
Appendix B 

On the Relations between Quantity, Quality, Duration, and Number  

In chapter two, and appendix A, I treated quality and duration separately, and suggested 

that each may be distinguished from, and traded-off against, number.  In fact, the 

boundaries between quality, duration, and number are easily blurred, as are their relations 

to quantity.  In this appendix, I note some of the complexities in the relations between 

quantity, quality, duration, and number.   

One way of thinking about an outcome’s quantity of benefits or burdens is as a 

function of the number of instances of benefits or burdens of given qualities and 

durations.  For example, suppose ten people each experienced a value of great benefit for 

three years each.  We might select a number to represent the quality of that benefit, 

relative to other benefits and burdens, and then calculate the total quantity (QN) of that 

benefit in that outcome, as a function of the quality (QL), times the duration (D), times 

the number of people (N) having that benefit.  So, in this simple case, our formula for 

calculating the total quantity of the great benefit in the outcome would be QN = (QL * D) 

* N.  If we decided the benefit had a value of 100 units of quality, we would determine 

that the quantity of benefit in the outcome was (100 * 3) * 10 or 3000 units of benefit.  

Notice, calculated this way, the same quantity of benefit would be in an outcome where 

one person had a benefit of quality 100 for 30 years, or 10 people had a benefit of quality 

300 for one year, or 1000 people had a benefit of quality one for 3 years.  Also, while in 

this example N represents the number of people that have the benefit for a certain 

duration, in general, N might just represent the number of distinct instances that the 

benefit occurs for a certain duration.  So, for example, if one person had a benefit of 
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quality 100 for a year early in her life, and another benefit of quality 100 for a year later 

in her life, the total quantity of that benefit in the person’s life might be measured as (100 

* 1) * 2 = 200, reflecting the quality of each benefit and its duration times the number of 

instances of that benefit that occurred for that duration.   

Suppose, next, that there were 10 people in an outcome receiving benefits of 

different quality during different periods of their lives.  Specifically, suppose that 8 of 

them had a benefit of quality 100 for two years, 5 had a benefit of quality 50 for six 

years, and 4 had a benefit of quality 25 for ten years.  Then, on the approach being 

considered, the total quantity of benefits in that outcome might be calculated as 

((100(QL) * 2(D)) * 8(N)) + ((50 * 6) * 5) + ((25 * 10) * 4) = 4200.  Moreover, on this 

way of measuring quantity it doesn’t matter how the different instances of benefits are 

distributed amongst the different people.  They might be relatively equally distributed, or 

some people might have each of the different kinds of benefits within their lives, while 

others might have none. 

There are other conceptions of quantity people might have, including conceptions 

that drive a firm wedge between quantity and quality.  But I think the conception 

suggested above is a natural and plausible one, and one that frequently underlies people’s 

claims about the quantity of benefits or burdens that obtain in outcomes.  So, for 

example, if in one outcome 10 people have high quality benefits of level 100, for two 

years each, and in another outcome 10 people have medium quality benefits of level 75, 

for two years each, it is natural to claim that there are less benefits in the latter outcome 

than in the former one.  Similarly, it would be natural to say that there is less pain in an 

outcome where someone experiences mild pain for an hour than where someone 
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experiences intense pain for an hour.  Here, one might say that while the number of 

instances and duration of the pains experienced by someone would be the same in the two 

cases, the total quantity of pain is greater in the outcome where the quality of the pain is 

worse.   

Analogous points might be made regarding duration and number.  It is natural to 

say that there is a greater quantity of pain in an outcome where 10 people have a mild 

pain for two years each, than in an outcome where 10 people have a mild pain of the 

same quality for one year each.  Likewise, it is natural to say that there is a greater 

quantity of pain in an outcome where 10 people have a mild pain for two years each, than 

in an outcome where 5 people have a mild pain of the same quality for two years each. 

 It appears, then, that on one natural conception of quantity, the quantity of 

benefits or burdens in an outcome will be a function of the quality, duration, and number 

of instances of benefits and burdens in that outcome, and that variations in the latter 

properties can produce variation in the former property.  Correspondingly, one can see 

how one might easily blur, or confuse, the distinction between the quantity of benefits or 

burdens in an outcome, and the quality, duration, or number of instances of those benefits 

or burdens. 

 I have tried to give examples where it seems relatively easy to keep the notions of 

quality, duration, and number distinct.  But, importantly, this isn’t always the case.  

Consider the case of someone who experiences a mild pain for three years running.  As I 

described it above, there would be one instance of mild pain, lasting for a duration of 

three years.  But the outcome might be equally well described as one involving three 

consecutive instances of mild pain, each lasting one year, or 36 consecutive instances of 
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mild pain, each lasting one month, or ….  Or consider the case of someone who 

experiences a mild pain over the course of two hours, but who receives relief from that 

pain for 10 minutes in the middle.  Should we say that that person has experienced one 

instance of interrupted pain lasting 110 minutes, or that the person has experienced two 

instances of uninterrupted pain each lasting 55 minutes?  In such cases, it seems largely 

arbitrary how we carve up the distinction between the number of instances of pain and 

the duration of those instances.  Fortunately, nothing much hinges on how we choose to 

do so.  On the approach to measuring quantity of benefits or burdens suggested above, 

there will be the same quantity of benefit or burdens in the different cases however we 

carve them up in terms of numbers of instances versus duration.   

Does this mean that duration and number are interchangeable, and that we could 

dispense with one category or the other?  No.  Duration and number are complimentary 

notions.  Although one can sometimes count fewer instances of longer duration, or more 

instances of shorter duration, one needs both notions to capture the “places”—whether 

understood as space-time coordinates, or as sentient beings who travel through space and 

time—where benefits and burdens of different quality occur.1  Moreover, as long as we 

continue to think of benefits and burdens as coming to individuals and enduring through 

time, there will be a lower limit on the number of instances of benefits and burdens that 

we might count as obtaining in any given outcome, equal to the number of people who 

experience benefits or burdens in that outcome.  So while there may be some degree of 

arbitrariness as to how we decide between the numbers of benefits or burdens versus the 

duration of those benefits or burdens within lives, such issues seem much less arbitrary 

when we’re tallying benefits and burdens occurring in different lives.  Put crudely, my 
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pain now may or may not be counted as an instance of the “same” pain, extended through 

time, later, but it will never be plausibly counted as an instance of the same pain, 

extended through space or persons, that you are experiencing now or later.  Your pain 

and mine will always be counted as two instances of pain, of similar or different quality, 

and of similar or different durations.   

Just as there may be some blurring of lines between duration and number, there 

may be some blurring of lines between duration and quality.  In particular, it might be 

thought that large differences in the duration of a benefit or burden may amount to a 

difference in the quality of the benefit or burden.  So, for example, it might be argued that 

the difference between walking with a painful limp for a day and walking with a painful 

limp over the course of one’s life isn’t merely a difference in the duration of the painful 

limp; it is the difference between having a sore foot and being crippled, and, it might be 

argued, being crippled is qualitatively distinct from having a sore foot.  Likewise, it 

might be argued, there is a large qualitative difference between being clinically depressed 

for twenty years and being down in the dumps for a day, even though there is a sense in 

which someone who is “down in the dumps” every day for twenty years just is someone 

who is clinically depressed.   

Of course, someone who is crippled, or clinically depressed, will have had their 

life radically altered in ways that someone who merely has a sore foot or is down in the 

dumps for a day will not have, and one can plausibly argue that the qualitative differences 

alluded to above lie in these effects of having the conditions in question for different 

durations, rather than in the conditions themselves.  Still, it isn’t clear that the conditions 

are appropriately separable from their effects, and even if they are, it seems clear that it is 
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both the conditions and their effects that underlie our judgments about the relative 

desirability of different trade-offs between quality and number, or duration and number.  

Thus, it is arguable that appendix A’s Fourth Standard View, that Trade-offs between 

Duration and Number Are Sometimes Undesirable Even When Vast Numbers Are at 

Stake, isn’t really distinct from chapter two’s Second Standard View, that Trade-offs 

between Quality and Number Are Sometimes Undesirable Even When Vast Numbers 

Are at Stake, because differences in duration of sufficient size, together with the effects 

attendant on such differences, sometimes amount to differences in quality.  Similarly, it is 

arguable that even small differences in the duration of a benefit or burden, together with 

the effects of those differences, may amount to a small difference in the quality of those 

benefits or burdens, together with their effects.  Correspondingly, it is arguable that 

appendix A’s Third Standard View, that Trade-offs between Duration and Number are 

Sometimes Desirable, may just be a variation of chapter one’s First Standard View, that 

Trade-offs between Quality and Number Are Sometimes Desirable. 

In sum, there is a natural way of measuring quantity as a function of quality, 

duration, and number.  Moreover, while quantity, quality, duration, and number are 

distinct notions, they are related in ways that make it easy to blur the lines between them.  

For one, variations in quality, duration, and number may be correlated with variations in 

quantity, making it easy to conflate any of the former notions with the latter notion.  For 

another, in different cases duration, or duration together with its effects, may seem 

interchangeable with either number or quality.  Finally, given the suggested relation 

between quality and duration, it shouldn’t be surprising if most who find chapter two’s 

First and Second Standard Views plausible also find appendix A’s Third and Fourth 
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Standard Views plausible.  Nor should it be surprising that together the Third and Fourth 

Standard Views have similar implications and raise similar problems as the First and 

Second Standard Views. 

 
 

1   Note to Broome on this point.  The best discussion of the different locations….  Also, I’m not committed 

to the view that all benefits and burdens occur in time and space, or at least all goods, but in this context…. 


