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Tiivistelmä: 

Kärsimys on laaja aihe filosofiassa, mutta siitä huolimatta intuitiomme tuntuu usein olevan varsin pätevä 

arvioimaan, onko kärsimystä tuotettu ja kuka siitä on vastuussa. Jos en esimerkiksi vaivaudu rokotuttamaan 

lastani, minkä seurauksena hän sairastuu, on varsin selvää, että vahingoitin lastani. Vaikken välttämättä pyrkinyt 

tartuttamaan lastani, olen toiminut väärin, jos tieten tahtoen kieltäydyn kyseisen sairauden torjuvasta rokotteesta. 

Tilanteen arvioiminen kuitenkin hankaloituu merkittävästi, jos kyseinen lapsi ei ole vielä syntynyt. Jos nainen 

aikoo saada lapsen, muttei ole vielä raskaana, onko hänellä velvollisuus varmistaa esimerkiksi se, ettei hänellä ole 

parannettavissa olevia periytyviä tauteja ennen lapsen saamista? Toimiiko hän toisin sanoen väärin, jos hän 

periytyvästä taudista huolimatta hankkii lapsen? Tämä kysymys on niin sanotun non-identity ongelman ytimessä, 

sillä normaalisti sanoisimme kyseisen henkilön toimivan väärin, kun taas ongelman esittämä argumentti vastaa 

toisin.  

Tutkielman ensimmäisessä kappaleessa esittelen non-identity ongelman, sen keskeisen väitteen ja joitain yrityksiä 

ongelman ratkaisemiseksi. Soveliaan ratkaisun puutteen johdosta siirryn anti-natalismiin – ajatukseen, jonka 

mukaan lisääntyminen on väärin – joka vaikuttaa ratkaisevan ongelman hyvinkin helposti. Ajatus on toki 

poikkeuksellisen kummallinen, joten toisessa kappaleessa käsittelen ensin joitain tyypillisiä vastalauseita, joita 

näkemys kuulijoissa usein herättää. Näitä ovat muun muassa argumentit, jotka pyrkivät kiistämään anti-natalismin 

vetoamalla jo olemassa olevien ihmisten oikeuksiin, sekä argumentit, jotka virheellisesti olettavat näkemyksen 

olevan misantrooppinen. Käsiteltyäni nämä vastalauseet siirryn kolmanteen kappaleeseen, jossa tarkastelen anti-

natalismia perusteellisemmin. Arvioin näkemyksen keskeiset argumentit valtaosin kuvailemalla David Benatarin 

esittämät väitteet sen puolesta, mutta lopulta nostan erityisesti Seana Shiffrinin suostumusargumentin kaikista 

uskottavimmaksi tavaksi edistää ajatusta. 

Neljännessä kappaleessa näytän ratkaisun non-identity ongelmaan olevan varsin yksinkertainen: jos kärsimykseen 

johtava lisääntyminen on väärin (kuten anti-natalismi sanoo), on meillä velvollisuus olla lisääntymättä, kunnes 

periytyvä tauti on parannettu. Ratkaisusta huolimatta joudumme kuitenkin toteamaan, että näkemys on aivan liian 

kallis kelvatakseen. Vaikkemme siis pystyisi kiistämään anti-natalismia, vaatii näkemys meiltä liian paljon, 

emmekä sitä siis hyväksyisi – mikä ei ole yllättävää, sillä näkemys muun muassa johtaisi ihmiskunnan 

sukupuuttoon. Pelkän non-identity ongelman ratkaiseminen ei siis läheskään riitä anti-natalismin hyväksymiseen.  
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Abstract: 

While the subject of harm is a large topic in philosophy, often our intuitions seem to be quite well versed in 

determining when harm is caused and who is responsible. If I can’t be bothered to vaccinate my child and as a 

consequence, my child gets sick, it’s rather clear that I harmed my child. Even though I didn’t necessarily mean 

for my child to be infected, if I knowingly refuse a vaccine meant to prevent said illness, I have failed in my 

parental duties. The situation becomes more troublesome, however, if the child hasn’t been born yet. If a 

prospective mother is not yet pregnant, but intends to have a child. Do they have a duty to make sure that they 

don’t have any curable hereditary diseases, before having a child? In other words, would they act immorally if 

they had such a disease, but nevertheless decided to have a child? This question is at the heart of what is called 

the non-identity problem, since while intuitively we’d answer yes, there seems to be a good case for claiming 

the opposite.  

In the first chapter, I present the non-identity problem, its central claim and some attempts at solving it. Failing 

to find a suitable one, I move on to anti-natalism – a view claiming that procreation is immoral – which seems to 

solve the problem rather easily. Considering the extreme nature of the view however, in the second chapter I 

respond to some common objections the view is often met with. Among these are those which attempt to reject 

anti-natalism by appealing to the rights of those already existing and those that mistakenly claim the view to be 

misanthropic. Having responded to these arguments, I move on to discussing anti-natalism more thoroughly in 

the third chapter. I evaluate the main arguments for the view made by David Benatar, one of the biggest 

contemporary defenders of anti-natalism, though ultimately I champion Seana Shiffrin’s argument about consent 

as the most plausible way forward.  

In the fourth chapter the actual solution is revealed: if procreation with a reasonable expectation of harm is 

immoral, it’s immoral to reproduce knowing that one has a curable inheritable disease. On the whole, I find that 

while anti-natalism indeed solves the non-identity problem, it does so with considerable expense. This is due to 

the fact that even if we are unable to defeat anti-natalism, the view is simply far too demanding to ever be 

adopted – it would lead to human extinction after all. As such, it solving the non-identity problem is hardly a 

perk big enough to convince us.  
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Introduction 

 

Our actions have wide-ranging effects, which reach much further than we generally 

intend. The so-called butterfly effect – which was originally coined to explain difficulties 

in predicting weather – illuminates this aptly; even a huge tornado can be influenced by 

the flapping of a butterfly’s wings weeks prior. Although this example is an obvious 

hyperbole, it leaves an alarming issue to the table; a problem that is often aimed as a 

criticism towards act utilitarianism – the view that the right action is the one that 

maximizes the resulting utility, such as pleasure. How are we to know which action has 

the best results, when predicting the effects is so difficult?  

 

Leaving utilitarianism aside, we may continue in asking should we even care of the wide-

reaching and perhaps unintended effects of our actions. Since predicting the far future is 

nearly impossible, surely we can’t be held responsible for all of the consequences. 

Especially since our actions shape the coming human population in a major way, the 

following generations have no right to complain, since specifically they would not exist 

had we acted differently; a different set of people would instead.  

 

While the argument above is perhaps somewhat reasonable, people’s intuitions generally 

don’t align well with it. It seems obvious to us that since our actions shape the future, 

they hold immense moral weight, even if technically the coming population is bound to 

be different either way. As such, we have a right to condemn the use of leaded fuel, for 

example, since it left the world in a worse condition, even if specifically we would not 

exist had leaded fuel never been used. Yet there seems to be a rather major conflict with 

this line of thinking, which is highlighted by what Derek Parfit calls the non-identity 

problem1.  

 

The aforementioned problem is the subject of the first chapter of this work. I shall explain 

the issue through a thought experiment involving two women – one with a new-born and 

the other intending to have one. The main claim is that even though our intuitions clearly 

indicate that both women act immorally, only the former does so. The reason given is that 

in the first case, a child is harmed by being refused medication. In the second case 

however, opting for the medication would result in a different child altogether. Refusing 

 
1 Parfit 1984, 349 
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the medication, while resulting in a child born with an affliction, isn’t immoral, since that 

specific child could not have been born otherwise. I will continue by assessing the validity 

of this claim and looking at a few attempts at solving the problem. Having failed to find 

a suitable one, I shall move on to anti-natalism, which solves the issue rather easily, but 

presents other problems.  

 

Anti-natalism is the view that procreation is immoral. Whether the claim is that it’s always 

immoral, or just in the world we live in, depends on the argument at hand. Similarly, it 

can be extended beyond mere humanity, into all sentient life. Which means that we’d 

have a responsibility not only to refrain from reproduction, but also to sterilize animals – 

wild and domesticated alike. Since universal application would lead to the extinction of 

all sentient life on Earth, it is no surprise that anti-natalism is a somewhat controversial 

view. Therefore, I felt it prudent to begin the evaluation with a chapter dedicated to 

answering some common reactions the view is met with. To answer the immediate 

“Surely not!” when one discovers the idea. As such, the focus of chapter two is to respond 

to some questions of this type, among them those that attempt to defeat anti-natalism by 

appealing to the rights of the currently living and future humans alike, and those that 

reject the view for apparent misanthropy.  

 

While defeating the common counter-arguments doesn’t mean anti-natalism is correct, 

my intention in responding to them is to show that anti-natalism requires more thorough 

assessment – that it’s not simply defeated by our common responses. The three counter-

arguments are responded roughly as follows: First, arguments based on the rights of the 

non-existent fall short, since ‘non-existent people’ are unable to possess rights – since 

‘they’ don’t exist, after all. Second, while one’s right to procreate is commonly seen as 

fundamental, it’s at the very least questionable whether it should be so, if it results in 

suffering – which anti-natalists claim to be unavoidable in life. Lastly, arguments 

claiming anti-natalism to be a misanthropic view miss the mark as well, since the basis 

of anti-natalism lies in reducing suffering, which is hardly a misanthropic stance. The last 

point is important in clarifying what type of anti-natalism I’m analysing in this work. 

While climate change is an important theme in this paper, I’m not going to debate whether 

we ought to have less children in order to limit our effect on the environment. The anti-

natalism considered here is not based on misanthropy nor climate change – but simply on 

reducing suffering.  
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Having assessed the more common counter-arguments against anti-natalism, in chapter 

three I shall move on to more sophisticated work done on the subject. This is mainly 

done through one of the biggest proponents of the view, David Benatar. I will present 

and evaluate his two main arguments for anti-natalism, first being based on an apparent 

asymmetry between pleasure and pain, which claims that all procreation is immoral. 

The second is based on the average quality of life, which according to him, people have 

a tendency to overestimate. This does leave some room for moral reproduction, but only 

technically, since it would require a utopian world with no serious suffering possible. A 

second major contribution to the idea is from Seana Shiffrin, in the form of an argument 

about consent. Shiffrin is a figure present in every chapter of this work, which gives a 

good hint about my opinion on whose argument is the most successful one, whether it 

be on the non-identity problem or anti-natalism – hers works for both. 

 

Having explained and evaluated the non-identity problem and anti-natalism both, in 

chapter four I shall finally move on to explain how the latter solves the former. While 

my whole work builds up to this chapter, the actual content is rather sparse. This is 

because the solution is very trivial. In the non-identity thought experiment, we have two 

similar cases in which a person refuses recommended medication, to the detriment of 

their child – in the first, the already existing child; and in the second, the future child. 

While our intuitions clearly indicate that in both cases the person acts immorally, the 

claim made by the non-identity problem is that only one of them does – the former. The 

latter doesn’t, since opting for the medication would have resulted in a different child 

being born altogether. For the anti-natalist this is not an issue however, since if 

procreation is wrong, the latter person acts immorally as well – they knowingly decide 

to have a child after all. Since this matches our intuitions, no problem arises.  

 

In the end, the main trouble with the whole thesis is justifying anti-natalism. While it 

does easily solve the non-identity problem, it brings with it a host of other problems. 

Therefore, it doesn’t really work as a solution in itself – it’s simply too expensive. It 

may feel akin to suggesting suicide to cure a headache. While the headache would 

certainly cease troubling us, the solution doesn’t quite fit the problem. As such, the fact 

that the non-identity problem is not a problem for the anti-natalist, is rather just a perk 

of the latter view, not an argument for adopting it. Having now completely undermined 

the upcoming fifty pages of this paper, let’s move on to the first chapter.  
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1.  The Non-Identity Problem 

 

As was mentioned in the introduction, the purpose of this chapter is to explain the non-

identity problem. It was originally conceived by Derek Parfit, James Woodward and 

Gregory Kavka in the 1980’s2 and has seen heavy debate since. This chapter will cover a 

few recent approaches to solving the problem, from David Boonin, Derek Parfit himself, 

Molly Gardner, Seana Shiffrin and Rivka Weinberg. These approaches vary quite 

drastically from each other, from Boonin’s acceptance of the conclusion to Weinberg’s 

dismantling the validity of the argument itself. I will begin with a brief overview of the 

problem and continue by applying each method to the given cases.  

 

1.1.   The thought experiment 

 

To clarify the problem, we can look at two cases:3 

 

Ruth’s case: Ruth has recently given birth to a child. During a routine doctor’s 

visit, Ruth is told that her new-born has a disease that will kill him at age forty. 

The good news is that the disease is curable. The only thing Ruth has to do, is to 

feed her child a pill once a day for one month. The treatment is free and has no 

side effects. Ruth considers the treatment, decides that it’s too much work and 

doesn’t give her child the pills. Thus her child otherwise has a good life, but dies 

at forty, as expected.  

 

Irma’s case: Irma wants a child, but is not yet pregnant. During a routine doctor’s 

visit, Irma is told that if she gets pregnant now, any child she will give birth to 

will have a disease that will kill them at age forty. The good news is that the 

disease is curable. The only thing Irma has to do, is to take a pill once a day for 

one month, after which she is safe to get pregnant and have a child. The treatment 

is free and has no side effects. Irma considers the treatment, decides that it’s too 

much work and doesn’t take the pills. She gets pregnant and her child otherwise 

has a good life, but dies at forty, as expected. 

 

 
2 See Kavka 1982, Parfit 1984 & Woodward 1986 
3 These cases are inspired by those used by David Boonin in his article “How to solve the non-identity 

problem” 2008 
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It seems quite obvious that in both of these cases the women act immorally. Most would 

even agree that they act equally immorally, which is no wonder, since the only difference 

is that in the first the child is already born, while in the second a child has yet to be 

conceived. This is an important distinction though, according to the non-identity 

problem.4 

 

Generally, people accept a moral principle called ‘no harm, no foul’. While it’s not 

perfectly analogous, it’s close to two principles Parfit calls the Narrow Telic Principle 

and the Narrow Deontic Principle. The former states that “one of two outcomes cannot 

be worse if this outcome would be worse for no one” and the latter that “an act cannot be 

wrong if this act would be worse for no one.”5 These principles sound plausible, but they 

present a problem: since in the second case, in order to cure the disease, Irma would have 

to wait a month before conceiving her child and thus the child would not be the same one 

as if she conceives right away. It follows then, that the child conceived right away would 

not be able to exist without the disease. Since the child’s life would still be worth living, 

Irma conceiving right away would in fact not be worse for anyone; surely all of us would 

rather have forty good years, than not exist at all. If the act of conceiving right away is 

not worse for anyone, it’s also not wrong, according to the Narrow Deontic Principle. 

Thus, we arrive at a situation, where our intuitions strongly suggest that what Irma does 

is immoral, but our conventional principles (such as ‘no harm, no foul’) suggest the 

contrary.6 After all, if a person is left no worse off, surely that means they haven’t been 

harmed either.  

 

Now that the problem has been explained, I shall move on to some proposed solutions, 

starting with David Boonin’s. To solve the non-identity problem, we either have to 

forsake our intuitions in this instance, with all the consequences it entails, or defend them 

and explain why what Irma does is wrong. 

 

 

 

 

 
4 Parfit 1984, 354 
5 Parfit 2017, 118–119 
6 Boonin 2008, 131 
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1.2.   Accepting the Conclusion 

 

David Boonin discusses the non-identity problem in his article, “How to solve the non-

identity problem.”7 To reiterate, the basic premises are as follows:  

 

1. Irma’s act of conceiving right away does not make her child worse off;  

2. If an act makes no one worse off, it harms no one;  

3. If no harm is done, no wrong is done;  

4. If an act wrongs no one, the act is not wrong.8  

 

Thus, the conclusion is that Irma’s actions are not wrong. Boonin inspects and tries to 

refute each premise, but ultimately fails to counter any of them. As discussed, Irma’s 

child can’t exist without the disease and as such, is not worse off as a result of Irma’s 

actions. Now, comparing the condition of a non-existing child to the condition of an 

existing one may be difficult to do, since non-existence is not really something we can 

understand. According to Boonin though, this is not an issue, since either we have to 

frame the comparison as unintelligible and thus be unable to use it to argue that the child 

actually is worse off, or we have to accept that the child is not worse off.9  

 

The second premise is even more ironclad; harm certainly seems to require the person 

being worse off in some way. To think otherwise would require us to find a case of 

morally relevant harm where no one is left worse off, something which Boonin is unable 

to do.10 While he doesn’t go into too much detail, I’m still inclined to agree with him. 

Attempts to disprove the second premise seem to give an example roughly similar to the 

following:11 I’m shoved to the ground and suffer a concussion, but during the following 

hospital visit it’s discovered that I have brain cancer that is curable due to the early 

discovery. It may then feel that I was harmed (shoved to the ground), but not left worse 

off, since curing brain cancer trumps being shoved. Ultimately though, the person who 

shoved me is not morally praiseworthy for being a part of the chain of events that led me 

to be cured of brain cancer. Their action doesn’t suddenly become a moral one. Them 

shoving me still left me worse off – I suffered a concussion after all – and what happened 

 
7 Boonin 2008, 131 
8 Ibid. 
9 Ibid. 133 
10 Ibid. 137 
11 While the example as written is my own, it is hardly a novel idea. 
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in the hospital afterwards is not part of the consideration. Otherwise, we’d have to inspect 

an infinite chain of causal events to determine any accountability.  

 

The third premise is a bit more troublesome. It is not difficult to imagine situations where 

a person is not harmed, but where we see them as being wronged. As an example, if I try 

to hit someone, but miss, I’m still seen as having wronged them. Just because I fail, I am 

not absolved of guilt, since my intention was malicious. Boonin realizes this fact but is 

quick to dismiss it as a counterargument to the third premise. This is due to the fact that 

Irma does not act with ill intent – the motivation for her choice to refuse the treatment is 

convenience, not malice. While the definition of intent used here is simple, a more 

sophisticated one would not be a saving grace. Even if we define intent as including 

known, but unwanted consequences (such as a child being born with an illness), it doesn’t 

necessarily make Irma’s act malicious or neglectful. She very well could have deliberated 

on the options and determined that no harm would come to the child, no matter her choice 

(since the ill child could not exists without the illness).12 Since Irma does not act with ill 

intent nor does she harm the child, it would seem that she has wronged no one. 

 

Finally, the fourth premise – if an act wrongs no one, the act is not wrong. In order to 

defeat this premise, specifically pertaining to the non-identity problem, we are left with 

few options. Since Irma’s actions result in an ill child being brought into existence, we 

could say, Boonin states, that existence of people with significant disabilities is an 

intrinsically bad thing. Thus, Irma’s actions result in there being more bad things in the 

world and thus her actions are wrong, without them actually wronging anyone. The issue 

is, that describing the existence of an ill person as “intrinsically bad” is clearly 

unacceptable. Claiming otherwise would mean that the world becomes a worse place 

every time a person with a disability is born. The second option is to say that since Irma’s 

choice is not the best out of the given options, she acts wrongly. This would require us to 

equate something being worse with it automatically being wrong, which is not a feasible 

position, as I will show shortly. Thus this way of refuting the fourth premise is not realistic 

either.13 Therefore Boonin feels the only possible solution to the problem is to accept the 

conclusion; “abandon our resistance, and the problem goes away.”14 

 

 
12 Boonin 2008, 139  
13 Ibid. 143 
14 Ibid. 145 



 

 

- 8 - 

To support his conclusion, Boonin makes an important distinction between moral 

worseness and moral wrongness. He defends this by stating that common-sense morality 

recognizes supererogatory acts; acts which are not morally required, but better than the 

alternatives. If among good possible acts there are some that are better, it follows that 

there are some that are worse. He says that if worseness and wrongness were one and the 

same, the problem would fall apart, due to the fact that Irma’s choice not to take the 

treatment is obviously morally worse, if not morally wrong.15 Disagreeing with this 

distinction would mean that giving money to diabetes research, for example, would be 

morally wrong, if giving the same money to cancer research had the potential to save 

more lives16. Thus, Boonin says, it’s vital to discuss the non-identity problem only in the 

realm of what is morally wrong, not merely worse.17 This distinction will be important 

later. 

  

Ultimately Boonin states that our mistaken intuitions arise from a confusion in Irma’s 

case. We might feel that Irma chose to give her child the disease, when actually she merely 

gives birth to an ill child. She is responsible for the fact that a sick child exists, but she 

did not make that child sick. When examined in this light, the problem disappears.18  

 

However, while it’s certainly possible for our intuitions to be wrong, I cannot see myself 

dismissing them here. The argument presented by the non-identity problem seems sound, 

yet the conclusion is unacceptable. Even more unacceptable are the implications: 

allowing for climate change to continue would not be immoral, for example, since the 

following generations who would suffer the consequences could not exist, if we made a 

change major enough to stop it. Thus, they would be no worse off and we wouldn’t have 

done anything wrong. Since this is clearly false, a solution more compatible with our 

intuitions has to be found.  

 

1.3.   Parfit’s Solution 

 

Parfit recognizes the implausible implications of accepting the non-identity problem and 

thus seeks to find a more plausible solution, than the one presented by Boonin.19 He 

 
15 Boonin 2008, 132 
16 Ibid. 143 
17 Ibid. 132 
18 Ibid. 146–147 
19 Parfit 2017, 129 
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clearly states the requirements of solving the problem: “we must explain how certain acts 

can be made to be wrong by such facts about some merely possible people, even if these 

acts would not be worse for any actual people.”20 In effect then, we have to find a way by 

which an act can be wrong, without being worse for anyone.  

 

Perhaps it’s useful to take a look at Irma’s case again. Earlier I noted, that her act is not 

worse for anyone, since it would be better to live with the disease for forty years rather 

than not live at all. Thus, her act is not worse for anyone, and not wrong. One might be 

tempted here to say, that Irma’s choice is worse for the possible child that would have 

been conceived had she taken the treatment. Since Irma declined the treatment, the 

healthy potential child never got conceived and thus never got the chance to exist. 

Generally, living people prefer to exist rather than not to and thus one might feel that the 

situation is worse for the non-conceived child. This alone, though, will not solve the 

problem; not taking the treatment would be worse for one possible child and taking it 

would be worse for the other. Not only that, but holding that not being born is worse for 

a non-existent person will lead to unacceptable conclusion, as both Parfit and Boonin 

point out,21 such as having to bear as many children as possible. To avoid this issue Parfit 

states that while not existing cannot be worse for a non-existent person, existing can be 

(and often is) a benefit to an existing person.22 This is due to the fact that existence is a 

prerequisite for all the good things humans get to experience. Therefore, it feels intuitive 

to say that existence itself is a benefit as well – at least on first glance. More on this later.  

 

Nevertheless, even accepting Parfit’s arguments at face value, the non-identity problem 

still stays unsolved. His solution does indeed avoid the unacceptable conclusion stated 

above, but doesn’t help with the stalemate. Irma’s choice not to take the treatment benefits 

one possible child, while taking it would benefit the other. To solve this, Parfit appeals to 

something called the Wide Principle. According to it, “one of two outcomes would be in 

one way worse if this outcome would be less good for people, by benefiting people less 

than the other outcome would have benefitted people.”23 From this he forms his final 

solution to the non-identity problem:  

 

 
20 Parfit 2017, 126 
21 Ibid., 131; Boonin 2008, 138 
22 Parfit 2017, 132 
23 Ibid. 129 
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“Even if some outcome would be worse for no one, this outcome may be less good 

for people than the other outcome would have been for the different people who, 

in this other outcome, would have existed.”24 

 

Since Irma’s act benefits the first child less than she could benefit the later child, her 

choice makes things ‘go worse’ and hence it’s wrong.25  

 

1.3.1.   From Worse to Wrong 

 

Parfit’s solution certainly seems to match our intuitions much better than Boonin’s, but 

there’s an issue. As pointed out earlier, the non-identity problem seems to only be a 

problem concerning moral wrongness, not worseness. Thinking otherwise would quickly 

lead us into trouble, since if only the best option is the morally right one, all other options 

must be wrong. Parfit does not seem to make this distinction, as his solution requires us 

to go from ‘worse’ to ‘wrong’, as is evident in his judgement of Irma’s choice.  

 

This issue leads to the unintuitive conclusions explained above, such as it being wrong to 

give money to diabetes research when the same money has the potential to save more 

lives through cancer research. It may certainly be worse, but it does not feel intuitive to 

describe the act as wrong. It may be said, that Parfit’s solution only works regarding the 

non-identity problem, but then it’s no more than an ad hoc fix. Besides, we may envision 

a future resulting from us giving more money to diabetes research benefitting the people 

less, than a future resulting from us giving the same money to cancer research. This would 

fit the requirements of the non-identity problem: we have two choices which concern 

different groups of possible people, where one seems worse than the other. Yet the choice 

is not as evident as it is in Irma’s case. Moreover, Parfit’s solution doesn’t seem to do 

much to assuage our scepticism. From the start the trouble hasn’t been that our intuitions 

are slightly opposed to the conclusion suggested by the non-identity problem, but that 

they are diametrically opposed. I’d argue that we’re rather convinced that Irma acts 

immorally – significantly so. Even if we grant Partfit’s solution a fuzzy enough line so 

that not only the best option is justified, our intuitions still reject the conclusion. Irma’s 

actions are not simply worse than the alternative, her actions are wrong. 

 

 
24 Parfit 2017, 130 
25 Ibid. 
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Perhaps though my conclusion is incorrect, and it is immediately clear that we should 

give the money to cancer research, if it indeed benefitted a group of possible people more 

than the alternative. The doubt presented above might be due to unrelated facts, such as 

the uncertainty of results in research; cancer research might not save more people than 

diabetes research. Since we do not know, giving money to either is fine. Additionally, a 

single person giving money to either one may not be an event big enough to constitute a 

non-identity case. Even taking the butterfly effect into account, perhaps ‘two possible 

groups of people’ does not follow from a single donation. If instead we consider the total 

sum of money spent on any given research, spending more on diabetes than cancer 

certainly seems like the worse choice and perhaps even the wrong one. Furthermore, 

while our intuitions are not completely appeased by Partfit, a solution can hardly be 

required to match them perfectly. If a solution was wholly intuitive, it’d be likely much 

easier to find after all.  

 

1.4.   A Harm-Based Approach 

 

To recap, Boonin feels that accepting the unintuitive conclusion is the right answer and 

Parfit seems to infer wrongness from worseness. While their solutions differ, they both 

agree that no harm is being done to either potential child, since non-existence is not a 

harm to a non-existent person and living for forty good years is better than non-existence. 

Disagreeing with this view gives us one potential avenue for finding an answer; one that 

Molly Gardner explores in her article, “A Harm-Based Solution to the Non-Identity 

Problem.”26 

 

In general, a harm-based approach to the non-identity problem is any approach, that tries 

to solve the problem by rejecting the counterfactually worse-off condition on harming, 

which states that an action harms someone only if it makes them worse off in some respect 

compared to how they would have been had the action not been performed.27 This is the 

crucial difference in Gardner’s approach compared to others, such as Boonin’s or Parfit’s, 

since they accept that the child in Irma’s case is not worse off, thus being compatible with 

the counterfactually worse-off condition. Gardner grants that one justification for the 

harm-based approach is the non-comparative account of harming, which states that an 

event harms a person if it causes the said person to be in a ‘bad state’, where the badness 

 
26 Gardner, 2015 
27 Ibid., 429 
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is not derived from a comparison between that state and a possible alternative.28 So, 

causing someone to be in an intrinsically bad state constitutes harming them. This seems 

to solve the non-identity problem, since having a disease that halves your life expectancy 

could certainly be classified as an ‘intrinsically bad state’. Thus, Irma’s choice does harm 

the child and is wrong.  

 

Unfortunately, the non-comparative account of harming is not without its problems. Since 

the ‘bad state’ has to be intrinsically bad and not comparatively so (as the name suggests), 

a genius reduced to average intelligence due to suffering a stroke would not qualify, since 

having average intelligence is certainly not intrinsically bad. Additionally, according to 

the non-comparative account, healing a completely paralyzed person to limited motor 

function could be described as harming, since having only limited limb function is surely 

a ‘bad state’, but we definitely would not accuse the doctors of harming said patient.29 

Due to these problems, the non-comparative account is unacceptable.30 Thus, it seems 

that a new harm-based approach is required, one that Gardner is happy to supply.  

 

1.4.1.   Gardner’s Solution 

 

To save the harm-based solution, Gardner proposes what she calls The Existence Account 

of Harming. It’s composed of two parts:  

 

“Harming: An event, E, harms an individual, S, if and only if E causes a state of 

affairs that is a harm for S. 

 

Harm: A state of affairs, T, is a harm for an individual, S, if and only if:  

i. There is an essential component of T that is a condition with respect to which S 

can be intrinsically better or worse off; and  

ii. If S existed and T had not obtained, then S would be better off with respect to 

that condition”.31  

 

To help parse Gardner’s account, a simple example might be in order. So, a state of affairs 

could be a car crash that resulted in a person with a broken foot, a situation that certainly 

 
28 Gardner 2015, 427 
29 Ibid., 431 
30 Ibid., 433 
31 Ibid., 434 
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is intrinsically bad him. That is to say that it’s not bad only because a broken foot makes 

it difficult to put on a shoe, for example. A broken foot is bad in itself. Now, if he still 

existed, but the car crash hadn’t broken his foot, he would be better off. Thus, we can 

classify a broken foot as a harm and a car crash that breaks a foot as an event that harms 

the individual.  

 

Gardner’s solution seems to avoid the problems that non-comparative account of harming 

faces. As an example, if the paralyzed person existed, but had not been healed, he would 

have no motor function at all and thus would be worse off. Similarly, in the genius case, 

if the genius existed and did not have average intelligence, she would be better off, since 

if she did not have average intelligence, she would not have suffered a stroke.32  

 

More importantly, Gardner argues that her account of harming solves the non-identity 

problem, due to the second part of her definition of harm.33 In Irma’s case, had the first 

child existed, but hadn’t had the disease, they would be better off. Since they do have the 

disease, they are worse off and thus Irma’s actions harm the child. Gardner’s solution 

allows us to compare the possible worlds where the child has the disease, to those where 

the child is healthy. According to her, approaches in line with the counterfactually worse-

off condition on harming (such as Boonin’s and Parfit’s) make the mistake of comparing 

to the wrong possible world. They argue about how things would have been if the cause 

of Irma’s child’s illness didn’t exist, when they should consider how things would have 

been for the child itself, had they not been afflicted.34  

 

1.4.2.   A Few Issues 

 

So in essence, Gardner’s contribution is the second clause in her definition of harm, which 

gives us a common-sense approach for comparing the situation from the ‘victim’s’ 

perspective, with the affliction and without it. Since an ill child is worse off than a healthy 

one, Irma harms the child and voilà, the non-identity problem is no more. Unfortunately, 

there seems to be quite a few issues with Gardner’s solution.  

 

 
32 Gardner 2015, 438 
33 Ibid., 434 
34 Ibid., 436 
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First of all, let’s create a new example: Vilma’s case. It’s otherwise the same as Irma’s, 

but the disease is incurable, so any child of Vilma’s will die at age forty. Now, if we go 

by Gardner’s definition, Vilma will harm all the children she has, since if any of her 

children existed, but weren’t afflicted by the disease, they would be intrinsically better 

off. Hence, Vilma harms her children. Yet our intuitions are generally not as alarmed 

about Vilma’s actions, as they are with Irma’s (and certainly with Ruth’s). While many 

would surely condemn Vilma for having children with an incurable life-altering disease, 

I doubt the opinions would be as unified. This disparity of opinions between the cases is 

thankfully rather easily explained. Since Vilma has no option of treatment, having a child 

will always result in that child having the disease, while Irma only has to wait a while 

before conceiving to give birth to a healthy child. In effect then, Vilma would have to 

sacrifice a great deal more than Irma in order to avoid the disease. The latter sacrifices a 

miniscule amount of time, while the former would have to refrain from having a child 

altogether. While Vilma could (and probably should) adopt in her case, rather than choose 

the more conventional method, she would still have to surrender her chance to pass on 

her genes, etcetera. So, while an argument for adoption is certainly valid here, I do not 

think it alone defeats my point, since all that is required is a clear difference between 

Vilma’s and Irma’s actions. Since following Gardner’s existence account of harming 

would have us believe them to be morally equal, which doesn’t seem to be the case.   

 

Now, some might argue that in Vilma’s case, there is no ‘condition’35 by which the 

children can be better or worse off, since there is no cure and as such, no way to avoid 

the disease. While this is true, the same applies to Irma, which is the whole issue in the 

non-identity problem. Irma’s child has no way to exist without the disease. To her child, 

the disease is just as incurable as it is for any child of Vilma’s. To say otherwise would 

be ‘picking and choosing’, as it were, the context of the case. To clarify this point, let’s 

look at a doctor performing painful, but overall beneficial procedure to a patient, such as 

chemotherapy. By picking and choosing the context, we can say that if the patient existed, 

but had a pain free treatment, they would be intrinsically better off. Since this is true, we 

could say that the doctor harms the patient by administering chemotherapy, because we 

can disregard the necessity and overall benefit of the treatment, and the fact that no pain 

free treatment may exist, from the context. While the treatment may indeed be painful, 

 
35 From the first clause of Gardner’s definition of harm. 
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few would argue that chemotherapy is overall harmful for the patient.36 If it were, it would 

not be used to combat cancer. 

 

Finally, even if I am completely wrong in my musings, we’re still left with the issue that 

Gardner’s solution seems to be quite an ad hoc one. Even the name implies such; the 

existence account of harming. All Gardner seems to have done is add the qualifier ‘if S 

existed’ to the non-comparative account of harming and call it a day, as the qualifier 

doesn’t really feel useful for other than the non-identity problem specifically. Gardner 

actually addresses this complaint, but doesn’t really succeed in refuting it. She argues that 

the matter of existence is not part of our common-sense judgement of harm and thus 

should not concern our common-sense judgement of harming.37 Additionally, she says 

that we cannot assess the possible differences in someone’s well-being by comparing her 

situation with possible worlds where the person does not exist.38 I fail to see how either 

of these arguments save Gardner’s solution from being an ad hoc one. Rather, they seem 

to strike at the validity of the non-identity problem itself, although not successfully. 

Common-sense is not the ultimate judge of morality and overlooking the concept of 

existence is a weak argument at best. Her second point is hardly better, since there are 

concepts outside of the non-identity problem where we compare a person’s well-being to 

a world where they do not exist, such as euthanasia.39 

 

1.5.   Assuming Consent 

 

So, as we have seen, Gardner’s solution leaves a lot to be desired. Therefore, we are once 

again left with Boonin’s and Parfit’s perspectives, the first of which cannot be accepted 

due to the unacceptable conclusions it leads to and the second of which takes us perilously 

close to accepting only the best option as morally right. While both of them thus feel 

unintuitive, I do not feel that either has actually been completely refuted, because 

 
36 Although I’m sure there are a great deal of doctors etc. that would argue exactly this, the example serves 

my point well enough. I’m not a doctor, the intricacies of cancer treatments are not my forte and obviously 

not the focus of this work.  
37 Gardner 2015, 436 
38 Ibid., 437 
39 While euthanasia is not a perfect example, since it examines a case where person currently does exist, 

but will not exist in the future (while in the non-identity problem we have a case where a person currently 

does not exist, but may in the future), I feel it does present a problem to Gardner’s argument. -

Nevertheless, it’s not a required point for my overall criticism of Gardner and thus a perfect counterpoint 

here is not necessary. 
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something being ‘unintuitive’ is not an end-all-be-all argument. Something certainly has 

to be done then.  

 

As stated before, both of them fail to see any harm done to the ill child, since existence 

seems to be a benefit great enough to overcome the given illness. While existence itself 

being seen as a benefit is not without its problems, it does initially feel correct – people 

generally are quite attached to their existence after all. In a moment, I will present a 

perspective which argues against this, but in the name of diligence, it may be appropriate 

to try and solve the non-identity problem even while accepting existence as a benefit.  

 

In the non-identity problem, Irma assumes the consent of her future child. Obviously, she 

has no alternative – an infant cannot give consent, and neither can a non-existing person. 

We usually ignore the problem of consent when creating a child and usually it’s not a big 

deal – in order to give consent your existence is required and as I previously stated, people 

generally are quite attached to their existence after the fact, so no harm done. The future 

child’s consent is generally ignored in the case presented by the non-identity problem as 

well, since even though the child will have a life-altering illness, existence itself is a 

benefit great enough to alleviate any concerns. This ‘trade’, as it were, of health for 

existence is often justified by equating it with what Seana Shiffrin calls a rescue case.40 

A rescue case is a situation where a person’s consent is assumed in an emergency due to 

them being unable to give it. As an example, if a doctor performs a lifesaving surgery on 

a victim of a car crash, his consent can be assumed. So even if the surgery is harmful, 

requiring the doctor to amputate the patient’s leg for example, it is allowed if by doing so 

even a greater harm is prevented – like death, as is the case here. Put concisely, causing 

harm may be allowed without explicit consent, if the intent is to prevent even greater 

harm.  

 

The same is not true when causing harm is required in order to achieve a pure benefit. We 

cannot assume a patient’s consent to replace their leg with a bionic one, even if the latter 

is better in every way and indistinguishable from a real one. This is similar to the case in 

the non-identity problem – we are assuming the child’s consent, since they are receiving 

a great benefit (existence) for what we feel like a cheap enough price (halved life 

expectancy). The reason why assuming consent here is not allowed, according to Shiffrin, 

 
40 Shiffrin 2012, 363 
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is because harms and benefits are actually not symmetrical.41 They are not simply 

negative and positive weights on the same scale. She defends this position by stating that 

preventing, alleviating and causing harm hold significantly stronger moral weight to us, 

than benefits do. We are quicker to react and with greater intensity when undeserved harm 

is perceived, than when similarly undeserved benefits are given.42 Furthermore, since 

harms and benefits are not symmetrical, they do not cancel each other out. Gaining a great 

benefit does not remove the harm that was required to achieve it. We may choose to accept 

harm to gain benefits and be happy with our decision, but the harm still exists. The same 

is true with rescue cases; the patient is still harmed by surgery, even if it saves his life. 

He is simply harmed less than he would have been had the surgery not been performed.43  

 

Shiffrin’s account is relevant to the non-identity problem, since Irma’s child is harmed, 

even though the great benefit of existence is gained. The latter does not outweigh the 

former. A person’s consent is required when ‘trading’ harm for benefit and since Irma is 

unable to gain her currently non-existent child’s consent, her actions are wrong. Even 

though it is impossible for a non-existing person to give consent, Irma has no right to 

assume it.  

 

While it may look like with Shiffrin’s help the non-identity problem is solved, there are 

some issues. Even though people are attached to their existence, life generally does not 

only consist of happiness – quite the contrary in fact. Life, even in the luckiest of 

scenarios, is full of disappointments, sadness, and outright harm. Therefore, we are 

always making a trade of harm for benefit without the consent of currently non-existing 

people, when making babies. Taken to the extreme, if we could assure that our child 

would lead the happiest and most pleasant life imaginable, but couldn’t prevent them 

from even accidentally hitting their toe on the corner of a table, we would have acted 

wrongly in assuming their consent. Thus, we arrive at an anti-natalist conclusion, 

according to which procreation is morally wrong. While the central thesis of this work is 

to specifically argue for anti-natalism as a solution, prudence calls for us to see if there 

yet exists enough room for improvement, so that the anti-natalist conclusion may be 

avoided – it is rather extreme view after all.  

 

 
41 Shiffrin 2012, 358 
42 Ibid. 362 
43 Ibid. 370 



 

 

- 18 - 

One such attempt is made by Rivka Weinberg who argues that children overall cannot 

give consent, yet parents still make major decisions on their behalf, decisions which have 

long lasting impact on the child’s life. We (should and hopefully do) act in the best interest 

of our children and are not required to deliberate on whether they would later consent to 

their treatment or not. The same goes for currently non-existent people – since they are 

unable to give their consent, we as prospective parents may act without their explicit 

consent, if we truly believe their life to be a happy and prosperous one.44  

 

1.6.   A Metaphysical Mistake 

 

If Weinberg’s defence of parent’s right to assume their children’s consent is not enough, 

fear not. In addition to discussing anti-natalism, she also specifically tries to solve the 

non-identity problem. In fact she quite boldly proclaims that “[the non-identity problem] 

is not really a problem. It is a mistake.”45 The whole problem stems from the assumption 

that existence itself is a benefit, and a great one at that. According to Weinberg, we credit 

existence with all the benefits and good things in life, when actually it’s nothing more 

than a prerequisite for them – a prerequisite that no existing person can lack.46  

 

To truly understand Weinberg’s solution, existence and non-existence have to be 

inspected. The discourse around the non-identity problem seems to describe groups of 

non-existent people as if the pool of them were infinite, every currently non-existent 

person waiting for their turn to exist. In Irma’s case, the lives of two possible children are 

weighed against each other, as if we are deciding on which one of them gets to exist. In a 

way this humanizes the non-existing persons, who are, in fact, not persons at all. In 

comparing their possible lives, we may even give them names to make the discussion 

easier, which may mislead our intuitions further. The actual fact though is, that the sum 

of non-existing people is always zero. There is no infinite group of non-existent people 

waiting to exist. In the same vein, as Weinberg states, existence is not something we (the 

actual existing people) could ever fail to have or fail to have had.47 We couldn’t have 

missed our chance to exist. Obviously our parents could have decided not to have 

children, but then there would not be ‘us’ missing our existence. Not only that, but we 

wouldn’t actually be non-existent either – since non-existent people can have no 

 
44 Weinberg 2015, 103 
45 Ibid. 84 
46 Ibid. 84 
47 Ibid. 87 
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attributes, even the attribute of non-existence. The whole term ‘non-existing person’ is a 

complete misnomer, since the term ‘person’ requires existence to be valid. While it’s 

certainly possible to imagine persons who have never and will never exist, such as Harry 

Potter, we do not make the mistake of believing them to be real. Similarly we should be 

diligent in making sure that our moral intuitions do not give weight to ‘persons’ who will 

never exist.  

 

This is not to say that the rights of future people, who currently do not exist, should hold 

no moral value. Weinberg specifically separates non-existent people from the people who 

will eventually exist, by calling the former a merely possible person and the latter a future 

person.48 We have no reason to care about the former group, since they are not, and never 

will be real and thus have no interests. The latter has major moral value and thus we 

should try to keep our planet habitable, for example, since the lives and happiness of 

future people depend on it.  

 

So, since existence is something which no real person can lack, or fail to have had, or 

missed out on, or however one wants to put it, it is a mistake to assume it as a benefit. 

Benefit, by its very nature, has to be a benefit for someone. There are no benefits or harms 

for rocks, for example – at least not morally relevant ones. Since the only way for there 

to be ‘someone’ to receive a benefit, is for them to exist. According to Weinberg, life is 

like a scale, which by itself is neither good nor bad, simply neutral.49 So in assigning 

benefit to life itself, “the non-identity problem puts the scale on the scale, so to speak, and 

on its good side.”50 Hence, all it is, is a metaphysical mistake.  

 

While Weinberg seems to give us a workable solution, it is difficult to assess how 

successful her account is. Using non-existence as an argument against the non-identity 

problem presents a situation so foreign to us, that it’s difficult to even try and simplify it 

through an analogy. Our interests extend beyond our lifetime, as we care what happens 

to our family, country and the planet itself – even if we’re not there to experience them 

anymore. We are able to comprehend the world continuing to move after our death and 

thus we can care about what happens. This is not so for the merely possible people, since 

they will never exist and thus will never have any values or interests. Accepting 

 
48 Weinberg 2015, 93 
49 Ibid. 89 
50 Ibid. 90 
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Weinberg’s solution would require a more thorough inspection of not only her arguments, 

but of existence and non-existence itself – an inspection that is beyond the scope for this 

work. 

 

1.7.   Chapter summary 

 

In this chapter I have briefly explained the troublesome non-identity problem and 

reviewed some possible solutions from Boonin, Parfit, Gardner, Shiffrin and Weinberg. 

Unfortunately, none of the attempts actually seem to completely solve the problem. 

Boonin’s acceptance leads to intolerable implications about events such as climate 

change. Parfit’s solution requires us to go from ‘worse’ to flat out ‘wrong’, which raises 

the question: when is the worse act bad enough to be wrong? If in Irma’s case the 

treatment only mitigated the disease enough to give the child one extra day of life, would 

then Irma’s action to conceive right away be wrong? Even if we require the results to be 

much worse, the problem remains. When is ‘worse’ bad enough to be ‘much worse’?  

 

Gardner’s harm-based approach is barely more than a quick ad hoc addition to the non-

comparative account of harming. Her solution highlights an important point, however. 

Philosophers often seem to be dead set on finding answers similar to those in the natural 

sciences – clean and universal. While it would be appealing to manage the same in 

philosophy, it may not be possible. Ethics, at the end of the day, is a study of the human 

condition and humans are nothing if not contradictory. Thus, it would not be terribly 

surprising, if many of the questions we trouble ourselves with require an ad hoc solution 

to answer.  

 

Using Shiffrin’s account of harm seems to leave us with an anti-natalist conclusion, 

requiring us to refrain from procreation completely. Finally, while Weinberg does give 

us a solution, its use of non-existence makes it rather difficult to assess. Thus, we are left 

with an uncertainty towards the non-identity problem – our intuitions seem clear, but the 

attempts to back them up leave us wanting. 

 

Perhaps all hope is not lost, however. For example, requiring Parfit to mark the exact 

point between ‘worse’ and ‘wrong’ may not be completely fair. Drawing the line is a 

major difficulty in philosophy overall, not just in his particular case. It may very well be 

impossible to do so in some instances; as stated before, humans are not simple creatures. 
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Drawing a line in philosophy can be as difficult as drawing a line between the shades of 

Gray in a gradient – where does one colour begin and one end? 

 

Furthermore, as the name of this work suggests, perhaps we shouldn’t dismiss anti-

natalism outright. Shiffrin’s solution of using consent seems rather promising, if only it 

didn’t lead us towards a view as distasteful as anti-natalism. While the knee-jerk reaction 

against anti-natalism is certainly understandable (the view is rather antithetical to life 

itself after all), is the reaction justified? While I admit that anti-natalism is far too 

expensive a solution to adopt simply because it solves a niche philosophical problem, it 

could serve as a solution if it can be argued for in itself beforehand. As such, what is to 

follow is a more thorough inspection of anti-natalism, beginning with an assessment of 

some common counter-arguments presented against the view – in order to properly 

address our knee-jerk reactions, before more philosophically sophisticated arguments are 

given for the view itself.  

 

2.  Common Objections to Anti-Natalism 

 
Anti-Natalism in general is the view that procreation – having children – is morally 

wrong. While holding some anti-natalist views doesn’t require one to be against 

procreation in every situation, there certainly exist those who specifically argue for a 

strong anti-natalist stance, claiming that all procreation is indeed immoral. While 

(perhaps surprisingly) there are a plethora of arguments supporting this rather extreme 

idea, the purpose of this chapter is not to argue for anti-natalism itself. Rather, the purpose 

here is to address some common objections that are not aimed at any specific anti-natalist 

argument, but the idea as a whole.   

 

Anti-Natalism could be said to be completely antithetical to what it means to be human – 

to life itself. While there certainly are those who do not wish to have children, arguing 

that no one should procreate is a position so extreme that it’s unlikely to be adopted, even 

if successfully argued for. It would mean an eventual extinction of humanity, after all, 

among other such abhorrent results. Thus, anti-natalism is not a view that only has to be 

argued for in itself – even if one could find an absolutely irrefutable argument for it – but 

our general objections have to be addressed as well. 
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As stated, the purpose of this chapter is not to argue for anti-natalism directly. 

Nevertheless, to begin with, I shall present some quick arguments to illustrate how a view 

as extreme as anti-natalism deserves discussion. Continuing on, I will address some 

common counter-arguments seeking to defend our intuitions, objections that are levied 

against the anti-natalism in general. While these counter-arguments are rather varied, they 

roughly fall into three categories; those made on the basis of the rights of the unborn; 

those that see a person’s right to procreate as fundamental; and those that view anti-

natalism as a misanthropic stance. 

 

2.1.   Some example arguments  

 

Some arguments that have been made for anti-natalism to follow are from David Benatar 

(2006), Gerald Harrison (2012) and Seana Shiffrin (2012), respectively. None of these 

have stood without contention, but are now given simply to offer some basis for the rest 

of the paper, to show how anti-natalist conclusions have been reached. 

 

To further preface the following examples, it may be prudent to clarify what anti-natalists 

are arguing for specifically. Generally, there are two different stances within the umbrella 

of anti-natalism: the strong stance, which claims that all procreation is immoral; and the 

weak stance, which states that some procreation is immoral. Often this ‘some’ still 

includes practically all human procreation, but it does leave room for the existence of 

moral reproduction – simply claiming that as the world currently stands, procreation is 

immoral. As such, even the weak stance is much more demanding than simply stating 

that reproduction with a high likelihood of devastating genetic diseases, for example, is 

immoral.  

 

As a brief hypothetical, we might imagine a person, Toechilles, whose life is absolutely 

perfect in every way. They encounter no suffering, no hardship; they succeed in 

everything and anything they set their mind to; live an enormously happy and peaceful 

life. Yet, while walking to their bed for the last time after numerous happy years lived, 

they accidentally stub their toe on the leg of a nightstand. They experience a slight 

momentary pain – a new experience. Afterwards, Toechilles climbs to their bed and falls 

asleep for the final time, surrounded by loved ones. 
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A proponent of strong anti-natalism – such as David Benatar – would claim that even the 

life of Toechilles’ is not one we should impose on the currently non-existing. That the 

brief moment of pain is enough to make their existence a harm and reproduction thus 

immoral.51 An advocate for the weaker version, however, would certainly say that the life 

of Toechilles’ is one which is not immoral to create – that if we could ensure our children 

a similar life, procreation wouldn’t be immoral. It may not be good to create such a life, 

but it wouldn’t be bad either. To follow are brief arguments for both viewpoints.  

 

David Benatar 

Benatar is perhaps the most influential contemporary figure in anti-natalism discussion 

through his book on the subject, Better Never to Have Been.52 He presents two main 

arguments for anti-natalism; the asymmetry argument and the quality of life argument. 

The former is a strong stance, while the latter advocates for weak anti-natalism. For 

brevity’s sake I shall only present the latter, which tends to be seen as the more intuitive 

one. Benatar argues that even though people often say that they are more or less content 

with their lives, that they are happy to have been born, the average quality of life is 

actually awful. Violence, rape and murder have a constant presence in the world, on top 

of all the disease and accidents that people suffer through. These horrible things are far 

too common, Benatar argues, for us to assess our quality of life as anything but poor.53 

While people born in certain countries are certainly less likely to suffer, even the most 

privileged of us are susceptible to bad luck. According to him, people are simply mistaken 

in their own assessments, due to multiple psychological phenomena, such as 

Pollyannaism – our tendency to recall positive experiences more readily than negative 

ones.54 Seen this way, Benatar likens procreation to a game of Russian roulette, only with 

the gun aimed at the children’s head, instead of one’s own.55 Consequently, procreation 

is immoral. Since this is a weak stance however, it allows enough room for moral 

reproduction as well – if we can ensure that these horrible things won’t happen to our 

child that is. 

 

 

 

 
51 Benatar 2006, 60 
52 Benatar 2006 
53 Ibid., 89 
54 Ibid., 65 
55 Ibid., 92 
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Gerald Harrison 

Harrison gives us a rather neat argument for strong anti-natalism, which is both short and 

not terribly unintuitive. He argues that while we have a prima facie duty not to cause 

suffering, we don’t have similar duty to create pleasure. Since practically all lives contain 

some suffering and most some pleasure, we can conclude that procreation is immoral. 

This is due to the fact that bringing a child into existence undoubtably means that they 

will face some suffering, which we have a duty not to cause.56 Therefore, even if we could 

ensure all future lives to be like that of Toechilles’, procreation would remain immoral.  

 

Seana Shiffrin 

While Shiffrin doesn’t intend to argue for anti-natalism, her account of harm and ideas of 

consent fit nicely with the view. As explained in the previous chapter, in attempting to 

solve the non-identity problem, Shiffrin brings up how consent is required in some cases 

where a person will be harmed, but not in others.57 As a recap, a doctor is allowed to 

assume an unconscious patient’s consent for an amputation, for example, if it’s done in 

order to save the patient’s life. This is because causing harm is generally permitted 

without explicit consent, if it’s done in order to prevent even greater harm. Causing harm 

to achieve a pure benefit, however, is not allowed before consent is plainly given. After 

performing the life-saving amputation of the patient’s left arm, the doctor is not allowed 

to also amputate the patient’s right arm just because “the bionic arms these days are better 

in every way – and they’ll match too!” Even if the latter operation would be a flat out 

benefit, consent may not be assumed.  

 

The same argument can be used for anti-natalism as well – we’re assuming a future child’s 

consent, since we see them receiving a large benefit (existence) for a cheap enough price 

(suffering). It is of course impossible to ever ask, let alone be given, consent from non-

existent people, but that simply means that procreation is immoral. Just because consent 

is impossible to get, doesn’t mean we’re allowed to assume it. It is debatable whether this 

demands a strong anti-natalist stance, or merely the weak one. While consent is of course 

very much black and white, it becomes rather difficult to deny even lives such as 

Toechilles’ simply on the basis of unknowable consent. If we could indeed ensure an 

extremely good life for our children, it might be that we may assume their consent. These 

instances might be seen comparable to those where we assume our existing children’s 

 
56 Harrison 2012, 98 
57 Shiffrin 2012, 363 
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consent – as Rivka Weinberg argues, children are unable to give consent, yet parents 

make major decisions on their behalf all the time. We (should and hopefully do) act in 

the best interest of our children and are not required to deliberate on whether they would 

later consent to their treatment or not. The same goes for currently non-existent people – 

since they are unable to give their consent, we as prospective parents may act without 

their explicit consent, if we truly believe their life to be happy and prosperous one.58 When 

viewed under this lens, Shiffrin’s argument of consent seems compatible with not only 

the strong anti-natalist stance (no consent → no reproduction), but the weak one as well 

(extremely prosperous life → consent may be assumed).  

 

While plenty of counter-arguments have of course been presented to all three of these 

views, the purpose of this chapter is not to argue for anti-natalism in itself, but rather 

address some common counter-arguments that have been presented to anti-natalism in 

general. To tackle the overbearing counter-intuitiveness of the anti-natalist conclusion. 

As such, these views are offered simply as a foundation for anti-natalism, as not to leave 

the view completely unargued for while I move on to the actual topic at hand.   

 

2.2.   The counter-intuitive conclusion 

 

So, for the rest of this paper the focus is not on any particular attempt at arguing for anti-

natalism, but rather on some common counter-arguments that have been presented against 

the view as a whole. That is, to address the immediate “Surely not” when one is faced 

with anti-natalism. As previously stated, these counter-arguments fall roughly into three 

categories; those made on the basis of the rights of the non-existent; those that see a 

person’s right to procreate as fundamental; and those that view anti-natalism as a 

misanthropic stance. 

 

2.2.1.   Rights of the non-existent 

 

What about the rights of the non-existent child? 

People are only morally responsible for their own actions. That is, my immoral action 

doesn’t somehow infect those around me into having to bear some moral responsibility. 

As such, even if procreation was deemed immoral, the baby is not the one responsible. 

 
58 Weinberg 2015, 103 
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So, could we try to salvage being faced with extinction by appealing to the rights of the 

yet unborn child? Sure, the parents might be acting immorally in having a baby, but could 

the rights of the resulting child trump the immorality ‘incurred’ by procreation itself? 

 

While it’s perhaps a little difficult to imagine how anti-natalism could be true if the rights 

of the yet unborn child made a difference, we thankfully do not have to trouble ourselves 

with incorporating the two. This is because ‘non-existent people’ is a misnomer. There 

are no such things. Non-existence cannot be divided into non-existent people, non-

existent animals, non-existent things or objects. As previously stated, the sum of non-

existing people is always zero. There is no non-existence. Consequently, non-existent 

people do not have rights – the whole proposition is simply a quirk of language. 

Therefore, we are not able to appeal to the rights of those yet unborn; ‘they’ have none.  

 

Additionally, if we place rights to these imagined people, we’d have to explain why 

certain non-existing people have the right to be born, while others don’t. Since if those 

yet unborn have the right to be born, we’d be in the troublesome situation that some 

utilitarians have found themselves in – we’d have a duty to reproduce as much as possible. 

If some non-existing people have the right to be born, surely all of them do. Consequently, 

placing rights on non-existence brings with it much more problems than it might solve.  

 

2.2.2.   Rights of those already existing 

 

Pleasures of parenting and taking care of the elderly 

While it’s perhaps difficult to argue for the rights or pleasures of the non-existent, the 

currently living certainly enjoy both. Objections of this type often fall into two categories: 

the pleasures of parenting and needing children to take care of us as we age.  

 

Parenting is certainly a large part of life for great many people. These people often also 

enjoy the experience immensely, and it’s not rare to hear that being a parent is the best 

thing that has ever happened to them. That not being a parent would mean their life would 

be much worse. The pleasures associated with parenting are not to be discounted lightly, 

then. It is also certainly true that humans become more and more reliant on other people 

as we age. While in the modern world it’s no longer necessary to have your own children 

as insurance, children in general are required for society’s continued functioning. 
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Reduced birth-rates will eventually lead to a top-heavy society, where the working 

members of society will be unable to support the elderly.  

 

These are both cases where the pleasures and harms are very real and happen to already 

existing people. Thus, the anti-natalist is unable to appeal to non-existence as an answer. 

Having children for the pleasures of parenting or to ensure that there are people who will 

take care of us as we age are reasons that may seem laudable, but err in similar manner. 

As Benatar points out,59 in both cases we are treating people as mere means, not as ends 

in themselves. Not only that, but it is in fact impossible to have a child for their own sake 

– we can’t do anything for the sake of the currently non-existing. While the Kantian 

imperative alone may not convince the pro-natalist, we can imagine an infinite amount of 

distasteful scenarios, which nevertheless are similar to the two already presented. A 

person having a child just so they can take cute pictures with a new-born to post online 

would likely be lambasted. Parents having an another child in the hopes that they’d be an 

eligible bone marrow donor for their currently dying one, while perhaps more 

understandable, would still be questionable.60 In both of these examples the parent may 

act exactly as a parent should towards the child. They might love and care for them. Yet, 

if the reasons why they had a child in the first place are similar to the ones above, they’d 

surely face criticism.  

 

Specifically on the topic of taking care of the elderly, there are ways to mitigate this 

problem. One option is a phased extinction, as Benatar notes61. If the harm caused to the 

aging anti-natalist population is deemed harsh enough, it might be permissible to have 

children in decreased numbers, until human population over time reduces to zero.  

 

I’m happy with my life, isn’t it reasonable to expect my child will be too with theirs? 

It’s not uncommon for people to be happy with their lives, at least when asked to evaluate 

them in general. Everyone has their problems and certainly bemoans them, but overall we 

have a tendency to be content – or so the claim goes. Nevertheless, if we’re reasonably 

happy to exist, isn’t it reasonable to expect our children to feel the same?  

 

 
59 Benatar 2006, 131 
60 Example used by Benatar, ibid. 129 
61 Ibid. 182 
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While I won’t argue that this expectation is completely unreasonable, it does have its 

problems. First of all, it’s rather easy to end up asking only those who would claim their 

lives to be good ones. The ones involved in the debate about anti-natalism are often highly 

educated, for example, which already means they’re likely to be from rather privileged 

backgrounds. Since a person’s group of friends and family have a tendency to be from 

similar social class, it’s easy to fall into a bubble of people who are reasonably happy 

with their lives. Additionally, those who are generally underprivileged might simply be 

more invisible – the very people who might not so readily claim their lives to be happy 

ones. While we don’t choose our families, our workplaces and friend groups are selective. 

It is simply less likely for a person with disabilities, with chronic pain or disease, with 

mental illness, to be in the environments where these questions are being asked. As such, 

unless one is unlucky enough to be similarly underprivileged themselves, or have family 

member that is, it might be all too easy to miss the people who’d be less likely to claim 

their lives as happy ones.  

 

Second, anyone can simply get unlucky. Even if our own lives are good and we’d 

reasonably expect the same for our child, nothing is guaranteed. Even if we do everything 

right, disaster can occur. Our child may be born with debilitating disabilities, they may 

get into an accident, they might be subjected to violence. Since these things do happen, 

even in the safer and prosperous countries, reproduction is always a gamble. As such, it’s 

not enough to feel safe in the knowledge that we’re happy with our own lives, to justify 

procreation.  

 

Finally, this line of thinking easily results in a viewpoint that is perhaps even more 

reprehensible than anti-natalism itself. If only those who are happy with their own lives 

are justified in procreating, we’d be limiting reproductive rights to the rich and powerful. 

To the select few who have been lucky enough to avoid the numerous atrocities of life, 

who are relatively healthy and successful. As such, an anti-natalist might respond that it’s 

better to deny reproduction from everyone, than to say that only those who are privileged 

enough may procreate.  
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2.2.3.   Misanthropy and pro-mortality 

 

Won’t anti-natalism lead into human extinction? 

While the answer might be surprising, the anti-natalist can respond to this question with 

a simple ‘yes’. The eventual result would be human extinction, if anti-natalist views were 

widely adopted. This may sound rather ridiculous in the sense that the anti-natalist is 

effectively rationalizing the ending of rationality. A human arguing for the extinction of 

humanity. However, this is only so from the pro-natalist viewpoint. When we stand in the 

shoes of an anti-natalist, the eventual human extinction seems like a positive affair. 

Continued human existence is proof that things are still going poorly, after all. If 

reproduction causes untold harm, a sustained (or increasing) human population is a 

constant reminder of that harm still being caused. Additionally, human extinction is going 

to happen either way. Whether it be through our own hands, or due to natural disaster, or 

cosmic events, humans will eventually cease to exist. Anti-natalist are simply saying that 

sooner is better than later, as then we would avoid the harm caused by creating more 

people.  

 

I won’t deny that this conclusion is deeply troubling. How could what is right lead to 

human extinction? If we imagine humans suddenly becoming exceptionally moral, a 

prosperous and peaceful society seems to be a much more intuitive result, rather than a 

planet void of humans. However, much of this ‘extinction anxiety’ might be due to us 

imagining extinction as a result of a horrible natural event, or nuclear war. Either of these 

would surely be horrible, creating a period of immense harm before eventual extinction. 

If instead we imagine extinction resulting from birth-rates being gradually decreased, 

ensuring that those who are alive will get to live out their lives in peace, the picture 

changes. It certainly won’t cleanse the idea of extinction completely, but perhaps it will 

make it more similar to a death after life well lived, rather than one cut short due to an 

accident.  

 

Pro-mortality view 

An important distinction to make, however, is that anti-natalism is not inherently a pro-

mortality view. While one could certainly be both anti-natalist and pro-mortality, they are 

two separate ideas. Anti-natalism is merely against procreation, while a proponent of the 

latter might advocate for mass suicide, for example. Benatar himself is quick to point 
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out62 that there is a difference between lives worth starting and lives worth living. The 

anti-natalist is only required to argue against the existence of the former – arguing against 

the latter is not strictly necessary. To clarify the difference between the two lives, we 

might imagine prospective parents opting for abortion, if they are told that their baby 

would be born with Down’s syndrome. This choice however doesn’t mean that the same 

parents would advocate for the death of already living people with Down’s syndrome.  

 

There are more reasons why anti-natalism is not a pro-mortality view. As has been made 

clear multiple times, many of the anti-natalist arguments hinge on the question of non-

existence. ‘Unborn people’ don’t have rights, don’t experience pleasure or pain. This is 

not so on those already living. There are obviously things that are good or bad for us, 

things that benefit us or harm us. While the anti-natalist might say that it would have been 

better for us not to have been born, they are not required to argue that we should commit 

suicide. 

 

Forgetting the pleasures of life 

Much of the anti-natalism discussion revolves around topics of inevitable suffering that 

is part of every life, whether big or small, long or short. Is the anti-natalist forgetting, or 

simply ignoring, all the pleasures of life? Should we not give some focus on the positive 

and not only the negative parts of existence? Nobody asked to be born, or gave consent 

for it, but many are still happy to have been. Is the anti-natalist just sweeping these people 

under the rug? 

 

While the discussion certainly focuses on suffering, pleasure is not ignored. The trouble 

simply is that those who remain unborn, non-existent, do not care about missing out on 

pleasures of life. No person loses out on pleasure by not being born. Additionally, as 

pointed out earlier, we seem to have a duty not to cause harm, but no duty to create 

pleasure. As such, no matter how pleasurable life is, if it contains suffering, we seem to 

have a duty not to procreate. If we could absolutely ensure that a life would have no 

suffering in it at all, the anti-natalist would certainly have much more difficult time 

arguing for their position. However, it is rather non-controversial to say that every life 

contains some amount of suffering, even if the person is lucky enough to live a relatively 

healthy and safe life. Many of the anti-natalist arguments explore this seeming asymmetry 

 
62 Benatar 2006, 22 
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between pain and pleasure – of how pain seems to have more moral weight associated 

with it, than pleasure does. Thus, much of the focus is given to the suffering in life. 

 

Only humans or animals as well? 

While the discussion around anti-natalism is mainly concerned with humans, technically 

the eventual extinction of any sentient animal may be seen as a good thing. Many of the 

same arguments used against human reproduction work equally well against animal 

procreation as well, as Benatar notes.63 The practical side is rather unclear, however – 

should we actively work towards a phased extinction of the animal kingdom, in tandem 

to our own? I suppose the question is similar to whether we should prevent a lion from 

eating a gazelle. While neither animal is a moral agent, and as such can do no wrong in 

the moral sense, the gazelle is certainly harmed by the lion. Insofar as our aim is to reduce 

harm, we’re obligated to expand the umbrella of anti-natalism to other animals as well, 

regardless of their moral innocence. The question of practicality is more vital when it 

comes to humans, though, which brings us nicely to the next objection. 

 

How could anti-natalism ever be enforced? 

If the anti-natalist is correct, people don’t have a right to reproduce. They instead have a 

duty not to do so. How could a ban on reproduction be enforced, though? Although it 

might strike as odd to people, anti-natalism (at least the type that is being discussed here) 

is philanthropic. It is based on reducing suffering. Since banning procreation and forcing 

abortions on people would in itself create untold harm, it is not an option for the anti-

natalist. Thus, it might be that even if anti-natalism is correct, a legal ban on reproduction 

may not be morally permissible. 

 

2.2.4.   Miscellaneous 

 

Too high of a requirement 

Doing what is right can often be difficult. Eating meat, for example, is an act that can be 

rather difficult to justify ethically, yet much of the world still partakes in it daily. Many 

may even admit that they know it to be wrong, but claim that doing otherwise is simply 

difficult. That even though they knowingly act immorally in this case, they still think 

 
63 Benatar 2006, 223 
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themselves to be generally good people. Is having children a similar case, one that is 

arguably even more difficult to refrain from for many? 

 

Even though I’m currently writing about anti-natalism, I can appreciate the fact that for 

many, having children is a major part of life. An aspect without which life would be much 

worse. For these people, abstaining from procreation is no easy feat, even if they were 

absolutely convinced of its immorality. In this way, not having children could even be 

seen as supererogatory – good, but not absolutely required by morality.  

 

The trouble with this line of thinking is that even if anti-natalism is not accepted as a 

whole, there already are instances where we think a person should not reproduce, cases 

where we’d think it immoral. For example, if one has a genetic disorder that has a high 

risk of causing the resulting child to have a short and painful life. While anti-natalism is 

generally seen as unintuitive – to put it lightly – many would certainly think that it’s 

immoral for a person with such a disorder to reproduce. Yet, demanding that they abstain 

from procreation is just as high of a requirement as it is for a relatively healthy person. 

Thus, assuming reproductive rights on the basis of the alternative being too difficult 

would similarly justify reproduction for people with debilitating genetic disorders and the 

like. Note, the purpose here is not to say that all lives are equally harmful, but rather to 

deny that we have a right to impose the harms of life on others. Thus one might certainly 

say that a person with a genetic disorder has a stronger duty not to reproduce than a person 

who is relatively healthy. Claiming that the latter has no duty to abstain from reproduction 

at all, while the former has a strong duty, would be to say that it’s fine for the healthy to 

impose harms on others.  

 

The reach of our actions 

Our actions tend to have far reaching effects, though often they are so mundane and the 

causal links so complicated that we tend not to think about them. Nevertheless life seems 

to have the odd feature of being a sort of a Rube Goldberg machine. Without getting too 

muddled down with the question of determinism and the like, we may imagine a scenario 

where a morally irrelevant action has some bad consequences. For example, let’s imagine 

I greet my neighbour Larry in the street. They turn their head and greet me back as they 

keep walking, thus momentarily not looking where they are going and very cartoonishly 

end up walking straight into a street lamp. In this way, my greeting was a sort of a cause 

for the accident – without my actions, Larry would not have walked into the lamp. Yet, 
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generally I’m not seen as at fault for the accident – even if technically we can trace a sort 

of causal line of events of the accident to my greeting Larry. Could the pro-natalist argue 

that procreation is a similar case? 

 

To more properly fit the case to the matter at hand, we can imagine Larry being a staunch 

anti-natalist and going to complain to his parents after the accident, accusing them of 

causing his suffering due to them deciding to have a child – i.e., him. Does his accusation 

match our intuitions? Obviously not. It’s rather laughable to hold the parents accountable 

for the accident. We’d be much more likely to say that the accident was caused by Larry’s 

lack of attention. In other words, he should have looked at where he was going. Since we 

wouldn’t hold the parents accountable, is anti-natalism wrong to claim that procreation is 

immoral due to the suffering it causes? That suffering is rather far removed from the 

prospective parent’s actions, after all. While the link certainly exists (Larry wouldn’t have 

walked into a lamp post if he hadn’t been born), isn’t it much too contrived to claim that 

the parents are at any kind of fault? 

 

While I agree that moral accountability doesn’t infinitely transfer through contrived 

causal links, I do see a difference in cases like the one above and procreation. In the lamp 

post case, I take a benign action (greeting) which can be causally linked to the suffering 

of my neighbour. I’d argue that my actions are not immoral mainly due to the fact that 

it’s not reasonable to expect a greeting to cause any suffering. Similarly, it doesn’t make 

sense for my neighbour to accuse his parents of wrongdoing, since it’s not reasonable to 

expect that procreation results in the child walking into a lamp post. The anti-natalist 

argues, however, that it is absolutely reasonable to expect procreation to result in 

suffering. Perhaps not in any particular kind of suffering (such as the kind felt as a result 

from walking into a lamp post), but suffering in general. Thus, while it’s not sensible to 

hold Larry’s parents accountable for this particular case, it does make sense to hold them 

accountable for his suffering in general. They chose to procreate knowing that the 

resulting child would suffer in some respects. As long as it’s reasonable to expect 

prospective parents to know that their child will suffer, it’s reasonable to see their actions 

to procreate as immoral.  

 

To reinforce this conclusion, we can see how our intuitions roughly line up with it already. 

While it may not be sensible to hold our parents responsible for all harms we suffer in 

particular, it’s much more understandable to do so in cases where they knowingly passed 



 

 

- 34 - 

on a serious inheritable disease. I’m not going to hold a grudge against my parents every 

time I stub my toe, but I certainly would hold a grudge if they had a serious chance of 

passing on Huntington’s disease and nevertheless decided to have me.  

 

2.3.   Final remarks 

 

In 1867 various cities in the United States began enacting what are now called ‘Ugly 

Laws’. These laws prohibited those with visible disabilities – the ‘unsightly,’ ‘deformed’ 

and ‘disgusting objects’ – from appearing in public.64 It’s unlikely to be a coincidence 

that the American Civil War ended only two years prior, with plenty of disabled veterans 

around. For some reason this example is one that keeps reappearing in my mind when I 

think about anti-natalism. Consider, you leave your family and risk your very life to fight 

in a war, forced to shoot and kill those whom you might view as your countrymen. You 

get horribly injured, as wars are wont to do to soldiers. Yet the war is won (or lost) and 

you return to your family – not whole, but alive. Living with a disability always includes 

difficulties, certainly more so in the 1800’s. And on top of all this, your very own country 

enacts laws that prohibit you from appearing in public, from spending time where others 

might see you, labelling you as ‘deformed’ and ‘disgusting’. It is rather incredible how 

many different ways a person can suffer – and how often the suffering of people is simply 

forgotten. How many victims of inventive cruelties have existed in history? If the past 

could yell, I doubt it would be anything but a cry of wretched agony. How many victims 

cry out now? And how many will in the future? 

 

One last thing that bears mentioning at this point is the distinction between causing harm 

and exposing someone to risk of harm. Incurable genetic disorders aside, it could be 

argued that parents don’t actually cause harm to their child, but at most expose their child 

to the risk of harm. Life is full of harms, big and small, and the only way for a person to 

be exposed to them is by existing, after all. Therefore, while the parents may expose their 

child to harm, they are not causing them harm directly. Perhaps even this is too strongly 

put and the act of procreation merely makes it possible for the future child to be exposed 

to harm – reducing the moral demand against reproduction even further.  

 

 
64 Schweik & Wilson 2015 
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While I grant that there certainly exists a difference between causing harm and exposing 

someone to the risk of harm, I don’t think the distinction saves the pro-natalist. This is 

because as long as suffering is practically guaranteed in life (like seems to be the case in 

our world), the parents cannot be said to be merely exposing their child to the risk of harm 

– they’re guaranteeing that their child will suffer. While many harms in life can be 

avoided and thus they may only exist as a risk for the living, avoiding all harms is 

impossible. As such, parents are exposing their child to the risk of many different harms 

and guaranteeing that at least some of those harms will materialize.  

 

In this chapter I have addressed some of the unintuitive implications of anti-natalism. It’s 

not a comprehensive list, but hopefully was able to answer some of the common troubles 

associated with anti-natalism. Much of the work was done by explaining how our 

intuitions seem to be inaccurate when the question of non-existence is brought forth. That 

letting ‘the non-existent’ stay non-existing is not a violation of ‘their’ rights or deprive 

‘them’ of any pleasures – for the non-existent is nothing more than a quirk of language, 

of imagination. Another prominent point was that anti-natalism is not misanthropic, it 

doesn’t require us to hold any contempt for humans. Rather, the type of anti-natalism 

shown in this chapter is completely based on preventing harm and consequently can be 

seen as philanthropic. The third important detail in this chapter and for anti-natalism 

generally was that while there certainly are substantial pleasures associated with 

parenting, they do not take precedence over the harms inflicted to the one being born. As 

such, anti-natalism is able to make the case for itself, even if abstaining from reproduction 

would reduce the quality of life for those already living or even if the decision to do so 

would be immensely difficult one. 

 

Now that the common counter-arguments have been addressed, it’s time to move on to 

more philosophically sophisticated arguments made for anti-natalism. Much of the 

following centres on David Benatar’s view, including the previously skipped stronger 

variant of anti-natalism. I also continue to hold up Seana Shiffrin’s view about consent as 

a sensible option for anti-natalism and present some criticism levied against these views. 
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3.  Anti-Natalism 

 

The concept of human procreation is ripe with ethical issues. From abortion to eugenics, 

there are plenty of areas to explore and multiple ongoing discussions to take part in, both 

in academia, as well as in the public sphere. One common point made in public debates 

on climate change, for example, is that we ought to have less children. That the resources 

found on Earth are unable to support us all, let alone if the population keeps increasing. 

Now, regardless whether these arguments actually hold any water, arguments for and 

against procreation seem rather common. That is, there is plenty of debate about the 

amount of children we ought to be creating. Interestingly then, arguments against having 

children full stop – arguments for anti-natalism – are much more uncommon.  

 

The right to procreate is generally seen as an immutable right. Is this idea justified? Whilst 

there are cases in which some would perhaps like to deny a person that right – if the 

prospective parent has a serious genetic disorder, for example – the justification for the 

right in general is rarely questioned. Should the right to procreate be immutable? Should 

we have that right to begin with? Is having children actually even morally justifiable? 

These are the questions behind anti-natalism, the idea that procreation is immoral. I will 

begin this chapter with an overview of David Benatar’s two main arguments for the view, 

the asymmetry argument and the quality of life argument, with the help of a previously 

introduced character of mine, Toechilles. I will continue with an alternative argument for 

anti-natalism, taken from an account of harm by Seana Shiffrin. Finally, I will present 

some criticism levied against Benatar and offer some of my own, specifically against his 

quality of life argument. 

 

3.1.   David Benatar’s two arguments 

 

In his book aptly titled “Better Never to Have Been”65 David Benatar argues for anti-

natalism in two ways: First, he claims that while the presence of pain is bad, and that the 

presence of pleasure is good, the absence of pain is good, but the absence of pleasure is 

not bad, unless that absence is a deprivation. That is to say that while there exists a 

symmetry between the existence of pain and pleasure, the absence of them presents us 

with an asymmetry.66 The second argument is about the average quality of life, which 
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according to him, is much worse than we normally believe.67 I will now detail these 

arguments in turn.  

 

3.1.1.   The asymmetry argument 

 

Let’s remind ourselves of Toechilles, a previously introduced character who lived nearly 

a perfect life. Not once did he feel pain or heartache – everything he did, he succeeded in, 

every day greater than the last. Every hope and dream fulfilled, every challenge 

conquered. Unfortunately for Toechilles, after living the greatest life imaginable, as he 

walked to his bed for the final time, surrounded by family and loved ones, he stubbed his 

toe on the nightstand. The incident was slightly painful for him – a new experience – but 

he nevertheless managed to get to his bed and finally passed to the great beyond.  

 

It is uncontroversial to claim that Toechilles life as described was about as perfect as a 

life could be. The fact that he experienced a very brief amount of pain at the very end of 

his life is practically irrelevant next to all the incredible things he felt throughout his life. 

According to Benatar’s asymmetry argument however, coming into existence is a harm 

even in the incredible cases like that of Toechilles’.68 That, on the whole, it would have 

been better had Toechilles not existed. If this claim turns out to be correct, anti-natalism 

would certainly look much more appealing – so does Benatar manage to justify it? 

 

As previously stated, the asymmetry stems from the fact that while pleasure and pain are 

good and bad, respectively, the absence of pain is good, but the absence of pleasure is not 

always bad. The cases where absence of pleasure is simply neutral, are those where the 

absence is not a deprivation. Since non-existent ‘people’ cannot be deprived of anything, 

the absence of pleasure is not bad. On the other hand, the absence of pain is good, even 

if that good is not directly enjoyed by anyone. As such, had Toechilles not existed, the 

fact that they wouldn’t get to enjoy all the pleasures of life is not bad, while the fact that 

they thus would have avoided stubbing their toe on the nightstand is good. Overall then, 

it is better if Toechilles is never born.  

 

Now you might question why is it that the absence of pleasure is not bad, even if that bad 

is not directly suffered by anyone. That is to say, why is absence of pain impersonally 

 
67 Benatar 2006, 60 
68 Ibid.  
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good, while absence of pleasure is not impersonally bad? According to Benatar, the 

asymmetry is plausible in large part due to its explanatory power. There are multiple 

examples of this: for instance, we have a duty not to bring suffering people into existence, 

but we have no similar duty to bring happy people into being.69 While the point at which 

a disorder is negative enough to warrant abstaining from reproduction is certainly a 

controversial topic, it is rather less controversial to say that there are disorders so severe, 

that we have a duty to not bring people with those disorders into existence. If, for instance, 

a person has a genetic condition which will result in all their children being born in 

incredible pain and dying days after birth, most would surely argue that this person has a 

duty not to reproduce. If instead we somehow knew that any children a person had would 

live a life like that of Toechilles, we’d still not think it a duty for that person to reproduce.  

 

It might be said that the previous asymmetry could be explained by the fact that 

reproduction in itself is a major sacrifice – bearing and raising a child is certainly not 

without difficulty. According to Benatar, this argument fails to see that even in cases 

where the sacrifice is completely removed, we’d still have no duty to bring about happy 

people.70 Imagine if we had a machine that would, at the push of a button, pop out a 

Toechilles. Issues of artificial reproduction and cloning aside, would we have a duty to 

press it? Surely not. 

 

The asymmetry argument fits with other situations as well. While bringing people into 

existence, and failing to do the same, can be regretted, only the former can be regretted 

for the sake of the people who were brought about. We cannot regret not bringing a person 

into existence, for the sake of that non-existent person – only for our own sake, for failing 

to be a parent, for example.71 Finally, we tend to feel sad for the people in a distant land, 

if their lives are full of suffering. Inversely, nobody feels bad for the non-existence of 

happy people on an unpopulated island. As Benatar puts it: “We regret suffering but not 

the absent pleasures of those who could have existed.”72  

 

While the asymmetry argument is perhaps not quite as intuitive as Benatar makes it out 

to be, it certainly is not without merit. Nevertheless, criticism of it will follow later on. 
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3.1.2.   The quality of life argument 

 

The conclusion Benatar draws from the asymmetry argument is rather extreme. Even if 

we could ensure that our child would have a life like that of Toechilles, we ought not to 

do it. That having children, even in such an utopian case, would cause harm to those 

children. If we are not yet ready to commit to this rather hard-line stance of anti-natalism, 

perhaps we need to be eased into it. To do this, Benatar opens up with his second claim: 

the average quality of life is actually awful. This claim can be taken as an extension to 

the asymmetry argument, in that it helps us evaluate the extent of harm caused by coming 

into existence. Alternatively, it can be used separately, for those that remain sceptical of 

the claim that Toechilles was harmed by being brought about.73 Many, if not most, will 

say that they are happy, or at least content enough that they’d rather exist than not. It can 

be seen as an uphill battle then, to argue the very opposite. To claim that life is usually 

quite horrid, even though many claim to be content with theirs.  

 

To begin with, Benatar notes that assessing one’s quality of life is more complicated than 

merely subtracting the negative experiences from the positive, and seeing what remains. 

A life can have all the good bits in the beginning, for example, and the rest filled with 

bad. A person can also go through such a horrific event that no amount of good later on 

can compensate for it. There is also the matter of intensity: two people may have equal 

number of good and bad experiences, but their intensities can vary. Is a life filled with 

great pleasures and awful pains better than one that only has mediocre pleasures and 

equally middling pains?74 And so on.  

 

Secondly, Benatar argues that we have reason to doubt people’s own assessment of their 

quality of life, their well-being. This is due to three psychological phenomena: 

Pollyannaism, habituation and comparative assessment. According to Pollyannaism, we 

tend to recall positive events and experiences more readily than negative, to be optimistic 

about the future – more so than is perhaps warranted. Thus our view of the past and the 

future may be askew.75 Habituation describes people’s ability to adapt to decreasing 

quality of life. We might imagine in horror how it would feel to lose your arm in an 

accident, for example, but while people often are depressed after such misfortunes, they 
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tend to ‘bounce back’ – returning to similar levels of subjective well-being as before, or 

near enough.76 Yet few would claim that quality of life with one hand is similar to one 

with both. Finally, what is meant by comparative assessment is that when we evaluate 

our well-being, we tend to do so comparatively – how well are we doing in comparison 

to others. With Pollyannaism in mind, these comparisons are often made with lives in 

worse situations than our own. As such, our subjective self-assessment may fail to 

describe our actual quality of life.77 

 

3.2.   The tragedy of life 

 

Gotta have opposites, dark and light, light and dark, continually in painting. It’s like in 

life. Gotta have a little sadness once in a while so you know when the good times come. 

I’m waiting on the good times now. 

Bob Ross78 

 

The quote above, made all the more profound due to the fact that Ross’ wife had just 

passed away from cancer, presents a relatively common view of suffering – it’s an 

unavoidable, but also necessary part of life. Without pain and sadness, we would not be 

able to appreciate the good bits in life. Similar views are often found in discussions about 

immortality, for example – the certainty of death makes life all the more precious. How 

reasonable are these views? Is there some beauty to be found in death and suffering, or is 

it simply a case of making peace with the inevitable? 

 

Considering Benatar’s views on Pollyannaism, we can quite confidently say he’d choose 

the latter. According to him, when we stop and think, the world is constantly full of 

suffering. Death and permanent injury is relentlessly caused by natural disasters, disease, 

malnutrition, accidents and war.79 United Nations estimates show that almost 60 million 

people die each year.80 While some of those perhaps died a peaceful death surrounded by 

loved ones, how many more were killed by horrific disease, accidents or violence? Even 

a ‘peaceful’ death is likely to happen after years of pains associated with old age. After 

all, a life like Toechilles’ is not realistic for anyone, let alone everyone. While some may 
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be lucky enough to be spared from overt suffering, there is no guarantee that our children 

will be among them. As Benatar writes: “Even the most privileged people could give birth 

to a child that will suffer unbearably, be raped, assaulted, or be murdered brutally.”81 As 

already mentioned, he names this the procreational Russian roulette – though instead of 

aiming the gun at our own heads, we aim it at our future children’s.82  

 

3.3.   ‘If life gives you lemons…’ 

 

What if, even after all these arguments claiming that life is not actually all that great (but 

rather much the opposite), we have a friend who nevertheless claims to be happy with 

theirs? While there are psychological reasons why this might be, such as the ones 

explained above, surely we can’t flat out dismiss our friend’s evaluation of their life? 

They are the final authority on it, after all – right? Benatar compares this to a slave who 

is endorsing slavery. Since we have strong evidence for the harmfulness of slavery, we 

would not take the slave’s endorsement as a justification for their enslavement. Especially 

when there are plenty of psychological phenomena related to victims identifying with 

their tormentor, such as the Stockholm Syndrome.83 Thus it may be that our friend has a 

case of ‘sweet lemons’ – having been forced into an undesirable situation, they have 

adapted their preferences accordingly. 

 

If our imagined happy friend is still not convinced, so be it. Unless we intend to advocate 

for suicide, it’s not necessary to argue that everyone’s life is actually awful. Since the 

topic at hand is anti-natalism, it’s sufficient to merely argue that procreation is wrong. As 

such, we don’t have to convince our friend that their life is bad, only that they can’t 

generalize that thought and say that if they had children, they’d likely be happy with theirs 

as well. So, to recap, David Benatar has two main arguments for anti-natalism: one about 

asymmetry and one about the average quality of life. The asymmetry argument states that 

non-existence has the benefit of avoiding pain, while having no negatives, as missing out 

on pleasure is not bad. Thus coming into existence is overall a harm and as such, 

procreation is immoral. The argument about average quality of life is the one likened to 

Russian roulette: while one’s child may get lucky and have a relatively nice life, it is very 

possible that they will suffer enormously. As the latter is more common than usually 

 
81 Benatar 2006, 92 
82 Ibid. 
83 Ibid. 100 



 

 

- 42 - 

realized, Benatar argues, it’s immoral to procreate. As I have previously stated, arguing 

against procreation is a rather arduous task – rearing and raising children is something 

many consider a vital part of their own lives. While criticism of Benatar’s arguments is 

to follow, I will first present an alternative view to support anti-natalism, lest the fight be 

left on Benatar’s shoulders alone.  

 

3.4.   No answer is an answer 

 

No one has ever asked to be born. This is not surprising, since it is rather difficult to ask 

the non-existent their opinion on the matter. We may survey existing people on whether 

they are content with their lives and we’d be likely to hear that some are happy to be alive 

and that some are not. Some may say they’d rather never have existed, some in jest and 

some seriously. No matter the case though, questions about well-being can only be 

answered by those who exist. More importantly, consent can only be given by those who 

already exist.  

 

Consent is not something we are terribly concerned with when it comes to creating life. 

As it is impossible to ask for permission from the non-existing, we tend to just assume 

we have it. If we’re relatively happy with our lives, it follows that the same will be the 

case for our child, right? Sure, there’s some pain and awful stuff in life, but as Bob Ross 

said, there’s a benefit to the contrast that is given by negative experiences. If we remain 

unconvinced by Benatar’s arguments, we might be inclined to make this ‘trade’, as it 

were, of pain and suffering for existence itself. As already mentioned twice over, this 

trade is usually justified by equating it with Shiffrin’s rescue case84. Concisely put, 

causing harm may be permitted without explicit consent, if and only if it’s done in order 

to prevent even greater harm – vis-á-vis causing harm to achieve a pure benefit, which is 

only allowed with explicit consent. 

 

Regardless of how privileged one is, suffering seems to be unavoidable in the real world. 

Even the ever lucky Toechilles stubbed his toe at the end of his magnificent life – and 

nobody is likely to be even as close as lucky as Toechilles is. As such, even if we take 

existence to be a great benefit in itself, we’re always making a trade of harm for a pure 

benefit in deciding to procreate. If Shiffrin’s account is correct, we’d need the consent of 
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the future child before making such a decision – consent that is impossible to get. This 

would mean that procreation is always immoral. Simply because consent is impossible to 

get in this instance doesn’t mean we’re allowed to assume it. Just as a doctor operating 

on a patient is not allowed to assume consent and replace a healthy arm with a bionic one 

– if it’s impossible to get consent from the patient in the moment, the doctor is simply not 

permitted to perform the unnecessary amputation.  

 

3.5.   Arguing for the future generations 

 

In total I have presented three arguments for anti-natalism: Benatar’s asymmetry and low 

quality of life, and Shiffrin’s case about consent. Finally I shall turn to counter-arguments 

that these views have encountered. I will myself mainly focus on Benatar’s quality of life 

argument, but will give brief examples of how the other two views might be argued 

against.  

 

3.5.1.   Agent competency 
 

To begin with Shiffrin’s arguments about consent, as Rivka Weinberg points out, parents 

do plenty of things without their children’s consent.85 From “Eat your greens!” to more 

serious matters, such as deciding on treatment options. A large part of being a parent 

involves making decisions on behalf of your child – their consent be damned. This is 

generally justified by the fact that children are not competent agents. They don’t have 

legitimate consent rights in the way competent adults do and thus much can be decided 

without their consent.  

 

It is certainly the case that children are not similarly competent compared to a normal 

adult. The trouble is however, that children usually grow up into competent adults, who 

then are able to answer to questions about consent. Therefore, it’s a mistake to dismiss 

Shiffrin’s argument of consent on the basis of ‘parents making decisions for the children’ 

– procreation is very much an affair of creating eventual adults after all. Thus it’s more 

accurate to say that in choosing to procreate, we’re assuming the consent of a competent 

agent – the resulting eventual adult.  
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The problem of competency is not settled yet, however. As Weinberg states, paternalistic 

authority extends as long as the charge’s competency is limited.86  Whether the charge in 

question is an 80 year old suffering from dementia, or a new-born baby. And while some 

decisions ought to be postponed until the charge is competent, not all can be. Deciding to 

amputate a child’s arm is generally not a decision that can be postponed and as such falls 

within the caretaker’s authority – even if it has lifelong implications. Similarly the 

decision to procreate is done within the timeframe of paternalistic authority, since the 

non-existent are not agents at all. Therefore they certainly don’t have consent rights either. 

Thus it could be argued that the question of consent is not an issue and the decision falls 

justifiably on the prospective parents.  

 

To see whether this argument succeeds, let’s first choose an example that better matches 

the troublesome issue of accepting risk for pure benefits. Weinberg’s case is that of a 

parent teaching their child how to ride a bicycle.87 We don’t think twice about letting 

children ride bicycles, even though there are potentially lifelong risks associated with it. 

Of course the right thing to do is to teach our children to be responsible, careful and wear 

a helmet, though that only mitigates the risk, it doesn’t remove it completely. As a result 

of parents accepting this risk, children grow up with the benefit of knowing how to ride 

a bicycle, an enjoyable and valuable skill. 

 

The trouble with an example like this is that first, learning to ride a bike can be postponed. 

If the risk of accident is seen as great enough (perhaps the child is blind), it certainly 

ought to be left for them to decide later on as an adult. Second, a person can stop riding a 

bike. Once learned, there’s no harm in never using the skill. And finally, the very real 

risks of life are much greater and more numerous than the usual risks of learning to ride 

a bike. While the expectation with cycling may be an occasional scrape and bruise, what 

we should expect of life is much different. In conclusion, unlike learning to ride a bike, 

the choice of creating life cannot be postponed until the charge is competent; once started, 

one cannot simply choose to stop living, as suicide is hardly an easy act; and the risks 

associated with life are much greater than those involved with cycling.   
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3.5.2.   Subjective assessments 
 

Benatar’s book has seen plenty of criticism as well. One common point of contention is 

his framing of the asymmetry argument – why is it that not being born can be seen as a 

benefit (since no harm is caused), but losing out on life’s pleasures is can’t be seen as a 

negative? This type of criticism can be found from David DeGrazia88 and Elizabeth 

Harman89, for example. DeGrazia also finds Benatar’s claims on the topic of average 

well-being doubtful. We can grant that people’s subjective assessments of their well-

being are not objective, without dismissing them completely – no assessment of well-

being is objective, after all.90 Furthermore on the topic of well-being, Harman points out 

that some pleasures are perhaps so valuable, that they trump many if not most pains life 

is riddled with. As such, even lives more terrible than most, such as a short life spent 

battling cancer, may be well worth living, if it includes things like loving relationships.91  

 

Additionally, Benatar places quite a bit of weight on the power of Pollyannaism, on our 

tendency for optimism. As previously noted, our memory, adaptability and comparative 

assessment are likely to be biased due to this optimism. On each point I’m somewhat 

doubtful whether we can take Pollyannaism as an argument for our quality of life being 

actually much worse than realized. For example, while arguing against the validity of 

people’s subjective assessments, Benatar shows that objective evaluation of a person’s 

health is not a good predictor of their subjective assessment of well-being. His perspective 

on this is that we’re biased towards optimism and that well-being seems to be 

(irrationally) detached from actual measurable physical health.92  

 

Let me offer an alternative explanation: What if we simply overestimate the awfulness of 

poor health? We might imagine how horrible it would be to suffer from cancer (as it no 

doubt truly is), but perhaps we simply are incorrect in assuming it will drastically affect 

our subjective well-being. It seems to me that it might not be a case of people being 

irrationally happy despite their clear suffering, but people being irrationally afraid of how 

much certain painful conditions would affect their life.  

 

 
88 DeGrazia 2010, 321-322 
89 Harman 2009, 781 
90 DeGrazia 2010, 328 
91 Harman 2009, 783 
92 Benatar 2006, 66 



 

 

- 46 - 

The same might be the case with our ability to adapt to a decreased quality of life. Recall 

how Benatar makes the claim that our subjective assessments are faulty since we tend to 

be at similar levels of well-being before and after permanent injury, for example. That if 

a person loses their arm, for instance, and their subjective well-being is not drastically 

lowered, their assessment must be flawed. What if these type of misfortunes, while 

certainly awful, simply are not as terrible as we believe? While a person’s subjective 

evaluations can be explained by assessments of well-being simply being detached from 

reality, they can likewise be explained by us overestimating the awfulness of different 

hardships. This is consistent with Benatar’s example: people are at a certain subjective 

level of well-being, they get into an accident and are shocked and depressed for a while, 

which lowers their well-being. After some time they recover to similar levels of subjective 

well-being. Again, is this because assessments of well-being are detached from reality as 

Benatar claims, or because mundane everyday life is mundane everyday life, whether or 

not we lose an arm? Put concisely, assessing the awfulness of something is just as 

subjective as assessing well-being is. Why trust one but not the other? Furthermore, it 

would seem that our long-term wellbeing is relatively unaffected not only by negative 

experiences, but positive ones as well.93 Whether one wins the lottery or loses a loved 

one, it often only takes roughly three months for their subjective wellbeing to return to 

pre-event levels. Therefore, if we claim that our tendency to bounce back from awful 

events means that life is in fact much worse than we realize – as Benatar does – shouldn’t 

we also argue the opposite vis-à-vis happy events? In other words, if bouncing back from 

bad events indicates our actual wellbeing is worse than realized, surely a quick fall from 

the ’high’ we get from good events means our actual wellbeing is better than realized.  

 

One possible response to these criticisms is that people’s statements about their well-

being are detached from what their actual well-being is. That it’s not the case that a 

person’s actual well-being recovers to earlier levels after an accident, but only their 

statements about their well-being recover, the responses they give when questioned about 

their well-being. Since well-being is in large part measured through people’s subjective 

assessments, this could lead us to believe that people are faring better than they actually 

are. Benatar certainly seems to aim his criticisms at people’s statements, but once he has 

made his case why they are unreliable, he turns around and extends the case to include 

how people actually feel. For example, he claims that Pollyannaism is evolutionarily 
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useful, since if people realized how bad their lives actually are, they’d be more likely to 

commit suicide.94 Even if this is the case, people don’t commit suicide because their 

statements about their well-being are negative. They do so because their actual well-being 

is poor. And if Pollyannaism extends to how we actually feel about our well-being and 

not merely to the statements we make about it, then what’s the difference? Even if people 

had a tendency to be happy in suboptimal circumstances, it doesn’t mean the happiness 

is somehow false. Moreover, overestimating the awfulness of accidents is also 

evolutionarily useful – being scared of accidents makes us more risk averse. Our fear 

being disproportional simply means we are even less likely to injure ourselves, a clear 

benefit.  

 

3.6.   Chapter summary 

 

In this chapter I have described the main points for anti-natalism David Benatar makes in 

his book on the subject. His main argument is two-fold: there is an asymmetry between 

suffering avoided and pleasures lost due to non-existence. The former is good, while the 

latter is neutral. The second point is that while we have a tendency towards optimism in 

our evaluations of well-being, the actual quality of life is very poor on average. The harms 

we may endure in life are many, and while some are in a privileged enough position that 

suffering is less likely, no one can guarantee their children a happy life. As such, 

reproduction is akin to a game of Russian roulette, with the gun aimed at the future child. 

These arguments work independently, or in tandem, towards the same conclusion – 

procreation is immoral. 

 

Along with Benatar’s arguments, I presented a view by Seana Shiffrin that can be used to 

make a case for anti-natalism as well. While usually people liken reproduction to a rescue 

case, where even a greater harm (non-existence) is prevented through lesser harm 

(suffering in life), she points out that we’re actually trading an arguable benefit 

(existence) for harm (suffering in life). While in the former we’re allowed to assume the 

victims consent, in the latter the opposite is true. Trading harm for benefit is something 

that requires explicit consent, which is impossible in the case of reproduction. As such, 

we arrive at the same conclusion – procreation is immoral.  
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Finally, I presented some criticism levied against these views, focusing on my own 

criticism against Benatar’s quality of life argument. My main point was that while 

assessments of well-being certainly tend to be subjective, the same is true for assessment 

of awfulness. If we argue that we can’t trust individuals when it comes to measuring well-

being, we can’t then turn around and use similar tactics to instead say that life is 

objectively awful, which seems to be what Benatar is doing.   

 

While neither of these views is without fault, they do present surprisingly strong cases for 

a view that is rather hard for people to accept. It is not every day that one hears good and 

thorough arguments for mass extinction of our own race. While Shiffrin refrains from 

using her account for anti-natalism, Benatar strives for that very conclusion – stating early 

on in his book that “there should, ideally, be no (more) people.”95  

 

4.  Anti-Natalism as a solution 

 

Having presented both the non-identity problem and anti-natalism, now it’s time to 

address the actual thesis of this work – how the latter solves the former. As a refresher, 

the non-identity argument presents a conclusion that is in conflict with our intuitions. Are 

we morally required to mitigate climate change, for example, in order to ensure better 

lives for future generations? Should we plant trees under which’s shadows we shall never 

sit? Does Irma act immorally by not opting for the treatment before having a child? 

 

In the beginning of this work I presented two cases; Ruth’s and Irma’s. Ruth already has 

a child, while Irma isn’t yet pregnant. Neither bothers with the recommended treatment 

and thus two children are left with halved life expectancies. Ruth’s case is rather clear cut 

in its immorality, but the non-identity problem claims that Irma isn’t in the wrong – the 

specific child that is born cannot be born without the disease after all. Had Irma opted for 

the treatment, a different child would have resulted. Since it’s arguably better to live forty 

good years than none at all, no harm is done to the child and thus no wrong is committed. 

The trouble with accepting this conclusion however, is that in itself it’s diametrically 

opposed to our intuitions – how could it be that Irma doesn’t act immorally? Additionally, 

it has other abhorrent consequences as well; if Irma’s actions are not wrong, then are we 
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not required to mitigate climate change either? The human population that gets to live in 

the resulting half-submerged coffee-free world can only exist in that very world after all.  

 

Then anti-natalism was discussed, the view that procreation is usually or always wrong. 

Whether we opt for a weak version or a strong one doesn’t make much difference, since 

even the weak one packs plenty of punch in order to solve the non-identity problem. And 

so, for the (rather trivial) coup de grâce: Irma’s actions are wrong, because procreation is 

wrong. She decides to have a child in a world that is rife with pain and suffering. And not 

only that, she willingly has a child with halved life expectancy too. If we’re persuaded by 

anti-natalism, then the non-identity problem fails to be an issue for us. Ruth’s actions are 

wrong because she harms a child, Irma’s because she decides to have a child. The solution 

matches our intuitions and no dilemma arises.   

 

Suffering is commonplace in our world, and in that context it’s rather easy to see how 

anti-natalism solves the problem. Therefore to further test our solution, we can see 

whether it works in an imaginary utopian world – called Scheria – where suffering is 

unheard of. Since the moral demand against reproduction hinges on the prevalence of 

harm, anti-natalism wouldn’t normally apply to the inhabitants of Scheria. No demand 

would exist against procreation. No issues so far then – if there’s no suffering, anti-

natalism wouldn’t make demands of us. What about Irma though? What if she was so 

unimaginably unlucky, that her case would be repeated even in Scheria?  

If the anti-natalist solution to the non-identity problem is simply ‘procreation is immoral’, 

then it would be unable to explain Irma’s case in an utopian context. After all, in Scheria, 

procreation isn’t immoral by the standards of anti-natalism. Yet, our intuitions would 

remain unchanged; Irma would act immorally if she decided to reject the medication. This 

isn’t a problem for anti-natalism, however. To explain why, let’s inspect which premise 

of the non-identity argument anti-natalism rejects. In its shortest form, the non-identity 

problem claims that Irma’s actions aren’t immoral, because for something to be immoral, 

someone has to be harmed, i.e. ‘no harm, no foul’, and that it’s better to live forty good 

years than not live at all. The latter of these two premises is the one anti-natalism rejects 

– it is in fact not better to live forty good years than none at all. The same is true even in 

Scheria. This is because even if no overt suffering is inflicted on Irma’s child, they 

nevertheless have to live with the knowledge that their life will be cut short. That instead 

of living to see eighty, they will die at forty. While this life would perhaps be closer to 
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that of Toechilles’ than to one lived in our world, it would nevertheless include suffering. 

Thus an anti-natalist can claim Irma’s actions to be immoral, even in Scheria.  

 

With the utopian case in mind, perhaps the solution ought to be specified. Instead of 

simply saying that procreation is immoral, a more accurate claim is that:  

 

Procreation is immoral if: 

1. It’s reasonable to expect that the child would suffer in their life, 

2. No matter how trivial that suffering is and no matter how much pleasure they 

would experience.  

 

The first part is enough to explain why Irma’s actions are immoral in our world, thus only 

a weak version of anti-natalism is required. The second part is a claim made by the strong 

variant of anti-natalism, which would additionally be required to explain why Irma’s 

actions are immoral in Scheria. While the strong variant is much less plausible and 

unlikely to succeed in our world, I’d tentatively say that it might work better in Scheria – 

the contrast would at least be much more visible in the latter world. It might be more 

difficult to argue against living forty perfect years in our world, than it would be to live 

the same in a world where people normally live similarly perfect eighty years. No matter 

what the case may be in Scheria, however, we live in the real world, where the much more 

plausible weak variant of anti-natalism is enough to solve the non-identity problem. As 

such, the problems of the strong variant need not be solved.  

 

4.1.   An expensive solution 
 

So, how successful is anti-natalism as a solution? Well, I’d say that it certainly solves the 

non-identity problem, as is easy to see. However, the true difficulty of the whole thesis 

has little to do with anti-natalism as a solution, but with anti-natalism in itself. As I noted 

earlier on, anti-natalism is much too expensive a solution to adopt simply because it solves 

the non-identity problem. Unless we’re thoroughly convinced by anti-natalism, we’d be 

sacrificing much more than we’d be gaining by adopting it. One of the main reasons 

motivating us to find a solution to the non-identity problem is that doing otherwise may 

justify inaction towards climate change – a consequence we’d rather avoid. While anti-

natalism may give us a solution, it does so at the expense of our reasons for combatting 

climate change itself. Although humans are certainly not the only ones at risk from 
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climate change, one of the main reasons for the fight is to ensure a better world for the 

future generations of humans specifically. Furthermore, we’re not simply interested in 

these future generations avoiding harm as much as possible, we wish for them to prosper. 

Anti-natalism is rather incompatible with this goal. Thus it’s far too expensive to sincerely 

be called a successful solution to the non-identity problem. 

 

4.2.   Reframing the issue 
 

To reiterate, solving the non-identity problem is not reason enough to adopt anti-natalism, 

but that doesn’t mean that the latter doesn’t solve the former. It does so quite easily, it 

just has some baggage. While we need to be otherwise convinced of anti-natalism, solving 

the non-identity problem is a nice bonus. This relationship between the two concepts is 

perhaps more evident when we recall the most promising idea presented in this work – 

Shiffrin’s argument about consent. It not only gives us a rather good solution for the non-

identity problem, but also goes far in justifying anti-natalism. Shiffrin argued that Irma’s 

actions are wrong because in order to impose suffering for pure benefits, consent is 

required. Since Irma is unable to get consent, her actions are wrong. While Shiffrin didn’t 

try to argue for anti-natalism, the same argument works more generally. Since all lives 

include suffering, consent is required before reproducing, consent that is impossible to 

get. Thus procreation is wrong.  

 

Perhaps then a more descriptive title for this work would be something akin to ‘How 

Shiffrin’s argument about consent solves the non-identity problem and supports anti-

natalism’, though it’s bit of a mouthful. Nevertheless, the relationship between the 

different concepts seems more appropriate when evaluated from the perspective of how 

the requirement of consent solves the non-identity problem, but also leads to anti-

natalism.  

  

5.  Final thoughts 

 

When I began with this work, I set out to explain how anti-natalism solves the non-

identity problem. While I knew that the main focus would be on the former, I didn’t 

anticipate it taking over nearly two thirds of the final page amount. Although the focus 

was thus slightly shifted, I do feel it was necessary to properly analyse anti-natalism. A 
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view that can be equally difficult to understand as it is to accept, even if one finds the 

arguments convincing.  

 

Nevertheless I began this work with the non-identity problem. In summary the argument 

draws a highly unintuitive conclusion from rather basic set of principles. If we accept ‘no 

harm no foul’ being true while also claiming that being born with a serious affliction 

(such as halved life expectancy) is better than not being born at all, then morality demands 

much less of us than we’d like to think. Why do anything to combat climate change, since 

surely the future generations would prefer to live in a suboptimal world than not live at 

all – right? So we might as well live however we’d like, giving no regard to the pollution 

caused. While I gave some possible solutions, none quite worked well enough. I 

personally believe Shiffrin’s arguments about consent to be the most promising, but they 

lead us into anti-natalism – a view so unintuitive that I felt it prudent to begin with a 

chapter considering the various counter-arguments first, before diving into the idea more 

thoroughly.  

 

While there undoubtedly are plenty more counter-arguments for anti-natalism than what 

I listed in the second chapter, I attempted to evaluate the most common ones; those about 

the rights of the non-existing; those of the currently existing; and those which deem anti-

natalism a misanthropic stance. Defeating these arguments doesn’t justify anti-natalism 

in itself, but considering the divisiveness of the view, I thought it prudent to address the 

immediate responses first. My answers were roughly as follows: First, ‘non-existent 

people’ don’t actually exist and as such, do not have rights. Second, if suffering is as 

pervasive as anti-natalism claims, our right to reproduce cannot be as fundamental as is 

normally thought. Lastly, considering that anti-natalism is based in preventing harm, 

misanthropy is a mistaken allegation.  

 

Having given some basis for the view, I continued with a more philosophically 

comprehensive look at anti-natalism. Most consideration was given to David Benatar’s 

two arguments for the view, while Seana Shiffrin’s argument about consent was taken 

further to cement it as a proponent for anti-natalism. Benatar’s first argument was based 

on an asymmetry between pleasure and pain. Avoiding suffering is always good, while 

missing out on pleasures due to non-existence is not bad. Since life always includes both, 

no matter how trivially, it’s always wrong to procreate. This view is the more contentious 

of the two and since it requires us to adopt a strong stance, it’s all the more unattractive. 
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His second argument was about the average quality of life, which – according to him – is 

much lower than we generally think. This one is much more believable, though not 

without fault. He places heavy emphasis on how we tend to overestimate our wellbeing, 

but fails to consider that we might be doing the same for misfortunes. His points about 

human behaviour can be explained by either, so why focus only on the former? 

 

Next I continued to champion Shiffrin’s argument about consent. Her claim was that most 

pro-natal arguments mistakenly consider reproduction like a rescue case, where a great 

harm (non-existence) is prevented through a lesser harm (suffering). However, she makes 

a convincing case in arguing that instead it’s a case of inflicting harm to receive a pure 

benefit, something that requires consent. Since consent is impossible to get from the non-

existent, it's immoral to reproduce.  

 

Finally, I drew together the threads to make the argument that anti-natalism solves the 

non-identity problem. The rather trivial solution was that if procreation with a reasonable 

expectation of suffering is wrong, Irma from the example case acts immorally. We are 

not required to somehow explain how having a kid without the affliction is good or better 

than having a kid with the affliction, since through anti-natalism both can be said to be 

wrong. Thus we also avoid the usual pitfalls, such as having to navigate the issue without 

implying that being disabled somehow makes one less preferrable.  
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