
Yet another argument against anti-aggregation 

(abstract) 

 

Consider Scanlon’s (1998) classic case 

Transmitter Room. One person falls on the cables in the transmitter room as the 
World Cup final is going on. If you let her be, she will be painfully electrocuted for 
the rest of the match. If you help her, the transmission will be cut off for billions of 
viewers worldwide. What should you do? 

Anti-aggregationists thinks you should help the one person, regardless of the number of the 
viewers watching the match. This is because the one’s complaint will be much greater than the 
complaints of the many, and in this kind of case you should let the person with the greatest 
complaint decide. Cf. Voorhoeve (2014). Aggregationists disagree. 

I will provide new arguments against anti-aggregationism. I show that anti-aggregationism is 
incompatible with the following principles 

Individual Continuity. Let x, y, z be wellbeing levels with x higher than y higher than 
z. Then there is some probability π strictly between zero and one such that getting 
z with probability π and x with probability (1 – π) is better for a given individual 
than getting y for sure. 

Ex Ante Pareto: If everyone’s prospects are better in X than in Y, you should choose 
X rather than Y. 

Statewise Dominance: If in each state of nature you should choose X rather than Y, 
then you should choose X rather than Y. 

It is well-known that a structurally similar problem arises for egalitarianism, as described in 
Otsuka & Voorhoeve (2009), for example. Indeed, this problem is closely related to Harsanyi’s 
aggregation theorem, as detailed in Thomas (2016: ch. 3). Nonetheless, I show that 
anti-aggregationism and egalitarianism are distinct doctrines, with different theoretical 
commitments. I also spell out the character of their formal similarity. 

I then argue that anti-aggregationists have good grounds to accept the principles which turn 
out to be incompatible with their view, in particular, Ex Ante Pareto and Statewise Dominance. 
In showing this, I generalize and develop previous arguments due to Norcross (1997, 1998), 
Dougherty (2013), Hare (2016), Frick (2015) and Horton (2017). The problem with their 
arguments is that they rely, implicitly or explicitly, on principles at least as strong as 

Transitivity.  If you should choose X rather than Y in a direct choice between them 
and Y rather than Z, in a direct choice between them, then you should choose X 
rather than Z in a direct choice between them. 

I spell out the structure of their arguments, which hasn’t been done with enough precision in 
the literature. (Some of their arguments can be fruitfully understood as dynamic arguments, related 
to money-pump arguments.) I show how and why anti-aggregationists are committed to 
rejecting principles like Transitivity. This means that previous arguments in the literature risk 
begging the question against anti-aggregationists. I fix this defect by providing new arguments 
for Ex Ante Pareto and Statewise Dominance and I argue that many anti-aggregationists 
should accept these arguments (in particular, those inspired by Scanlon’s contractualism). This 
means that anti-aggregationism carries incompatible commitments, and so should be rejected. 
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