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Abstract
David Boonin argues that in a choice between creating a person whose life would be well
worth living and creating a different person whose life would be significantly worse, but
still worth living, each option is morally permissible. I show that Boonin’s argument for
this view problematically implies that in a choice between creating a person whose life
would be well worth living and creating another person whose life would not be worth
living, each option is also morally permissible.
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1. Introduction

The non-identity problem concerns the question of whether we morally ought to create a
person with an excellent life, rather than another person whose life would be signifi-
cantly worse but still worth living. While most people believe that creating the worse-off
person would be wrong, justifying this verdict has been difficult, since creating the
worse-off person arguably does not harm anyone. In The Non-Identity Problem and
the Ethics of Future People (2014), David Boonin proposes a radical solution to this
problem. On the ground that creating the worse-off person is indeed harmless,
Boonin argues that – contrary to what it seems – it is also morally permissible.

What Boonin does not note, however, is that his argument for this view has a con-
sequence that is even more counter-intuitive, and, it seems, clearly unacceptable: That it
is also permissible to create a person whose life would not be worth living, rather than
to create a person whose life would be well worth living. After formulating the non-
identity problem and Boonin’s solution to it (sect. 2), I explain why this problem arises
for his argument (sect. 3) and consider some possible responses to the problem (sect. 4).
I then offer a diagnosis of why the problem arises, on which the underlying reason is
that Boonin’s argument implies a ‘person-affecting’ moral view (sect. 5). Section 6
concludes.

© The Author(s), 2022. Published by Cambridge University Press

Utilitas (2023), 35, 88–97
doi:10.1017/S0953820822000449

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0953820822000449 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://orcid.org/0000-0001-5820-1145
mailto:olle.risberg@filosofi.uu.se
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog?doi=https://doi.org/10.1017/S0953820822000449&domain=pdf
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0953820822000449


2. The non-identity problem

Consider this case:

Worth Living: Wilma has decided to have a baby. Her doctor tells her that if she
conceives now, she will get a daughter, ‘Pebbles’, with an irreversible disability.
While Pebbles’s disability will have a substantially negative impact on her well-
being, her life will nonetheless be worth living (i.e. it will contain more positive
well-being than negative well-being). If Wilma instead takes a pill once a day
for two months before conceiving, she will get a different child: a son, ‘Rocks’,
who will be perfectly healthy and whose life will therefore be significantly better
than Pebbles’s life would be. The pill is easy to take, has no side effects, and
will be paid for by Wilma’s health insurance. However, Wilma finds it too incon-
venient to take the pill and so chooses to conceive at once. As a result, she gives
birth to Pebbles, who has a significant and irreversible disability.1

Intuitively, Wilma’s decision to conceive now rather than later is wrong. However, if
Wilma had conceived later, she would have given birth to Rocks instead of Pebbles,
thereby bringing a different person into existence. Hence, since Pebbles would not
have existed if Wilma had not decided to conceive now, Pebbles would not have
been better off if Wilma had not decided to conceive now. This suggests that
Wilma’s decision does not harm Pebbles. If we also assume, as Boonin does, that
Wilma’s decision does not harm anyone else, this suggests that her decision is not
wrong. And this contradicts our initial assessment of the case – intuitively, again,
Wilma’s decision to conceive now rather than later is wrong. This is the non-identity
problem.

Boonin construes the problem as an argument that consists of ‘five plausible prem-
ises and one implausible conclusion’ (2014: 1):

The non-identity argument

P1: Wilma’s act of conceiving now rather than later does not make Pebbles worse
off than she would otherwise have been.
P2: If A’s act harms B, then A’s act makes B worse off than B would otherwise have
been.
P3: Wilma’s act of conceiving now rather than later does not harm anyone other
than Pebbles.
P4: If an act does not harm anyone, then the act does not wrong anyone.
P5: If an act does not wrong anyone, then the act is not morally wrong.
The Implausible Conclusion: Wilma’s act of conceiving Pebbles is not morally
wrong. (Boonin 2014: 27)

Most solutions to this problem have consisted in rejecting one of the premises. For
instance, according to harm-based solutions, Wilma’s decision harms Pebbles even
though it does not make Pebbles worse off than she otherwise would have been
(Harman 2004; Gardner 2015). This conflicts with P2. Similarly, according to act-
consequentialism, Wilma’s decision is wrong because one of her alternatives – creating
Rocks – would have led to more total well-being. Given that an action can be

1This is a shortened version of what Boonin calls ‘the case of Wilma’ (Boonin 2014: 2).
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suboptimal in this way without wronging anyone, act-consequentialism conflicts with
P5. Boonin argues, however, that all solutions that consist in rejecting one of the prem-
ises are bound to fail.2 Thus, he proposes that we instead accept the argument’s conclu-
sion, despite its apparent implausibility: Wilma’s decision, Boonin holds, is not wrong.
As he puts it, ‘[if] we accept the Implausible Conclusion […] then the fact that the five
premises of the non-identity argument entail it will no longer give rise to a problem’
(Boonin 2014: 189).

3. More implausible conclusions

Boonin notes that his solution apparently implies other, seemingly even more implaus-
ible conclusions. The most implausible conclusion that he discusses – and which he
refers to as ‘The Most Implausible Conclusion’ (Boonin 2014: 226) – concerns cases
such as the following:

Barely Worth Living: Wilma’s doctor tells her that if she conceives now, she will
give birth to a daughter – ‘Sandy’ – with a serious disease. As a result of her dis-
ease, Sandy’s life will only be barely worth living (i.e. her life will contain only
slightly more positive well-being than negative well-being). If Wilma instead
takes a pill for two months before conceiving, she will have a perfectly healthy
son – ‘Rocks’ – whose live will be well worth living. Wilma decides that having
to take a pill before conceiving is too inconvenient and so chooses to conceive
at once. As a result, she gives birth to Sandy, whose life is only barely worth living.
(cf. Boonin 2014: 226)

The Most Implausible Conclusion is that Wilma’s decision in Barely Worth Living is
permissible. The premises of the non-identity argument imply this conclusion, for
the same reasons that they imply that Wilma’s decision in Worth Living is permissible.
Boonin is apparently ready to accept this conclusion as well.3

What Boonin does not note, however, is that the premises of the non-identity argu-
ment imply a conclusion that is even more implausible than the Most Implausible

2To be clear, Boonin does not claim that all the premises of the argument are true as they stand. Rather,
he holds that even if some of the premises are too strong (and therefore false) as formulated, they may still
be ‘true enough’ (Boonin 2014: 148) for the purposes of generating the non-identity problem, since some
weaker, more plausible variants of them may still imply the Implausible Conclusion. Thus, his position can
perhaps be understood as follows: there is no good way to revise any one of the premises of the argument
that is independently motivated and sufficiently plausible, and that prevents us from arriving at the
Implausible Conclusion again simply by plausibly modifying one or more of the other premises. (See fur-
ther Boonin (2014: ch. 1.3) for a discussion of the requirements that he thinks that a plausible solution to
the non-identity problem should satisfy.)

3Boonin considers the possibility that ‘[t]here might turn out to be a morally relevant difference between
conceiving Pebbles and conceiving Sandy’ (2014: 226). One view that he discusses (but does not commit to)
is that ‘the life of a blind person has the same moral value as the life of an otherwise comparable sighted
person [whereas] the life of a person whose life is just the slightest bit better than no life at all does not’
(2014: 226). This type of suggestion seems difficult to motivate, however – and more importantly, it
remains the case that the premises of the non-identity argument imply that the Most Implausible
Conclusion is true. Thus, this suggestion helps avoid that conclusion only if the argument for the
Implausible Conclusion is unsound. On the other hand, if there is no such morally relevant difference,
Boonin agrees that his solution leads to the Most Implausible Conclusion, and apparently finds this
acceptable.
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Conclusion – one that I am accordingly forced to call ‘The More-Implausible-than-the-
Most-Implausible-Conclusion Conclusion’, or ‘The More-than-Most Implausible
Conclusion’ for short. Consider another variation on the case of Wilma:

Not Worth Living: Wilma’s doctor tells her that if she conceives now, she will give
birth to a daughter – ‘Dora’ – who will suffer greatly throughout her entire life due
to a serious incurable disease. As a result, Dora’s life will not even be close to worth
living (i.e. it will contain much more negative well-being than positive well-being).
If Wilma instead takes a pill for two months, she will have a perfectly healthy son –
‘Rocks’ – whose life will be well worth living. Wilma decides that having to take a
pill before conceiving is too inconvenient and so chooses to conceive at once. As a
result, she gives birth to Dora, whose life is not even close to worth living.

The More-than-Most Implausible Conclusion is that Wilma’s decision in Not Worth
Living is not wrong. Even if it is disputable whether her decision in Worth Living,
and perhaps even in Barely Worth Living, is wrong, the conclusion that her decision
in Not Worth Living is not wrong is intuitively unacceptable. But the premises of the
non-identity argument imply this conclusion. If Dora had not existed, she would not
have occupied any well-being level at all – not even a well-being level of zero. This fol-
lows from the popular and plausible principle that in this context is usually called ‘actu-
alism’, according to which a subject A (such as Dora) instantiates a property F (such as
having a well-being level of zero) in a possible world w only if A exists in w.4 Since a low
well-being level is not lower than no well-being level at all, actualism implies that Dora
would not have been better off if Wilma had not decided to conceive her. P2 therefore
implies that Wilma’s decision does not harm Dora, which, together with P4, implies
that her decision does not wrong Dora. If we also assume that Wilma’s decision does
not harm anyone else (an assumption corresponding to P3), P4 implies that her deci-
sion does not wrong anyone, which together with P5 implies that it is not wrong. And
this result is unacceptable – it is wrong to create a person with a life not worth living
rather than a person with a life well worth living.

Why accept actualism? In addition to being intuitively plausible, it is supported by
the fact that existential generalization (i.e. from ‘A is F’, infer ‘there exists an F’) is stand-
ardly taken to be a valid inference rule. After all, if actualism is false, then it could be
that A is F (in a world) even though A does not exist (in that world), in which case
existentially generalizing from ‘A is F’ would lead from a true premise to a false conclu-
sion. Thus, it is hard to deny actualism without also having to revise first-order logic.

If Boonin has overlooked the problem I have outlined in this section, it might be
because he finds it intuitive that when someone’s life is not worth living, she ‘would
be better off never being conceived’ (2014: 239). If we say this about Dora, we may insist
that P2 allows that Wilma’s decision harms Dora. But again, we should not say this
about Dora unless we are ready to deny actualism. (After all, if Dora does not occupy
any well-being level in worlds in which she does not exist, then she would not have
occupied a higher well-being level than she actually does if she had not existed.) If
this seems problematic, it is worth noting that there are nearby claims that actualists
can accept instead. For instance, even if Dora would not have been better off if she
had never been conceived, it may be that her existence – that is, the state of affairs

4Boonin sometimes seems to rely on a similar principle (2014: 105–106).
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that she exists – is bad for her.5 However, even if Dora’s existence is bad for her, and
even if various other nearby claims about her are also true, P2 still excludes that
Wilma’s decision to conceive Dora harms Dora, since (given actualism) it remains
true that Dora’s well-being level would not have been higher if Wilma had not made
that decision.

4. Possible responses

4.1 Abandoning actualism

One possible idea is that adherents of the Implausible Conclusion should reject actual-
ism (despite its plausibility) in order to avoid the More-than-Most Implausible
Conclusion. If we do reject actualism, we may claim that a subject occupies a well-being
level – presumably zero – in worlds in which she does not exist. Since this implies that
Dora would have been better off if Wilma had not decided to create her, it allows us to
claim, consistently with P2, that Wilma’s decision harms Dora.

However, while this proposal lets us avoid the More-than-Most Implausible
Conclusion, it also lets us avoid the Implausible Conclusion for similar reasons. After
all, if a subject has zero well-being in worlds in which she does not exist, then this
also applies to Rocks (who does not exist) in Worth Living.6 And if Rocks’s well-being
level is zero, then he would have been better off if Wilma had chosen to create him. This
suggests that Wilma’s decision to create Pebbles harms Rocks, and thus, that P3 in the
non-identity argument is false. In particular, P2 does not exclude that Wilma’s decision
harms Rocks, since we are now supposing that Rocks would have been better off if
Wilma had not decided to create Pebbles. Moreover, adherents of the counterfactual
comparative view of harm that underpins P2 usually also take the relevant counterfac-
tual condition to be sufficient for harming (e.g. Feit 2015) – given the anti-actualist pro-
posal, this entails (and does not merely not exclude) that Wilma’s decision harms
Rocks.7 The view that we can harm non-existent subjects is of course counter-intuitive,
but that is simply because denying actualism is counter-intuitive. The present point is
just that denying actualism provides little help for supporters of the Implausible
Conclusion who want to avoid the More-than-Most Implausible Conclusion.8

5Whether a subject’s existence can be good or bad for her is controversial. Broome (1993), for instance,
argues against this view. For an account of extrinsic value on which Dora’s existence is bad for her even
though it is false that Dora would have been better off if she had never been conceived, see Johansson
(2010). Johansson’s account is consistent with actualism.

6I am here assuming the falsity of Feit’s (2016) radical view that actually existing subjects do, but merely
possible subjects do not, have well-being levels in possible worlds in which they do not exist. This view is
problematic – for instance, it implies that a subject can be harmed in a world in which she does not exist
(Carlson and Johansson 2018: 206–208) – and there is nothing which suggests that Boonin might be ready
to accept it.

7Boonin is also inclined to accept that the relevant counterfactual condition is necessary and sufficient
for harming (2014: 53, fn. 2).

8A possible view is that although Rocks, who does not exist, is harmed, it is only harm to people who
exist that matters morally. While this view allows one to hold on to the Implausible Conclusion, it still has
the unappealing consequence that a large number of non-existent people are harmed every day by people’s
decisions not to procreate. That is a very strong commitment to have to accept in a defense of the
Implausible Conclusion. Thanks here to an anonymous reviewer.
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4.2 Modifying P2

Another response is to modify P2. After all, contrary to what P2 allows, Wilma’s deci-
sion to conceive Dora does seem to harm Dora – even given actualism. The most popu-
lar way to account for this intuition is by invoking a causal view of harming (Harman
2004; Gardner 2015). Roughly, and at a minimum, causal views claim that an action
harms a subject if it causes a state of affairs that is, in some relevant way, bad for
her. While different versions of the view spell out the notion of a bad state of affairs
in different ways, Wilma’s decision plausibly causes some such state – for example,
that of Dora’s having a miserable existence, or that of Dora’s suffering horribly.
Thus, plausibly, Wilma’s decision harms Dora according to causal views.

However, causal views also imply that Wilma’s decision harms Pebbles in Worth
Living. The reason is that this decision causes Pebbles to exist with a significant disabil-
ity, which, Harman and Gardner argue, also counts as a bad state of affairs in the rele-
vant sense. Thus, just like the anti-actualist strategy, the appeal to causal accounts of
harming does not help supporters of the Implausible Conclusion.

As a reviewer of this article for this journal, Boonin suggested that P2 could instead
be modified as follows:

P2*: If A’s act harms B, then either (i) A’s act makes B worse off than B would
otherwise have been, or (ii) A’s act makes B exist in a condition that is not
worth existing in, and B would otherwise not have existed in a condition that is
not worth existing in.

Wilma’s decision of conceiving Dora makes Dora exist in a condition that is not worth
existing in, and Dora would otherwise not have existed in such a condition (since Dora
would otherwise not have existed at all). Hence, P2* allows that Wilma’s decision harms
Dora. However, P2* still excludes that Wilma’s decision harms Pebbles in Worth Living,
since Pebbles’s life is worth living (and hence it is false that Pebbles exists in a condition
that is not worth existing in). P2* thus promises to provide a way of avoiding the
More-than-Most Implausible Conclusion while accepting the merely Implausible
Conclusion.

The problem with this strategy is that there are versions of Not Worth Living where
P2* also implies that Wilma’s decision is harmless. We can simply add to the case the
further assumption that if Wilma had not done what she actually did, then she would
have done something else which would have caused Dora to exist in a condition that is
not worth existing in. There are different ways to achieve this result; for instance, we can
suppose that if Wilma had not decided to conceive immediately, she would have decided
to conceive in 60 minutes, which would have caused Dora to exist at the same well-being
level as she actually does. In this version of the case, Wilma’s actual decision still seems
wrong. In particular, rather than deciding to conceive immediately, she ought to have
decided to take a pill for two months before conceiving, thereby creating Rocks instead
of Pebbles. But P2* now entails that Wilma’s decision is harmless, since it is false that if
Wilma had not made the decision that she actually made, then Dora would not have
existed in a condition that is not worth existing in.9 Given the other premises of the

9This is an instance of the so-called ‘preemption problem’, which is a well-known problem for the coun-
terfactual comparative account of harm that underlies P2 (see, e.g. Norcross 2005; Johansson and Risberg
2019). Boonin (2014: 62–63) responds to this problem; Johansson and Risberg (2019: 353–355) object to
his response.
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non-identity argument, this leads to the unacceptable conclusion that Wilma’s decision
is not wrong. Hence, invoking P2* does not fully help to avoid the More-than-Most
Implausible Conclusion.10

One could respond to this argument by removing the counterfactual conjunct from
condition (ii) in P2*, as follows:

P2**: If A’s act harms B, then either (i) A’s act makes B worse off than B would
otherwise have been, or (ii) A’s act makes B exist in a condition that is not worth
existing in.

Unlike, P2*, however, P2** clearly abandons the spirit of the counterfactual comparative
view of harm that motivates P2, since condition (ii) is now non-counterfactual and
non-comparative. It is hard to see how such a disjunctive view of harm could be moti-
vated. At least, due to its disunity, it is at a significant disadvantage compared to com-
peting ‘pure’ views of harm.

4.3 Modifying P4

As reviewer of this article, Boonin also suggested a second response, which is to modify
P4 as follows:

P4*: If A’s act (i) doesn’t harm B and (ii) doesn’t violate B’s rights, then A’s act
doesn’t wrong B.

If Wilma’s decision in Not Worth Living violates Dora’s rights, P4* allows that this deci-
sion wrongs Dora (even if it does not harm her). And if Wilma’s decision in Worth
Living neither harms Pebbles nor violates Pebbles’s rights, P4* excludes that this deci-
sion wrongs Pebbles. So P4* promises to offer another way of avoiding the
More-than-Most Implausible Conclusion while accepting the merely Implausible
Conclusion.

The main problem with this strategy is that there are less complex variants of P4 that
do not lead to either the Implausible Conclusion or the More-than-Most Implausible
Conclusion (even given the other premises of the non-identity argument). This raises
the question of why we should accept P4* rather than one of those variants. Here is
an example:

10Could one still hold, consistently with P2*, that Wilma’s conceiving immediately rather than taking a
pill for two months before conceiving harms Dora? The answer is yes – but that is only because P2* is silent
about this kind of ‘contrastive harm’ (i.e. about facts of the form A’s doing X rather than Y harms B). Like
P2, P2* is only concerned with non-contrastive harm (i.e. with facts of the form A’s doing X harms B).
Hence, this view would have to be motivated by reference to a different kind of view of harm.

It is also worth noting that the moral significance of contrastive harm is highly questionable, even if the
moral significance of non-contrastive harm is granted. If we assume, in the spirit of counterfactual views of
harm, that A’s doing X rather than Y harms B if A’s doing Y would have left B better off than A’s doing X
does, then we are forced to accept that I harm a random stranger on the street by brushing my teeth rather
than giving them all my money. This does not seem to be a good reason to think that I wrong the stranger
on the street by brushing my teeth – and likewise not a good reason to think that I wrong them by brushing
my teeth rather than giving them all my money. It is therefore doubtful whether supporters of P2* can
invoke the idea of contrastive harm to give a plausible explanation of why Wilma’s action is wrong – espe-
cially since P2* still entails that her action is a not a non-contrastive harm.
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P4**: If A’s act doesn’t even pro tanto harm B (i.e. if A’s act doesn’t even to some
extent, or in some way, harm B), then A’s act doesn’t wrong B.11

Unlike P4 and P4*, P4** does not lead to either the More-than-Most Implausible
Conclusion or to the Implausible Conclusion. The reason is that even if we accept
P2’s implication that Wilma’s decision does not harm Pebbles overall, the claim that
her action does not even pro tanto harm Pebbles is much stronger, and, it seems, not
particularly plausible.12 (After all, Wilma’s decision causes Pebbles to exist with a dis-
ability that substantially negatively impacts her well-being.) At the same time, P4** pro-
mises to capture a version of the ‘no harm, no foul’ intuition that initially motivated P4
– that there is a close connection between harming and wronging such that if an action
is harmless then it does not wrong anyone (Boonin 2014: 4).

Since options such as P4** are available, then, the question arises why we should
accept P4*. Its disjunctiveness speaks against it, and the ‘no harm, no foul’ idea does
not favor it. Moreover, the fact that P4* leads to the Implausible Conclusion (given
the other premises of the non-identity argument) should itself be seen as a reason to
doubt it, since the Implausible Conclusion – as even Boonin agrees – is
counter-intuitive.

A possible reason to favor P4* over P4** may concern cases of harmless right vio-
lation. If A reads B’s diary or peeps in on B while B is undressing, without B’s permis-
sion or knowledge, for example, then one might think that A wrongs B even if B never
finds out or is otherwise affected by A’s action.13 However, whether A’s actions in these
cases really are harmless is unclear. It depends on controversies about the nature of
well-being. Typical versions of hedonism support thinking that A’s actions are indeed
harmless, since her actions do not make a difference to B’s balance of pleasure over
pain. But typical desire theories of well-being support thinking that A’s actions are
harmful – at least if we assume, realistically, that A’s actions frustrate some of B’s desires
(such as a desire that no one reads their diary or peeps in on them while they are
undressing).

That said, if it turns out that there really are cases of harmless rights violations (and
that the actions performed in such cases wrong the person whose rights are being vio-
lated), the following variant of P4 is still an option:

P4***: If A’s act (i) doesn’t pro tanto harm B and (ii) doesn’t violate B’s rights,
then A’s act doesn’t wrong B.

P4*** is strictly weaker than (and hence more probable than) P4*. It also allows that
harmless rights violations are wrongings, and it does not lead to the Implausible
Conclusion. Thus, the question again arises why we should accept P4*, which does
lead to the Implausible Conclusion.

11See also Gardner (2019), who presents cases of apparent wrongdoing where the relevant actions are pro
tanto but not overall harmful. Gardner argues that this cannot be fully explained by appeal to rights
violations.

12Adherents of the counterfactual comparative account of harm that underpins P2 typically focus on
all-things-considered harm. It is doubtful whether there is a plausible account of pro tanto harm that is
congenial to their view; see further Johansson and Risberg (forthcoming: sect. 3.4).

13These cases were helpfully suggested to me by David Boonin.
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5. A diagnosis

The reason why the non-identity argument leads to the More-than-Most Implausible
Conclusion is, I believe, that its premises imply a person-affecting moral view (e.g.
Heyd 1992). The basic idea behind such views is that a world w is worse than a
world w* only if w is worse than w* for someone. Most straightforwardly understood,
this means that w is worse than w* only if, for some subject A, A’s well-being is
lower in w than in w*. A well-known problem for this view is that it implies that a
world w1, in which one person has a life that is not worth living, is not worse than
another world w2, in which another person has an excellent life. This conclusion is
similar to the More-than-Most Implausible Conclusion – the only difference is that it
concerns worseness rather than wrongness. And once we see that the premises of the
non-identity argument also imply a person-affecting view, though one that concerns
wrongness rather than worseness, it is unsurprising that they generate similar problems.
More exactly, as we have seen, P2, P4 and P5 together imply that realizing a world w
rather than a world w* is wrong only if, for some subject A, A’s well-being level is
lower in w than in w*. If there is no such subject, P2 implies that realizing w rather
than w* does not harm anyone, which, together with P4 and P5, implies that it is
not wrong. And the problem is precisely that there is no such subject in Not Worth
Living, since if Wilma creates Rocks, then Dora will never exist, and vice versa.

To avoid these problems, supporters of the person-affecting view may wish to mod-
ify their view so that it allows that w1 is worse than w2 even if no subject has a lower
well-being level in w1 than in w2. Arguably, though, such modifications abandon the
core idea behind person-affecting views and instead introduce a fundamentally imper-
sonal element (Heyd 1992: 112–15). For example, when discussing a similar case, Nils
Holtug suggests that w2 is better than w1 because ‘the people that will exist if w2 comes
about will benefit more from coming into existence than the people that will exist if w1

comes about’ (Holtug 2001: 363, fn. 3, notation adjusted). While Holtug views this as a
person-affecting view, this label is misleading – since the view allows that w can be
worse than w* even though w is not worse than w* for anyone, it is an impersonal
view in personal clothing.14 In particular, unlike standard person-affecting views,
Holtug’s suggestion allows that the world in which Wilma creates Rocks is better
than the one in which she creates Pebbles. Thus, it is not committed to the
Implausible Conclusion.

6. Conclusion

I have argued that the premises of the non-identity argument lead to the
More-than-Most Implausible Conclusion, and that the argument is therefore
unsound.15 For this reason, I believe, we have not yet been given sufficient reason to
accept the merely Implausible Conclusion.

Can the non-identity argument be rescued? Perhaps there is a way to modify its
premises so that they, thus modified, (i) do not entail the More-than-Most
Implausible Conclusion, (ii) still entail the Implausible Conclusion, and (iii) are other-
wise sufficiently plausible and independently motivated. If such a strategy were to be

14The same can be said about ‘wide’ person-affecting views, according to which w is better than w* if the
value of w for those who exist in w is greater than the value of w* for those who exist in w*.

15As noted above, Boonin does not commit to the claim that all the premises of the non-identity argu-
ment are true as formulated (cf. footnote 2).
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presented, it would help support the Implausible Conclusion. But I myself, at least, am
unable to think of a strategy that satisfies these three conditions. In particular, for each
such suggested modification, we should ask ourselves: why not accept only some weaker
variants of the premises, which do not entail even the merely Implausible Conclusion –
a conclusion that most people (including Boonin) find intuitively implausible? I leave it
for supporters of the Implausible Conclusion to address these questions.16

Competing interests declaration. There are no competing interests to declare.

References
Boonin, David. 2014. The Non-Identity Problem and the Ethics of Future People. Oxford: Oxford University

Press.
Broome, John. 1993. ‘Goodness Is Reducible to Betterness: The Evil of Death Is the Value of Life.’ In The

Good and the Economical: Ethical Choices in Economics and Management, P. Koslowski and Y. Shionoya
(eds.), Springer-Verlag, pp. 70–84.

Carlson, Erik, and Jens Johansson. 2018. Well-Being without Being? A Reply to Feit. Utilitas 30: 198–208.
Feit, Neil. 2015. Plural Harm. Philosophy and Phenomenological Research 90: 361–88.
Feit, Neil. 2016. Comparative Harm, Creation and Death. Utilitas 28: 136–63.
Gardner, Molly. 2015. A Harm-Based Solution to the Non-Identity Problem. Ergo 2: 427–44.
Gardner, Molly. 2019. When Good Things Happen to Harmed People. Ethical Theory and Moral Practice

22: 893–908.
Harman, Elizabeth. 2004. Can We Harm and Benefit in Creating? Philosophical Perspectives 18: 89–113.
Heyd, David. 1992. Genethics. Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press.
Holtug, Nils. 2001. On the Value of Coming into Existence. The Journal of Ethics 5: 361–84.
Johansson, Jens. 2010. Being and Betterness. Utilitas 22: 285–302.
Johansson, Jens, and Olle Risberg. Forthcoming. A Simple Analysis of Harm. Ergo.
Johansson, Jens, and Olle Risberg. 2019. The Preemption Problem. Philosophical Studies 176: 351–65.
Norcross, Alastair. 2005. Harming in Context. Philosophical Studies 123: 149–73.

16For very helpful comments, I am grateful to Erik Carlson, Ben Eggleston, Anna Folland, Jens
Johansson, Victor Moberger, several anonymous reviewers, and, in particular, to David Boonin. The
work on this article was supported by Grant 2020-01955 from the Swedish Research Council.

Cite this article: Risberg O (2023). The Morality of Creating Lives Not Worth Living: On Boonin’s Solution
to the Non-Identity Problem. Utilitas 35, 88–97. https://doi.org/10.1017/S0953820822000449

Utilitas 97

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0953820822000449 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0953820822000449
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0953820822000449

	The Morality of Creating Lives Not Worth Living: On Boonin's Solution to the Non-Identity Problem
	Introduction
	The non-identity problem
	More implausible conclusions
	Possible responses
	Abandoning actualism
	Modifying P2
	Modifying P4

	A diagnosis
	Conclusion
	References


