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1. INTRODUCTION
By all accounts, sub-Saharan Africa is in the grip of an AIDS
epidemic. Many international agencies are mobilising their resources to
study the disease and to develop effective means of countering it.
However, in a world of limited resources this necessarily means that
other areas of development will be neglected. Not only will other lifesaving activities have to be curtailed, but those that improve the quality
of life of those not on the threshold of death will have to be cut
back. What is the optimal level of resources that should be devoted to
the battle against AIDS in Africa? In answering this question, and many
others in developing countries, we must answer the question: what is the
social value of a life? If the answer differs from individual to
individual, we may indeed be forced to discriminate between different
types of diseases in the allocation of resources.
In the 1950s and 1960s, this question would have been answered
in terms of the "lost output" calculus, so that greater weight would
have been given to fighting diseases which killed high earning individuals.
By the 1970s this orthodoxy had been overturned and replaced by a new
one - the "willingness to pay" approach. This took a subjectivist view
and tried to ascertain the monetary value of an individual's life to
himself. This approach would look at - premia on risk of death in
occupations and In life insurance to ascertain the economic value of a
life. It would perhaps support a less elitist distribution of resources for
fighting against diseases. However, the logical foundations of the
willingness to pay approach have been questioned by Broome (1978), who
argues that no finite monetary amount is sufficient for an individual as
compensation for loss of life, that the observed finite premia on risk of
1

death are based on irrational decisions, and that they should not
therefore be used in the social valuation of life.
Broome's (1978) arguments seem to undermine the ability of the
willingness to pay approach to address questions like the appropriate
allocation of resources to AIDS research. However, we use the recent
work of Parfit (1984) to argue that it Is not necessarily irrational for
an individual to put a finite valuation on his own life when appropriate
compensation is assured.. This is done in Section 2 of this paper. But
the final object Is not determining individual valuation of own life but
the social valuation of a life. An intermediate step towards this goal is
to ask how an individual ought rationally to value another life. This is
done in Section 3. Section 4 pulls together the strands Into a discussion
of social valuation. If this is to be based on individual's valuation of
own lives, the universe of discourse has to be specified. We propose a
method of comparing developments which have individuals that are unique
to each. While this method will at best generate a partial ordering, we
believe that it is in principle applicable to project choice and avoids
the problems in other approaches criticised by Broome (1985).
Section 5 concludes the paper on an optimistic note, arguing that
while conventional approaches to the valuation of life can Indeed be
improved, these are improvements along lines well understood by
economics, and therefore these approaches still have much to contribute
to rational decision-making.

Pa

2. INDIVIDUAL VALUATION OF OWN LIFE

2.1

Conventional Approaches and Critiques
The conventional approaches to the social valuation of life are the
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approach had acquired the status of a 'conventional methodology' as far
as academic economists were concerned". This approach rests squarely on
an individual's valuation of his own life, and provides the starting point
for our discussion. The question of aggregation of individual valuations to
arrive at a social valuation is taken up

in the final section of

this

paper.
There is a particular difficulty which needs to be cleared up right
at the start because choice involving life and death mostly occur in the
context of risk. In large social projects involving risk of death it is
rarely the case that named individuals are known to be about to die.
And in individual decisions the choice is often between alternatives which
alter the risk of death - rarely do individuals face the stark choice of
their own life or death as a result of their actions. However, if we
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accept the axioms of rational choice under uncertainty as developed in
von Neumann and Morgenstern (1947) and Savage (1954), then It Is
well-known that individual valuation of a lottery with uncertain outcomes
Is intimately linked to the valuation of each of the outcomes were they
known with certainty. The same must be true of rational social choice.
As Broome (1985) argues: "we cannot value a risk to someone's life
unless we can also value his actual life. The reason can be put very
briefly: if is worth the government's spending fx to save a person from
a chance p of dying, ordinary decision theory tells us that it Is worth
Its spending £(x/p) to save him from certain death". Of course, ordinary
decision theory tells us the same where Individual valuation is concerned
- if an individual is willing to forego fx to save himself from a
chance p of dying, then he ought to be willing to forego £(x/p) to
save himself from certain death. And the same applies to compensation
for probability of death - If an Individual is willing to accept fx for
an alternative involving a chance p of dying, then he ought to be
willing to accept £(x/p) for certain death. Indeed, this latter statement
is a somewhat crude characterisation of how empirical researchers in this
area use information on occupational choices, and other choices where
risk of death Is Involved, to arrive at a figure for the value of life.
In a recent survey of the empirical literature Blomquist (1982)
summarises the findings of one of the exercises as follows:
"Thaler and Rosen (1975) apply the theory of hedonic price
and Implicit markets to the labour market. By matching
actuarial data on risk of death on the job to earnings data
for 900 workers In 37 risky occupations, they estimate the
premium Individuals are willing to accept in the Iabour
market for assuming extra risk of death through multiple
regression analysis; they find an average implied value of
life between $346,000 and $642,000 with a best point
estimate of $494,000."
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It was estimates of this type, and their use In cost-benefit
analysis, that were criticised in Broome (1978), a "firecracker article" as
Mishan (1982) calls it. Broome argued that there were real problems in
the conventional procedure, and that "the attempt to value life in terms
of money is more or less doomed to failure". When charged that he had
not offered an alternative, his reply to Jones-Lee (1979) was that:
"No doubt it will ease a politician's mind to be given a
sophisticated calculation of the precise weight to put on the
loss of a life. But surely the difficulty with these questions
Is that there is no answer that can straightforwardly be
called the right one. Politicians ought not to expect the
ease of mind that comes from knowing that they did the
only thing that was right. I think it is better to force
them to appreciate the difficulty of their decisions than to
have given them easy answers". (Broome, 1979).
What, then, is the nature of Broome's critique? At Its heart is
the notion that no finite monetary amount could recompense an individual
for his death:
"Coming back to the subject of death, let us for simplicity
confine our attention to cases where the death in question
Is to be immediate, and where no bequests are permitted.
Then the monetary value of a person's life, to be destroyed
by a putative project, must be infinite. For no amount of
money could compensate a person for the loss of his life,
simply because money is no good to him when he is dead".
(Broome, 1978)
Putting this together with the axioms of rational decision making under
uncertainty must imply that no finite monetary compensation would be
rationally accepted by an individual for any project which involved a
risk of his death - no matter how small. Hence the Broome conclusion
that "cost-benefit analysis will be inapplicable for judging any proposal
involving deaths". Some of the consequences for cost-benefit analysis are
depicted rather colourfully by Mishan (1982) as follows:
"Thus If a Broomian economist were dictator of Eastland, he
would ban micro-ovens from the market since the evidence
from Westland has shown that, owing to carelessness there is
a one chance in 10 million each year of a fatality. For
given Eastland's population of 50 million an equal spread of
5

micro-ovens would entail an annual loss of 5 lives on the
average, and as we should know, 5 lives are beyond all
earthly treasure".
2.2

The Role of Rationality
In the debate between the proponents of the willingness to pay

approach and Broome, much Is made by Broome of the role of rational
decision making under uncertainty. How are we to reconcile Broome's
claim that no finite monetary amount can compensate for certain death
with the observation that many individuals do Indeed accept monetary
compensation for an increased risk of death? Both of these cannot be
true If the axioms of decision theory hold. There is, of course, a vast
literature on explaining observed departures from the predictions of
decision theory in terms of the violation of one or more of Its axioms.
However, It can be argued that for the social valuation of life we
must take an explicitly normative interpretation of the axioms for choice
under uncertainty - that is, we must interpret them as providing a
prescription for rational choice. As Broome (1982) notes, "if a person
has not good reason for preferring one thing to another, the government
can have no good reason for preferring it on his behalf".
If we accept, then, the axioms of choice under uncertainty, we
are accepting that the orderings over lotteries should be complete.
Incompleteness would be implied by the possibility of the life/death
choices being incommensurable with the metric on which choices about
compensation are made viz., money or goods. The plurality of Individual
values goes hand In glove with Incommensurability and it is conceivable
that we are too straight-jacketed from the outset by the imposition of
the requirement that an ordering over all states and lotteries of those
states is complete. It is important in this respect to separate two
views. One might argue on the one hand that no amount of x could
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compensate me for y. This does not imply incommensurability; indeed a
necessary condition for the statement to be intelligible is that I have
compared x and y and discovered that even an infinite amount of x is
not as valuable as y. This seems to be the canonical form of one of
Broome's statements in his critique of the willingness to pay approach
and hence commensurability seems to be implied. However, an alternative
view is that I cannot compare x and y at all. It is not that I value
goods as less valuable than my life but rather that I cannot express a
preference. It is this view which we are implicitly rejecting in the way
In which we proceed.
Given completeness, transitivity and the "sure thing principle", we
know that if an individual accepts an amount £x as compensation for a
risk p of death he must rationally accept an amount £(x/p) as
compensation for certain death. We observe that individuals accept finite
compensation for risk of death. But Broome rejects this as irrational and
hence rejects it as the basis for social decision making. The reason for
this rejection is its inconsistency with the assertion that a rational
Individual would not accept finite monetary compensation for certain
death ("simply because money Is no good to him when he is dead")
However, while It is true that most individuals may say that no
compensation in goods or money would be sufficient for loss of their
life, others seem to be ready and willing to die for a cause, and many
do. Indeed, we can imagine that many commit themselves to a fight
where they know that the chances of escaping death are nil. It would
be difficult to dismiss all such choices as irrational, not to mention the
sometimes reported cases of suicide made to look like accidental death a rational plan to ensure that insurance proceeds go to family. When he
introduces his assertion on infinite compensation, Broome starts by saying

h

"let us for simplicity confine our attention to cases ... where no
bequests are permitted". As Williams (1979) notes, It is significant that
this simplifying assumption is made and not removed because "in the
special circumstances postulated compensation cannot effectively be paid".
But if there are some individuals who knowingly give up their lives for
the probability of a compensation (the success of a cause, for example),
should we not widen the nature of compensation, and If this was done
would it be irrational to put a finite value (in goods) on one's own
life? In fact, we will argue In what follows that there are strong
arguments in support of the claim that it is rational to demand a finite
compensation for one's life.
2.3

Personal Identity and Parfit Compensation
In Broome's (1978) critique of the willingness to pay approach an

implicit but sharp distinction is made between a person alive and a
person dead. In defining a particular type of compensation, for example,
he says:
"For a person whom the project proposes to kill, m
is
(minus) the amount of money which, taken away from him,
will leave him with just the same welfare as If he were
dead. The idea is conceptually staggering but some people
might claim to make sense of it, and they might suppose m
to be finite".
Such a sharp distinction between life and death is also implicit in the
statement that money is no good to somebody when he Is dead. If the
question being posed Is "how one should rationally value one's life, or
what one loses by dying" (Broome 1982), then there has indeed been an
attempt to make sense of one's views about the development of a world
in which one does not participate oneself, and what attitude It would
be rational for a currently alive individual to take when faced with
such a development. This is the work of Parfit (1984), whose arguments
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on personal identity will be briefly summarised and then used as the
basis for a discussion of individual valuation of own life.
One of Parfit's (1984) contentions is that it is a mistake to hold
the view that "our continued existence Is a deep further fact, distinct
from physical and psychological continuity and a fact which must be all
or nothing". If it Is this "all or nothing" feature of an individual's
view of his life that leads him to demand infinite compensation for its
loss, then Parfit's arguments is that the demand for such a compensation
is irrational - it is based upon a false view of ourselves. On the other
hand,

for
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individuals

who give

up

their

lives

for

a

cause

a

particular development of the world (or the probability of a particular
development

of

the

world)

is

sufficient

compensation

for

their

own

(possibly certain) death In the process of achieving it. In these cases,
one might argue that what is important are certain features of what
the world will look like after the Individual is dead - the fact that
the individual himself will not participate In it is of course a
consideration, but it Is not the consideration.
It would not be appropriate for us to rehearse the detailed
Intricacies of Parfit's arguments in favour of the Reductionist view of
personal identity, i.e. the claim.
"(1) that the fact of a person's identity over time gust consists in the
holding of certain more particular facts, and
(2) that these facts can be described without either presupposing the
Identity of this person, or explicitly claiming that the experiences
In this person's life are had by this person, or even explicitly
claiming that this person exists. These facts can be described in
an impersonal way". (Parf it, 1984 )
He argues that:

D

"We are not separately existing entities apart from our
brains and bodies, and various physical and mental events.
Our existence just involves the existence of our brains and
bodies, and the doing of our deeds, and the thinking of our
thoughts and the occurrence of certain other physical and
mental events. Our identity over time just involves
(a) Relation R - psychological connectedness and/or
psychological continuity, either with the normal cause
or with any cause, provided (b) that there is no
different person who is R - related to us as we once
were ...
Personal identity Is not what matters. What
fundamentally matters is Relation R, with any cause.
This relation is what matters even when, as In a case
where one person is R-related to two other people,
Relation R does not provide personal identity...
One of the central examples Parfit uses in his discussion is that
of "Teletransportation". He imagines a state of affairs where he can be
teletransported to Mars through a replica being created and transmitted
to Mars. However, on one of these occasions, because of a fault in the
machinery, he is told that we will the although his replica - now on
Mars will live and indeed continue his (Parfit's) projects:
"While I am in the cubicle with the green button pressed,
nothing seems to happen. I walk out, and learn that In a
few days I shall die. I later talk, by two-way television, to
my Replica on Mars. Let us continue the story. Since my
Replica knows that I am about to die, he tries to console
me with the same thoughts with which I recently tried to
console a dying friend. It is sad to learn, on the receiving
end, how unconsoling these thoughts are. My Replica then
assures me that he will take up my life where I leave off.
He loves my wife, and together they will care for my
children. And he will finish the book that I am writing.
Besides having all of my drafts, he has all of my
Intentions. I must admit that he can finish my book as well
as I could. All these facts console me a little. Dying when
I know that I shall have a Replica is not quite as bad as,
simply, dying. Even so, I shall soon lose consciousness,
forever ... If we believe that my Replica is not me, it Is
natural to assume that my prospect ... is almost as bad as
ordinary death. I shall deny this assumption. As I shall
argue later, I ought to regard having a Replica as being
about as good as ordinary survival".
Without going into Parfit's arguments In detail, however, we shall
rely on his discussion above to define the concept of Parfit
10

compensation. We imagine ourselves approaching an individual and asking
him to list a set of compensations, guaranteed to be undertaken, that
would leave him indifferent between dying and living. An individual who
refused to accept any finite compensation would, according to Parfit, be
doing so in a mistaken perception of himself and his identity. A rational
individual would always be willing to list such a set of finite
compensations even though it may turn out to be a long and
complicated list. In fact, if it was offered to an individual that a
Replica would be created that would carry through his projects in the
way that Parfit's Replica on Mars could complete his book, it would be
irrational for the individual not to consider this "about as good as
ordinary survival". It is the continuation of one's life's projects and
goals in the widest sense which is important in the Parfit calculus and
the question of whether It will be me who survives is subsidiary. The
act of creating a Parfitian Replica we defined as Parfitian compensation.
However, this gives us only one of the points on the indifference curve.
Once the notion of infinite compensation is discarded, other possibilities
can be entertained which, while not containing a Replica, are regarded
by the individuals as being about as good as ordinary survival. This
might be, for example, the payment of a large sum of money to next
of kin or to a favourite charity, the removal of a particular injustice
or oppression in the world, or any other currency according to which
the individual would gauge his "willingness to die".
Rational individual valuation of own life in monetary terms would
then simply be the compensations listed above reduced to a common
numeraire at, say, market prices (the use of shadow prices will be
taken up in the final section). We may expect this sum to be large,
but for rational individuals it will be finite. Of course, we may run
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3. INDIVIDUAL VALUATION OF OTHER IJVES

3.1
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consequences to oneself of an existing life disappearing, or of a new
life coming Into existence. In a straightforward economic sense, one can
In principle do this by describing the economic equilibrium with and
without this life. Assuming for the moment that one is not especially
linked to the life in question, (i.e. there Is no direct altruistic link)
then if the consequences for oneself are more or less unaltered and
these were the only relevant grounds for evaluation, one should be
indifferent between the status quo, the removal of a life or the
bringing into being of a new life. In fact there are precise conditions
under which the removal or introduction of an Individual into an
economy would leave the economic conditions for the others unchanged these are known in the literature as "no surplus" economies (see Ostroy
(1980) and Makowski (1980) ).
Intuitively, no surplus economies are those economies so large
(relative to endowments) that any Individual makes no difference to
economic equilibrium. Hence if there is a direct link between me and
that individual, the life or death of that individual literally makes no
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difference to me. This notion is not completely fanciful - even the most
fanatical consumer of a product would be unlikely to have enough
market power to be able to alter the equilibrium price of the good by
his death O.e ceasing to be a consumer of the good). Such cases are
an important benchmark to consider in trying to obtain valuations of
other lives since the marginal life will therefore affect me only via
direct (i.e. non-market) links.
If in fact we were not In the "no surplus" case, so that the
consequences for one would be significant, then one might ask for
compensation which would restore the status quo in terms of these
consequences. This suggests an answer to the question of the valuation
of other lives when there is no direct link between one agent's well
being and that life. This is the normal economic test of the value of
compensation which the individual would need to be as well off after
the change as before it (the compensating variation). In effect, this is
just the willingness to pay approach applied to valuations of other life
where all effects are market mediated, i.e. are manifested in the form
of changes in the prices of commodities and factors of production. There
Is a large literature on cost-benefit analysis of such changes, although
note that this is largely conducted in a Utilitarian mode. In fact if the
life in question were directly linked to us through non-market mediated
channels, such an externality could also be taken into account in the
way that it is done in standard cost-benefit analysis.
3.2

The Principle of Minimal Anonymous Altruism
However this may be too simple and furthermore may have

unpalatable consequences. Suppose that we are in a world in which the
addition or subtraction of a life made no perceptible difference to the
economic equilibrium, i.e. we are in the "no surplus" case referred to
14

above. Would it follow that we would therefore attach no value to
someone else's life if we did not have a direct linkage with them? We
would argue against this. The principle we wish to propose is that, In
a situation where the addition or the removal of the life has the same
consequences for oneself (let us say zero), one would prefer status quo
to removal, and addition to

status quo

autonomous. We refer to this as the

if the life in question is

Principle of Minimal Anonymous

Altruism (PMAA). It says that, other things being equal, we prefer there
to be more autonomous people In existence. The importance of assuming
that the life be autonomous is that it covers the possibility that the
person who is brought Into existence decides to' end that life. Note
however that this does not say that life brought Into existence must
have positive value for the individual concerned. It could have negative
value with the autonomous individual choosing not to end the life. The
case we wish to rule out is a person living a life of great misery and
pain, and which they are compelled to carry on leading.
Assuming PMAA in considering the valuation of the lives of others
seems to us to be acceptable, if not axiomatic. It strikes us as being
one of the weakest notions of altruism that one could Imagine and
likely to be adhered to in contexts where Individuals do not feel
specific altruism towards particular social groups. Anonymity comes from
the fact that the "people" whose existence we prefer ceteris paribus are
not indexed. What PMAA gives us is a

minimal externality

in the

valuation of life. Any individualistic approach to the social valuation of
life which relies entirely on an Individual's valuation of his own life
will tend to understate the social value of life on this account. This
point will be taken up again in section 4.
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3.3

A Principle of Asymmetry
In addition to PMAA, which implies that each individual gives

independent weight to total population, we wish to propose a further
principle: that the comparisons of status quo versus addition and status
quo versus removal are not symmetric. This follows from the nature of
the compensation that we are considering. We shall consider the
comparison of the removal and addition of a life. We shall suppose
furthermore that this occurs in a "no-surplus" world. We wish to
establish that addition and removal may still have different values. To
see this, we shall cast the argument supposing that the "projects" that
this life would have carried out are the metric upon which valuation is
based. This ties in with our method that we argued for above whereby
an individual should value his own life in terms of the carrying out of
his projects. The asymmetry we are proposing is therefore reducible to
an asymmetry in the realm of projects: All other things being equal, the
destruction of a current or potential project should be disfavoured to a
degree different to that with which we would favour the bringing in of
new

projects. It follows from this that the destruction of a life is

asymmetric to the creation of a life, all other things being equal, and
that this view does not require us to accept the view that personal
identity is a deep further fact that cannot be reduced to various other
relations i.e. to go against the view which is central in Parfit (1984).
The asymmetry rests on the fact that if an individual never had existed
than he would have had no projects for which compensation in our
valuation terms would have been required. This is not however true if
the individual had actually existed and in doing so had had the chance
to forge plans, however limited.

16

For a person with personal links with other individuals then very
similar principles should apply as for individual valuation dealt with
above. We should consider the amount that an individual should be
compensated where compensation is In terms of the functions of the
Individual whose life is in question. The aim, by analogy with individual
valuation, should be to approximate the continued survival of the
Individual through compensation. Again we emphasize that it would be a
mistake to regard the

personhood

of the individual towards whom one

had altruistic feelings as being what mattered, rather then the role
which that person fulfils. Compensation of lives towards which one has
altruistic feelings proceeds then by analogy with individual valuation. One
values other lives towards which one feels altruism by analogy with
valuation of one's own life. We turn next to a discussion of social
valuation wherein we shall weld together the strands of the argument so
far.

17

4. SOCIAL VALUATION

Following Broome (1985), let us consider the following stylized
choice at the social level:
"A government has to decide between two alternative states
of affairs it could bring about. In one, lives are saved at
some cost in resources. In the other, the resources are used
for some different purpose. They contain no uncertainty; the
histories are fully determined".
The usual approach in economics would base the decision on the
consequences for the individuals currently alive. Other approaches, such
as those considered by Broome

(1985)

would consider the consequences

for all individuals - those who are alive now or will be alive in the
future. Nevertheless, all of these approaches rely on individual valuations
of the two projects. We refer to these as individualistic

approaches.

Those approaches that rely solely on valuations of currently alive
individuals we refer to as strongly individualistic.
The willingness to pay approach is strongly individualistic. It first
of all infers individual valuation of own life from the sorts of empirical
exercises carried out by Thaler and Rosen (1975) and others. It then
compares some aggregation of these valuations - usually the sum - with
the resource cost of saving these lives. Broome's

(1978)

critique of the

willingness to pay approach focussed on his claim that an individual
would demand infinite compensation for loss of his life - thereby
undermining the approach. We have argued that an individual who put
forward such a demand would, in the sense of parfit

(1984),

be holding

false views about himself and what it means for him to live on or die.
Since only rational individual beliefs about oneself should form the basis
of rational individualistic social valuation, we would question Broome's
(1978)

critique.
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However, this is not to say that the willingness to pay approach
Is not flawed on other grounds. Even if It is irrational for individuals
to demand Infinite compensation for certain death, it does not follow
that the observed finite premla for risk of death are the appropriate
way of arriving at individual valuation of life. We have argued that
what would rationally make an individual indifferent between life and
death is Parfit compensation. The cost of an individual's life is then, in
principle, the cost of such compensation. The crucial question, therefore,
Is the cost of arranging things In such a way that although the person
In question is dead, his "projects" live on after him.
There are different ways of arriving at the proper resource cost.
The simplest method is to value the resources required at market prices.
In a world of perfect competition with complete markets (in the ArrowDebreu sense) there would be no externalities and market prices will
provide the correct prices to use for valuing the resources required to
effect

Parfit Compensation.

It Is well-known that if markets are

Incomplete so that there are externalities then market prices will not
provide the "correct" valuation of the resources. There Is a large
literature which focuses on the question of what

shadow

prices are

appropriate in calculating the costs of a particular resource bundle.' We
can then use the following principle of cost benefit analysis: if the
value of the resource cost of Parfit compensation, evaluated at relevant
shadow prices, Is less than the shadow value of the benefits, then the
project should go ahead. However, even if we assume that individuals in
the market place for death seek Parflt compensation, they will only seek
for It at

market prices - shadow prices are of no relevance to a

single Individual. Thus the estimated values of life from market data will
be incorrect. In particular, even if they take into account externalities
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of direct linkages between kith and kin, for example, they cannot take
into account minimal altruism of the sort discussed in section 3. If we
accept PMAA then there is bound to be an externality which, on this
count, leads to a market valuation of life lower than the appropriate
social valuation. Moreover, because of the asymmetry in PMAA this
discrepancy will differ for removal and additions of life. Other
externalities can also arise (See Arthur, 1981) which can undermine
simplistic willingness to pay calculations.
In the introduction to this paper, we discussed how the
subjectivist willingness to pay approach had now replaced an earlier,
objectivist, approach to the valuation of life. The "lost output" approach
values a life by looking at the contribution an individual could be
expected to make to output. His death means this output will not now
be produced, and that represents a cost to the community. This view
has in the past been associated with exponents of the "human capital
view". On this view, the resource cost is the value of an individual's
human capital since this is just the present discounted value of the cost
of the resources that has gone into generating this stock. The
willingness to pay approach which we discussed above, focuses on the
compensation the Individual would require to give up his life. Our
approach follows the latter in defining compensation in terms of the
individuals' demands - although in our case it is what a rational
individual ought to demand that is important. The ought comes from the
fact that we are imposing Parf it compensation as a rational requirement
and the axioms of rational decision theory to get an individual ordering.
The approach suggested therefore follows the willingness to pay approach
in asking what resources would not be available to the rest of the
community if the compensation were to be made.
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Our view goes some way towards reconciling objectivist and
subjectivist approaches In valuing lives. The lost output view can be
criticised for failing to weight any subjective criteria such as the zest
for life that the individual has or the pain which his relatives might
suffer if he or she continues to live. On the other hand, the
willingness to pay focuses only on subjective criteria. A highly skilled
brain surgeon with no Joie de vivre would be ranked below a layabout
who feasted on every moment of his trivial existence. Our approach
combines some elements of both. However, it emphasises that the
resource cost of Parfit compensation should be evaluated at shadow
prices and not at market prices.
But strongly individualistic approaches restrict attention only to
those currently alive. They do not explicitly consider future generations except perhaps by claiming that to the extent that these are linked to
the present population through altruism their interests will be accounted
for. As Broome (1985) notes however "Unborn people should not be
disenfranchised just because they have so far acquired no purchasing
power". Parfit's (1984) "Depletion" example also puts this problem in
sharp relief. The basic problem Is that the two developments of the
world described in the beginning of this section will, in general, have
different people. Some will exist in one development who will not exist
in the other, and vice versa. The determination of Parfit compensation
for the unborn is an empirical problem we Ignore. However, even if this
compensation could be determined and paid, it can be shown that we
run into a "Scitovsky paradox", familiar from the literature on KaldorHicks compensation.z
Let us take the example given by Broome (1985):
"Suppose we have to choose between two alternative states
that both contain the same number of people. Suppose that
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the people who exist in both states are equally well off in
either. But suppose there are some people who exist only in
state A, and others who exist only in State B, and that
the people who exist only in A are better off in A than
the people who exist only B are in B. (Imagine that
resources could be used to save one or other of two
people. Both will have equally good lives if saved and both
will have children. But the children of one will have better
lives than the children of the other.)"
Of the three principles that Broome considers, the Total Principle
(which compares the good of all those who live in A with that of all
those who live in B) and the Average Principle

(which compares the

average good of those in A with the average good of those in B)
would prefer A while the Restricted Principle (which compares the good
of all those who live in both A and B) would be Indifferent between
them. On the basis of this example, Broome finds the Restricted
Principle's conclusion unpalatable - "actually, A seems obviously better".
However, he finds other objections to the Total Principle and to the
Average Principle, concluding that "at the moment we are not In a
position to set an economic value on life".
We would like to propose a procedure for comparing alternative
developments of the world which have individuals who are unique to
each development, which proceeds by analogy to a compensation test. We
ask each individual alive in development A the value or cost to them
of a move to B. Since some Individuals will no longer exist, this will
involve them specifying their Parfit compensation, the resource cost of
which will have to be fully accounted for using shadow prices. Those
Individuals who will still be alive in development B will have to
compare, in effect, the resource cost of Parfit compensation with any
gains that might arise if the economy is not in a state of no-surplus,
and allowing for minimal altruism as well as the asymmetry in the
destruction and creation of life. If, with all these specifications, the
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gainers could compensate the losers we would have the usual KaldorHicks potential Pareto improvement. A similar exercise would be done
from the perspective of state B - contemplating a move to A. The
difference Is that Parfit compensation would now be specified by those
alive in B but not in A. If, when these two comparisons are made, A
dominates B and B does not dominate A, then we can claim A to be
superior to B on the Kaldor-Hicks criterion. Of course, it may well be
that, because of the nature of Parfit compensation, A dominates B and
B dominates A, or that neither dominates the other. This would be the
analogue of the Scitovsky paradox in the theory of compensation tests where such cycles can arise because pre and post project relative prices
differ.
The best we can hope for from our procedure is a partial
ordering on alternative developments. There will, therefore, be cases
where the Total Principle, Average Principle and Restricted principle
provide a definite answer (as they are bound to do by their very
nature), but the proposed Kaldor-Hicks method does not. Notice, however,
that if Parfit compensation is actually paid

i.e,

those who are going to

die are indeed indifferent between living and dying, then our method has
features related to the Restricted Principle, i.e. It focusses on those
alive in both developments. However, what is compared is crucial. For
those alive in both developments, the good In A is compared with the
good In B minus the Parfit compensation for those killed In A.
Similarly, the good in B is compared with the good In A minus the
Parfit compensation for those killed In B. Of course, we will not in
general have a complete ordering - the two developments might turn out
to be better than each other or worse than each other. But whatever
partial ordering we can get should not be spurned - as In other areas
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of economics (e.g. inequality measurement3 ), this may well be the best
that is possible at this level of generality.
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5. CONCLUSION

In many developing countries (as In developed countries), a choice
has to be made between projects that Involve the loss of life. Broome
(1978, 1979, 1982, 1985)

has launched a critique of the conventional

cost-benefit approaches to this problem. His critique focusses not so
much on standard problems with the analysis - such as the use of
market prices rather than shadow prices - but on what he thinks of as
the foundations of the method. As a result, he concludes that economics
Is not yet in a position to value life at all. Of course, Ilfe and death
decisions will get made somehow - - Broome's argument Is that we should
not give solace to the decision makers through false science.
There appear to be two central themes to Broome's critique.
Firstly, that an individual will demand infinite monetary compensation for
loss of life (Broome,

1978).

Thus any cost-benefit method is undermined.

Secondly, that life and death choices lead to developments which have
individuals unique to each (Broome

(1985)).

And that there do not as

yet exist satisfactory methods for comparing such developments.
On the first, our argument has been that, following Parfit

(1984),

an individual who demands infinite compensation holds a false view about
personal identity and bout what one loses by dying. We have defined
Parfit compensation as that finite set of compensations that would make
an individual indifferent between living and dying. It is this which
empirical research should be attempting to estimate - we are not
convinced that use of observed risk premia to arrive at value of life
makes all of the corrections from market prices to shadow prices that
are necessary. On the second, we propose a method of comparing two
developments with different Individuals - first from the perspective of
one development and then from the perspective of the other. Only if
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both these comparisons give the same answer should we unambiguously
prefer one development to the other. This leads to a partial ordering,
of course, but this is about as far as we can go at this level of
generality. That only a partial ordering might be obtainable is familiar
from other areas in economics. However, it does suggest a claim much
less pessimistic than that advocated by Broome. While many problems
remain with the willingness to pay approach, these are of an order
familiar from other areas in economics; they are not so fundamental as
to undermine the conceptual foundations of the approach.
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3.

This has been reviewed recently by DrBze and Stern (1988).
See Scitovsky (1941).
See Sen (1973).

49

