
   
 

   
 

The Utility Monster 
BLINDED FOR REVIEW 
 

This paper develops a new impossibility result that connects population axiologies 
to welfare axiologies. The result is centered around a puzzle about the utility mon-
ster, defined as an individual whose lifetime quantity of welfare goods exceeds the 
overall quantity of welfare goods across an entire population of excellent human 
lives. The puzzle is about how to avoid MONSTROSITY, the claim that for any world 
containing only excellent human lives, there’s a better world containing only a 
lone utility monster. I show how the puzzle can be formulated with minimal as-
sumptions about which theory of welfare is correct, how welfare and value are 
structured, and even whether the utility monster has an especially good life. The 
argument demonstrates that that it’s impossible to deny MONSTROSITY while ac-
cepting several other plausible premises. The upshot is that any future axiology 
must—in one way or another—be monstrous. 

 

Introduction 
This paper develops a puzzle that connects population axiologies to welfare 
axiologies. The puzzle is centered around the following claim: 

 
MONSTROSITY 
For any world A containing only excellent human lives, there’s a bet-
ter world Ω containing only a utility monster. 
 
A utility monster, in the sense at play here, is an individual whose 

lifetime quantity of welfare goods exceeds the overall quantity of welfare 
goods across the entire population of A. You might initially be inclined to 
dismiss the possibility of utility monsters. But note that the definition above 
appeals only to the quantity of welfare goods accrued over a lifetime, 
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leaving open whether that massive amount of welfare goods converts to a 
monstrously high welfare level.1 

The puzzle is about how to develop a satisfactory axiology that 
avoids MONSTROSITY. This is analogous to the puzzle generated by the most 
famous (or infamous) claim in population ethics: 

 
REPUGNANCE 
For any world A containing only excellent lives, there’s a better 
world Z containing a much larger population consisting only of lives 
barely worth living.2 
 
A great deal of population ethics has been focused on finding ways 

of resisting REPUGNANCE. But—as I’ll explain—nearly all prominent strate-
gies for resisting REPUGNANCE permit MONSTROSITY. Therefore, those who 
wish to resist MONSTROSITY will need to find new strategies beyond those 
used to resist REPUGNANCE alone. Furthermore, solving the puzzle of MON-

STROSITY requires thinking about not only the philosophical questions tra-
ditionally addressed within population ethics, but also analogous questions 
about the structure of welfare and the values of individual lives. 

The centerpiece of this paper is a new impossibility result for popu-
lation ethics and theories of welfare. I’ll explain how the negation of MON-

STROSITY is incompatible with accepting several other premises, each of 
which is plausible and intuitive. Furthermore, I’ll explain how the impossi-
bility result rests on only minimal assumptions: it leaves open questions 
about how to weigh different kinds of welfare goods against each other, the 

 
1 The term ‘utility monster’ originates from Nozick [1974], though Nozick defined the util-
ity monster as a creature that’s extremely efficient at converting resources into welfare, and 
invoked the utility monster to motivate the normative significance of equality and rights. 
By contrast, this paper defines ‘utility monster’ in a way that leaves open questions about 
whether the utility monster has an especially high welfare level and whether equality and 
rights are normatively significant. 
2 See Parfit [1984] for the original discussion of REPUGNANCE. 
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structure of welfare and value, whether or not social goods matter, and 
whether or not lonely utility monsters can have excellent lives. 

Here’s the plan. §1 defines and defends the possibility of the utility 
monster; §2 presents the impossibility result; §3 discusses responses to the 
impossibility result. 
 
§1        The Utility Monster 
The idea of a utility monster may initially strike some as far-fetched. But a 
utility monster, in the sense at play here, is simply an individual who accrues 
a monstrous quantity of welfare goods, meaning its lifetime quantity of wel-
fare goods exceeds the total quantity of welfare goods accrued by all the 
individuals in world A (a population of excellent lives). In what follows, I’ll 
explain this idea in more detail. 
 
Utility, Welfare, Value 
For the purposes of this paper, it will be useful to distinguish what I’ll call 
‘utility’, ‘welfare’, and ‘value’. I’ll use ‘value’ and ‘welfare’ in the standard 
ways, but I’ll use ‘utility’ in a non-standard way:3 

  
utility quantity of welfare goods/bads 
welfare      goodness/badness of a life (for an individual) 
value         goodness/badness of a world 
  

In other words, ‘value’ concerns impersonal value/good-simpliciter, 
‘welfare’ concerns personal value/prudential value/good-for, and ‘utility’—
as I’m using the term—concerns the quantity of things (pleasure, satisfied-
desires, knowledge, etc.) that contribute to welfare. Consider, for 

 
3 There’s no single standardized meaning for the term ‘utility’. In many contexts, ‘utility’ 
is used synonymously with ‘welfare’. In economics, ‘utility’ is often used to denote the 
numerical representation of an individual's preferences over a set of alternatives. In formal 
ethics, ‘utility’ is often used to denote the numerical representation of welfare levels. 
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illustration, an individual who undergoes a series of pleasurable experi-
ences. Here, ‘value’ denotes how much that pleasure contributes to the 
goodness of the world, ‘welfare’ denotes how good the life with that pleas-
ure is for the individual who lives it, and ‘utility’ denotes the overall quan-
tity of pleasure.4 

I use ‘utility’ in this way because there’s no canonical term for ex-
pressing quantity of welfare goods. This may be because it’s often taken for 
granted that welfare is simply a linear function of quantity of welfare goods. 
The implicit assumption in the welfare literature has been “welfare total-
ism,” according to which amount of welfare equals amount of utility (just 
as totalism, in population ethics, holds that amount of value equals amount 
of welfare). A central aim of this paper is to show how this assumption leads 
to the puzzle of MONSTROSITY. 

When we distinguish value, welfare, and utility, it becomes clear that 
there are substantive questions about how they relate to each other. This is 
obvious when thinking about value and welfare, since different population 
axiologies make different claims about the relationship between these 
quantities. But analogous questions also arise when thinking about welfare 
and utility. In fact, as I’ll discuss later, a natural way of resisting MONSTROS-

ITY is to hold that there’s an asymptotic function from utility to welfare 
(meaning that there’s an upper-bound on welfare levels, even if there’s no 
upper-bound on utility). 

Once we define the utility monster in terms of utility (as opposed to 
welfare or value), it’s hard to deny that utility monsters are possible.5 It’s 

 
4 For simplicity, I’ll frame the whole discussion in terms of ‘welfare goods’ (rather than 
‘welfare goods/bads’). Whenever I ascribe utility / welfare / value to individuals, I’ll mean 
lifetime utility / welfare / value. I’ll express utility in terms of ‘gains’ and ‘losses’ (to an 
individual), welfare in terms of ‘benefits’ and ‘harms’ (to an individual), and value in terms 
of what’s ‘better’ or ‘worse’ (without relativization to an individual). 
5 Parfit [1984: 389] says that the utility monster is “deeply impossible.” But he has in mind 
a welfare monster that’s unimaginably efficient at converting resources into welfare. That 
skeptical sentiment doesn’t obviously generalize to the sort of utility monster at play here. 
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plausible that individuals can live arbitrarily long.6 And with an arbitrarily 
long lifespan, an individual could accrue greater and greater amounts of 
pleasure, knowledge, satisfied desires, and nearly any other goods. Even if 
there’s an upper-bound on the amount of welfare goods that can be accrued 
at a single moment, there’s no obvious reason for thinking that there’s an 
upper-bound on the quantity of welfare goods that can be accrued over an 
arbitrarily long lifetime. And even if there’s an upper-bound on possible 
welfare levels, there’s no obvious upper-bound on the lifetime quantity of 
welfare goods that an individual can accrue. 

Utility monsters occasionally make appearances in the philosophical 
literature. But in almost all cases, the focus is really on welfare monsters, or 
individuals with monstrous welfare levels. The most famous example is 
Nozick [1974], who coined the term ‘utility monster’. Other notable exam-
ples include Ng [1989], Carter [2011], Pivato [2020], and Stroppa [2024]7 
Since you could question whether it’s possible for an individual to have a 
monstrous welfare level, you could question the possibility of the welfare 
monsters invoked by those authors. But, as I’ll discuss more later, it’s harder 
to resist the kind of utility monster defined in this paper. 

Although the utility monster is a philosophical thought-experiment, 
there’s a live possibility that some future AI system will, in the relevant 
sense, be a utility monster. That is, we could imagine an AI that satisfies the 
requirements for welfare subjecthood and that’s able to accrue monstrous 
quantities of welfare goods. Imagine, for example, that the AI is conscious, 
has many intensely pleasurable experiences, has many strong desires that 
are easily satisfied, and acquires vast amounts of knowledge of important 

 
6 For more discussion, see the “Nomic Limits” and “Personal Identity” responses in §3. 
7 Ng [1989] appeals to a lonely utility monster world to question the intuition that world Z 
(from REPUGNANCE) is worse than world A. Carter [2011] considers a world with “one 
mindbogglingly happy, worthwhile life.” Pivato [2020] argues for a “no utility monsters” 
principle: for any population size n, there’s some larger world that’s better than any n-
sized world. Stroppa [2024] uses the utility monster to argue for a version of prioritarian-
ism that places an upper-bound on the amount of value contributed by a single life. 
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subject-matters. Maybe it’s unlikely that such AI systems will be instanti-
ated anytime in the near future, but the possibility makes the idea of a util-
ity monster more concrete. 

 
Population Axiologies 
In population ethics, there’s little discussion of upper-bounds on welfare 
levels. Oftentimes, it’s tacitly assumed that welfare is unbounded, meaning 
there’s no limit to how high an individual’s lifetime welfare level could be. 
Although my impossibility result will leave open whether or not welfare is 
unbounded, it’s worth seeing how taking welfare to be unbounded quickly 
leads the most prominent population axiologies to MONSTROSITY. 

Suppose welfare is unbounded. Then it follows that for any world A 
containing only excellent human lives, there’s a world Ω containing only a 
lonely utility monster such that (a) Ω has greater total welfare than A, (b) Ω 

has greater average welfare than A, (c) Ω has at least as much equality as A, 
(d) the utility monster has a monstrously good life, and (e) the utility mon-
ster has access to some “higher goods” (such as intellectual and aesthetic 
appreciation). These consequences mean that the most prominent popula-
tion axiologies permit MONSTROSITY.8 Here’s a brief explanation. 

Let ‘W1 > W2’ mean ‘world W1 is better than world W2’. Because of (a), 
totalism (where W1 > W2 iff the total welfare in W1 is greater than the total 
welfare in W2) entails that Ω is better than A. Because of (b), averagism 
(where W1 > W2 iff the average welfare in W1 is greater than the average wel-
fare in W2) entails that Ω is better than A. Because of the combination of (a) 

 
8 See Greaves [2017] and Arrhenius & Andersson [2021] for some recent overviews of pop-
ulation axiologies. See Stroppa [2024] for more extensive arguments that these population 
axiologies entail MONSTROSITY (if welfare is unbounded). Alongside the axiologies listed 
here, two other prominent responses to REPUGNANCE are (a) rejecting the transitivity of 
‘better-than’, and (b) adopting a person-affecting restriction on the betterness of worlds. 
However, neither of those responses provide ways of resisting MONSTROSITY, since (a) the 
impossibility result involves only two worlds, so there’s no room for a failure of transitiv-
ity, and (b) the two worlds in the impossibility result could consist of the same individuals. 
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and (b), variable value views9 (which postulate a concave function from to-
tal welfare and population size to value, and which occupy a middle 
ground between totalism and averagism) entail that Ω is better than A. Be-
cause of (d), critical level views10 (where W1 > W2 iff the sum of the differ-
ences between each person’s welfare and the critical level is greater in W1 
than in W2) entail that Ω is better than A. Because of (e), lexical threshold 
views11 (where W1 > W2 iff W1 contains sufficiently more higher goods and 
lower goods than W2, and where some amounts of the former can outweigh 
any amount of the latter) entail that Ω is better than A. 

To develop an axiology that avoids MONSTROSITY, one must appeal 
to new moves beyond those used to resist REPUGNANCE. A key step, for any 
such view, is to impose an upper-bound on the amount of value contributed 
by an individual’s welfare. But it’s no easy feat to develop a plausible axi-
ology that does this, for any such view will also have to reject one of the 
premises that figure into the impossibility result. 

 
§2        The Impossibility Result 
The following five claims are incompatible (I’ll soon briefly explain the 
premises, and I’ll discuss strategies for rejecting them in §3).12 
 
1. ANTI-MONSTROSITY 

For some worlds containing only excellent human lives, there’s no bet-
ter world containing only a utility monster. 

 

 
9 See Hurka [1983], Ng [1989], and Sider [1991]. 
10 See Blackorby et al [1997] and Broome [2004]. 
11 See Arrhenius & Rabinowicz [2015], Thomas [2018], and Nebel [2022]. 
12 Alongside premises 1–5, I’ll also take for granted the following background assumptions: 
(1) there are many levels for utility and welfare (enough to make sense of the difference 
between very small and very large differences), and (2) for ordinary humans, very small 
differences in utility sometimes result in very small differences in welfare. Since these 
claims are universally accepted, I don’t include them as premises. 
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2. DOMINANCE 
If world A has higher total and average welfare and at least as much 
equality as world B, then A is better than B.13 

 
3. LONELINESS 

If welfare is upper-bounded in lonely worlds, then it’s upper-bounded 
in lonely individuals. 

 
4. UNBOUNDED UTILITY 

Utility has no upper-bound for lonely individuals. 
 
5. BOUNDED TRADEOFFS 

For any very small utility e, there’s a very large utility x such that it’s 
never worth removing x from a lonely individual in order to give e to 
another individual. 

 
Prelude to the Proof 
I’ll briefly comment on each premise. Then I’ll move to the proof. 
 
ANTI-MONSTROSITY 
Since ANTI-MONSTROSITY is simply the negation of MONSTROSITY, it’s the 
starting point for the impossibility result. Most people find MONSTROSITY 
counterintuitive: it’s hard to imagine that the value of a single, lonely life 
could outweigh the values of billions (trillions, etc…) of excellent human 
lives. At the end of the paper, however, I’ll consider the possibility of simply 
accepting MONSTROSITY. 

 
13 DOMINANCE is slightly stronger than the principle sometimes called ‘NON-ANTI-EGALITAR-

IANISM’: if world A has higher total and average welfare than world B and is perfectly equal, 
then A is better than B. For simplicity, I’ll assume that a world with a single individual is 
perfectly equal, though it’s worth noting that there are measures of equality that yield 
other verdicts. 
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DOMINANCE 
Most population axiologies accepts DOMINANCE. This includes totalism, av-
eragism, standard variable value views, and standard lexical threshold 
views. Furthermore, even population axiologies that deny the version of 
DOMINANCE stated above still usually accept nearby versions of the princi-
ple that suffice for nearby versions of the impossibility result.14 
 
LONELINESS 
Let a lonely world be a world that contains only a single individual, and let 
a lonely individual be an individual who is completely isolated from other 
individuals, meaning they lack any interactions with other individuals over 
the entire course of their life. Since LONELINESS is a conditional claim, it’s 
hard to reject. If there’s an upper-bound on welfare for lonely individuals 
who are the sole occupants of their worlds, then it’s hard to see why there 
wouldn’t also be an upper-bound on welfare for lonely individuals who are 
completely isolated from others within the same world.15 
 
UNBOUNDED UTILITY 
For any finite lifespan, it seems at least metaphysically possible for there to 
be an individual with a longer one. And whether the individuals under con-
sideration are lonely or not seems irrelevant to the range of possible 
lifespans. If lifespans can be arbitrarily long, then UNBOUNDED UTILITY 
doesn’t require thinking that momentary utility is unbounded. Perhaps 

 
14 As an example, Critical Level Totalism denies DOMINANCE: on this view, it’s possible to 
increase average and total welfare (holding fixed inequality) while decreasing value by add-
ing lives worth living that are below the critical threshold. But Critical Level Totalism still 
entails a nearby principle: namely, if world A has higher total and average welfare and at 
least as much equality as world B and both worlds contain only lives above the critical level, 
then A is better than B. 
15 In fact, LONELINESS is the only premise that strikes me as immune to attack. None of the 
responses I consider in §3 involve rejecting LONELINESS. 
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there’s a limit on how much pleasure, knowledge, or desire-satisfaction one 
could have at any given moment. Instead, it requires only that the utility 
that one can accrue over the course of an entire lifetime is unbounded. 

UNBOUNDED UTILITY leaves open a wide range of questions about the 
structure of utility. This includes whether utility is continuous or discrete, 
whether it’s totally ordered or merely partially ordered, and whether it has 
a scalar or a vector structure. Furthermore, the proof makes no assumptions 
about the relationship between utility and welfare: for example, the proof 
doesn’t even require assuming that increases in utility entail increases in 
welfare (other things being equal). For simplicity, I’ll assume that utility is 
measurable with a ratio scale (though it’s possible to develop a version of 
the impossibility result even if we assume that utility is measurable only 
with an ordinal scale). And in §3, I’ll explain how to think about the impos-
sibility result if we take utility to have a vector structure. 

It's worth stating UNBOUNDED UTILITY in more formal terms. Let U be 
the set of utility levels accessible to lonely individuals. Then UNBOUNDED 

UTILITY is the claim that there’s no utility level uz such that for any other 
utility level ui ∈ U, uz > ui. In other words, the set of utility values accessible 
to lonely individuals is unbounded from above.16 
 
BOUNDED TRADEOFFS 
Many think a small gain to someone with a bad life can sometimes out-
weigh a large loss to someone with a good life. But such intuitions are gen-
erally tempered by the background assumption that there are limits in how 
extreme such tradeoffs can be. To reject BOUNDED TRADEOFFS is to hold that 
these tradeoffs can be arbitrarily extreme. Imagine a loss to a utility monster 
and a gain to an ordinary person that you think approaches the limits of 

 
16 Whenever I talk about ‘upper-bounds’, I’ll mean least upper-bounds. Note that least-
upper-boundedness is distinct from having a maximal value. For example, the open inter-
val (0, 1) is least-upper-bounded by 1 (for any x ∈ (0, 1), x < 1), but it has no maximal value 
(there’s no z ∈ (0, 1) such that for any x ∈ (0, 1), x < z). This occurs when the ambient space 
(which embeds the target set) contains an upper-bound that isn’t within the target set itself. 
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acceptability. Now imagine that the loss is orders of magnitude worse. Per-
haps, for example, the tradeoff is the loss of eons of pleasure for a gain of a 
mildly pleasant head-tingle for a fraction of a second. If you reject BOUNDED 

TRADEOFFS, it might still be better for a utility monster to receive that mon-
strous loss, so long as an ordinary person receives that tiny gain. 

The strategy for proving the impossibility result will be to show that 
the first four premises contradict BOUNDED TRADEOFFS. But it’s worth men-
tioning that the first four premises actually lead to a conclusion even worse 
than the negation of BOUNDED TRADEOFFS. Here’s that conclusion: for any 
very small utility e, arbitrarily large utility x, and arbitrarily large finite 
number n, it can be worth removing x utility from n lonely individuals in 
order to give e utility to another individual.17 In other words, not only can 
an arbitrarily small gain to an ordinary person outweigh an arbitrarily large 
loss to one utility monster, but it can outweigh arbitrarily large losses to ar-
bitrarily many utility monsters. Surely that’s monstrous! 
 
The Proof 
The proof is somewhat technical. Because of this, I’ll start with an informal 
overview of the basic idea. 

The basic idea is that ANTI-MONSTROSITY, alongside DOMINANCE and 
LONELINESS, entails an upper-bound on welfare for lonely individuals. Con-
sequently, any lonely individual near that upper-bound can accrue at most 
only tiny increases in welfare. But given UNBOUNDED UTILITY, even individ-
uals near that upper-bound will still be able to accrue massive amounts of 
utility. Consequently, for any arbitrarily small utility gain and arbitrarily 
large utility loss, we can find an ordinary person and a utility monster such 
that the small gain to the ordinary person can more than compensate the 

 
17  It would be possible to strengthen the impossibility result by replacing BOUNDED 

TRADEOFFS with the negation of this conclusion. This replacement premise would be even 
more compelling than BOUNDED TRADEOFFS. But doing this would also make the statement 
of and the argument for the impossibility result more complicated. So, to streamline things, 
I’ve chosen to instead formulate the impossibility result using BOUNDED TRADEOFFS. 
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large loss to the utility monster. But this violates BOUNDED TRADEOFFS. 
Hence, the five premises are mutually incompatible. 

To establish that such a tradeoff can be worthwhile, the proof defines 
two worlds, which I’ll call the ‘Base World’ and the ‘Tradeoff World’. Both 
worlds contain a lonely utility monster and an ordinary human, and in both 
worlds the utility monster has a welfare level that’s very close to the upper-
bound for lonely individuals. But the utility monster in the Base World 
(which I’ll call ‘Monster+’) has much more utility than the utility monster in 
the Tradeoff World (which I’ll call ‘Monster–’), while the human in the Base 
World has slightly less utility than the human in the Tradeoff World. The 
proof establishes that no matter how small the difference in utility between 
the humans, and no matter how large the difference in utility between the 
utility monsters, it can be worthwhile to make the tradeoff (violating 
BOUNDED TRADEOFFS). 

Now let’s proceed to the proof. The proof will proceed in three steps. 
For each step, I’ll mention both what that step aims to establish, and which 
premises are used by that step. 
 
——— 
Step 1:  An Upper-Bound on Welfare (for Lonely Individuals) 
Premises: ANTI-MONSTROSITY, DOMINANCE, LONELINESS  
——— 
Suppose, for reductio, that welfare isn’t bounded in lonely worlds. Then we 
could define a world Ω containing only a utility monster where the total 
welfare in Ω is greater than the total welfare in world A. Since Ω has only a 
single individual, it also has greater average welfare than A, and it’s also 
perfectly equal. DOMINANCE then entails that Ω is better than A. But since A 
was chosen arbitrarily, it follows that for any world A containing only ex-
cellent human lives, there’s a better world Ω containing only a utility mon-
ster, contradicting ANTI-MONSTROSITY. 

This means that the conjunction of ANTI-MONSTROSITY and DOMI-

NANCE entails that welfare is upper-bounded in lonely worlds. From there, 
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we can apply LONELINESS to yield the result that welfare is upper-bounded 
in lonely individuals. Let z be the least upper-bound. 

 
——— 
Step 2:  The Utility Monsters 
Premise: UNBOUNDED UTILITY 
——— 
Now we’ll define the utility monsters. This will consist in specifying each 
utility monster’s utility level and welfare level. 

Let’s start with Monster–, the utility monster in the Tradeoff World. 
To define its welfare level, we start by choosing a very small amount of util-
ity e. Then let ɛ be the small amount of welfare generated by giving e to an 
ordinary human.18 We’ll stipulate that Monster– has welfare level w, where 
w > z – ɛ.19 In other words, Monster– has a welfare level that’s very close to 
the upper-bound for lonely individuals. 

Let u be the utility level of Monster–. Note that it doesn’t matter how 
much or how little you think u might be. And it doesn’t matter if there are 
multiple utility levels compatible with the definition of Monster– (if that’s 
the case, then select the lowest one). We’ll simply let u denote Monster–‘s 
utility level, whatever that might be.20 

Now let’s move on to Monster+, the utility monster in the Base World. 
Given UNBOUNDED UTILITY, for any arbitrarily large utility x, it’s possible for 

 
18 If you think it’s possible for an ordinary human to receive an increase in utility without 
an increase in welfare, then simply choose a value for e that’s large enough to increase an 
ordinary human’s welfare. 
19 This part of the proof works whether we take welfare to be discrete or continuous. Sup-
pose first that welfare is discrete. Let y be the second-highest welfare level accessible to 
lonely individuals (with z being the highest). If ɛ < z – y, then it follows that the welfare of 
Monster– is z. On the other hand, suppose welfare is continuous. Then we can choose a 
welfare level w such that z > w > z – ɛ. Either way, the proof goes through. 
20 The proof makes no assumptions about the relationship between welfare and utility. 
More precisely, no step in the proof assumes that given some utility u, we can thereby 
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there to be a utility monster with utility u+ (= u + x). Define Monster+ as a 
lonely utility monster with utility u+. In other words, Monster+ has signifi-
cantly more utility than Monster–. 

Let w* be the welfare level of Monster+. We’ll leave open exactly how 
high w* is.21 The important point is that w* – w < ɛ. That is, the welfare of 
Monster+ minus the welfare of Monster– must be less than ɛ. This follows 
from the fact that z – w < ɛ (the welfare of Monster– is less than ɛ from the 
upper-bound for lonely individuals), alongside the fact that w* < z (the wel-
fare of Monster+ is less than the upper-bound). Hence, w* – w < ɛ. 
 To summarize, Monster– has utility u and welfare level w (which is 
within ɛ of z, the upper-bound on welfare for lonely individuals), while 
Monster+ has utility u + x and welfare level w* (where w* – w < ɛ). 
 
——— 
Step 3:  The Tradeoff 
Premise: DOMINANCE 
——— 
Define the Tradeoff World as a world containing a lonely Monster– and an 
ordinary human with welfare level α + ɛ. Define the Base World as a world 
containing a lonely Monster+ and an ordinary human with welfare level α. 

Since α < (α + ɛ) and (w* – w) < ɛ, it follows that the Tradeoff World 
has greater average and total welfare (and greater equality) than the Base 
World. By DOMINANCE, the Tradeoff World is better than the Base World. 
Since x and e were arbitrary, this means that there’s no bound to the worth-
while tradeoffs. More precisely, this means that for any very small utility e 

 
determine a welfare level w. By consequence, the proof holds even for those who think that 
welfare is a function of more than merely utility. 
21 The proof is even compatible with the possibility that Monster– has more welfare than 
Monster+. This would be an odd view, given that Monster+ (with welfare w*) has more 
utility than Monster– (with welfare w). But if w > w*, then it trivially follows that w* – w < 
ɛ, since w* – w < 0 and ɛ > 0. Note that this also demonstrates why the impossibility result 
doesn’t require a monotonicity principle. For example, the proof is even compatible with 
the view that increases in utility sometimes entail decreases in welfare. 
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(that suffices for generating a small amount of welfare in an ordinary hu-
man) and any very large utility x, it can be worth removing x from a lonely 
individual in order to give e to another individual. That result contradicts 
BOUNDED TRADEOFFS. 

In fact, the result is even stronger than the negation of BOUNDED 

TRADEOFFS. According to BOUNDED TRADEOFFS, for any very small utility e, 
there’s some very large utility x such that it’s never worth removing x from 
a lonely individual in order to give e to another individual. Here’s the logi-
cal form of that premise: ∀e∃x(¬Rex). The negation of BOUNDED TRADEOFFS 
says that for some very small utility e, for every large utility x, it can be worth 
removing x from a lonely individual in order to give e to another individual. 
Here's the logical form of the negation: ∃e∀x(Rex). But the result we’ve es-
tablished is that ANTI-MONSTROSITY, DOMINANCE, LONELINESS, and UN-

BOUNDED UTILITY entail that for every very small utility e (that results in a 
small change in welfare for an ordinary human) and any very large utility 
x, it can be worth removing x from a lonely individual in order to give e to 
another individual. Here's the logical form of that conclusion: ∀e∀x(Rex). 

The upshot is that the premises are mutually incompatible: it’s im-
possible for ANTI-MONSTROSITY, DOMINANCE, LONELINESS, UNBOUNDED UTIL-

ITY, and BOUNDED TRADEOFFS to all be true. 
 
§4 Responses to the Puzzle 
I’ll now turn to responses to the puzzle. For each response, I’ll also note 
which premise of the impossibility result is being rejected. 

There are some reactions to the puzzle that leave it unclear which 
premise, if any, is to be rejected. To indicate this unclarity, I’ll mark the po-
tentially rejected premise with ‘(?)’. There are also some reactions that may 
initially feel like a solution but that actually turn out to be compatible with 
all the premises—I’ll discuss those as well. 
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————— 
Response 1: The Values of Lives  
Rejects:  DOMINANCE 
————— 
Lives are valuable over and above their contribution to welfare. Therefore, 
even if world Ω has higher total welfare, higher average welfare, and as 
much equality as world B, A might still be better than B in virtue of contain-
ing a greater number of lives.22 

 
To start, notice that this view must assign value to lives, rather than to life.23 
This is because the utility monster could be arbitrarily long-lived. Hence, 
the total quantity of life in Ω may exceed the total quantity of life in A. How-
ever, the utility monster still has only a single life. So, if each life generates 
some extra value, then the extra value from all the lives in A may be enough 
to render A better overall than Ω. 

This view faces some counterintuitive consequences. First, taking 
lives to be valuable makes it even harder to avoid REPUGNANCE: just as A 
contains more lives than Ω, so too Z contains more lives than A. Second, this 
view entails that some worlds containing only lives not worth living can be 
overall good, at least if the extra value generated by the lives could out-
weigh the disvalue generated by the negative welfares of those lives. 

Those who endorse this strategy must reject DOMINANCE: even if A 
has greater total and average welfare than and at least as much equality as 
B, B could nevertheless be better in virtue of containing more lives. But DOM-

INANCE was used in the proof to establish an upper-bound on welfare for 
lonely individuals. If there’s no such upper-bound, then merely appealing 
to the values of lives doesn’t suffice for resisting MONSTROSITY. This is be-
cause any advantage that A has over Ω with respect to number of lives could 
then be outweighed by giving the utility monster sufficiently high welfare. 

 
22 See Carter [2011] for an endorsement of this view. 
23 See Lee [2022] for argument against the idea that life itself is a welfare good. 
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To circumvent these worries, one could hold that the value gener-
ated by lives is superior to the value generated by welfare, meaning that cer-
tain increases in the number of lives outweigh any increases in total or av-
erage welfare.24 A view of that kind would avoid MONSTROSITY. But such a 
view entails that if world A has a sufficiently large population, and world B 
has a sufficiently small population, then A is better than B no matter the 
distributions of welfare in the two worlds. In other words, even if A contains 
only horrible lives not worth living and B contains only excellent lives, A 
would still be better than B simply in virtue of the sizes of the populations. 
That result strikes me as more repugnant than REPUGNANCE and more mon-
strous than MONSTROSITY.  
 

————— 
Response 2: Social Goods 
Rejects:  UNBOUNDED UTILITY (?) 
————— 
Since the utility monster is lonely, it has no social goods. If social goods 
are important for welfare, then a lonely utility monster would be wholly 
lacking in an important component of welfare. 

 
Many people, when first encountering MONSTROSITY, are tempted to appeal 
to social goods in order to resist the idea that the utility monster has an 
especially good life. But the impossibility result makes no assumptions 
about how high the upper-bound on welfare for lonely individuals might 
be. The proof is compatible with the view that the utility monster has at best 
a mediocre life (because it’s lonely). 
 One could instead appeal to social goods to resist UNBOUNDED UTIL-

ITY. The impossibility result leaves open how to aggregate different kinds 
of welfare goods into overall utility levels. Perhaps the utility monster’s lack 
of social goods places an upper-bound on the amount of utility that it could 
attain. Notice, however, that this move requires more than simply taking 

 
24 For discussions of superiority, see Arrhenius & Rabinowicz [2015] and Nebel [2022]. 
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social goods to be weighted more with respect to utility than other kinds of 
welfare goods.25 Instead, a rejection of UNBOUNDED UTILITY requires holding 
that social goods are superior with respect to utility to other kinds of welfare 
goods, meaning that there are some amounts of social goods that outweigh 
(with respect to utility) any amounts of all other goods. If that’s the right 
way of thinking about utility, then UNBOUNDED UTILITY is false. 
 But even if that view were right, it would be a hollow victory. The 
force of the impossibility result remains: it just now needs to be restricted 
to the kinds of welfare goods accessible to lonely individuals. That is, it can 
still be worthwhile to remove arbitrarily large amounts of certain kinds of 
welfare goods (say, pleasure or knowledge) from a utility monster in order 
to give a very small amount of that same kind of welfare good to an ordi-
nary person. Therefore, even if the utility monster’s lack of social goods im-
poses an upper-bound on its utility simpliciter, it’s still plausible that 
there’s no upper-bound on utility for lonely individuals with respect to the 
kinds of welfare goods accessible to such individuals. And that restricted 
thesis (alongside the other premises) is enough to drive the impossibility 
result. 
 

————— 
Response 3: Multidimensionality 
Rejects:  UNBOUNDED UTILITY (?) 
————— 
There are multiple kinds of welfare goods, and no objective way of aggre-
gating across different kinds of welfare goods to yield overall utility levels. 

 
25 Here’s a more formal way of expressing this idea. Let g1 and g2 be categories of welfare 
goods, let gi(x) denote the amount of gi possessed by individual x, and let u(x) be the utility 
of x. To say that g1 is weighted more with respect to utility than g2 is to say that u(x) = k × 
g1(x) + g2(x), where k > 1. However, if lonely individuals can accrue arbitrarily large 
amounts of g2, then (so long as k is finite) there will still be no upper-bound on utility for 
lonely individuals. Therefore, in order to reject UNBOUNDED UTILITY, one must hold that 
some amounts of g1 outweigh (with respect to utility) any amounts of g2. 
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I defined ‘utility’ as “overall quantity of welfare goods.” But you might 
question whether it even makes sense to talk about such an overall quantity. 
Perhaps we can quantify amount of pleasure, amount of knowledge, and 
amount of friendship, but not the overall amount of pleasure and 
knowledge and friendship. Perhaps we ought to think about quantity of 
welfare goods multidimensionally. 

However, multidimensionality isn’t a reason to reject the concept of 
utility. Instead, it’s a reason to represent utility levels using vectors (rather 
than scalars).26 But taking utility to have a vector structure is compatible 
with UNBOUNDED UTILITY. If utility levels are vectors, then we need a princi-
ple for determining when a utility level u1 is greater than utility level u2. 
Here’s a very natural criterion: u1 > u2 if (1) on some dimensions, u1 > u2, and 
(2) on every dimension, u1 ≥ u2. In other words, we can define an ordering 
relation on utility levels by appealing to dominance relations with respect 
to values on individual dimensions of utility. 
 It’s worth noting that the definition above is compatible with the 
possibility of incommensurability between utility levels.27 Suppose, for ex-
ample, that utility is three-dimensional (with the dimensions correspond-
ing to, say, quantity of pleasure, quantity of knowledge, and quantity of 
friendship). Then, if x has more pleasure while y has more knowledge, there 
may be no fact of the matter as to whether x has more utility than y. Put 
another way, if utility is multidimensional, then there might be only a par-
tial ordering (rather than a total ordering) on utility levels.  
 Suppose that utility is multidimensional, that some dimensions of 
utility (such as social goods) are inaccessible to lonely individuals, and that 
the partial ordering on utility levels is determined by the dominance 

 
26 Another possibility is to develop an account of how the dimensions aggregate to yield 
an overall utility value. See Hedden & Munoz [2024] on multidimensionality about value. 
See Hedden & Nebel [2024] on how to aggregate even when individual dimensions have 
different scale types. 
27 See Hájek & Rabinowicz [2022] on incommensurability with respect to value. 
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relation expressed above. Then the following result holds: for any utility ui 
that’s accessible to a lonely individual, there’s another utility level uj that’s 
inaccessible to a lonely individual such that uj > ui. 

This might initially appear in tension with UNBOUNDED UTILITY. But 
the result and the premise are actually compatible, since it still remains the 
case that there’s no utility level uz such that for any utility level ui accessible 
to lonely individuals, uz > ui. The criterion for ordering utility levels defined 
above appealed to dominance between values along individual dimen-
sions. But there’s no utility level that dominates every utility level accessible 
to lonely individuals, since there’s no upper-bound on values along the di-
mensions of utility that are accessible to lonely individuals. Even if lonely 
individuals necessarily have a zero value along some dimensions of utility, 
there may still be no limit to the amount of utility they could accrue. 
 

————— 
Response 4: Prioritarianism 
Rejects:  DOMINANCE, BOUNDED TRADEOFFS 
————— 
Those who are worse-off have greater claims to receiving benefits. 
Therefore, it’s no surprise if arbitrarily small gains to an ordinary person 
can outweigh arbitrarily large losses to a utility monster. 
 

If we assume that the utility monster has a much higher welfare level than 
an ordinary person, then prioritarian considerations may be relevant. But 
the impossibility result doesn’t rest on that assumption. Even if the utility 
monster and the ordinary person have very similar welfare levels, the argu-
ment driving the impossibility result still goes through. This is because the 
impossibility result leaves open the relationship between utility and welfare 
(including whether utility monsters have monstrous welfare levels). 

Furthermore, it’s possible to generate a version of the impossibility 
result even if we accept that utility monsters have very high welfare levels. 
Consider two lonely utility monsters, both of whom are very close to the 
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upper-bound on welfare for lonely individuals. Since both are very close to 
that upper-bound, they can differ only marginally in welfare. Yet, so long 
as we calibrate the numbers correctly, we can guarantee that for any ratio 
n, there’s a pair of utility values u1 and u2 such that u1 = n × u2, and such that 
it’s worth conferring a loss of u1 to one lonely utility monster in order to 
confer a gain of u2 to the other lonely utility monster. In other words, the 
impossibility result entails that arbitrarily large differences in losses and 
gains can be worthwhile, even when the individuals under consideration 
have nearly the same welfare levels. This is because it’s possible to replace 
the ordinary human in the impossibility result with another utility monster. 
 What if welfare is unbounded for lonely individuals? If we suppose 
this, then it’s possible to appeal to prioritarian considerations to resist MON-

STROSITY. This strategy is developed by Stroppa [2024], who holds that the 
value of a life gradually approaches an upper-bound as the life increases in 
welfare. More precisely, Stroppa holds that the value generated by a life is 
a concave, asymptotic function of the welfare of that life. On this view, util-
ity monsters indeed have monstrous welfare levels, but the value of a utility 
monster’s life is only modestly higher than the value of an excellent human 
life. This view resists MONSTROSITY: world Ω (containing a lonely utility 
monster) has at most the value equal to the upper-bound on value for a 
single life, whereas world A (containing many excellent human lives) has 
much greater value. But this view faces some consequences that many will 
find even costlier.  

First, the view denies DOMINANCE: even if Ω has higher total and av-
erage welfare than (and, trivially, at least as much equality as) world A, Ω 

might still be worse than A (since there’s an upper-bound on the amount of 
value that may be contributed by any single life). Moreover, its denial of 
DOMINANCE isn’t motivated by appeal to another contributor to value be-
sides welfare and equality (for example, the values of lives). Instead, the 
view denies DOMINANCE despite taking welfare to be the only factor that 
determines value. Second, the view has to not only deny BOUNDED 

TRADEOFFS, but also the corresponding principle that’s framed in terms of 
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welfare (instead of utility) and that involves harms to arbitrarily many util-
ity monsters (instead of just one). In other words, the view entails that an 
arbitrarily small benefit to a human can outweigh arbitrarily large harms to 
arbitrarily many utility monsters. That’s a hard bullet to bite: I suspect even 
most with prioritarian sympathies would be reluctant to accept that such 
tradeoffs can be arbitrarily extreme at arbitrarily large scales. 
 

————— 
Response 5: Nomic Limits 
Rejects:  UNBOUNDED UTILITY 
————— 
The laws of nature limit how long lifespans could be. And if there are limits on 
lifespans, then there are limits on the amount of utility that could be accrued 
within a single life. 

 
When dealing with axiological puzzles, it’s reasonable to abstract away 
from nomic limits. To illustrate, let n be the carrying capacity of the world, 
meaning that it’s nomically impossible for the world to contain more than 
n individuals. Now consider REPUGNANCE: for any world A containing only 
excellent lives, there’s a better world Z containing a much larger population 
consisting only of lives barely worth living. Suppose that at each step in the 
spectrum argument for REPUGNANCE, the number of lives in the population 
is multiplied by a factor of 2 (so, for example, world B contains twice as 
many lives as world A). And imagine that there’s a world A containing only 
excellent lives that’s near enough to the carrying capacity (say, at 0.1% of 
the carrying capacity) such that there’s no nomically possible world Z that 
contains a much larger population consisting only of lives barely worth liv-
ing that has greater total welfare.28 Have we now discovered a new solution 
to the most prominent problem in population ethics? 

 
28 At these numbers, it takes only 10 steps to move from A to the carrying capacity, since 
0.1 × 210 > 100. So, if it takes more than 10 steps to move from world A to world Z, it follows 
that for any A-world at 0.1% (or more) of the carrying capacity, there’s no better Z-world. 
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Few would find this to be a satisfactory response to REPUGNANCE. 
Even if the claims about nomic limits are correct, the response tells us little 
about which population axiology is correct. To deal with REPUGNANCE, one 
must develop and defend a population axiology. Similarly, to deal with 
MONSTROSITY, one must combine a plausible population axiology with a 
plausible welfare axiology. Both MONSTROSITY and REPUGNANCE are axio-
logical puzzles. Therefore, both warrant axiological solutions. 

 
————— 
Response 6: Personal Identity 
Rejects:  UNBOUNDED UTILITY 
————— 
Any sufficiently long life would no longer be the life of a single person; 
early person-stages of such a life wouldn’t bear the relevant psychological 
or physiological relations to later person-stages of that life. 

 
It’s not clear that it’s impossible for individuals to live arbitrarily long lives. 
On the most prominent theories of personal identity, numerical identity be-
tween persons is a matter of continuity and/or connectedness along psycho-
logical and/or physiological dimensions. There’s no obvious reason for 
thinking that the psychology of the utility monster must radically change 
over time, and we can stipulate that the utility monster’s mind and body 
vary only gradually over any given interval of time. 
 Furthermore, a number of philosophical discussions take for granted 
the possibility of extremely long lives. This is most obvious in the literature 
on immortality, but also in some discussions of the values of very long 
lives.29 Since the possibility of very long lives is compatible with standard 
theories of personal identity and commonly assumed in some philosophical 
discussions, it’s not enough to simply assert that the utility monster 

 
29 See Williams [1973] for a classic discussion of immortality, and Greene [2017] for a recent 
discussion arguing that very long (possibly infinitely long) lives could be very good lives. 
See Olson [2023] for a recent overview of theories of personal identity. 
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couldn’t be a single person. Instead, developing this objection would re-
quire one to motivate a theory of personal identity that precludes the pos-
sibility of extremely long-lived individuals.30 
 

————— 
Response 7: Monstrosity 
Rejects:  ANTI-MONSTROSITY 
————— 
Accept MONSTROSITY: for any world A containing only excellent human 
lives, there’s a better world Ω containing only a lone utility monster. 
 

I favor this response; I think the best way to develop a satisfactory axiology 
is to simply accept MONSTROSITY. Since many will find this counterintuitive, 
I’ll make a few remarks about what sways me. The following lines of argu-
ment aren’t original, and I don’t expect them to convince the skeptic. 
 First, initial intuitions may sometimes be unreliable. Perhaps we’re 
psychologically incapable of grasping the overall goodness of the utility 
monster’s life. And perhaps we tacitly assume that the metaphysical 
bounds of welfare only marginally exceed the bounds accessible to hu-
mans.31 But imagine that, say, snails are welfare subjects (yet capable of only 
slightly positive welfare levels), and compare a human life to a large popu-
lation of snail lives. It strikes me as reasonable to think that one excellent 
human life could outweigh many—even millions—of snail lives. Perhaps 
there could be creatures that stand to us as we stand to snails. 
 Second, many of us have become persuaded that the boundaries be-
tween persons are less metaphysically significant than we might have 

 
30 Some, such as Lewis [1976], maintain that even a life that only gradually changes (and is 
very long) cannot be the life of a single person. I think there are ways of reshaping the 
puzzle of this paper to accommodate even these views. But since these reshapings would 
take us astray from the main dialectic, I won’t further pursue this line of inquiry. 
31 See Tännsjö [2002], Huemer [2008], and Gustaffson [2022] on some similar points regard-
ing REPUGNANCE. 
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initially thought.32 If that’s correct, then there may be no deep metaphysical 
fact of the matter about whether the utility monster is a single person living 
a very long life or many individuals whose lives are seamlessly connected. 
If that difference is metaphysically unimportant, then it may also be ethi-
cally unimportant. And if we were to think of the utility monster as a pop-
ulation of individuals (rather than a single individual), many would find 
the initial intuitions against MONSTROSITY less compelling. 

Third, a number of authors have shown that developing an axiology 
that satisfies all commonly held intuitions is not merely difficult, but im-
possible.33 This means that any axiology must relinquish some claims that 
strike many as intuitive. If we accept MONSTROSITY, then we free ourselves 
to develop an axiology around other principles that we might regard as 
more axiomatic. If we reject MONSTROSITY, then we’ll have to pay the price 
through counterintuitive consequences that arise elsewhere in the theory. 
 
Conclusion 
Although the utility monster is a famous character in philosophical lore, 
there’s surprisingly little discussion of it in the contemporary literature. 
This may be because it’s often dismissed as an idle thought-experiment or 
a metaphysical impossibility. But one of the main innovations of this paper 
has been to distinguish utility—defined as quantity of welfare goods—from 
welfare—the benefit that an individual receives from those welfare goods.  
It's plausible that there could be an individual who accrues monstrous 
quantities of welfare goods over the course of a very long lifetime. And if 
we grant that possibility, then a new philosophical puzzle arises. 

 
32 See Parfit [1984] for many of the classic arguments for this sort of view. See Hedden 
[2015] for arguments in favor of treating time-slices of people as the locus of normativity. 
33 See Ng [1989], Carlson [1998], Arrhenius [2000], Kitcher [2000] for some well-known im-
possibility results concerning REPUGNANCE. In light of this, many ethicists (see Zuber et al 
[2021]) now think that avoidance of REPUGNANCE ought not be taken as mandatory for 
population axiologies. 
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 To solve that puzzle, we need to combine a population axiology with 
a welfare axiology. Just as we can ask how distributions of welfare relate to 
the overall values of worlds, so too we can ask how distributions of utility 
relate to the overall welfares of lives. Although there are obvious connec-
tions between population ethics and theories of welfare, there has been rel-
atively little systematic exploration of the intersection of these subject-mat-
ters. The puzzle of MONSTROSITY forces us to think carefully about how these 
areas interact. 
 The impossibility result generates a set of choice points for future 
axiologies. Which premise should we reject? Some may question UN-

BOUNDED UTILITY, perhaps by appealing to multidimensionality or to prin-
cipled limits on lengths of lives. Some may think there are independent rea-
sons for resisting DOMINANCE, perhaps due to the values of lives. Some may 
think we can live with rejecting BOUNDED TRADEOFFS, perhaps as an exten-
sion of prioritarian motivations. And some, like me, may wish to embrace 
the utility monster by rejecting ANTI-MONSTROSITY. 

But whichever premise we reject, we’ll have to give up some princi-
ples that strike many as intuitive. And as we’ve learned with REPUGNANCE, 
it may be impossible to satisfy all the intuitions that we started with. There-
fore, I suspect that any future axiology must—in one way or another—be 
monstrous. 
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