argues that it is not. In this case, we
may say that they have different ideal theories. However, they may both
think that, given nonideal circumstances, civil disobedience is justified; that
is, even if they have different ideal theories, they may still have similar
nonideal theories.30 If they do agree on nonideal theory, they do not really face
a genuine moral problem. They know how to continue.
In practical ethics, the moral issues under discussion are often such that
answering them requires an argument that represents nonideal theory.
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Consider the problem of whether euthanasia should be legalized. Usually
the debate is not about whether euthanasia would be legal in the ideal society. The debate is whether euthanasia should be legalized given nonideal
circumstances, say, in the United States this year, and contributors disagree
about what should actually be done. Many arguments have some plausibility, even if they conflict with each other. Participants in the discussion face a
genuine moral problem and must decide what kind of nonideal theory is
acceptable. In population theory, however, moral debates seem to be different. Typically, there is a widely shared understanding of what should be
done, that is, there is agreement on nonideal theory. Moral controversies
concern ideals. If there is no consensus on what should actually be done,
this is probably because of empirical uncertainty. Let us consider two wellknown moral debates in population theory.

Sustainable Development and the Problem of Optimum
Global Population
No one claims that the global population can continue to grow indefinitely, if the world is to be sustainable. The question is not whether there are
limits on how many people the Earth can sustain, for everyone knows that
such limits exist; the problem is where the limits lie. Attempts to determine
the limits by referring to the notion of sustainable development raise not
only many empirical questions and questions concerning decision theory
and risk evaluation but also difficult moral problems. Is the idea of sustainable development consistent with the common practice (in economics at
least) of discounting all the future costs and benefits exponentially by a
fixed annual rate?31 What is the level of welfare future people deserve to
enjoy? Does sustainable development require that all species be preserved
at the expense of human beings?32 These and similar questions have recently
been discussed by Wilfred Beckerman, Andrew Dobson, Nigel Dower,
Koos Neefjes, and Bryan G. Norton, among others.33 It has become evident
that the problem of optimum global population is a very complex question
and that there is remarkable moral disagreement here.
It is important to note, however, that disagreement on optimum global
population and sustainability does not necessarily imply that there is also
disagreement on what should actually be done. Suppose that I think a doubling of the number of people living today is not necessarily too many from
the point of view of sustainable development, whereas you think that it is
too many. Does it follow that we also disagree on concrete questions such as
whether we should try to control growth? Of course not. I may think that, at
the moment, control policies are not necessary, but I may equally well think
that they are. I may have dozens of reasons to agree with those who think
that control policies are needed, even if I do not believe that sustainable
development requires population growth to stop. Similarly, you may think
that control policies are necessary, but you may equally well think that they
are not. Even if you believe that a doubling of the number of people living
today is too many from a point of view of sustainable development, you
may still have plenty of reasons to conclude that, after all, control policies
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are really only needed in the future. Thus, the problem of optimum global
population and sustainable development need not be a problem of nonideal
theory.34

Justice and the Problem of Population Control
The relation between considerations of justice and population control
has been unclear. As commentators have rightly pointed out, there are
“nasty disagreements” on these issues,35 and opinions “vary widely.”36
Among others, Marcel Wissenburg has recently argued that “population
policies are incompatible with stringent conditions of liberal democracy”
and that “any population policy” does “what seems to be the moral thing
at the social level yet at the level of individuals it punishes the innocent
and rewards the guilty.”37 In Wissenburg’s view, control policies are unjust because they conflict with people’s procreative right: that “each and
every individual capable of procreating should have a universal, absolute
and complete liberty to do so.”38 On the other hand, Brian Barry, for
instance, writes that so “long as a policy restricting women to one child is
operated consistently across the board, it does not contravene any principle
of intragenerational justice, and is a requirement of intergenerational justice.”39 Thus, Wissenburg’s and Barry’s claims do not seem to have much in
common.
Those who think that complete “procreative rights” would be just and
those who think that they would be unjust may well agree at a practical level,
however, as Wissenburg and Barry do. According to Wissenburg, although
population control would be unjust, there is one “admissible strategy,”
namely, a strategy of appealing to “citizens’ feelings of responsibility,”
which can be supported by “providing information and education, instigating public debate and making preservatives and other alternatives to procreation available to those who, as yet, do not actually have the freedom to
choose.”40 Similarly, Barry writes that the right method of stabilizing population growth is based on “voluntary choices made by individuals” and that
women “have to be educated and to have a possibility of pursuing rewarding occupations outside the home.”41 Thus, the problem of justice and population control seems to be another problem in ideal theory that does not
have immediate practical relevance. (Of course, this is not to deny that there
are many open questions. What kind of individual choices should be
counted as “voluntary”? Are indirect economic incentives and deterrents
coercive?42 Can strategies based on voluntary cooperation plausibly be
effective?43 By what criteria should we assess their efficiency? If noncoercive
methods fail, what should be done?44 Obviously, different answers to these
questions may lead to disagreements at a practical level too.)
In general, there is relatively good understanding of what should be
done to reduce family sizes in areas of rapid growth.45 Among other things,
one can try to increase social approval of small families, to reduce the
opportunities for children to be productively employed, to make social
security payments available for the elderly, to reduce costs of contraception,
to increase knowledge of contraceptive techniques, to improve social
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standards involved in the raising of children, to increase the cost of products used by children, to educate young women, to create well-paid jobs for
young women, to speed up urbanization, and to make education of children
compulsory where the cost of this education is partly paid by parents.

6. Concluding Remarks
I have tried to show that the usual debates on the ethics of population
policies do not really concern genuine moral problems—even if they may
seem to. My argument is based on the view that there is a distinction, first,
between genuine moral problems and social problems, second, between
genuine moral problems and questions of moral theory, third, between genuine moral problems and empirical questions that have moral relevance,
and finally, between genuine moral problems and problems that concern
moral ideals. I have claimed that in the literature on population theory there
is, after all, considerable agreement on what should actually be done,
although empirical issues sometimes divide contributors.
If, as I have claimed, debate on population theory does not concern
genuine moral problems, it follows that writers should not motivate their
discussion by claiming that they clarify “substantive moral problems”46 or
“moral problems of population”47 that have “practical importance.”48 For
they do not even concern genuine moral problems—whatever the value of
their contributions may otherwise be. Another conclusion, and the more
important one, is that no one should defend a policy of nonaction by claiming that too many moral questions remain unanswered. At least in the
academic literature on population theory, there is widespread agreement on
what should actually be done, although there are indeed many controversial
issues, as indicated above. Of course, agreement among scholars does not
mean that there is agreement among political actors as well, and suggestions made in public civic discussions may also vary widely.49 Different
viewpoints come from different religious and cultural backgrounds, and
these different backgrounds should clearly be taken into account to some
degree when policy recommendations are made on a global scale—
however “wrong” they may be.
In order to avoid misunderstandings, I would like to finish my discussion by pointing out what I have not claimed. First, it has not been my intention to maintain that no one has presented arguments that go against the
consensus. Of course, various extreme views have been defended in various
contexts. Some of the extreme arguments are based on religious reasoning,
whereas others are secular. Malthusian alarmists, for instance, have claimed
for years that the “population bomb” is already here and will soon cause a
total catastrophe if we do not panic and stop growth immediately everywhere.50 On the other hand, the cornucopian school of thought has been
based on the idea that, because of technical advances, material conditions
might be able to keep up with a population many times bigger than the current one, and hence there is no need to control growth even with programs
based on voluntary cooperation and education.51 These kind of extreme
arguments are rare, however, and in general they have not been taken
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seriously. As I see it, the existence of highly implausible extreme views does
not mean that there are genuine moral problems.
Second, I have not claimed that there has been no discussion of genuine
moral problems that are relevant to issues of population theory. Abortion,
for instance, is a genuine moral problem and obviously intimately connected to population theory. One perennial issue is whether the claim that
we should allow unrestricted access to abortion, because the unborn have
no rights, is consistent with the other claim that we should take the interests
of future people seriously, because they have a right to a decent life.52 I
would say, however, that the problem of abortion is not a population theory
problem in the first place—although there is a theoretical link between the
topics. No one would suggest that abortion should be used as a primary
method in population control, and one’s view on the moral status of abortion need not determine one’s views on population policies, even if it sometimes does.
Finally, I have not claimed that there are no genuine moral problems in
population theory. I have only claimed that the usual debates have not been
concerned with genuine moral problems. By “usual debates” I mean, for
instance, discussions on the repugnant conclusion, the paradox of future
individuals, the asymmetry view, population growth and environmental
problems, population growth and poverty, sustainable development and
the problem of optimum global population, and justice and the problem of
population control. These debates have concerned questions of moral theory, empirical questions, or questions of appropriate moral ideals. But this
is not to say that there are no genuine moral problems in population theory.
For instance, the question of who exactly should pay the costs of population
programs used in the Third World has been strangely underrepresented in
the discussion, although the answer to the question is unclear and its practical relevance enormous. Does international justice not require developed
countries to pay more than they currently do? What is the moral responsibility of multinational corporations in this context? Perhaps population theorists will have more to say about these questions in the future.
I would like to thank Charlotte Beauchamp, Heta Gylling, and Martin Schönfeld
for helpful discussion and written comments for an earlier version on this paper.
The paper was originally presented at the AMFITAN conference on development
ethics in Dar es Salaam, February 2000.
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