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The Hinge of History
“We live during the hinge of history. Given 
the scientific and technological discoveries 
of the last two centuries, the world has never 
changed as fast. We shall soon have even 
greater powers to transform, not only our 
surroundings, but ourselves and our 
successors. If we act wisely in the next few 
centuries, humanity will survive its most 
dangerous and decisive period. Our 
descendants could, if necessary, go 
elsewhere, spreading through this galaxy.” Derek Parfit, On What Matters, Vol. II (2011)



Longtermism: If we want to do 
the most good, we should focus 
on bringing about those changes 
that do the most to improve the 
very long-run future. 



Is Longtermism true?
Why think the future matters 
more than the present?
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Future People Count
“Suppose that, while hiking, I drop 
a glass bottle on the trail and it 
shatters. And suppose that if I don’t 
clean it up, later a child will cut 
herself badly on the shards. In 
deciding whether to clean it up, 
does it matter when the child will 
cut herself? Should I care whether 
it’s a week, or a decade, or a 
century from now? No. Harm is 
harm, whenever it occurs.”
MacAskill, What We Owe The Future (2023)

“Distance in time is like distance in space. 
People matter even if they live thousands of 
miles away. Likewise, they matter even if 
they live thousands of years hence. In both 
cases, it’s easy to mistake distance for 
unreality, to treat the limits of what we can 
see as the limits of the world. But just as the 
world does not stop at our doorstep or our 
country’s borders, neither does it stop with 
our generation, or the next.”



“Future people count. 
There could be a lot of 
them. We can make their 
lives go better.”



There Could Be A Lot of Them
Homo Sapiens have been around 
for 300,000 years.

The average mammalian species 
lasts for about one million years.

The earth could remain habitable 
for 600-800 million years.

That’s (potentially) 21 million 
future generations. 
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There Could Be A Lot of Them
If we only last as long as the typical 
mammalian species (one million years), 
and our population continues at its 
current size (7.95 billion), there would 
be 80 trillion people yet to come.



There Could Be A Lot of Them
If we only last as long as the typical 
mammalian species (one million years), 
and our population continues at its 
current size (7.95 billion), there would 
be 80 trillion people yet to come.

But we aren’t a typical mammalian 
species—we could survive for much 
longer. And we could grow much larger.



There Could Be A Lot of Them



“Future people count. 
There could be a lot of 
them. We can make their 
lives go better.”



What influence do we 
have?



We Can Make Their Lives Go Better
(1) Accelerate technological 

progress.

(2) Accelerate moral progress.

(3) Reduce existential risk.



What influence do we 
have?

Existential Risk



Existential Risks



Existential Risks



Existential Risks



Existential Risks



Existential Risks



Existential Risks



Existential Risks



Existential Risks



Existential Risks



What follows from these three claims? What should we do? 
- Should we be willing to make large 

sacrifices to (potentially) benefit 
future people?

- Should we reallocate aid from 
those currently in need to those 
who’ve yet to be born?

- Should we be willing to break the 
law?
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The Hinge of History
“We live during the hinge of history. Given 
the scientific and technological discoveries 
of the last two centuries, the world has never 
changed as fast. We shall soon have even 
greater powers to transform, not only our 
surroundings, but ourselves and our 
successors. If we act wisely in the next few 
centuries, humanity will survive its most 
dangerous and decisive period. Our 
descendants could, if necessary, go 
elsewhere, spreading through this galaxy.” Derek Parfit, On What Matters, Vol. II (2011)



Discussion Question:
Is Parfit right that “we live 
during the hinge of 
history”?  



Next Time:
The Case for Longtermism


